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ICTs, ‘Virtual Colonisation’ & Political
Economy
Reginald Cline-Cole & Mike Powell
The potential consequences of the nature and dynamics of the increasing use of
Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs) for the political economy of
Africa deserve considerably more critical attention than they have thus far received.
True, there exists a growing body of literature on, for example, the potential of ICTs
for democratising political participation and policy formulation; redressing longstanding North-South, regional, rural-urban and gender imbalances; and redefining
the parameters of development thinking and practice. Not surprisingly, recent policy
attention has tended to focus almost exclusively on why a ‘wired’Africa is an absolute
and urgent necessity in the current information age; and on how African countries can
formulate e-strategies, among other things, to facilitate their incorporation in the socalled global information society. However, much (but by no means all) of this
literature has been celebratory, even, on occasion, proselitysing, particularly in its
insistence that ICTs represent ‘a key resource that should be maximised by … African
nations in order to achieve competitiveness in the current dynamic world order’
(Shibanda and Musisi-Edebe, 2000:228). In contrast, relatively little sustained
attention has been paid to the potential (highly differentiated) impact of ICTs on social
relations, even though, as Daly (2000) has observed with reference to the extension of
the internet to developing countries with low levels of connectivity, ‘the Mathew
principle’ will prevail and ‘those who have most will be given still more’. And yet,
ICTs, as an integral part of broader processes of informationalisation and globalisation,
have major implications for the choices facing political and economic strategists
across Africa in the age of the information society.
Of course, like all technologies, ICTs have no independent, determinative existence:
ICTs, as Ishemo argues in this issue, ‘have not risen autonomously’. The key issues,
therefore, must be seen as revolving around who uses the technology, how the
technology is used, and to what end it is used. Viewed in this way, there is little doubt
about who is driving the current prominence of ICTs in global discourse. For
although the second half of the 20th century may have coincided with a heightened
interest in an expanded role for information technology in economic activity, and in
the increased informationalisation of such activity, the emergence of ICT as one of the
key issues of our age can be traced directly to the meeting of the G-8 countries at
Osaka, Japan, in the year 2000. Indeed, while much of the world waited for, and
expected significant initiatives aimed at addressing the debt crisis, the G-8 meeting
chose instead to redirect attention to the role of ICTs in global economic restructuring
and socio-economic change. There was, the G-8 declared, a real danger of a global
digital divide emerging between those countries actively using ICTs and those
without access to these technologies. It further expressed its total commitment to
preventing the growth and consolidation of such a divide, and initiated the Digital
Opportunity Task (DOT) Force, an international coalition of government, industry
and civil society organisations, ‘to harness the forces of new technologies in order to
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narrow social and economic inequalities by making the benefits from these
technologies accessible and meaningful for all humanity’ (http://info.worldbank.org/
ict/assets/docs/ mdgComplete.pdf).
Unfortunately, this commitment did not extend to either rethinking development
orthodoxy on the privatisation of telephone networks; or preventing new arrangements for the settlement of the cost of international telephone calls, which have highly
negative foreign exchange implications for developing countries; or, indeed,
encouraging a renegotiation of the prevailing cost structure of the internet, which
effectively shifts the cost of expanding a (Northern-based) infrastructural-network to
new or late (Southern-based) adopters. Not surprisingly, confirmation of the
existence of a digital divide came shortly thereafter, with the international community
committing itself this time to narrowing or reducing (and not, as previously
promised, to preventing the emergence of) the divide. In the process, this new
commitment became the source of a new moral authority for intervening in the affairs
of places like Africa, which were considered to be on the ‘wrong’ side of the digital
divide. Thus promotional material for the first phase of a UN-sponsored World
Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), held in Switzerland in December 2003 to
discuss ‘coordination of the practical establishment of the information society around
the globe’, claims, for instance, that:
[t]he modern world is undergoing a fundamental transformation as the industrial society
that marked the 20th century rapidly gives way to the information society of the 21st century.
This dynamic process promises a fundamental change in all aspects of our lives, including
knowledge dissemination, social interaction, economic and business practices, political
engagement, media, education, health, leisure and entertainment. We are indeed in the
midst of a revolution, perhaps the greatest that humanity has ever experienced. To benefit
the world community, the successful and continued growth of this new dynamics [sic]
requires global discussion and harmonisation in appropriate areas (http://www.itu.int/
wsis/docs/brochure/wsis.pdf).

Furthermore, not only does WSIS portray developing countries as economies and
polities aspiring to membership of this ‘wired’ or information society, but it neglects
to provide, either precise details of the characteristics associated with such a society
or incontrovertible proof of its existence (the information society is described as an
‘evolving concept’, which takes different forms in different places, ‘reflecting different
stages of development’). Indeed, the summit’s Plan of Action promises to pay special
attention to the needs of developing countries, peoples and groups (among
marginalised ‘others’) in promoting its objective of ‘putting the potential of
knowledge and ICTs at the service of development’, even while recommending that,
with appropriate outside help, these countries should adopt largely top-down
processes in developing national e-strategies, as well as in allocating increased shares
of their aid receipts to ICT-related activities (http://www.itu.int/dms_pub/itu-s/
md/03/wsis/doc/S03-WSIS-DOC-0005!!PDF-E.pdf).
Nonetheless, behind the apparent consensus implied in both the WSIS Plan of
Action and Declaration of Principles lies, as both Ya’u and Ishemo argue in this
issue, the juggernaut of international capitalism, and its need to develop and profit
from a globalising economy which is overwhelmingly dependent for its functioning
on the ICT it sells. This, then, is the agenda being imposed on Africa, but with the
added twist that WSIS appears to be promoting what is effectively a tax on aid
budgets to pay for Northern hardware, software and associated services. In this
way, the North is to be paid to smooth Africa’s insertion into a globalised world
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order, from which the North will then profit. Little wonder, as Ya’u perceptively
concludes, that ICTs need to be seen as reinforcing old international divisions of
labour, even as they create brand new ones. Clearly, an Africa locked in as a
powerless junior partner in what should, at least according to WSIS, be an
‘inclusive’ Information Society based on relations of ‘partnership’ between ‘key
stakeholders’, stands as little chance of prospering now, as it did under previous
dispositions or world economic orders. In this connection, it is worth pointing out
that while initiatives such as NEPAD’s adoption of ICTs as one of its eight priority
sectors, and President Wade’s (coordinator of NEPAD’s ICT sector) call for a Global
Digital Solidarity Fund may help in creating some space for Africa-based initiatives,
they offer little or no significant challenge to imperialism’s overarching strategy, as
Ya’u insists in his contribution.
In a similar vein, Ishemo argues, this time with recourse to classical marxism, that
the exploitation of Africa is set to intensify. Not only does he see the ICT revolution as
another example of the statement in the manifesto of the Communist Party, that the
‘bourgeoisie cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of
production’, but he suggests, too, that, especially in the case of ICT, this
revolutionising is being achieved through ‘increased invasion and tearing apart,
through commodification of non-market and pre-capitalist structures like the family,
community and culture that constitute obstacles to accumulation’. In so doing,
however, Ishemo shifts the debate on to a terrain of cultural and ideological struggle,
on which the balance of forces is far less lopsided, and one on which, as his frequent
references to Cabral remind us, Africa has emerged victorious in the past. Clearly, the
heart of the issue is not the technological determinism reflected in many global policy
statements, but how men, women and children use and exchange information at
work, school and play. In other words, it is, as Thompson’s contribution so clearly
demonstrates, about who understands, uses and controls information and knowledge. His analysis of the use of ICT in the framing, discussion and practice of
development within the World Bank illustrates how and why ‘the conception and use
of such technologies itself … becomes an important field of discourse for the analysis
of power relations’. With the help of critical discourse methods, Thompson
encourages us to think long and hard about the ways in which the World Bank Group
attempts to reinforce its pre-eminent position in specific ICT – and broader
development-related discourses; and, as a corollary, raises the spectre of an
informational revolution, and associated processes of empowerment driven by one of
the foremost institutions of global governance, which do not propose to challenge
existing power relationships.
At a very different level, Mercer describes the relative failure of initiatives to
introduce ICTs into NGOs in Tanzania, with the aim of achieving externally-desired
changes to local organisational practices. While the processes she has observed will
undoubtedly evolve with time, it is hard not to read her study as providing further
support for the mass of ICT studies elsewhere, which suggest that, if they are to work,
ICTs must be structured around the needs and perspectives of their users. Indeed, as
even the World Bank’s Global Information and Communications Technologies
Department acknowledges, the value of ICTs will depend largely on the extent to
which users are able to take advantage of the opportunities created by the technology
(http://info.worldbank.org/ict/assets/docs/mdgComplete.pdf). Such users, as Mercer reminds us, are situated within broader social, cultural and political contexts – an
observation to which both Guèye (in ROAPE 98) and Tall (this issue) return in their
respective studies of popular appropriation of ICTs. Guèye’s piece on the intersection
between urbanisation and ICT use in Touba, Senegal’s second largest city and the
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spiritual heartland of Mouridism, and Tall’s article on the role of ICTs in
maintaining links between long-distance émigrés and their rural home communities, show that where positive uses can be identified, ordinary people will
appropriate technologies and adapt them to their needs, sometimes in highly
personalised and unexpected ways. When this happens on a large scale, as in the
cases under review here, it is often difficult, if not impossible, to predict the new
economic and social relations which might emerge, particularly as they relate to age,
gender and class relations, among other things. We can confidently assume,
however, that these outcomes are frequently not those imagined by the proponents of
top-down globalisation and informationalisation.
So where does this leave us? Many stakeholders (in government, NGOs and other
sectors of civil society, the private sector, and institutions like universities) will
continue to consult each other, and to make practical choices, faced with the options
available to them. National e-strategies will be developed, and funding proposals
formulated, not only in full awareness of the prejudices and preferences of potential
donors, but often, too, in collaboration with these same development partners. As
always, those preparing these strategies and proposals will seek to create (and
preserve) as much space as possible for their own priorities and preferences to have a
chance to take root and grow. Against such a background, therefore, we invited Tim
Unwin, currently on secondment to the UK Department for International Development from the University of London, to describe the thinking behind, and evolution of
the British Government’s Imfundo initiative, which seeks to support education in
Africa through the use of ICT. We had initially planned to generate a range of
opinions on his contribution. Considerations of space have led us to change these
plans, but we still think that close examination of such a programme could offer
insights into the possible advantages and disadvantages of interacting with the staff
of donor agencies involved in promoting the development of an information society.
For one thing, and despite its origin as a joint initiative of the British Prime Minister
and a private sector chief executive, the programme aims to acknowledge local
cultural priorities, to create long-term opportunities for local business, and to offer
the potential for the development of open source (that is to say non-proprietary)
software. Time will tell whether it does deliver these benefits, or whether the
complexity of the process, the involvement of multiple partners, and the need to
attract funds from elsewhere in the British aid budget renders it of less value than
hoped. Imfundo does, however, provide a good example, both of the public/private
partnership initiatives favoured by WSIS, and of some of the issues which need to be
considered if ICTs are to be introduced into daily life through such planned and
supervised development interventions at the local, national and international levels.
In this, it is reminiscent, even if only in part, of Wheeler’s analysis of Egypt’s wellsupported and carefully-formulated national e-strategy in ROAPE 98, particularly her
emphasis on the economic, political and cultural barriers to the successful
implementation of the strategy. Indeed, the continuing difficulty in overcoming these
barriers in one of the continent’s richest countries (and its second most wired
economy) raises serious doubts concerning the chances of success of similar strategies
elsewhere in Africa, and serves as a timely reminder of the need for interrogating firsthand experiences of the kind Unwin and some of Wheeler’s respondents provide.
What sort of society will emerge from the economic and social forces generated by the
tensions characterising information-, knowledge- and technology-related change?
Although no immediate alternatives to the development of these processes within
capitalism seem to exist, the precise form they will take is as yet unclear. There are two
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fundamentally opposing visions of an information or knowledge society. Put crudely,
the first conceives of knowledge as something which can be objectified and controlled,
and to which citizens or customers can then be given or sold access, so that they can
gain benefit from the commodity. The other sees knowledge as essentially common
property from which people and social groups gain value as they create it, exchange
it, interpret it and adapt it. These visions demand significantly different optimum
conditions to flourish, and represent very different answers to the question ‘what
should an information society consist of?’ Because they require different social and
organisational structures in order to perform effectively, these models are in direct
competition; and, as always, the field of competition is not a level playing field.
For a start, the interests of larger monopoly-seeking corporations, planning on future
control of intellectual property rights, were already strengthened by the election of
George W. Bush, even before heightened security measures in the wake of September
11th restricted the activities of some of the more informal financial networks, which
were a feature of both the Senegalese and Somali diasporas, for instance.
Furthermore, future freedom of choice is unlikely to be reinforced by strategic and
exclusive public-private partnerships of the kind announced between Microsoft, a
dominant ICT supplier, and the government of Angola, as part of which Microsoft
was to provide support for Angola in the formulation of its national e-strategy, in
addition to selecting the Angolan firms which were to be that country’s official
representatives at WSIS (http://www.digitalopportunity.org/article/country/950).
Or, alternatively, by Microsoft’s partnership with the United Nations Development
Programme, under which Microsoft will provide products and technical expertise to
support the development of ‘community’ information centres in developing countries
(http://www.digitalopportunity.org/article/country/950/), although it is unclear
how much choice, either in strategic terms, or in choice of equipment, beneficiary
communities will have.
Martin Hall (1999) has likened the recent expansion of the internet (which he describes
as ‘virtual colonisation’) to early European colonisation of the world, starting in the
15th century, and wondered whether new forms of electronic communication
represent a simple continuation of capitalism’s inexorable advance, or are indeed
symptomatic of a qualitatively distinct new ‘media age’. As responses to an ongoing
debate initiated by Mike Powell in ROAPE 88, and continued by Wheeler and Guèye
in ROAPE 98, the contributions in this Special Issue speak collectively, but variously,
to Hall’s continuing concerns. Indeed, this issue does not just address the complex
links between ICTs and their seeming virtual colonisation of Africa’s political
economies. It also, in true ROAPE tradition, broaches the equally important subject of
subversion and alternative agenda-setting. As an ongoing process, such alternative
agenda-setting will, in future issues, involve the critical examination of ‘knowledge’
economies and societies, with particular reference to questions of whose knowledge,
the locations of knowledge production and reproduction, and the social relations
implicit in knowledge valuation and use.
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The New Imperialism & Africa in the
Global Electronic Village
Y.Z.Ya’u
Globalisation is enabled by new information and communication
technologies (ICTs) that have made it easy to move vast quantities of market
information and intelligence, as well as capital, around the world. Conscious
of the importance of ICTs in the globalisation process, the World Trade
Organization (WTO) has developed a vision for structuring the ICT sector
in developing countries. However, although embedded in international
efforts to address the digital divide, itself occasioned by uneven access to
ICTs at a range of geographic scales, WTO strategy for configuring the ICT
sectors of developing countries appears to work in the interest of
multinational corporations. Furthermore, WTO policy initiatives, especially
those which come under the ambit of the Agreement on Telecommunications, GATs and TRIPs, have tended to exacerbate the digital divide. The
result is the resurgence of imperialism, this time represented by knowledge
dependence. While locating the marginality of Africa in cyberspace within
its colonial past, this paper argues that current international attempts at
bridging the digital divide are part of wider efforts to not only secure the
virgin markets of developing countries, but also to configure the world in
the interest of the new imperial powers. Within this context, therefore, Africa
faces the challenge of imperialism anew. The paper discusses the substance
of this challenge, and argues that while isolationism cannot be promoted
as a counter-force to globalisation, Africa must re-establish the basis of its
integration into a globalising world by developing a framework that
challenges the dominant assumptions of processes of globalisation
promoted by the WTO.
The convergence of microelectronics, communication and computing technologies
has given rise to new information systems, which have the ability to manipulate
information rapidly in a number of ways and deliver such information with
incredible speed at very low cost. This manipulative attribute of the new systems has
itself given rise to new categories of services while enhancing old ones. The internet in
particular, which is at the centre of the information technology mediated world, is
critical to the globalisation process that is integrating the world into what has been
called the Global Electronic Village (GEV).
Ever since Marshal McLuhan used the phrase ‘global village’ in the 1960s to refer to
this contracting world, the GEV concept has gained increasing currency and an
apparent objective reality. The world has become fully connected and brought
together at the click of a mouse. Beyond this virtual reality, however, lies a social
reconstruction of the world through globalisation, which is seen as the integration of
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the world into a single market. At the heart of this process is information technology
(IT), or more broadly, information and communication technologies (ICTs), that ever
pervasive technology that is changing the ways in which we do things. Information
Technology has unleashed a torrent of technological changes that have profound
implications for the way in which society is organised.
How is Africa located in this new global system? What are the implications and
challenges of such a positioning for the continent? What are the efforts being made to
confront these challenges? How viable are they? What other alternative options for
confronting these challenges exist? These are the substantive questions that this
contribution addresses.
The paper starts by exploring the links between globalisation and ICTs, and the
nature of the emerging world within which these links are evolving. It argues that
globalisation is not only enabled by ICTs, but that a country’s level of connectivity
determines to a large extent whether or not (and how) it will benefit from the
globalisation process. For this reason, the paper undertakes an assessment of Africa’s
position within the content of cyberspace. What emerges from such an assessment is
a gloomy picture: Africa is too poorly positioned in cyberspace to benefit from
globalisation. Instead, the continent faces the challenges of imperialism anew, this
time as represented by knowledge dependence.
There thus follows an attempt to articulate the substance and nature of this new
imperialism that is resulting from both globalisation and unequal access to ICTs in a
world that is increasingly becoming knowledge mediated. This new imperialism,
which is signposted by global governance based on the World Trade Organization
(WTO), presents Africa with new development challenges which it has to confront.
Finally, the paper argues that for Africa to break the hold of this imperialism, it has to
find ways of deploying ICTs, among other things, for development purposes. This
leads to an assessment of current efforts and strategies aimed at addressing the digital
divide in Africa, and the realisation that despite the multiplicity of bridging strategies
and efforts, the divide is expanding rather than closing. The paper thus seeks to
explain the limited success of these initiatives.
The concluding section provides a framework for addressing African’s digital
marginalisation which takes as its point of departure that integration of Africa into
the global economy is a reality, although the nature and mode of this integration need
to be contested. It also proceeds from the observation that the digital divide, defined
as unequal access to ICTs within and between nations, is part of the wider
development divide that has characterised imperialist domination of the third world.

Globalisation Pathways
Whether seen as an historical process or an ideological construct, globalisation brings
about greater interaction between countries and between peoples. John Tomlinson
(1996) defines it as
a rapidly developing process of complex interconnections between societies, cultures,
institutions and individuals worldwide. It is a social process which involves a compression
of time and space, shrinking distances through a dramatic reduction in the time taken –
either physically or representationally – to cross them, so making the world seem smaller
and in a certain sense bringing human beings ‘closer’ to one another.

The New Imperialism & Africa in the Global Electronic Village

13

Thomas Friedman (1996) sees it as ‘the loose combination of free-trade agreements,
the internet and the integration of financial markets that is erasing borders and
uniting the world into a single lucrative, but brutally competitive marketplace’.
Globalisation reduces the world into an integrated system of markets. Under the
process, international trade is considered to be the major engine of economic growth,
and should therefore be facilitated. This facilitation is to be done through trade
liberalisation, necessitating the removal of tariff and non-tariff trade barriers. In
addition, states are to withdraw from social provisioning by privatizing state social
service organisations. The role of states is being reduced to that of creator of an
environment conducive to private sector-led development.
In concrete terms, globalisation presents itself as the breaking down of national
barriers in terms of trade, flow of information and capital, and in terms of ownership
of key industries. Multinational corporations are increasingly displacing local
ownership in key and dynamic sectors of national economies. Globalisation is also
changing the nature of national policy making in that it demands conformity with
policy prescriptions, which national policy making instruments and processes have
no role in articulating. This last has serious implications for the essence of national
democracy, which is supposed to be about the capacity of citizens to participate in the
process of decision-making and, in the process, to influence government policy and
action. In the context of globalisation, the space for this has been constrained as policy
flows top-down from international trade-regulating institutions to national governments. This means that globalisation disempowers citizens and, therefore, substantively
undermines democracy globally.
Although the debate about the nature and impact of globalisation goes on, a
consensus of sorts is emerging. For instance, it is now understood to be not ‘just about
deepening of financial markets, but [to] include […] a whole range of social, political,
economic and cultural phenomena’ that is simultaneously driven and facilitated by
developments in ICTs (Cogburn and Adeya, 1999:2). O’Neill (1999:1) talks of ICTs as
being ‘seminal to the globalisation process’. There is also consensus that as part of this
process, the World Trade Organization (WTO), an organisation ostensibly established
to regulate world trade, has come to assume the role of global governance, whose
modus operandi are, as Dot Keet (1999:9) remarks, ‘the product of self-serving and
highly tendentious political processes; and [are] based upon and reflecting a
particular economic model or paradigm favouring the strong’.
What is the role of ICTs in this process? At one level, ICTs provide the pathways
through which the world is brought together, conquering both time and space. ICTs
allow the flow of information and market intelligence at incredible speed and very
low cost. This means that MNCs have access to the most comprehensive market
intelligence and can better coordinate their activities and management. ICTs also link
up the new manufacturing outposts of transnational corporations in the South to their
markets in the North. The technology of e-commerce has also meant the easy and
speedy movement of capital. Multinationals can therefore move their capital to where
conditions are most profitable. Moreover, goods and services, including stocks, are
traded electronically, with the result that firms do not have to be involved in the
actual movement of funds. Electronic transactions are invisible and therefore difficult
to tax, thus allowing for bigger profit margins for the transnational corporations.
Globalisation has stimulated international trade in services such as education,
financial, health and telecommunications. In the past, a country or firm offering these
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services in another country had to either be physically located in that country or have
a local representative or subsidiary, whose operations were subject to national
policies. Now with ICTs, these services are being increasingly offered online.
Electronic banking, online educational services, telemedicine, data processing, etc are
the deliverables through which the WTO’s General Agreement on Trade in Services
(GATS, see below) is being operationalised. Increasingly, these do not only constitute
a significant volume of international trade, but also major sources of exports by
leading industrial countries such as USA, Japan and Germany. For example, today the
marketing of bandwidth and satellite channels by US companies constitutes a
significant export to Africa. The ability of any country to participate in GATS is
largely dependent on its level of ICT connectivity. A country that has poor ICT
infrastructure cannot offer services such as online education, telemedicine and
international bandwidth services, even within its national borders.
Another feature of globalisation is the internationalisation of production. This, along
with outsourcing of goods and services, means that transnational corporations can
locate different units of their overall production systems in a number of different
countries, taking advantage of the unique opportunities offered by each site, such as
cheap labour, cheap raw materials, poor labour standards and less stringent
environmental protection requirements. This is possible only with a fast and reliable
means of communication that is complemented by an equally fast and reliable means
of transportation. It is this that has produced the porosity of borders characteristic of
globalisation. It is not only that liberalisation of trade has necessitated the removal of
tariff and non-tariff trade barriers but that much of trading today is done via the
internet, which has no national boundaries. In such a borderless space, the capacity of
governments to legislate within their national space or territory has been critically
undermined.
Globalisation proceeds with its own myth objectification. It thus seeks, not only to
contest rival development paradigms, but also to subvert them. It tries to rationalise a
particular way of configuring the world, including privileging a particular form of
globalisation when there exist many types of globalisations. ICTs provide the
platform and channels through which this ideological rationalisation of market
orthodoxy globalisation takes place.
A final area of consensus is that the benefits of globalisation are not evenly distributed
across nations and people. Even within a single country, there are losers and winners.
The ability of a country to benefit from the globalisation process is dependent on,
among other things, its access to technology, its international bargaining power and
the relative strength of its economy. In particular, access to ICTs has been generally
recognised as a major enabler for a country and people to benefit from globalisation.
Countries that are better connected have a greater chance of deriving benefits than
those that are poorly connected. In this sense, it is important to assess Africa’s
position in cyberspace.

Africa in Cyberspace1
Africa is presently at the bottom of the ICT ladder. To illustrate the standing of the
continent in the digital divide, we need to look at some of the statistics. Table 1
summarises the position of Africa with respect to different ICTs, and shows that
although its share of global population is about 13%, the continent accounts for only a
paltry 0.22% of the total number of landline telephone connections in the world, and
less than 2% of global PC ownership.
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Table 1: Distribution of Basic ICT Access Indicators in Africa
(as percentage of world total)
Landlines
Africa
World
%

PC population

20,043,100
7,556,000
9,281,040,000 495366,000
0.22
1.53

Cellular lines
11,295,000
727,186,200
0.16

Internet hosts Internet users
274,742
141,382,198
0.19

6,735,700
498,666,700
1.35

Source: International Telecommunications Union (ITU) (2001; 2002)

The precarious position of Africa is even more revealing when we disaggregate the
data in terms of density or penetration ratio, as Table 2 shows. Thus while the world
average for landlines is about 15.36 lines per 100 people, Africa’s is 2.55 per 100
people; similarly, where the world average for internet hosts is 232.66 per 10,000
people, Africa’s is only 84.71. Indeed, world averages are depressed by the poor
showing of Africa and other developing regions. Furthermore, compared to Europe
and the USA, Africa’s figures are dismal (compare, for instance, access to land and
cellular phone lines for these respective areas). Nor is this all, for when one considers
that more than half of the ICTs in Africa are in South Africa alone, the parlous
situation in the rest of Africa is thrown into really sharp relief. Indeed, by the year
2000, only some 26 countries in Africa had penetration ratios of one per cent and
above (ITU, 2001), the minimum recommended by the International Telecommunications Union for developing countries.

Table 2: Some Density/Penetration Indicators for Africa in
Comparison to Other Countries
Landlines/100 PC population/ Cellular
inhabitants 1000
Lines/100
Africa
World
Europe
USA
Sweden

2.55
15.36
39.16
67.30
68.20

1.06
8.42
17.94
62.25
56.12

1.47
12.06
36.14
40.00
71.37

Internet
Hosts/10,000
3.44
232.66
192.45
3,714.01
825.14

Internet
Users/10,000
84.71
820.82
1804.60
4995.10
5162.74

Source: ITU (2001; 2002)

Another set of indicators is built around access to traditional or older forms of ICTs,
such as radio, television and newspapers. This is important because ICTs have
integrated these older technologies in a way that modifies their uses (see, for example,
the papers by Tall and Guèye in this issue). African share in terms of these older
forms of ICTs is very low, although radio has achieved a better penetration than any
of the others.
The effective use and production of ICTs is a function of both available relevant skills
and literacy. Computer use requires a certain level of functional literacy. Thus, basic
literacy is an important indicator of the potential of the citizens of a given country to
use ICTs. On the other hand, the ability of countries to deploy and adopt ICTs is
dependent on a core of technical manpower. This is why both are relevant parameters
in measuring the digital divide. The average literacy rate in Africa is about 55%, while
the percentage of technical graduates is about 2.1% (compared to 56% for the
developed countries). Similarly, OECD countries spend on average about 2% of their
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GDP on R&D, while the equivalent figure for Africa is in the region of 0.2%. Not
surprisingly, Africa’s share of ICT production is virtually zero. The continent is a
consumer of ICTs.
Cost is also a factor in the low use of ICTs in Africa. PC and internet use remains
beyond the reach of many Africans. The cost per minute of internet use is more costly
in Africa than elsewhere. The authors of NEPAD put it this way:
the connection cost in Africa annually is 20% of GDP per capita compared with the world
average of 9% and 1% for the high income countries (NEPAD, 2001:12).

The survey for Global Network Readiness (Kirkman et al. 2002) shows that, whereas
in Sweden the annual cost of internet use per 20 hours is 0.12% of GDP per capita, in
South Africa, which boasts the most reasonable tariff in Africa, it was 5.26%; the
figures for Zimbabwe and Nigeria are 51.53% and 55.13%, respectively. Clearly, for
most Africans, economic accessibility or affordability limits physical accessibility.
Infrastructure is another problem. Africa has low bandwidth capacity. Linkages
between African countries hardly exist. Traffic therefore has to be routed through
third party countries, usually in Europe or the US. Moreover, not only is the capacity
of these third-party routes very low when compared to other routes as Table 3 shows,
but even this limited bandwidth is rented from international bandwidth providers.
Thus, all the submarine cables and satellite transponders belong to American and
European companies. Africa pays heavily for the use of this bandwidth. For instance,
in 2002, it was estimated that African ISPs were paying about $1 billion per annum for
connectivity to American and European bandwidth providers (Bell, 2002).
Africa accounts for almost zero percent of global ICT production; the continent’s
consumption of ICT is equally low. In terms of per capita spending in ICTs, the region
also ranked last (Table 4). Indeed, other than a few assembly plants and some local
software production in some countries, Africa imports all its ICT needs.
The non-statistical aspects of the digital divide include the ownership and control of
the major players in the ICT sector. These include multinational corporations
involved in the production and marketing of ICTs, the bandwidth and channel
providers and related agencies. These are dominated by USA, Europe and Japan.
Apart from the UN bodies, such as the International Telecommunications Union
(ITU) that are concerned with the sector, there are many bodies regulating one aspect
or the other of the internet. Domain name administration and protocol issuance are
handled by the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN).
This body, which started as a purely
American body, remains dominated
Table 3: Bandwidth on Selected
by America in spite of its global
Intercontinental Routes
field of operation. Africa has only
Route
Capacity in Gbps
one representative on the Council.
Debates within the Computer ProUSA • Europe
56
fessionals for Social Responsibility
USA • Africa
0.5
Europe • Africa
0.2
(CSPR) have tended to portray the
Latin America • USA
3.0
organisation as unaccountable and
Asia Pacific • USA
18
non- representative. For instance, in
Africa • Latin America
0
Africa • Asia Pacific
0
a recent article by Hans Klein (2002),
the organisation was exposed as
Source: constructed from DOT Force (2001)
creating an illusion of representa-

The New Imperialism & Africa in the Global Electronic Village

17

tion when in fact it has been systemTable 4: ICT Spending Per Capita
atically doing away with all elements
of representation and participation OECD Countries
129.11
such as election and open decision Middle East & North Africa
18.12
9.25
making. It is also seen as responsible Sub-Saharan Africa
29.77
for the maintenance of the dominance Latin America & Caribbean
Eastern Europe & Central Asia 19.90
of the English Language on the Asia Pacific
14.99
internet (Bridges.org, 2001). Tim
Source: Pyramid Research, quoted in eXchange, 1999
Berners-Lee, the inventor of the World
WideWeb, adds another problem: ‘the
best domain names will wind up with the people or corporations that have the most
money’ (1999:139). Similarly, African countries have only a marginal presence on the
governing body of Intelsat, an intergovernmental body that provides satellite
channels, as representation is based on national contribution to the body.
Finally, there is the minimal presence of African content on the internet. For example,
by 1999, all governments in Europe were online, compared to 13 out of 55 in Africa;
similarly, out of the 45 parliaments in Africa in that year, only 12 had websites
whereas all European parliaments were online. In addition, very few African
languages have made it to the internet, with, so far, very few websites using any these
languages. (The United Nations Economic Commission for Africa reports a slight
improvement in all these indices, particularly e-government, by 2002 (www.uneca.org/
codi – eds.).

The Resurgence of a New Imperialism
Global governance is implicated in an attempt by industrial countries to privilege a
specific articulation of globalisation for the benefit of their multinational corporations. Thus global governance is premised on two principles: the withdrawal of the
state from the provision of social goods and services, and the weakening of national
sovereignty. Filling in the space vacated by states, is the World Trade Organisation
(WTO), which has been created to enhance international trade by multinational
corporations. WTO has claimed the powers relinquished by states without assuming
any of the responsibility to the citizens that these powers entail. This organisation is
restructuring the world in such a way as to ensure the domination of the weak by the
powerful. Given the critical role of ICTs in the new world economy, WTO has also set
about to configure this sector.
WTO intervention in the ICT sector is centred around the General Agreement on
Trade in Services (GATS), Trade-Related Aspects of Intellectual Property Rights
(TRIPs) and the Agreement on Telecommunication. Within the general framework of
liberalisation and privatisation, countries are to dismantle governmental controls
over the ICT sector, sell off government service companies, remove tariff and nontariff barriers, and open up the sector to foreign participation. While the argument
canvassed for this is that it would accelerate the growth of the sector, the reality is that
it could simultaneously transfer control of the sector to multinational corporations
and at the same time open up the lucrative markets of developing countries to these
firms, whose home markets are already becoming saturated. To allow GATS to
control African service sectors in an ICT-mediated world will be, as UNRISD
observes, to ‘negate the possibilities that cyberspace offers for a new global forum,
and to reduce this space to a marketplace where a controlled volume of ideas will be
traded’ (quoted in Varoglu and Wachholz, 2001).
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The effect of this is to remove access to ICTs from the domain of social provisioning
and transfer it to the market arena. Making the market the dominant driver of the
sector means that national disparities and unequal access to ICTs will not be
eliminated, as investors will only invest to the extent that they are assured of profits.
Indeed, these disparities are likely to be accentuated by the inability of the poor to
afford the cost of access in the absence of government subsidy. WTO activity could
therefore result in the contraction rather than expansion in access to information
systems in some of its member countries. Global trends in ICTs have shown that the
information gap is expanding with those countries that have more developed ICT
sectors better positioned to develop faster.
Significantly, too, GATS and TRIPs are concessions given by developing countries in
favour of developed countries (Third World Network, 2001). This is because, with
respect to GATS, developing countries that are unable to meet their national
obligations cannot be expected to trade these services in developed countries. They
have no capacity to compete. In reality, therefore, while developed countries can
market their services in developing countries, the latter are not in a position to
undertake reciprocal trade in developed country markets. Given that, in addition to
IT, GATS also covers education, the implications are enormous. Not only would
GATS open up the education sector to transnational corporations, it would also
commoditise education. Access to education, which has been largely a public good,
would be conditioned by the market. This would undermine the capacity of African
and other developing countries to benefit from globalisation, since education is a
critical requirement in the new information mediated society. Furthermore,
transnational corporation access to vast ICT networks would make it impossible for
local educational suppliers to even compete with them. The possibility must therefore
be entertained that non-endogenous control of access to the education of citizens of
developing countries also lays the foundation of/for cultural imperialism.
TRIPs both expanded the scope of traditional copyright protection to include such
issues as patents, industrial design, trademarks, geographic indicators and appellations of origins, layout of integrated circuits, and software, among others; and
extended the period of patent, in some cases to over 90 years. Effectively, therefore,
those who first register a patent are to enjoy an assured monopoly. As virtually all
intellectual property is currently in the hands of developed country interests,
protecting these rights in the way TRIPs does means that developing countries are
likely to find it very difficult to access new scientific knowledge and technology. In
particular, TRIPs is meant to ensure the preservation of the international division of
labour, in which research and technology reproduction is done in the home countries
of transnational corporations, while developing countries remain consumers of such
research and technology, and providers of primary products. In this way, the
technological gap between the developed and developing worlds would continue to
increase.
The Telecommunications Agreement (the fourth Protocol of GATS) is a comprehensive document that provides the framework for the current telecommunication sector
reform in most African countries. Among other things, it requires states to end state
monopolies, open up the sector to foreign participation and adhere to the WTO rule of
non-discrimination against any participant. This last means that governments are not
allowed to protect or subsidise local companies operating in the sector. This,
according to WTO logic, is to ensure a level playing field. Unfortunately, the field has
never been level. Local companies cannot compete with multinationals that have
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access to vast resources, an extremely large capital base, the most up-to-date
technology and the advantages of economies of scale.
In practice, local companies are being edged out of this, as of other sectors. The
nation as a whole loses control over operators in the sector, since most of the
framework for their participation has been decided and crafted by the WTO. This is
why Hamelink (1998) notes with respect to the Telecommunications Agreement,
that it is undermining the capacity of states for national policy making. The takeover
of the sector by multinational corporations can be illustrated using two examples.
When Nigeria invited bids for Global System for Mobile Communications (GSM)
licenses two years ago, only one local company was in a position to tender a bid.
And although the company’s bid was successful, it subsequently forfeited the
license, as it was unable to raise the required funds. Similarly, no local company
could bid for the state’s 40% shares in Nigeria Telecommunications PLC (NITEL),
the sole national telecommunications carrier because of the huge monetary
requirements involved. Second, as Mike Jensen (1999:12) has observed, companies
from former colonial metropoles have, without exception, assumed control in cases
where African state telecommunications monopolies have been privatised. Thus, as
the AITEC report on the state of ICT infrastructure in Africa for the year 2000
(Hamilton, 2002) shows clearly, African countries that have undertaken the
liberalisation of their telecommunication sector have ended one form of monopoly –
state monopolies – and found themselves saddled with a new monopoly – that of
foreign investors. This is not just symbolic; it is direct evidence of the resurgence of
imperialism.
WTO itself is increasingly becoming a counter force to the UN system. This has three
implications for shaping the world that promoters of WTO want. First, while the UN
system tends to focus on human development and peace building, the WTO’s focus
is international trade as an end in itself. Thus, issues of human rights and democracy
are likely to receive only lip service in the struggle to create an environment
conducive to profit generation. Indeed, the WTO makes nonsense of all the fine UN
declarations on human rights. For a start, states have been restricted from providing
resources for the realisation of these rights. The contradiction between the WTO’s
regime of minimum state responsibility, on the one hand, and the widespread
consensus among UN bodies that more resources should go into social welfare
provisioning, on the other, is increasingly being resolved in favour of WTO,
subverting, in the process, both the traditional role of the state in meeting the basic
needs of its citizens as well as the UN’s role in regulating international relations. An
example of this is the demand by WTO, through its Bretton Woods sister
organisations, that developing countries should cut public spending, including that
on education, while UNESCO has been calling on states to devote as much as 26% of
their national budgets to education.
Second, the fact that social service provision has been removed from the domain of
social responsibility to that of market relationships means that profit generation
becomes the main driving force behind their provision. This means that while the
services could become more available, they are just as likely to become more
unaffordable for the majority of developing country citizens. Such is the paradox of
the WTO: availability and affordability have become mutually exclusive. For
instance, the opportunities for distance education have never been greater; however,
the commercialisation of these programmes ensures that those who should or would
benefit the most from them can neither access nor afford them.
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Third, the WTO is undermining the capacity of states to pursue independent
development agendas. This also weakens state capacity in delivering development
programmes. However, it is, as Bangura notes (2001:8), ‘now an accepted axiom that
no country has ever developed under conditions of weak state capacity’. Globalisation
that seeks to undermine state capacity holds no promise for the development of
African societies, among others.
One of the promises of the information age is that access to information and channels
of communication would produce a truly plural world. However, the reverse is
happening: instead of a plurality of voices, what we see is a homogenizing tendency
(Schechter, 2001), in the direction of the reproduction, amplification and circulation of
the voices of the big and the powerful. This homogenising tendency is the result of
three aspects of the distribution of ICTs across nations and people. One is that those
who have better access are better placed to project their voices and vision. Second,
ICTs are further deepening the earlier trend of vertical concentration in the media.
Increasingly, a few mega sites such as Yahoo, Hotmail and CNN are meeting the
information needs of the majority. In the process, smaller platforms have little or no
chance of being heard. Third, and worst of all, these few sites are also owned by
corporations that dominate other key sectors of the economy, accelerating horizontal
concentration. Significantly, too, ICTs have created new channels for capital flight
from developing countries, including the following:
• the extremely mobile nature of capital allied with the inability of third world
countries to tax e-commerce or online transactions;
• the extremely high level of profit repatriation from developing countries by ICT
companies or businesses;
• direct transfers during the purchase of ICT equipment;
• large sums of money paid to international infrastructure providers;
• worsening settlement rates imposed by Northern telecommunications companies on telephony;
• the costs of connection to the international internet backbone;
• the high mobility of capital in a world dependent on to foreign direct investment
(FDI) is forcing developing countries to lower tax regimes in order to attract
FDI, and thereby eroding their revenue from taxation (Torres, 2001); and,
finally,
• in terms of trade and commerce, local firms are ill-equipped to compete with
transnational ones, thus exacerbating capital flight.
Typical of the era of imperialism, there is now a scramble for markets and territories
by the major powers. However, unlike in the past where such scramble was
conducted through open warfare, this time it is fought using a variety of means
including control of technology standard setting. In the telecommunications sector,
the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) traditionally has this responsibility, but it has now been joined by a plethora of new standards organisations, reflecting
the breadth of the ICT spectrum. This new imperialism is characterised by the
attempted creation of knowledge dependence in the newly re-colonised countries. It is
a ‘soft’ type that does not involve physical occupation of countries, and whose paths
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are mediated by the vast network of ICTs. It is signposted by a control mechanism
exerted through the WTO, which acts on behalf of western powers and their
transnational corporations. It is supported by an array of means of ideological
internalisation that control the flow of news, entertainment and literature, as well as
cultural space as a whole. Today, the media scene is dominated by a few organisations
such as CNN, BBC, Yahoo, and Times. They decide what is news, what should be
circulated and listened to or read, and block those that conflict with the values they
want to spread. All of this is only possible through their domination of ICTs.
ICTs are reinforcing old international divisions of labour while at the same time
creating new ones. Because of the ease with which capital can now be moved around
the world, multinational corporations select the most profitable locations for their
operations. Although a few developing countries such Taiwan, Korea and China have
been able to build national ICT production capacity, most cannot and will remain
consumers of ICT products and services. This implies that they will remain producers
and exporters of primary commodities.
There has been much talk about teleworking being able to transfer many online jobs to
third world countries. Yet, the nature of these jobs reflects the sort of international
division of labour that ICTs are recreating. While industrialised countries have been
luring the best and most experienced brains from Africa and other third countries,
especially in the ICT sector, they are locating non skilled ICT jobs and environmentally degrading production outfits to these countries. De Alcantera notes (2001:12):
With the exception of some groups (like software programmers), it seems that most
teleworkers 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 throughout the developing world.

Africa is already suffering the result of the brain drain. A report for UNECA shows
that by 1999, more than 30,000 Africans with PhDs were living and working outside
the continent (Cogburn and Adeya. 1999:12). The immediate implication of this is that
research in technology, and in ICTs in particular, would be done only in the
industrialised countries, thus ensuring the continued widening of the digital divide.
But there is a parallel with the colonial period here: while Africans were enslaved to
provide unskilled labour in Europe and the Americas, now they migrate voluntarily
to seek employment in the knowledge economy in the advanced economies.
However, there exist many restrictions on the migration of unskilled labour,
particularly as the strategy of export processing zones has done away with the need
for physical labour to migrate. Instead the ‘new slaves’ are encouraged to work in
their own countries to satisfy the consumption needs of distant metropolitan centers.
This has the added advantage that environmental pollution can, in this way, be
relocated to producer countries, where labour standards considered acceptable in
advanced industrial economies do not necessarily apply, and where production is, as
a consequence, both cheap and convenient.

The Challenge Facing Africa
Globalisation is thus a euphemism for the new imperialism. Its instrumentality is a
world of decision-making in which policy choices are determined by the governments
of developed countries and by international institutions that are mainly under their
control or influence (Khor, 2002). To confront this new imperialism, Africa has to
strategize its integration into the global economy. This strategizing must proceed
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from the recognition that integration into the global world system is a reality, and that
what needs to be contested is the nature and manner of this integration. Isolationism
provides neither a counter development option nor a strategy for countering the recolonising impulses of globalisation. Furthermore, strategizing must be multifaceted, with one aspect addressing the issue of the digital divide, not least because
ICTs are engines of economic development. In pointing out the key elements of this
strategising with respect to the digital divide, it would not be out of place to first
review the current efforts at addressing this problem.
Starting in 1995, the pioneering work of the United Nations Commission on Science
and Technology for Development (UNCSTD) placed the issue of ICTs as development
tools on the global development agenda. In two major studies (Howkins and Robert,
1997; Mansell and Wehn, 1998), UNCSTD sought to understand the relationship
between ICTs and development, and how ICTs could be diffused across the world.
One of the issues that these efforts highlighted was the digital divide. Since then
bridging the divide has become a bandwagon, which every organisation hopes to join.
Yet although there is a consensus on the need to bridge the divide, the motivation
behind calls for, and the strategies purportedly employed in this bridging are as
diverse as the players involved. Thus while organisations like the WTO see the need
to bridge the gap as part of efforts to promote global trade, others see the need to close
the gap in order to either enhance the economic development of those countries on the
‘wrong’ side of the divide, or to help these countries escape the re-colonizing
impulses of the new global order. Over time, there have been several initiatives at
bridging the digital divide. These can be divided into four categories:
1) Initiatives by development organisations such as the United Nations, notably its
Scientific and Cultural Organisation (UNESCO) and Development Programme
(UNDP), with the latter being the most active in building the capacity of developing
countries to enable them to utilise ICTs for development purposes. Indeed, its
involvement started in 1993 with the establishment of the Sustainable Development
Networking Programme (SDNP), which had the goal of addressing connectivity and
networking issues. By 1996, the network had expanded to 42 nodes that were
connected through the Internet for information sharing (UNDP, 2001). The following
year, the UNDP started two regional programmes, the Internet Initiative for Africa
(IIA) and the Asia-Pacific Internet Programme, both of which provide assistance and
advice in developing Internet connectivity to a selection of countries in the two
regions. Since 2000, it has been involved in the Global Network Readiness and
Resources Initiative in partnership with several other organisations. Similarly,
UNESCO has been involved in promoting/facilitating the use of ICTs for education,
especially in the area of distance learning, while ITU’s contribution has centered on
policy development and in the building of regional capacity for ICT administration.
Both the United Nations Conference on Trade and Development (UNCTAD) and
United Nations Industrial Development Organisation (UNIDO) are active in building
the capacity of developing countries to enable them to participate in e-commerce.
Significantly, the General Assembly of the UN set up a Task Force on ICTs in 2000,
with a mandate to advice the Secretary-General on policy and initiatives for
promoting greater access to ICTs in developing countries.
2) The World Bank has also, apart from its banking assistance programmes in the ICT
sector, been active through its infoDev unit, doing work in the area of evaluating ICT
strategies, advising governments on information and communications policy and
generally promoting market reforms in the ICT sector. The infoDev is a global
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partnership involving private sector organisations and governments that pools the
intellectual, technical and financial resources of the public and private sector,
facilitating market development and promoting the use of ICT in areas such as
education, health, government, commerce and environment (infoDev, 1999). Both the
World Bank and the UNDP serve as joint coordinating secretariat of the DOT Force
programme of the G-8.
3) Activities involving governments of the industrialised countries, especially the
Digital Opportunity Task Force (DOT Force) of the G-8. Driven by the need to capture
the virgin markets of developing countries, G-8 member states have also taken up the
issue of bridging the digital divide. When in 1995, they organised a Summit on
Information Technology, they invited Thabo Mbeki of South Africa to deliver the
keynote address. Predictably, Mbeki used the occasion to call for a global partnership
for the information age (Mbeki, 1998:185). Subsequently, the G-8 set up the DOT Force
and charged it with the responsibility of coordinating the activities of the group in the
area of bridging the digital divide. Individual G-8 member governments, especially
USA, UK and Japan, have all been providing assistance to developing countries as
part of bi-lateral programmes (see Unwin’s discussion of UK initiatives in this issue –
eds).
4) Non governmental organisation (NGO) schemes: Many local and international
NGOs have been working to improve access to ICTs by marginalised groups in
developing countries. The International Development Research Centre (IDRC) has
been the most active in Africa in this respect. Other NGOs that have been active in
bridging the digital divide include Computer Aid International, World Computer
Exchange, and foundations such as the Saros Foundation, Ford Foundation, Kellogg
Foundation, Carnegie Corporation and others (Hafkin and Wild, 2002). Much of the
activities of these NGOs have centred on bringing in computers, setting up access
centers such as telecentres (Ya’u, 2000), imparting ICT skills, and providing
networking platforms such as Association for Progressive Communication (APC),
OneWorld and Kabissa. However, the sustainability of NGO intervention, particularly project based activity such as telecentres and micro-credit projects, is an issue,
given the likelihood that some projects are unlikely to survive the inevitable
withdrawal of external funding.

Intervention by Government
Individually and collectively, developing countries have themselves been encouraging local initiatives at bridging the digital divide, often taking into consideration
efforts by other (external) actors. The UN Economic Commission for Africa (UNECA)
has spearheaded continental efforts, which commenced in 1996. Under the guidance
of UNECA, African countries agreed on the African Information Society Initiative
(AISI) document (UNECA, 1996), which was to be implemented in the countries using
what was called the National Information and Communication Infrastructure (NICI)
framework. In 1999, the ECA convened the first African Development Forum, with
the theme ‘Globalisation and the Challenges of the Information Age to Africa’, to
assess progress made in the implementation of AISI and to draw up new initiatives.
As part of the preparation for the Forum, it commissioned a continent-wide
assessment report on the ICT situation in each African country. This report (UNECA,
1999) showed that while there was some progress, much still remained to be done to
leverage Africa into the information society (Soltane, 1999). The document adopted at
the end of the Forum (UNECA, 1999a) contained a recommendation for the pace or
tempo of progress to be increased. The policy thrust and aspirations of this document
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have now been largely incorporated into the New Partnership for Africa’s
Development (NEPAD) under its Bridging the Information Divide section. So far,
apart from the deployment of technology, which has seen the evolution of mobile
networks in many African countries, the major areas of activity at national level have
been policy development and the building of capacity for regulation. The policy
framework involves liberalisation and privatisation of state monopolies. Many
countries have liberalised the sector; some have ended state monopoly through the
licensing of second national carriers while others have ended state control through
privatisation.
In spite of these initiatives, the digital divide is increasing rather the decreasing.
Several reports (USIC, 2000; Bridges.org, 2001; OECD, 2001) have shown that while
there is a general improvement of connectivity globally, the rates are unequal across
countries. The industrialised country networks are growing faster than those of
developing countries. For instance, a 2001 report of the OECD noted that the gap
between America and Africa rose from a multiple of 267 in 1997 to a multiple of 540 by
2000. A number of observers (see, inter alia, Howkins and Robert, 1997; Mansell and
Wehn, 1998; Cogburn and Adeya, 1999) think that the digital divide will never be
bridged. Mansell and Wehn’s modelling led them to conclude that it would take
Africa about 100 years to reach the 1995 level of Ireland (1998:25). Howkins and
Robert (1997) concluded that even the most optimistic of the four options developed
by the UNCSTD Scenario Building Workshop, the Networld, ends up with a world that
is afflicted by poverty and deprivation. But they also draw the conclusion that that the
Networld is unlikely to happen because ‘its causes and the circumstances that might
lead to its coming into existence are fuzzy’ (1997:46). Instead, they see more of the
symptoms of the March of Follies, the worse of the scenarios, in the current reality. The
March of Follies is based on a global community that is exclusive and fragmented.
A number of factors are implicated in the failure of these efforts to bridge the digital
divide. First, there is the fact that, fundamentally, the sector reforms that are taking
place do not aim at bridging the gap but at providing access to markets for
transnational corporations, which have seen their home markets becoming saturated
relative to the markets of Africa and other developing areas. However, within this
evolving context, Foreign Direct Investment will go to lucrative markets rather than
where there is a need to promote universal access to ICTs. Second, most efforts treat
those countries that are on the negative side of the digital divide as simple consumers
of ICT goods and services. This reproduces and perpetuates the digital divide rather
than closing it. Without building a capacity for the production of ICT goods and
services, the ‘digitally challenged’ cannot hope to catch up with those countries that
already have better access to ICTs, which they deploy to their economic advantage.
Third, the digital divide is restrictively defined without taking into consideration the
ownership and control of the networks. What does it mean that people have access to
information or channels that they do not own? Citizens are provided access to
channels over which they have no control. Increasingly, also, they are offered little or
no real choice over content. Fourth, the strategies for bridging the digital divide tend
to see the latter in isolation from the broader development divide that has
characterised the world, both past and present. They ignore the fact that the digital
divide is not just the lack of diffusion of ICTs, but also a structural problem and the
product of a complex history (Ya’u, 2002). It is worth emphasizing that the digital
divide is part of a larger social divide, which is at the core of imperialist relationships.
To that extent, the digital divide can never be eliminated in isolation of this wider
divide; consequently, the question of access to ICTs should not be seen in isolation of
the other development problems of Africa. Fifth, it is important to interrogate the

The New Imperialism & Africa in the Global Electronic Village

25

language which characterises discussions about the (bridging of) the digital divide.
Talk of ‘bridging the digital divide’ rather than of ‘universalising access to ICTs’
implies that there is only one possible development trajectory, which is to retrace the
steps taken by the industrialised countries. This is not only fallacious but also ignores
the fact that the development of the telecommunications sector of the West, and the
corresponding underdevelopment of that of Africa and other third world countries,
are the consequence of colonial conquest (Sy, 1996). As Africa cannot colonise any
other continent in order to develop itself, it has to seek other paths to economic
progress.

Towards Democratising Access to ICTs: Concluding Remarks
In Africa, ICTs must be deployed to facilitate solutions to the chronic development
problems that the continent faces. But ICTs in themselves cannot provide these
solutions. ICTs have to be deployed within a framework that seeks improvement of
the existential conditions of people rather than the volume of international trade as
the measure of development. This is why the priority in Africa should be
democratising access to ICTs rather than ultimately futile attempts at bridging the
digital divide; the market alone cannot provide the incentives. The historical
experience of the Scandinavian countries and the USA, the most connected countries
in the world, shows that their high levels of connectivity were achieved largely by
public investment rather than through the market. The market took over only when
the network had matured.
The first requirement for making ICTs accessible to African citizens and organisations
is to challenge, not only the content of WTO agreements, but also their legitimacy.
African countries should resist attempts to make education, health and knowledge
tradeable commodities. Africa needs the developmental state, and such a state cannot
come into being under the market orthodoxy of the WTO. The continent also needs
relief from the sweeping powers of the WTO which undermine the capacity of states
for independent development policy-making.
Second, along with other counties, African states need to demand the reform of the
WTO to make it a more democratic and open organisation. Its structures should be
made more representative of all member countries, while its decision-making
processes should be more transparent. At the same time, the mandates of UN
development bodies which the WTO is increasingly taking over should be restored.
For instance, issues of intellectual property rights should be returned to the World
Intellectual Property Organisation (WIPO), which is a more appropriate home; these
rights are not simply matters of trade, but are part of mankind’s cumulative heritage.
Third, there has to be a shift in what Dani Rodrik (2001:5) calls ‘the development
mindset’ in the WTO. Such a shift should allow for greater autonomy in policy
making by states, while moving the focus of the WTO from attempts to reduce and
harmonise national institutional differences, to that of managing such differences.
Overall, the elements of an Africa-focused ICT strategy should include:
• ICTs for Development: much of the discussion about bridging the digital
divide treats access to ICTs as end in itself. For the developed countries that are
looking for markets to sell ICTs goods and services, this is understandable. For
Africa, however, access should only be a means to address Africa’s development problems. This means that ICTs should be used for development purposes
such as providing access to education, healthcare services, etc. In this context, it
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is important to realize that it does not make sense to have hospitals connected
to the Internet when there are no drugs in the hospitals, or for schools that have
no chairs to be connected to the Internet. We need to deploy ICTs creatively and
appropriately to address our development needs. The Rowing Upstream
Advisory Committee puts it nicely: ‘In planning for and using ICTs, remember
to emphasise what you want to accomplish with the technology, rather than the
technology itself’ (Levey and Young, 2002:81).
• Universal Access versus Market-led ICT Sector: the aim of WTO-supported
reform agreements which have been forced on developing countries, is not only
to liberalize the ICT sector but also to seek the transfer of questions about ICT
access from the domain of public social provisioning to that of the market arena.
This will facilitate the emergence of an environment conducive to investment
and profit generation. However, the market cannot promote universal access,
although such access is both necessary and desirable for the deepening of
democracy in Africa. It is only when people are informed and have access to the
means to communicate that they can participate in decision-making in society.
Africa must remain committed to universal access through appropriate state
subsidy to its economically-disadvantaged citizens.
• Who Owns the Local Networks? One of the myths of the internet is that it is not
owned by anybody. The truth of course is that there are those who own the
means for accessing the internet, as well as those who seek to both own and
trade as much of the content as possible. The question of content is already a hot
issue under the rubric of Intellectual Rights Protection. Although many
strategies for bridging the digital divide focus on people having access to the
channels without a stake in their ownership, current reforms being advocated
by industry giants would place significant restrictions on internet use for the
free exchange of information. Similarly, content is increasingly controlled by
companies of the former colonial countries. Nonetheless, the channels are not
only a means of communication but also a mechanism for scientific, cultural and
ideological influence. Africa must therefore develop its own local networks.
• Financing ICT Infrastructure: having a stake in the ownership of the channels
of communication means that Africa must find the funds to finance the
deployment and building of adequate ICT infrastructure. Current practice relies
on loans and FDI. Neither have produced good results. Instead, they tie the
continent in a subordinate relationship to western countries. Africa can finance
ICT development by mobilizing local resources, for instance by establishing ICT
development funds or banks. However, Africa’s existing debt burden does not
allow for the speedy construction of an adequate ICT infrastructure on the
continent. This is why the debt question should be resolved quickly, through
either cancellation or repudiation.
• Production of ICT Goods and Services: Africa must transcend its status of
consumer of ICT goods and services by engaging in their production. With
respect to goods, it is generally accepted that economy of scale, market
proximity and capital demand will make individual national capability for
production very difficult, if not entirely impossible (Dedrick and Kraemer,
2000). In such a case, Africa must engage in both regional and continental efforts
to pool resources, expertise and national endowments to achieve a continental
production capacity. As for service production, this can be done simultaneously, both at the level of individual states and on a continent-wide scale.
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Content production is particularly critical, but it is also easy to do. We need to
produce content that is useful to our people and relevant to our development
needs; but such content should also be capable of representing Africa’s cultures
in an authentic manner and be in a position to counter the homogenizing
tendency that globalisation promotes.
• Education: Content production requires both skills and technical literacy in the
use of ICTs. There is increasing acceptance that the landscape of literacy has
recently changed dramatically, to include basic computer skills as part of the
minimum education one requires to lead a meaningful and productive life. Thus
in addition to democratising access to ICTs, citizens must be empowered to
acquire technical competence and skills for effective ICT use. Africa must
therefore integrate ICT education at all levels of its educational system. It must
also reinvent its educational system, and remain committed to state responsibility in the provision of education as a public good.
• Promoting African Languages: Democratising access to ICTs requires more
than technical literacy. It demands the ability of citizens to not only use content
but also generate content on their own. At the moment, much of the content on
the internet is in European languages, which are not understood by the majority
of African citizens. This means that the content of the internet is largely
incomprehensible to most Africans. At the same time, because there is little
presence of African languages on the internet, they cannot effectively
participate in the generation of African content. There is, therefore, the need to
promote the presence of African languages on the net so as to make it a truly
meaningful development and information tool for all.
Y.Z. Ya’u is with the Centre for Information Technology and Development (CITAD) in
Kano, Nigeria; e-mail: yunusayau@hotmail.com. This paper was presented to the 10th
General Assembly of CODESRIA which was held at in Kampala, Uganda (December
8-12, 2002), and is published here with the kind permission of CODESRIA.

Endnote
1. This section draws from an earlier paper (Ya’u, 2002a)
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Senegalese Émigrés: New Information &
Communication Technologies
Serigne Mansour Tall
Emigration from Senegal increased rapidly between 1980 and 1990, and its
economic and social implications grew in significance. These migratory
flows diversified in terms of their departure points and destinations, making
complex the challenge of preserving relationships with families at home.
As Senegalese emigrated to countries with fewer links to Senegal, the need
to find ways of maintaining long-distance relationships became more urgent.
How do the émigrés appropriate New Information and Communications
Technologies (NICT)? How do the new technologies provide for financial
transfers without the physical movement of funds? What role do the émigrés
play in the penetration of new technologies in certain disadvantaged
sectors? What are the economic and social implications of this advance of
NICTs? Tall shows that the types of use made of the new technologies
follow from a complex process of appropriation that can make a highly
personal tool such as the cellular telephone into a collective instrument to
bring a village out of its isolation and connect it with the world.
Tall concludes that the emergence of the new technologies and their
appropriation by émigrés creates new social configurations both in the new
home and in the community of origin, and contributes to the emergence of
new spatial understandings.
New information and communication technologies (NICTs) are the modern tools
(cable, satellite, the Internet, telematic applications) that facilitate the circulation of
ideas and bring together data and people. This study attempts to shed light on the role
of NICTs in the ‘long-distance relations’ between émigrés and their families in their
country of origin. The ways in which these technologies are used and appropriated by
émigrés are complex. In the specific context of this study, dealing with the places of
origin of émigrés who have long lacked connection with the modern communications
network, the phrase ‘new technologies’ may be disconcerting to the reader. Indeed,
the landline telephone may be old and commonplace in Dakar, while it is just
becoming known in M’Benguène, the village in the department of Kébémer that has
just emerged from technological isolation, thanks to investments from its national
émigrés in Italy. Thus, as Mucchielli (1998:9) observes, ‘the analysis of contexts and,
consequently, of approaches at work in the communications realm, is therefore
fundamental.’ Our field research was set in the central-west region of Senegal. The
onset of chronic drought at the beginning of the 1970s seriously endangered peanut
production, which represented the primary agricultural industry, and led to the mass
departure of its inhabitants to Italy in the mid-1980s. This study analyses the
appropriation of NICTs by the émigrés and the rationales it engenders, which,
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according to Mucchielli (1998:10), are ‘organisational rationales of power and
knowledge and of hierarchical power, a cultural rationale of propriety, a cultural
rationale of savoir-faire, psychosocial rationales of fear of the loss of prestige or control
…’ As with any innovation, NICTs bring into question age-old beliefs and knowledge,
long-established positions and well-established local structures.
How, then, do émigrés appropriate NICTs? What is the role of NICTs in eliminating
the physical element in the financial transfers of émigrés and promoting the
circulation of private capital? What is the role of migrants in the penetration of these
technologies in villages that are, a priori, isolated? What are the social and economic
implications of accessibility to NICTs? This study attempts to gain an understanding
of how Senegalese émigrés and their families who remain behind are served by these
new communications tools and how, in turn, these tools influence their lifestyles.
Thus, the study is built around a consideration of this dialectic of passive and
receptive use of NICTs, and their dynamic and active appropriation. By relying on the
opportunities offered by NICTs, émigrés, thanks to their money and savoir-faire, are
attempting to instill a new dynamic in their relations with families who remain in
their country of origin. Thus, this study is focused squarely on the link between
technological innovation and social changes, under the influence of one key actor: the
émigré.
The methodology combined a macro approach (an inventory of local and national
statistics on teledensity) and a micro approach (a qualitative analysis of changes
brought about by NICTs at the local level). Collection of statistical data on
telecommunications companies made it possible to construct a quantitative foundation on the rapid changes that the telephone has undergone in Senegal. It also made it
possible to provide a status report on the telephone: number of subscribers and
connections, changes in the nature and number of calls, the origin and destination of
calls, etc. Qualitative surveys (focus groups, semi-structured interviews (SSI),
interviews, structured surveys and participatory surveys were conducted. The study
of long-distance relations between émigrés and their families in the homeland was
carried out using a combination of qualitative and statistical data collection on the
role of NICTs in the financial transfers of Senegalese émigrés through specialised
entities. The analysis of certain reference sites visited frequently by émigrés rounded
out this research. These sites represent extensions of Senegalese media in the host
country.

Émigrés Adopt NICTs & Strengthen ‘Long-distance Relations’
As soon as émigrés manage to find work in the host country, they re-establish ties
with their families back home. For this, the telephone is the most frequently used tool.
Often, émigrés take collective responsibility for the charges of providing electricity
and telephone service in their villages. They ensure access to a telephone line and pay
the bills their families receive. Émigrés also bring back, during their vacations in their
home country, various electronic products (cellular telephones, televisions and
radios, camcorders), which help equip their homes with improved technology. They
appropriate new communications tools by bringing them into their own environment. They use NICTs in a manner at odds with the nature of the technologies, i.e.,
they adapt them to their personal needs, which often are different from the original
intended use of the technology. In practice, the ways in which NICTs are used flow
from a complex process of appropriation, making an instrument – even one as
personal as the cellular telephone – a communal instrument through which villages
gain access to the wider world. The social function still remains the dominant factor in
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the process by which émigrés appropriate these technologies. The telephone expands
the circle of interpersonal relations beyond national borders, eliminates the time
delay in communications, and makes communication a dynamic and interactive
process.

Fixed & Cellular Telephones & the Exponential Increase in Teledensity
Between its creation as a national telecommunications monopoly in 1985 and the year
2001, the number of fixed lines operated by SONATEL (the national telecommunications company) grew by nearly 20% annually. This growth is particularly informative
at the local level. The change in the number of landline telephone connections was
particularly rapid in the region of Louga where the number of subscribers tripled in
less than seven years, growing from 1,821 to 5,963. This was the result of émigrés
building houses and equipping them with telephones, thereby providing telephone
access for the family as a whole. Thus, the first investment of migrants is the telephone
used to maintain relations with the family in their home country. This growth is all the
more paradoxical for the fact that the regional economy has experienced structural
difficulties related to the dependence of the local economy on peanut cultivation,
which has been strongly affected by drought. The situation is similar in Kébémér
where the number of fixed-telephone subscribers tripled between 1991 and 2001.
SONATEL officials estimate that émigrés account for nearly 400 telephone lines (or
half of the subscriptions) in Kébémer. It is as if the telephone were a means of
extending the home space in the new country – and this among people for whom the
family structure is ‘traditionally’ based on oral communication.
The cellular telephone, which developed rapidly in Senegal, represents a response to
the mobility of Senegalese people and was rapidly integrated in a social milieu
characterised by orality and illiteracy. By 2001 SONATEL had more than 200,000
mobile subscribers, while SENTEL (the number two provider of mobile telephone
service) had nearly 50,000. Given that the price of the cellular telephone is still
prohibitive for the vast majority of Senegalese, its rapid development may seem
paradoxical. However, according to our survey of 100 persons with cellular
telephones in rural settings, 97% received them free from a relative, with 95% of the
donors being émigrés who left telephones behind at the end of vacations in Senegal.
An analysis of the appropriation of the cellular telephone in two villages studied
shows the complexity of its use by the population. These two villages, without fixedtelephone service, suffered from under-supply, despite their proximity to the city of
Kébémer. The two individuals with cell phones (Khady Diagne and Sarakh Sène)
were young people who, as of March 2000, possessed the only cellular telephones in
their villages.

‘Alizé Khady Diagne’: the Umbilical Cord Linking Gade Kébé with the
Rest of the World
Khady Diagne is a married émigré of approximately 30 years of age from the village
of Gade Kébé in the Louga region. This village of just under 150 inhabitants, two
kilometers from Kébémer (the administrative center of the department), has no
landline telephone. In order to communicate with his wife, the husband, who
emigrated to Italy, left her a portable telephone that he used during his last vacation
back in Senegal. This represents the sole material link between the village and the
outside world. This personal tool – the portable telephone of Khady Diagne – is
known in the village by SONATEL’s commercial name, ‘Alizé Khady Diagne.’ All of
the inhabitants of this village adopted this single instrument of communication,
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which linked the village to the world beyond. The ‘Alizé de Khady Diagne’ fulfilled,
among others, the following functions:
• as a reception point for domestic calls for all of the villagers. The Khady Diagne
number functioned, in reality, as the common number for the community.
Often, the owner of the telephone would give it to a child, who would then be
responsible for taking it to the intended recipient of a call;
• as an instrument for disseminating information on family ceremonies. News of
people living in the village (family events, death notices, administrative
meetings) are communicated to Khady Diagne, who is responsible for calling
the people involved;
• as a point of contact for village girls who work as domestics in the nearby city
and need to communicate with their employers;
• as the intermediary for street merchants (known as banas banas merchants), who
need to contact their clients and correspondents, or who need to know the status
of the markets.
This example gives an idea of the transformative capacities of a personal
communications tool, such as the cellular telephone, which can become a community
instrument for relaying messages between the village and the outside world. An
entire system of solidarity and a complete social structure are at the heart of this
appropriation. Here, the cellular telephone, a personal tool par excellence, is shared
among several people. Just as telecenters democratised access to the telephone by
allowing all those with money to correspond with each other, the cellular telephone
made it possible to extend the telephone to the most remote villages, which are not
likely to benefit from programmes to extend service in the foreseeable future. The
development of this type of telephone is facilitated by the relative speed of connection
(compared to installing fixed telephone lines), the fact that subscribers, by using
prepaid ‘Diamono’ cards, have no need to pay a bill, and the flexibility of use. There
are, however, certain obstacles to its adoption: the cost of the phone, the fact that
cellular networks are not present in all places, the high rates charged for cellular calls
vs. fixed-telephone calls, phone theft, and the need to recharge the batteries in
locations where electricity may not be available.

The Cell Phones of Sarakh Sène in Dawakh
In the village of Dawakh Gadiaga, where approximately 100 people live in ten
households a short distance east of the city of Kébémer, the only cell phone, as of
March 2000, belonged to Sarakh Sène, a 30-year-old man. The phone was offered to
him by his brother who emigrated to South Africa and who was experiencing
enormous problems contacting his family back in his native village. He provided the
telephone for the village, where there was not yet any landline telephone service.
Sarakh located, within the village, the area where access to the network would be best
(near the standpipe and the mosque). Since the village had no electricity, Sarakh
equipped his phone with two batteries. However, because of the frequency and length
of calls from abroad, the battery’s charge quickly became exhausted. Thus, every
Monday, at Kébémer’s weekly market, Sarakh would recharge his two phone
batteries. He also had an automobile charger for the cell phone batteries and took
advantage of the presence of a vehicle in the village (that of an NGO or of an
individual) to recharge the batteries. The communal involvement in operating the cell
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phone allowed Sarakh to play a role in mediating between the village and the outside
world. Through his intermediation, the NGO operating in the village would inform
the population of upcoming meetings and activities. Thus, he served as the interface
between the village and its members located abroad, or with those living in Touba
and Dakar. As a result, he was propelled to the head of organisations of young people
in the village – youth groups, the literacy committee, etc.
Based on these two examples, typical of other villages in central-west Senegal that
have experienced strong emigration, one can see that the cellular telephone is
producing new relationships and, at the same time, assuring cell phone owners a new
social role. The fixed and cellular telephone contributed to the emergence of new
venues for coordinating local development activities in the rural setting. How, then,
are families affected by these new networks? New leaders are emerging, in spite of
sectarian or traditional affiliations, whose role is linked primarily to mediating
between the people and the outside world – a role that has allowed them to externalise
capacities for sharing, communicating and negotiating. Places where telephones are
located have become unprecedented opportunities for innovation, allowing one
woman to become the primary point of attraction within the village of Gade Kébé.
This woman demonstrated, in the handling of her portable telephone, the ability to
interface between the village and the outside world – showing mediating qualities
such as confidentiality, availability, altruism and solidarity. By projecting her
capacities in the collective awareness, she systematically positioned herself as a
leader, despite her youth and gender, gaining responsibility for directing other
activities in the village and thus playing a role in social mediation.
In the rural environment, according to the results of our survey, people invoke the
lack of telephone lines (38%), mobility (60%) and the desire to stand out (2%) as
reasons for choosing the cellular telephone – a highly dynamic new technology. The
telephone companies are offering new options and are lowering connection and
communication costs, expanding network service as a result of both competition and
technological advances. The cellular telephone is replacing fixed telephony in regions
not yet served by the landline telephone and supplements the fixed telephone in welloff households, while increasingly competing with the fixed telephone among some
poor families, who either give up their fixed phones or restrict themselves to using
phones restricted to outgoing calls.

Television & Camcorder: in Tune with the Social Life
Television is a new communications tool in rural Senegal. The camcorder makes it
possible to live in the adopted country without being completely cut off from social
life in the country of origin. Festivals, family ceremonies and major television events
are experienced by international migrants thanks to the video cassette. The success of
audiovisual media is linked to their easy use in the community and the simplicity of
the information (image and sound), which is easy to decode by all. Everything
happens as if the traditional evenings that punctuate the cultural life of the villages
were passing before one on the small screen.

The Presence of Television in the Villages
While televisions are common, the development of television in the villages is slowed
somewhat by the absence of electricity and by poor reception. Émigrés are
increasingly providing their families with television sets that operate on solar energy,
as is true in the village of MBenguène. In other villages that lack electricity (direct
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current or solar), such as Gade Kébé, television sets are powered by automobile
batteries. In general, only a few homes are equipped with television sets and
television viewing is done collectively. The women are responsible for turning on the
television sets. Television is watched selectively – first, to preserve the solar batteries,
and second, because a degree of organisation is needed to take the television set out to
the courtyard, plug it in, and provide mats and chairs for the viewers. With only
programmes on the national channel available, programmes are watched parsimoniously. The programmes chosen in Mbenguène, for example, are the Tuesday dramas
in Wolof, the Thursday evening Islamic broadcasts, the Friday television series, and
Saturday programmes of local music or traditional songs.
According to the adults in the village, television is primarily for young people and
women. The penetration of a modern communications tool in a traditional arena
governed by longstanding control mechanisms has an undeniable cultural impact.
Television changes the modalities and timing of village night life. The return of
émigrés coincides with festive night-time events during which videocassettes and
music are enjoyed late into the night. Certain traditional activities (cultural
gatherings, songs, funeral gatherings) are increasingly forgotten. And while the
content of television programmes gives the village exposure to the outside world, it
does little to replace the role of traditional games and evening gatherings in the
education of the young people. At the same time, the camcorder allows migrants to
produce material consistent with their needs and makes it possible for them to
participate in the social life of their villages.

The Camcorder: Making up for the Lack of Images
The camcorder is a communications tool par excellence, making up for the lack of
images shared between émigrés and their families. It provides images that neither the
telephone, e-mail nor letter writing offers. Innumerable émigrés have come to know
their future spouses through cassettes viewed collectively in Brescia or Brooklyn.
Video cassettes of family ceremonies in Senegal function as audio-visual matchmakers. A break is occurring in the marriage strategies and traditional procedures for
finding partners, with physical aesthetics taking on a more determining role than
kinship links. These audiovisual encounters are followed and supplemented by the
telephone. This phenomenon is gaining currency with the proliferation of portable
telephones, which provide the opportunity for intimate conversation. Video cassettes
expand the field for encounters and reinforce exogamous relationships for people
who often have a limited circle of acquaintances in the host country – acquaintances
made through the daily routine of commuting and work – and whose vacations in
their country of origin are often too brief for encounters outside the circle of family
and/or neighborhood acquaintances. Émigrés who are unrelated often watch videos
in groups in the host country. Sectarian links, professional relationships or mere
opportunity may bring together émigrés in the same apartment. The video promotes
an extension of the types of relationships and expands the circle of acquaintance.
Some migrants buy camcorders for their families so that all important events can be
filmed: religious events, family ceremonies, etc. The video is more a communications
tool than an instrument for storing information. In the adopted country, the video is a
tool for connecting the émigré with the family milieu. Thus, one can hardly imagine a
marriage of an émigré, even in remote villages, that is not filmed. It is reported that an
émigré whose marriage cassette was damaged before he had a chance to see it
financed a new ceremony so that he could have his own cassette. In the suburbs of
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Dakar and in the villages in the country’s interior, centers specialising in the reporting
of family ceremonies – using sophisticated cameras and post-production techniques
that add sub-titles – are springing up. Thus, the video serves as a sort of live
iconographic memento.
In the host country, video cassettes make it possible to keep abreast of local television
programmes. Indeed, major broadcasts are transported the next day on the first flight
bound for Italy or the United States. Major television events in Senegal (wrestling
matches, political debates, broadcasts of traditional events, excerpts and Tuesday
dramas in Wolof) are sometimes seen on video cassette by émigrés with only a slight
delay. Cassettes are sold on New York City’s 116th Street for $10, at the Lyon train
station for 100 French francs, and in Brescia two days later. Folkloric troupes
specialising in the production of made-for-television movies on video sell their
products abroad to émigrés, who often see cassettes that are not sold to national
television until long after they have been disseminated abroad. For émigrés, videos
function much like local television, personalising and harnessing the television image
which, until then, had been a monopoly of the powerful.

Radio: an Old Technology with New Advances
Radio has existed in Senegal since the time of communal receivers. However, with the
arrival of FM in the villages at the beginning of the 1990s, radio experienced a
renewed life. By the same token, émigrés in Italy listening to radio stations
broadcasting from Senegal (thanks to digital receivers) is certainly a new phenomenon. FM radio and interactivity brought about by the telephone provide a new venue
for dialogue between listeners. People feel a sense of solidarity from these radio
stations and have the sense that they are participating in the broadcasts. All in all, the
marriage of the telephone and the radio provides a link between mass information
and interpersonal information, constituting a new space for sociability adopted by
those excluded from the normal circulation of ideas in order to make themselves
heard.
The WorldSpace system, founded in 1990, allows for live reception of satellite audio
programmes from portable radios. Three geostationary satellites, put into orbit at
35,000 km above the equator, provide reception of programmes with high-quality
sound and ease of use. ‘Afristar’ was launched into orbit in 1998, ‘Asiastar’ in 2000,
and ‘Ameristar’ in 2001. Digital receivers cost 120,000 CFA francs in 2001. With
WorldSpace, émigrés are able to listen, live by satellite, to local FM radio stations (Wal
Fadjri, Sud FM, 7FM, Radio Sénégal International) from their adopted country (Wal
Fadjri, 27 June 2000). Announcements and news releases on deaths, political debates,
along with local information, are heard live by émigrés who, using the telephone,
participate in an exchange of opinions. With the development of the WorldSpace
digital receiver, émigrés are able to systematically participate, by telephone, in FM
radio broadcasts. With the telephone, radio is no longer merely an instrument for
providing information, but is also a tool for communication, i.e., for establishing an
interactive and dynamic process of information exchange and communication.
Émigrés have begun to create venues for dialogue in their host countries in order to
preserve identity and create Senegalese ‘islands’ within their adopted country. With
this real-time interactivity, émigrés are participating directly in broadcasts. Indeed,
long before the development of WorldSpace, émigrés had attempted to secure radio air
time in their host countries.
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Illusions & Glimmers of Internet Penetration in Émigré Communities
Access to the Internet in rural Senegal is still limited. Although émigrés have been
instrumental in securing telephone connections for their families at home, they are
only vaguely familiar with the internet and have been unable to facilitate access to the
Internet in the same way. While most émigrés are from rural regions and are either
illiterate or have very little education, the Internet is viewed as a tool for intellectuals,
an essentially urban Dakar phenomenon. Connection to the Internet was not yet
available in the region studied. However, the ease with which émigrés can access the
Internet in their host country suggests that this tool will come to be used extensively
by émigrés. Those with access to the Internet in the United States, where WorldSpace is
not yet available, spend long hours online reading newspapers and listening to radio
stations. It seems that émigrés are using the Internet when they lack access to
audiovisual media. The Internet is therefore used in place of radio and television. And
while a certain category of émigrés has taken to using e-mail to exchange personal
messages, internet communication between between émigrés and their families is
limited by the lack of connectivity in Senegal, even though there are some initial signs
of improved penetration by the world wide web. Nonetheless, the benchmark site,
Homeview, as well as Webtv, are viewed as having real potential.
The appropriation of NICTs by émigrés is facilitated by the high degree of
compatibility with systems of oral communication. Émigrés make their own use of
NICTs. The adoption of similar technological innovations is a function of the skill of
the users. While no real skill is required for the telephone, the same is not true of the
fax, since the sending of documents involves knowing how to read. Senegal has
entered the information society or, more precisely, the network society. This is true, at
times, even for remote villages or NGOs, with émigrés providing their families with
access to NICTs to maintain regular contact despite geographic separation. Old
communications tools, such as the radio, rely on new advances that facilitate their
accessibility as well as their connection with other information technologies. Radio
offers an opportunity for freedom and for citizen participation, while the Internet
generates social links and provides an opportunity for those escaping territorial
control. This makes it possible to leap political borders and ensure continuing émigré
contact with their home countries. Similarly, émigré familiarity with the Internet can
be a determining factor in the creation of virtual communities in host countries.
People appropriate NICTs according to their own logic, by integrating them into their
lived experiences and internalising them. This contributes to changing their
organisational methods, as well as expanding their relationship with the outside
world. Thus for the Mouride diaspora, as Guèye shows elsewhere in this Issue, the
Internet is a means for gaining exposure and of rebuilding solidarity. Nonetheless, the
Internet in Senegal represents more a potential resource: many villages live
essentially from financial resources sent by those who have emigrated, and with the
development of NICTs, funds sent from abroad arrive more quickly.

Toward the Globalisation of Capital
The desire to earn money is at the core of migration. A large portion of the money
accumulated is sent to the country of origin. The residence status of the émigré in the
adopted country plays a role in the frequency of transfers, with illegal or unofficial
immigrants making frequent and major transfers of money in order to prepare for the
extreme eventuality of expulsion. Work status in the adopted country determines the
transfers, with merchants who have easier access to informal channels sending money
back more often than other migrants. Certain family events increase the transfers by
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émigrés: the birth of a child, the marriage of someone close to them, illness among
family members, etc. The start of the school year, religious festivals and holidays (the
Touba Magal, Maouloud, the end of Ramadan, Tabaski) are times of increased
transfers. This variation in the pace of transfers contributes to an increase in types of
transfers. The impact of NICTs in financial transfers translates into an increase in the
methods for moving funds and in the amount of money moving between host country
and homeland. Beyond their contribution to the country’s balance of payments,
financial flows sent by migrants raise the standard of living of households and
contribute to the emergence of an entrepreneurial sector and to the development of
rapid, transnational circulation of capital.
Since the beginning of the 1980s, the classic transfers (money orders, postal orders)
have been used less and less by Senegalese émigrés, given the relatively long delivery
times and delays in payment associated with these methods. Since the 1990s, new
methods of transferring funds have been instituted to mitigate these constraints.
These new methods, based on the use of NICTs, include new and much faster formal
methods of transfer, such as Money Gram and Western Union. They also involve less
formal methods, which help support social networks and inject major amounts of
money directly into household budgets and local investments. Telephone, fax and
telematic transfers have led to new, non-physical means of financial circulation and a
diversification of mechanisms for conveying money. Émigrés are able to make major
amounts of money available to recipients through a simple phone call. Rudimentary
at the start, these systems of transfer are being modernised as a result of NICTs and
are becoming true financial products which, through an ongoing process of
improvement, may give rise to new instruments adapted to the financial habits of
émigrés and merchants.

‘Virtual’ Transfer of Funds
Commercial networks and migrant networks are juxtaposed. To merchants, the
collection of money from émigrés provides very short-term loans, which are invested
in the purchase of handbags and shoes in Italy, electronic equipment and cosmetics in
New York, and articles of clothing in France. Merchants acting as couriers can earn
significant sums by dabbling in variations in exchange rates before delivering the
money to the recipients. Independent of these earnings, the merchant increases his
capacity for supply and can rapidly repay the amounts collected, particularly since he
is acting as both a wholesaler and retailer. Thus, the amounts entrusted to him are a
sort of loan that he uses to stock merchandise, and which he repays upon his return
after having sold his products. For this type of transfer, the telephone is merely an
instrument for control or to inform the recipient. However, with the increasingly
widespread links between merchants and émigrés, this technology is key to the
transfer process. A telephone call is sufficient to make specified amounts of money
available to correspondents. With the development of NICTs, the émigré can put
himself in the more favorable position of creditor by requesting by phone that the
expenses of his family be taken care of, while not repaying the merchant until his next
visit to the adopted country. In such a case, it is the merchant who provides a bridge
loan for the émigré’s expenses.
Funds are made available based on the financial viability of the merchant. At the
instruction of migrants who have already paid them an amount of money in the
adopted country, merchants request their correspondents in Dakar, by phone, to pay
out to the party specified by the émigré, the corresponding amount of money. The
withdrawal of the money is carried out in Dakar shops: souks in Sandaga, stores that
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sell spare parts, telecentres, etc. Locations for making withdrawals are proliferating in
certain settlements in the country’s interior – primarily in Touba (see also Guèye, this
volume) – with accounts settled upon returning to the country. However, adjustments
in expenses and money entrusted to the merchant are made periodically via the
telephone; thus, the telephone functions as an accounting instrument.
Migrants make transfers without actual movement of financial flows. This system
consists of orders for expenses, made by telephone. The émigré, from his adopted
country, requests a merchant to provide his family with food products. The
accounting is made upon the return of the migrant, who honors all expenses incurred
during his absence. This type of transfer, which presupposes frequent and regular
returns to Senegal on the part of the émigré, as well as his having established himself
in the business community, makes it possible for the émigré to control the family
budget. The émigré pays a merchant in New York, who takes responsibility for
providing, through an intermediary in Dakar, the products needed to sustain the
family. With such a procedure, no transfer of money is made to Senegal. One example
of a migrant with access to this type of transaction is Mr. Ndiaye, who lives in Italy
and established himself in the business community, prior to his departure, in his
uncle’s food-import business. Financed and assisted by his uncle, he left for Italy at the
age of 18. He built a house in the Parcelles Assainies section and stays in Senegal from
November to March every year. The only breadwinner in his household, which
consists of his wife, her mother and three brothers and sisters, he paradoxically makes
no financial transfers. It is in one of the wholesale shops of his uncle, managed by one
of his cousins, that the migrant’s wife obtains everything she needs during the absence
of her husband; the latter brings back cars for sale, and uses the proceeds to settle the
debts and expenses incurred by his wife. He benefits doubly from the sale of the
automobiles, since this also allows him to defray the cost of their shipment.
The migrant can also leave significant amounts of money with the merchant for the
subsistence needs of his family. The merchant becomes the de facto manager of the
émigré’s assets. The money, as hard currency, is enhanced even more by émigrés
making very short-term investments, primarily in vehicles, spare parts, or secondhand electronic equipment, rather than using the funds for a direct transfer.
Moreover, a rapid increase in this type of commerce can be seen, financed by the
transfers of émigrés who control these sectors and are able to obtain these articles in
the adopted country.
The creation, by émigrés and merchants, of original instruments for transferring
funds is governed by an organisational approach that entirely avoids the constraints
and administrative complications of official transfers. Émigrés, in coordination with
merchants, have developed a complex system of advancing and clearing funds, and of
social control, supported by the telephone.

Kara International Exchange: the Informal Transfer of Funds
One highly developed, and now much imitated example of this is the Kara
International Exchange. This was initiated in 1991 by a Senegalese émigré, who was
working as an assistant at a wholesale merchant on New York’s Broadway, much of
whose business was with foreign clients and involved negotiating preferential
exchange rates with local banks. This gave him ideas for new methods of assisting
émigrés to repatriate their money. His family, his extensive network of merchant
contacts both in New York and in Dakar, where he had previously worked in the
Sandaga market, and the Mouride Brotherhood, in which he was an active member,
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helped to create the social and commercial bonds and the trust which would enable
his ideas to work.
The migrant who wishes to transfer money using Kara goes to the modest Broadway
apartment that serves as its office, warehouse and counter. Migrants do not have to fill
out forms or sign documents, and they need not identify themselves. It is sufficient for
them to indicate the amount to be sent. After receiving the funds, the Kara New York
employee enters on the computer – his only work tool – the references provided by the
client. On the printout given to the client are the complete names and addresses of the
sender, the recipient, the amount sent, in short, the various items of information given
by the migrant. The date of the transaction and the amount sent are also given on the
receipt, which can serve as verification, in the exceptional event of a claim, for the
client in New York. For the Kara Dakar correspondent, it can also be a means of
identifying the recipient.
After the turning over of the money to be transferred and payment of the relevant
commission, the Kara New York office requests, by fax, that the Dakar agency remit
the amount deposited by the migrant to his correspondent. The recipient of the
transfer is informed by the migrant at his own expense. This is a strategy for limiting
the costs of operation by Kara New York, which recently installed a telecentre in its
Broadway offices to reduce the transfer time.
The speed and simplicity of the transfer transaction are the main reasons migrants
give for choosing this institution. They need not be able to read or write in order to
make a transfer. Most of the clients are merchants. The security of the transfers by fax
is guaranteed by the social relationship between Kara and the merchants. The
payment orders requested of the Dakar agency, and made by fax, carry the number of
the sending fax. The authenticity of the fax is recognised by a secret encoding system
for the writing of payment orders in numeric form. The payment orders are handled
only by Kara. The sender, at most, is given a receipt, while the recipient receives
notice to go and withdraw a particular sum of money and simply has to identify him or
her self. Any doubt Kara has about the authenticity of the fax is verified by a telephone
call to the Kara New York office. Transfer times are short. Generally, a transfer made
by a migrant in New York before 10 a.m. local time can be received by the migrant’s
correspondent around 3 p.m. local time. Were it not for the time difference (Sandaga is
bustling at noon while New York is just beginning to stir), the transfer would be
nearly instantaneous.
The compensation between Kara New York and the Dakar correspondent is made
using the money deposited by merchants who are preparing to go to New York. In
order to avoid carrying large sums of money and having trouble with Senegalese
customs, these merchants deposit their money with the Dakar correspondent at Kara
Sandaga, who uses it to pay the recipients amounts ‘sent’ by migrants from New York.
Kara acts as a bank with a system of tacit compensation, without physically
transferring money.
NICTs provide formal transfers with security and speed, the essential factors that
make them profitable. By relying on the postal network, formal transfers have
increased the accessibility of regions served extensively by the postal service. NICTs
improve the productivity, speed, security and flexibility of informal transfers, while
making use of oral communication. This is the basis of the trust and the concept on
which the system of transfer relies. A simple telephone message can make available to
correspondents thousands of miles away, in real time, major sums of money. As

42

Review of African Political Economy

Bougnoux (1998:110) states, ‘there is an overlap between financial agents and those
handling information.’ Castells (1998:8) also observes, quite correctly, that ‘the
possibility of communicating, without time delays, with any point on the globe
promotes the rapid movement of capital’. NICTs are also a means of monitoring
transfers and economic investments. Correspondents can keep accounts, émigrés can
monitor the fulfillment of obligations and of set time frames. This is what Castells
(1999: 430) calls ‘communities of resistance that defend their space, their places,
against an unfamiliar dynamic: the characteristic flows that determine social
dominance in the information age.’
Conversely, NICTs also lead to increasingly individualised financial relationships
between the international migrant and his village. We are witnessing an end to group
transfers carried out by a person delegated by émigrés living in the same area. This is
provoking an unraveling of community-based investments in the areas of origin, and
the redirecting of expatriate investment toward the cities. The bonds of common
identity based on common village origin are being blurred by greater accessibility to
NICTs. The impossibility of maintaining frequent relationships with one’s village of
origin led migrants to set up, in their adopted countries, ‘miniature villages’ where
news from their homeland is collected, along with collective strategies for
transferring financial resources and making investments in the village. As a result,
NICTs have produced social restructuring in the places of origin.
NICTs and interdependence between local economies and the economies of destination
countries: ‘when Lombardy (northern Italy) sneezes, Ndiambour (central-northern
Senegal) catches cold’.

With the tendency among migrants to make regular return visits to Senegal once they
are established in their host countries, we are witnessing the emergence of business
partnerships involving residents of both Senegal and the host countries of Senegalese
émigrés. The latter are setting up ‘bipolar’ enterprises with one foot in Italy, say, and
the other in Dakar or Touba. These hybrid enterprises are established on the basis of
family networks, but are underpinned by high-quality communications technologies
and relationships built on ad hoc, opportunistic arrangements. This reconfiguration
of systems of connection between social entities and technological instruments is not
in any way contradictory to those elements that serve as protectors of identity – the
sect, the family, etc. Thus, a consolidation of partnerships is occurring between
émigrés and economic agents in their host countries, through a merging of social
networks and commercial networks, all due to NICTs. Émigrés are building a
‘bipolar’ form of commerce using these resources, encompassing a vast network of
financial flows.
The émigré entrepreneurial sector is based on partnership and, thus, on negotiation and
dialogue. NICTs facilitate oral modes of forming contracts in the informal sector, where
writing is more for legal/contractual purposes than as a form of communication.

Transfers have contributed, by relying on NICTs, to a new globalisation of finance for
commerce. A survey of some 13 enterprises selling automobile parts and motorcycles,
purchased primarily in Italy, revealed that the use of the telephone and fax is essential
in handling their activities; these technologies have opened up new markets and
better control of local markets. Above all, however, these agents have been able to find
sources of financing and other forms of backing outside of banks and the State. In the
automobile-parts sector – a preferred area of investment for émigrés – NICTs have
facilitated the establishment of partnerships with Italian automobile scrap yards for
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vehicles no longer in use in Europe. Merchants fax lists of parts to be loaded in their
containers, accompanied by requests that bills of lading or shipping invoices for the
containers are sent in a timely manner, so that they can initiate customs clearance and
transit, and thus reduce warehousing charges at the port in Dakar. This form of
entrepreneurship, involving the straddling of two countries, requires an intensification of exchanges of information, leading to a strengthening of interpersonal
relationships and confirming Castells’ view (1998: 21) that ‘[e]conomies everywhere
are becoming interdependent and thus are introducing a new form of relationship
between the economy, the State and society, in a flexible system.’

NICTs & Social Restructuring within the Migratory System
NICTs foster the creation of long-distance interpersonal relationships and are part of a
new process of exchange. Opportunities for social management are appearing, even
for émigrés staying in their adopted country. They have access to a mechanism for
real-time family decision-making. NICTs are breaking down barriers and challenging
assumptions regarding temporal and spatial frameworks.
Family institutions and social organisations are a couple of examples that are useful
in examining the impact of NICTs on individuals and society. These technologies are
accelerating the process of social change. Their accessibility, even for groups which,
until now, have participated little in decision-making mechanisms, provide new
power. Relationships of dependence become relationships of exchange. There is a
renewal of local awareness and a strengthening of the feeling of belonging. This
rebalancing of roles guarantees vulnerable social segments of the population access to
information and to decision making. These groups have a firmer grasp of the use of
the telephone than do older people. This creates a reversal of roles, given the fact that
the technology is dependent on resources from migrants. NICTs promote a new form
of social mobilisation of nationals from a region beyond national borders. Linking
local challenges to the broader world context is another means of joining the global
community. Places of communication are becoming new places for social negotiation.
With NICTs, a transformation of private spaces to public spaces is occurring. In the
public squares of popular neighborhoods and in certain villages, where bedrooms are
used as offices or as living rooms, the placement of the telephone can elicit or revive
numerous conflicts. In Wolof households, management of common family assets is,
theoretically, the domain of the ‘senior’ wife. However, some young émigrés have a
tendency to install telephones in their wives’ rooms, thereby by-passing the
management role of their mothers or aunts. The émigré, knowing that, during his
stay, he is the person most frequently called, is instinctively inclined to install the
telephone in his wife’s room. However, this poses problems of accessibility for male
adults and for elderly individuals.
Now, these groups can NICTs are making it possible for traditionally excluded rural
groups such as women and young people to have a voice and even participate in
decision-making. However, unequal access to NICTs could lead to instability in
society. The sharing and collective use of existing lines is producing dependent
relationships. As early émigrés, who were from some of the most disadvantaged
families and groups, were the first to provide their families with telephones, this has
enhanced their status in society. They can no longer be excluded from the
opportunities to access information and the arena of decision-making. Furthermore,
by entrusting the management of the telephone and of the cellular telephone to their
sisters and wives, émigrés contribute to the latter’s empowerment, and give them an
entrée into the public sphere. Given that they spend more time at home than men do,
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they are more likely to receive incoming telephone calls and become, in this way,
repositories of information. They are also active in administering local associations,
thereby enhancing their powers of influence even further. NICTs help to consolidate
their place as agents of social change and give them a sense of political awareness.
Group strategies solidify inter-personal links and lead to a reordering of women’s
relations with other groups. However, this poses problems, for it challenges
traditional conceptions of the balance of power between the sexes, and presages a
renegotiation of gender roles, both within the family and in the wider society.This has
led to interpersonal and inter-group conflicts.
NICTs make it possible for émigrés to control domestic space. Managing such a
sphere involves the power of financial resources, and makes it possible to direct
spending, give orders, deal with conflicts – all matters that the migrant can now do by
telephone on an almost daily basis. What is presently occurring is a globalisation of
family management. The social connection is no longer a set of innate or established
statutory relationships, but rather the result of social interactions constructed in the
complex mesh of a multitude of networks, including those linked to NICTs, driven by
interested players bringing to bear an approach involving negotiation and exchange,
rather than one of exclusion and hoarding. New technologies facilitate the
reestablishing of communal links. The use of the telephone in the rural setting shows
the true complexity of how the telephone is handled, in relation to previous modes of
organising and managing information.
Traditionally, the local dissemination of information is governed by rules rooted in
the local structure. Sensitive news is transmitted to the village chief, who makes a
determination as to the appropriateness of disseminating it more widely, and as to
those to be informed. Felicitous news, such as family ceremonies, falls under the
responsibility of the griot (or village elder) who, depending on the target audience,
presents the news in an agreeable and lively manner. This is also a matter of
reestablishing age-old links. Private news is delivered word for word to the recipient
by a messenger. Increasingly individualised access to the telephone will make it
difficult to perpetuate these strategies for organising and controlling information
locally. Are things moving toward conflict or toward better relationships between
actors? Are we not witnessing new forms of inequality between those with access to
NICTs and those excluded from such access? In post-colonial Africa, cities are made
up of different diasporas and of different flows of migrants, linked to the globalised
flow of capital and information.

NICTs & Informal Globalisation
International migrations are driven by complex spatial/geographic factors. NICTs
function as a domestic challenge and an instrument of globalisation of family
relationships. Inter-personal exchange and communication on the family-unit level
are based on the neighborhood or on geographic proximity. In this regard, there are
exchanges of money and goods. With NICTs, the exchanges go beyond the material
realm, encompassing ideas and involving an increasingly distant outside world. The
dialectic of the ‘here’ and the ‘elsewhere’ is called into question by the simultaneity
and everyday nature of exchanges between émigrés and their places of origin. What is
occurring is a globalisation of the domestic realm from the bottom up. Proximity –
until now a means of exerting social control – has been superceded by a ‘virtual’
proximity that relies on oral communication and financial relationships. In certain
villages in the Louga region, the Italian cities of Florence, Pescara and Rimini are more
widely known (even by the elderly) than cities in Senegal.
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NICTs shorten the distances and strengthen the significance of urban spaces within
the rural environment. Migrants straddle the local and the global, mobility and
identity, the altruistic and the profitable. These technologies foster a reinvention of
the social bond. The traditional methods of relaying information are being shortcircuited by new mechanisms such as the rural telephone and the cell phone. Griots,
disseminators of domestic information on family ceremonies and village gatherings,
are receiving competition from those who possess the local NICT devices. There is a
hoarding phenomenon that occurs and that contributes to widening the gap between
those who have acquired these technologies and those who have not. With NICTs, the
social link no longer depends on spatial proximity – producing in turn a breakdown
of space-based identity, a strengthening of bonds of other kinds and a shrinking of
distance. These technologies facilitate the dissemination and segmentation of
information and expand the number of depositories. Until recently, ceremonial
information was overseen by the griots, who took charge of it and disseminated it
through their own channels; this type of information is now disseminated via the
telephone. In villages where information comes by means of telephone wires, through
an intermediary in possession of a telephone, the griot usually takes responsibility for
redistributing it in the squares. This role, which has disappeared in the city, is still
intact in the village, where teledensity is still low. Thus, social status and age-old roles
are changing and being questioned, while new networks are being promoted by
NICTs, which have become the key to the emergence of a new model for information
sharing. Those with the necessary tools for disseminating information become the
depositories of information.
With the advent of the GSM, SONATEL is developing cellular service in rural areas
where the landline telephone network does not yet exist. In June 2000, only 646
villages out of a total of 16,000 in Senegal were equipped with telecentres. The cellular
telephone can open up rural towns not yet served by the landline telephone network
to the outside world. NICTs are being developed in regions where there is strong
demand for access to information and in which there is competition between social
and family environments, on the one hand, and modern, outside influences on the
other. New technologies are breaking down spatial barriers. However, one cannot yet
speak of openness to the outside world, given the condition of the roads and the
obsolescence of the rural transportation system. The unit cost of linking subscribers to
the telephone network is ten times more expensive in rural than in urban areas. For
commercial reasons, SONATEL is not making investments of this type unless it is
certain that they will be profitable. Installation of the telephone in isolated regions is
dependent on the existence of a certain number of pending requests. In this respect,
the financial well-being of émigrés creates an increasing number of connection
requests, thus making investment by the telephone companies feasible.
NICTs promote the resurgence of local powers, due to the consolidation of individual
initiatives. Relationships among villagers scattered throughout the world strengthen
the role of local powers at play within the village. Thus, the village reaches beyond
physical limitations. We are witnessing the establishment of direct links between local
and global networks, staking out a new form of globalisation. One can see the forming
of relationships with increasingly distant environments as a result of NICTs.
In regions with strong emigration, one sees the paradox of a village in which the
strongest links are to Italy, where the largest proportion of its departed offspring live.
Thus, there is an expansion of the village’s opportunities for exchange and a
questioning of the classic foundations of relationships. The social and economic life of
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the village unit has been broken into several interconnected pieces by NICTs. Social
networks are energised by technical networks. Distance is no longer a constraint in
itself, and access to communications networks makes it possible to integrate social
networks. This is all the more relevant when émigrés living in the same village tend to
emigrate to the same city abroad. The village of M’Benguène is not a distinct entity,
but rather part of a complex system of multiple residences (village, nearby town,
places abroad, Touba) interconnected by NICTs. In the village and the outside world,
bonds dominate distance, time dominates space. The world abroad is a limiting
concept, because émigrés consider their nationals to be full members of the
community, whom they are obligated to keep informed of the life of the village, down
to the most trivial details. Since they often cannot attend village ceremonies, émigrés
participate in them by underwriting the associated financial costs. Absence, they say,
means being present but unable to do anything.
Analysing the types of telephone relationships between the village of M’Benguène
and the outside world is a complex task. The importance of phone connections
between the village and the outside world lies in social, administrative and economic
factors. Prior to the existence of the telephone, relationships were limited and
depended on people physically moving from one place to another. With NICTs, the
roles of mediating with the outside world are reversed. Financial relationships are
geared exclusively to Italy or to nearby villages, with the social dynamic based on
kinship. In contrast, relations with Touba encompass the full range of religious and
economic relationships. Only the village of Diawar and the city of Kébémer are
geographically close to the village. The perception of relationships for the villagers is
based more on the ease of relations than on geographic proximity. We are witnessing
an opening up of the village to greater opportunities for accumulation. Émigrés, then,
are intermediaries for the collection of resources. Is not this creation of transnational
spaces outside the limits of national borders a type of globalisation from the bottom
up, one that is being advanced more rapidly by communities more than by states? It
constitutes globalisation that is occurring bit by bit, through a process of
hybridisation, one step at a time, through open, flexible social networks. New types of
relationships are being established, new exchanges of information with increasingly
distant places are taking place, along with financial transactions beyond borders and
without the intervention of the State. NICTs allow émigrés to bypass the national level
with its bureaucratic constraints or its deficiencies in terms of mobilising financial
resources suited to the needs of the people. Those entities that seek to embody a
collective identity (family, sect, merchant) appropriate NICTs to escape the control of
the State. The installation of the telephone in the rural environment of Louga is
changing the rules for handling information and the local mechanisms for
communication. There is a strengthening of the role of young people and women,
expansion of the circle of social relationships, implementation of links with distant
places, a range of interests arising out of the use of the telephone by different actors.
The impact of NICTs on family relationships and on power structures is all the more
complex given the fact that all those involved have an interest in it. Those in
possession of information differentiate themselves from and oppose the classical
elites, to whom this role traditionally belonged. This fragmentation between the
modern and the traditional leads to: the multiplicity of decision-making poles within
the rural setting; the diversification and break-down of sources of leadership; and the
tentative beginning of a process of democratising social functions.
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Conclusion
Is not the migratory system a set of cities interconnected by networks, of relationships
based on NICTs, financial movements and a complex of representations? New
technologies allow the migrant to connect ‘pieces’ of family distributed among
different political and economic spaces. The categories of time tend, in the context of
NICTs, to replace those of space, which have for a long time ordered relationships,
forms of bonding and modes of sociability. The development of new technologies
involves an extension and diversification of information flows, a process of
overcoming the permanence of space, a mechanism for negating political territories –
in short, a form of globalisation.
NICTs have fostered easy and rapid access to information, partnership and
entrepreneurship, mobilising of funds and socialisation. We are seeing the emergence
of new and more open leaders, formerly excluded, who are more receptive to change
and less inclined to practice exclusion. Leadership linked to the appropriation of
NICTs brings things into focus more than it controls, links more than it excludes,
exchanges more than it monopolises, is acquired more than it is inherited or gifted.
Thus, NICTs are a factor in achieving progress, a source of power that encourages
people to access that power, a powerful element of social innovation. Actors deploy
various strategies in the context of current change linked to these technological
resources: new positions, attitudes and alliances, new compromises and conflicts.
There is occurring a hybridisation of different types of human, relational and
economic resources providing migrants or their intermediaries a new role, based not
on hoarding of information but rather on its dissemination and sharing. Those
accessing NICTs include a range of social identities: those who hold power and those
who serve as power brokers. Thus, NICTs are factors instrumental in social
integration, powerful levers for social rebalancing and for strengthening local spaces
within a globalised system. Intense social mobilisation is occurring, one that is
characterised by the invention of new roles and the effective transfer of roles
belonging, until now, to a particular segment of the population. This transfer involves
conflicts, an intensification or even a tacit sharing of roles by a segmentation of social
channels. The cellular telephone makes it possible to circumvent the initiating role of
the State, to short-circuit the role of local authorities and increase the participation of
the people in equipping their localities.
The appropriation of NICTs necessarily engenders micro-relationships of power with
a destabilising effect on the classical order, and with the power to structure a new
order. The emergence of new venues for managing information poses the problem of
the future role of the griot and the impact of the disappearance of this role in the
distribution of castes. Who can imagine a griot who does not provide information?
The collective appropriation of NICTs is winning out over State appropriation of
these technologies. Thus, it produces a new approach to community development
that implies solidarity and negotiation. This new form of articulation of the local and
the global, the individual and the communal, the economic and the social produces
endogenous innovations, allowing Africa to secure its place in the globalisation
process. This form of globalisation does not mean the end of territories, let alone the
disappearance of regions with their specific characteristics; on the contrary, it is part
of a dynamic of revitalising relationships, bringing them into a broader circle of
relationships. This globalisation by NICTs is a process of negation of distance and
multipolarisation of spaces, of stretches of space easily linked in real time. New
technologies call into question the dichotomy between center and periphery, formal
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and informal, modern and traditional, causing a tangle of relationships, economies
and spaces, and a reinterpretation of time.
Serigne Mansour Tall (smtall@sentoo.sn) is Research Assistant at the International
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article is an abbreviated version of a chapter of the same title in the book Le Senegal á
l’heure de l’information: technologies et societé, co-published in 2003 by the United
Nations Institute for Social Development Research (UNRISD) and Karthala (Paris),
and is reproduced here with UNRISD’s kind permission. A translation of the original
chapter is available on the UNRISD web site (www.unrisd.org). The paper was
translated by Paul Keller.
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Engineering Civil Society: ICT in
Tanzania
Claire Mercer
The international development community has recently focussed attention
on the potential role Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs;
email and Internet) can play in promoting democratic development. The
‘Zapatista effect’ has prompted claims that access to ICTs will strengthen
civil society by giving voice to the poor and marginalised, widening popular
participation, and encouraging information-sharing and alliance-building.
Drawing on research carried out in Dar es Salaam and Arusha, two of
Tanzania’s ‘most connected’ cities, this paper critically analyses such claims
in the light of the experiences of non-governmental organisations’ (NGOs)
use of ICTs. In the first instance, only a minority of well-resourced, urban
and/or international NGOs have access to ICT facilities. Moreover, NGOs
are not using ICTs in the ways imagined by donors, who ignore the social,
cultural and political contexts within which they would wish to embed
technological professionalism. Access to ICTs has to some extent facilitated
networking among Tanzania’s elite NGOs whose advocacy and lobbying
activities have had some impact upon national policies. Overall, however,
while donors may enjoy limited success in engineering an elite civil society,
the paper concludes that the recent ‘ICT fetishism’ of international donors
is likely to result in a case of misplaced optimism.

ICTs, Democracy & the ‘Zapatista Effect’
Information and Communications Technology (IT) is one of the most potent forces in
shaping the twenty-first century. Its revolutionary impact affects the way people live, learn
and work and the way government interacts with civil society ... The essence of the IT driven
economic and social transformation is its power to help individuals and societies to use
knowledge and ideas. Our vision of an information society is one that better enables people
to fulfil their potential and realise their aspirations. To this end we must ensure that IT
serves the mutually supportive goals of creating sustainable economic growth, enhancing
the public welfare, and fostering social cohesion, and work to fully realise its potential to
strengthen democracy, increase transparency and accountability in governance, promote
human rights, enhance cultural diversity, and to foster international peace and stability.
Meeting these goals and addressing emerging challenges will require effective national and
international strategies (G8 Okinawa Charter on Global Information Society, 2000;
http://www.dotforce.org/reports/it1.html).

Information and Communication Technologies (ICTs, used here in reference to email
and the Internet) have become symbolic of the millennial Zeitgeist. Access to them is
considered a prerequisite for effective participation in the new ‘informational
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economy’ and ‘informational politics’ (Castells, 1997; see also Castells, 1996, 1998).
These ideas have recently found wider currency within debates on development. That
ICTs can be used to boost economic growth and strengthen democracy in developing
countries has become a new lodestar of development thought and practice in some
quarters (see UNDP, 2001; World Bank, 1998). In terms of democracy, ICTs are
envisaged as empowering ‘tools for development’ which can be utilised by a range of
actors including trade unions, development organisations, the media, opposition
parties, NGOs, human rights groups and marginalised groups (Coleman, 1999; Coeur
de Roy, 1998; Escobar, 1994, 1999; Ferdinand, 2000; Jones, 1994; Meier, 2000; Obijiofor,
1998; Ott and Rosser, 2000; UNECA, 1999). ICTs are considered a global phenomenon,
able to transcend cultural and linguistic barriers, thus enabling the ‘voices of the poor’
to be heard (Digital Opportunity Initiative, 2001). They facilitate unmediated and
unrestricted flows and exchanges of information between independent groups in
society, enabling them to build coalitions and networks in defence of their common
interests. The opportunity to access infinite sources of ‘knowledge’ and ‘information’
instantaneously is unprecedented. Governments and media corporations, no longer
able to exercise control over communication, information and knowledge, are instead
subject to greater scrutiny themselves. In short, ICTs are ideally suited to the task of
spreading and deepening liberal democracy in developing countries.
Africa is singled out as a continent in dire need of better access to ICTs (see World
Bank, 1998, 2000). Much of this attention focuses on the use of ICTs to promote
economic growth and government efficiency and accountability (examples of highprofile donor initiatives include the African Information Society Initiative (UNECA),
the Leland Initiative (USAID), Info21 (UNDP), the Digital Opportunity Taskforce
(G8), the multilateral InfoDev project led by the World Bank, and the Bellanet
initiative headed by the International Development Research Centre in Canada).
While most of these projects aim to improve connectivity and training, increasing
interest is also being shown in the potential for strengthening liberal democracy by
extending ICT use to groups in civil society. UNDP’s Info21, for example, aims to:
empower communities and disadvantaged groups, reinforce participatory approaches and
good governance and foster networking (http://www.undp.org/info21/index5.htm).

African civil societies are key to this vision. Non-Governmental Organisations
(NGOs), independent media organisations, women’s groups, human rights groups,
trade unions and others are all in the vanguard of the donor vision of ‘civil society’,
and are thought to be the key actors who will utilise ICTs in the pursuit of good
governance and democractic development.
While critical attention has begun to be paid to the relationship between ICT and
democracy in western industrialised countries (Coleman 1999, Noveck 2000, Wheeler
1998), there is little empirical material which explores these issues in a developing
country context. In its absence, recent donor interest in the democratic qualities of
ICTs draws inspiration from the 1994 Zapatista uprising in Mexico. The ‘Zapatista
effect’ appears to have impressed academics and donors with the innovative uses to
which ICTs could be put in the pursuit of democratic governance by civil society in
general, and NGOs in particular (see Castells, 1997; Cleaver, 1998; Coeur de Roy,
1998; Ott and Rosser, 2000; UNDP, 2001; World Bank, 1998). Some have even claimed
that:
no catalyst for growth in electronic NGO networks has been more important than the 1994
indigenous Zapatista rebellion in the southern state of Chiapas, Mexico … it is not
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exaggerated to speak of a ‘Zapatista Effect’ reverberating through social movements around the
world (Cleaver, 1998:622).

Unfortunately, the romantic image of Subcommandante Marcos posting missives to
the World Wide Web from the depths of the Mexican jungle is a powerful, yet
inaccurate one (Froehling, 1999). The global Internet protest movement which
emerged in the wake of the Zapatista uprising owed more to supporters outside of
Mexico posting messages on behalf of the uprising than to the manipulation of the
Internet by the indigenous people themselves. And yet the association of ICTs with
democratic empowerment in developing countries continues unabated. In one of the
very few studies which looks at ICT and democracy in the African context, Ott and
Rosser (2000) argue that measures of Internet access correlate positively with (but do
not necessarily give rise to) democratic political systems. NGOs, media organisations
and citizens can influence the democratic process through the use of ICTs; in Zambia
and Liberia, for example, newspapers which have been banned by the government
continue to publish online, while journalists in Nigeria have accessed information via
the Internet which the government actively sought to ban from the public realm (ibid.).
Much of the debate on ICTs and Africa, however, has concerned itself with finding
solutions to the so-called ‘digital divide’; in fact, most donor initiatives have been
established for this very purpose. There can be little doubt that the divide between the
connected and disconnected is a significant problem if we are to become a truly global
information society; nevertheless, the debate has been characterised by the overarching
assumption that access to ICTs is a ‘good thing’. With the focus of debate resting
squarely on the artefacts themselves, rather than on the social, political and cultural
relations which shape their usage (and therefore their efficacy as ‘tools for
democracy’), the assumptions of technological determinism cloud the ability to
scrutinise more closely the ‘interpretative flexibility’ (Kline and Pinch, 1999) of ICTs.
The aim here, then, is to provide an analysis of the relative role of ICTs within the
wider context of the politics of liberalisation in Tanzania. The focus is on NGOs as ICT
users.1 The paper looks at NGOs as targets of donor interventions into ‘democratising
development’. They are the largest constituency of donor-supported autonomous
organisations in Tanzania making use of ICTs for democratic ends. I seek to transcend
a narrow focus on ICTs themselves, preferring to examine the ways in which ICT
usage among NGOs is embedded in wider political and cultural relationships, which
are themselves undergoing negotiation in the current era of liberalisation. The paper
proceeds in three sections. The first deals briefly with the issue of access to ICTs,
which is shown to be limited to an elite urban NGO sector. The second section
analyses NGOs’ usage of ICTs. ICTs are seen as important new tools because they
allow NGOs to participate in the global information superhighway. It is the physical
presence in cyberspace, rather than the quality of engagement with it, which is
valued. The third section focuses on NGO networks, and considers the wider social,
cultural and political relationships bearing on donor attempts to engineer an ‘online’
civil society in Tanzania. Donor funding priorities and inconsistencies, social
practices surrounding technology, and the new era of reform in Tanzania ushered in
by the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) initiative, have all given rise to
pressures on the NGO sector and its ability to mould itself in the donors’ vision.

ICTs in Tanzania
ICTs in Africa are a growing industry. Internet access has recently been extended to
every African country, although, in most cases, it is only available in the capital city.
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In Tanzania, liberalisation has brought a number of reform initiatives, the most
recent of which is being undertaken within the framework of the World Bank and
IMF’s new agenda of pro-poor growth associated with HIPC (see Harrison, 2001),
Kelsall, (forthcoming), Therkildsen (2000) for a review of recent reforms). Most
significant in the context of the present paper is the reform of the telecommunications sector. Tanzania Telecommunications Company Limited (TTCL) underwent a
$250m donor-financed restructuring programme between 1995 and 1999, and has
recently been privatised. The resulting network is 95 per cent digitalised, although
network quality is geographically variable (SIDA, 2001). Services are much better in
urban areas. Dar es Salaam is the key ‘informational hub’ and internet cafes have
become communication phenomenons. It is estimated that 250,000 Tanzanians,
most of whom are urban residents, have taken up mobile phone subscriptions since
1998, while there are between 10,000 and 15,000 full-time internet subscribers in
Tanzania, 70 per cent of whom are in Dar es Salaam (Financial Times, 2001). The
present paper focuses on email and internet usage.

NGOs & ICTs
In terms of access to ICTs, Tanzanian NGOs are woefully underresourced. According
to official records of the Vice-President’s Office, only 4 per cent of NGOs have an
email address (a total of 116 NGOs), although it is likely that more organisations have
either been connected since the government’s survey or have simply neglected to
report their email address. Of these 4 per cent, 41 per cent are NGOs based in Dar es
Salaam and 24 per cent are international NGOs. As Table 1 shows, access to ICTs
among NGOs is therefore highly skewed. This author has not encountered one
international NGO which does not have access to email, if not the Internet (In all,
twenty-eight NGOs – twelve in Dar es Salaam and sixteen in Arusha; three of which
were international NGOs – were interviewed for this study). Access to computers
within offices varies. Most NGOs have only one or two networked computers. A
small number of well-funded NGOs in Dar es Salaam have sufficient resources for
almost every member of staff to have a networked computer at their desk with a
personal email address. Most NGOs, however, have one email address for the whole
organisation. One of the largest international NGOs in the country experimented with
allowing all staff access to email and the Internet from their desktops, but reversed the
decision after a week as it was felt that productivity suffered. Consequently access is
restricted to the top management tier, as is the case in several Tanzanian NGOs. In
total, eight of the surveyed NGOs had their own websites, excluding all those
international NGOs with ‘corporate’ websites where web-content is authored and
managed by the head office (which is usually based in a western industrialised
country).

Table 1: Access to ICTs Among Sample of NGOs
in Dar es Salaam & Arusha
NGO location

Email
office

Dar es Salaam
Arusha

11
12

Internet
office
11
11

* excluding local branches of international NGOs

Email/Internet
access at cafe
1
4

NGO local
website*

Total

4
4

12
16
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Overall, access to ICTs and membership of networks tends to follow established
lines of cleavage within the NGO sector. NGOs have emerged recently in Tanzania
with the shift towards political and economic liberalisation and there is tension
between, for example, some international and local NGOs, different umbrella
organisations, and some regional and Dar-based NGOs (Mercer 1999). Most of these
fissures arise from struggles over access to constituencies and donor funding (Igoe,
forthcoming; Kelsall, 2002). Access to ICTs and electronic networking has tended to
exacerbate such differences rather than to overcome them. For example, urban NGOs
clearly have relatively good access to email and the Internet. They are therefore more
‘plugged in’ to the issues of the moment (and thus the ones that donors are more
likely to fund). International NGOs also have much better access to ICTs than do
most local NGOs, allowing them to maintain their own separate networks.

NGOs Online
NGO use of email and the Internet reflects the external orientation of information
access and exchange within the NGO sector. This is partly due to the limited amount
of locally-generated content on the web (particularly in swahili) and the small number
of NGOs ‘online’. Consequently, those who are ‘connected’ find themselves in closer
contact with regional and global actors than with their Tanzanian counterparts.
Regional NGOs such as SAHRINGON (South African Human Rights NGO Network),
SANGONet (South African NGO Network) and other NGO umbrella organisations
such as MWENGO (NGO umbrella and development centre for NGOs based in
Zimbabwe) are the key NGOs with which Tanzanian NGOs network electronically
and share information. Others receive information from specialist regional and global
networks such as Legal-Net, pastoralist networks, religious organisations, African
and international HIV/AIDS networks, international education networks, the New
York-based debt relief campaign ‘50 Years Is Enough’, environmental organisations,
and United Nations’ agencies. The nature of this electronic interaction is passive
rather than active, as very few Tanzanian NGOs have, for example, posted notices to
these interactive forums, preferring to receive rather than contribute information.
Exceptions include a handful of Tanzanian networks which have sprung up over the
last five years and have gradually shifted towards using email. TENMET, for
example, is a Tanzanian education NGO network with 200 members, 25 per cent of
whom are accessible via email. The Tanzania Coalition on Debt and Development
(TCDD), which has around 40 members, has also increased its use of email to facilitate
communication, with approximately 60 per cent of its members online. Tanzania
Gender Networking Programme (TGNP) utilises email both to facilitate its
Intermediary Gender Networks in the regions (currently in Arusha, Dar es Salaam,
Dodoma, Kilimanjaro, Lindi, Mbeya, Mtwara, Songea, and Zanzibar), and FemAct, a
loose coalition of 30 online gender-activist NGOs which TGNP has been instrumental
in establishing. Finally, the IIG (International NGO Interest Group) has established an
email network. For the majority of NGOs, the bulk of their email contact is with
established or prospective donors and overseas ‘partners’. Email and discussion lists
are seen as a means by which to advertise NGO services and to solicit funds. As one
NGO put it,
we got email in 1998 before other NGOs and so it was only for contacting donors. We
thought: what’s the use? (Dar es Salaam, July 2001).

Within organisations, email is used primarily in order to funnel information from the
field to the head office where donor reports can be prepared. Requests for information
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were more forthcoming from overseas partners and donors than they were from any
local constituency. For many smaller NGOs, writing reports for donors is their most
time-consuming activity. These demands limit the amount of time NGOs have for
broader research, programme development activity or networking. Tanzanian NGOs
spend very little time surfing the web for information because it is prohibitively
expensive to be connected (for those NGOs using dial-up connections), connections
are notoriously slow, and surfing itself is extremely time-consuming. Staff have
neither the time nor the inclination to spend hours on the Internet doing research.
Rather, well-known established sites based outside of Tanzania proved the most
popular (e.g. oneworld.org, IMF, World Bank and UN sites). Employees in the
Tanzania offices of international NGOs opined that the Internet offered too many
resources, and that they were similarly constrained by time and experience to surf for
alternative sources of local information. International NGO staff rely on the website
and internal postings and mailing lists of their employer or parent NGO. In this sense,
international NGO headquarters (usually based in western countries) act as
gatekeepers of information which, once ‘corporatised’, is then filtered down to
country offices and client NGOs. This is reflected in the enthusiasm among Tanzanian
NGOs to align their agendas with the concerns of international donor development
discourse, as evidenced in the recent swing towards human rights and good
governance activities. Information filters downwards from the global scale to the
local.
From the Tanzanian NGO perspective, however, the Internet is less a tool for
imposing homogenising Western views of development, than it is a sophisticated
accoutrement of the modern NGO offering a potentially unlimited source of
advertising space. One NGO in Arusha explained their enthusiasm for ICTs thus:
ICTs can empower local organisations and marginalised peoples. Because information is
power. You cannot be heard [if you don’t have ICTs]. How can you exist if you have no
information? (local NGO, Arusha, August 2001).

NGOs which have, or aspire to, a website, consider it important to be ‘part of the
world wide web’ for the professional status and funding opportunities the internet is
thought to offer. As one employee of a large well-funded Tanzanian NGO put it, ‘if
you’re not on the web, you don’t exist’ (Arusha, August 2001). For aspirational NGOs,
then, the internet is viewed as an important strategy for generating material support
while gaining a reputation as a respectable NGO embracing the modern world.
Outlining the launch of the website for a new women’s NGO network on Zanzibar,
one NGO member explained that it was part of an effort to, ‘raise the profile of NGOs
on Zanzibar, to enable them to be recognised’ (Zanzibar, September 2001).
However, not all NGOs are convinced of the need for their own website. One NGO in
Dar es Salaam concerned with women’s rights argued that there was very little point
in having a website as their ‘target group’, poor women, would not benefit. This is not
an insignificant point. A brief perusal of the websites of NGOs interviewed for this
study indicated that they are authored in English and aimed at a prospective donor
audience; certainly, the average rural Tanzanian would find little information of any
use, assuming they had the literacy skills required to use a computer. Most websites
are updated sporadically, if at all. The expense associated with website maintainance
is a limiting factor. Links to local independent sources of information on Tanzania are
scarce, as are links to sites in swahili, other Tanzanian NGOs, or the Tanzanian
umbrellas. Most websites tend to link the surfer to regional or global NGOs or
professional organisations. Some websites do contain useful contemporary informa-
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tion on development policy and reform in Tanzania, although it is not possible, for
example, to find out the current status of the government’s NGO Policy. Two of the
most comprehensive NGO websites, belonging to Hakikazi (Swahili for employment
or work rights) and TGNP, have extensive coverage of the PRSP (Poverty Reduction
Strategy Paper, the government plan for achieving pro-poor economic growth, which
is a condition of qualification for HIPC funds), gender budgeting, and links to papers
on various development topics (in English). Hakikazi also hosts an English-language
email discussion list (the only such list organised by an NGO in Tanzania) which
describes itself as ‘Local-Tan: network mailing list for exchanging ideas that
strengthen participation to eradicate poverty’. Since July 2001 (when this author
joined the list), however, postings have been erratic and have not successfully
generated sustained debate. Single postings are dominated by a research and
consultancy firm based in Scotland which alerts the mailing list to sources of
information on civil society, poverty reduction and debt. Very few postings are made
by Tanzanian NGOs.

NGO Networks
One of the most recent and potentially significant changes in Tanzania’s NGO sector
is the emergence of a handful of NGO networks which have been established with the
express purpose of influencing government policy, such as FemAct and TCDD. These
networks are pointed to by members of the donor community as evidence of the
tentative emergence of a Tanzanian liberal democratic ‘civil society’. This is further
evident in the lexical shift away from the term ‘NGO’ to ‘CSO’ (Civil Society
Organisation) which has recently permeated official development discourse in Dar es
Salaam. These networks are considered significant because of their high-profile roles
in recent national-level policy debates, such as the Sexual Offences Act, the Land Acts,
and the PRSP.
FemAct (Feminist Activist Coalition) is a loose coalition of about 30 NGOs and gender
activists established in 1996 by TGNP, following the UN Fourth World Conference on
Women in Beijing in 1995. TGNP acts as secretariat, while other member NGOs take
on particular roles in specific campaigns which have focused on land reform, sexual
violence, gender budgeting, and constitutional reform; all of which have enjoyed
some measure of success in influencing national-level policies. The most recent
campaign advocates the recognition of human rights and the specific inclusion of
women’s rights in the constitution. All FemAct members are accessible via email. For
example, some 50-75 per cent of the organisation of, and correspondence for, the
FemAct/TGNP Gender Festival in September 2001 was achieved through email.
FemAct is also one of the few Tanzanian NGOs that has posted collective statements
on the Internet. Recent posts have protested about World Bank and IMF policy as
showcased during the IFI ‘new agenda for Africa’ tour, and the lack of substantive
civil society participation during the Consultative Group meetings in September 2001
(‘Statement from gender groups to chief executives of the World Bank and IMF at their
meeting in Dar es Salaam’, 21 February 2001, posted to Africa Policy Information
Centre (APIC) (http://www.africaaction.org/docs01/ tan0102. htm). This statement
was followed by two more, from TGNP and TANGO, denouncing the Dar es Salaam
police for arresting NGO staff during a demonstration outside the hotel where the IFI
meetings were held. When challenged on the matter, President Mkapa claimed not to
know anything of the arrests and ordered the protesters to be freed, stating the right of
civil society to peaceful protest).
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TCDD originated with local Christian organisations as the local chapter of the
international debt cancellation campaign. There is still an implicit Christian base to its
membership and TCDD is chaired by the Evangelical Lutheran Church of Tanzania.
The coalition reinvented itself in 1999 around the HIPC and PRSP processes. With
some initial financial support from DFID and UNDP, and with Oxfam Tanzania and a
local Christian NGO as their key ‘movers’, TCDD managed to mobilise around 40
NGOs to become involved in the PRSP process. Following the implementation of the
PRSP and Tanzania’s qualification for HIPC debt relief, TCDD has shifted its concern
to developing an independent poverty monitoring system to track budgetary
expenditures in health and education in one district. Approximately twenty NGOs
are involved in this, including international NGOs, although not all have access to
email. Indeed, email communication has been one of the sticking points in TCDD’s
organisational development.
Taken together, these coalitions represent an elite group of ‘networked’ NGOs,
plugged in to regional and international networks, familiar with donors and
government. They have common players – most of the members of FemAct are also
members of TCDD, for example – and the majority are based in Dar es Salaam, the
capital of Tanzania’s development industry. Of FemAct’s 30 members, only four are
located outside of the city. TCDD has a more diverse membership, although members
of the secretariat who remain most active are based in Dar es Salaam, with some in
Arusha. These urbane NGOs have become increasingly disconnected from their
constituencies as they shift their gaze upwards and outwards, enveloping themselves
in the concerns of international development discourse and donor-managed reforms.
While engagement with domestic policy-making is important, NGO participation in
the donor-managed reform process nevertheless reflects the interests of donors and
the IFIs more than the concerns of poor Tanzanians. It does not necessarily follow that
NGO staff, many of whom are clearly committed to their work, are not genuinely
concerned about the condition of Tanzania’s poor majority (see also Kelsall, 2002).
Nevertheless, there are distinct indications that the gap between Tanzania’s urban
NGO elite and the grassroots constituencies they claim to represent will continue to
grow. A case in point is the First National NGO Forum organised by TANGO (Tanzania
Association of Non-Governmental Organisations, one of the two main umbrella
organisations on the mainland) and held in Dar es Salaam in July 2001. Following an
introductory speech from the Executive Director focussing on the role of Tanzanian
NGOs in capacity building and empowering civil society to work together for poverty
reduction (i.e. to engage with PRSP), the very first contributions from the floor came
from two somewhat perplexed rural NGOs:
It’s difficult for NGOs in Mbeya to deal with the government’s policy on poverty
eradication when we can’t even get our hands on the documents.
We need to start with a definition of an NGO before we talk about poverty eradication.
Please TANGO tell us what is the vision of an NGO, what is it for.

Engineering Civil Society
The NGO networks considered here have been formed in response to wider changes
in Tanzania’s political economy. The most significant factor has been the lengthy and
complicated reform process being undertaken by government, under the supervision
of the IFIs and international donor community. It has been suggested that one of the
strong points of the reforms, and the PRSP in particular, has been in providing an
incentive for NGOs to work together towards a common goal (Booth, 2001; Wangwe,
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2001). TCDD, for example, was established to bring ‘CSOs’ together in order that they
might have a collective input into the drafting of the PRSP document. Similarly, the
education network, TENMET, was set up in response to an education sector review
being undertaken by government and donors. FemAct is the only large NGO network
which has emerged independently of any wider reform initiative. It has had some
success in pursuing its own agenda, as with the campaign against sexual violence
which culminated in the Sexual Offences Act. At issue here are questions of
sustainability and legitimacy. How sustainable is an NGO coalition if it has been
initiated externally? How effective can it be in representing the interests of the
disenfranchised if the agenda is being set elsewhere? The Tanzanian case suggests
that NGOs are given only so much room for manoeuvre within parameters defined by
donors and the state.
Donor agendas are of particular interest in the context of ICTs. Tanzania’s donors are
very keen to encourage networks within ‘civil society’. NGOs are thought to tend
towards jealous isolation or open one-upmanship; therefore Tanzanian civil society is
considered to be weak and in need of capacity building. NGOs need to be
‘professionalised’ in the image of western NGOs, and this requires a more
sophisticated technological operation. The development wisdom is that if NGOs can
be encouraged to work more closely together, alliances and coalitions will emerge
which can hold government to account more effectively. NGOs can also learn
examples of best practice from one another, avoid duplication of activities, utilise and
account for funds more effectively, and thus maximise their impact. As this has not
appeared to be forthcoming within the NGO sector itself, donors have stepped in to
‘engineer’ the process (a case in point is the rise and fall of PINGOs, a Maasai NGO
network in northern Tanzania, recounted by Cameron (2001) and Igoe (forthcoming).
In their enthusiasm for pastoralist NGOs, donors threw so much money at the
network that it became more accountable to its donors than its constituents, and
eventually unravelled in a mire of animosity over funding) (Hearn, 1999; Williams
and Young, 1994).
The principal means by which donors have supported networking has been the
funding of seminars and workshops. Anglophone newspapers are full of reports
recounting the proceedings of numerous workshops on every conceivable development topic from HIV/AIDS and youth to gender and poverty eradication. A more
direct approach being pioneered by DFID Tanzania signals the desire within the
donor community to engineer a coherent civil society which is capable of engaging
with the reform programme. DFID Tanzania’s recently-launched Civil Society
Programme (CSP), whose 35-page grant application form includes a section on
‘project linkages’, actively encourages applications from consortia and projects which
make wider linkages within the NGO and public sectors:
The whole CSP has emphasis on networking and linking to others. A high percentage of
applications are rejected because they don’t make any wider linkages. We tell them that we
recommend strongly that they make these linkages. We have stopped funding NGOs in
isolation, they must be seen to work with others and be aware of what else is going on now.
Civil Society has to work together if we are going to fund them. They must make linkages
with government and other organisations in civil society. We are encouraging civil society
to hold government to account (official, Dar es Salaam, September 2001).

NGOs themselves have tended to take a more ambivalent approach to coaltionbuilding to date, favouring sporadic attendances at conferences, workshops and
seminars over sustained attempts to build networks (see Kelsall, 2002, for a critique of
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the ‘workshopocracy’ culture among NGOs and donors in Tanzania). However,
interest in ICTs has recently prompted several donors working in Tanzania (including
CIDA, CORDAID, Ford Foundation, HIVOS, Oxfam GB and Ireland, NORAD,
NOVIB, SIDA, and UNAIDS) to support NGOs with access to information technology
in an attempt to catalyse the new ‘e-civil society’. The following excerpt from Hivos’
website (which funds, among others, TGNP) is indicative of the donor approach:
Access to information is access to power. Hivos’ development efforts in this field focus on
community building, strengthening civil society, networking and political lobbying. The
use of ICT here is extremely effective, if not indispensable … ICT is inexpensive and
democratic…The Internet forces leaders and rulers to be more open; it is a powerful weapon
in the hands of democratisation movements, internationally operating NGOs and activists’
(http://www.hivos.nl/english/themes/ict/policy/pag.htm, accessed on 26.03.02).

Donors appear to be seduced by the potential of ICTs to reap democratic ends. As so
often happens with ideas about development conceived by the international donor
community, however, local social, cultural and political nuances which have
significant implications for the way in which new development fixes are interpreted,
appropriated and practised at the local level, are overlooked in the midst of the hype
and pressure to spend donor money. We now turn to a consideration of these factors.

Donor Funding
The first issue arises from tensions between donor and NGO expectations as to how
donor funds should support NGOs. Donors have fixed ideas about what appropriate
networking entails and what they will fund. The present ICT fetish in development
practice, coupled with pressure on donors to spend money on measurable outcomes
from ‘low-risk NGOs’, means that they are far happier to fund the professionalisation
of cherry-picked NGOs or one-off workshops on ‘trendy’ development issues, than
they are willing to support the mundane daily administrative costs of a coalition. For
‘high-risk’ NGOs lacking a track record, it is therefore impossible to gain funds for
overhead costs, as one Arusha-based NGO explained:
donors talk about capacity building but they are not prepared to pay. Computers and
networking comes under ‘admin’ and donors don’t want to fund that (August 2001).

Even for ‘low-risk’ NGOs, there is a tension between what NGOs and donors consider
to be appropriate funding to cover networking activities. Donors may well be willing
to provide ICT hardware, but they are less willing to fund the administrative side of
organising NGO networks; the meetings, the overheads, and administrative time.
These are much more opaque activities with less tangible outcomes; they are diffuse
and more risky as they are tied to a number of NGOs (not all of which will meet
individual donor criteria for funding); and yet these are indispensable aspects of a
well-functioning coalition. As one NGO explained:
most supporters [i.e. donors] don’t feel comfortable supporting a network, they would
rather go to an implementing agency, they want direct rather than indirect action. They
would rather support a conference with a fancy title like ‘HIV/AIDS and poverty and the
future of youth’ or something (Dar es Salaam, July 2001).

Individual NGOs are unlikely to pick up the administrative costs of networking
themselves as their funds are already tied to specific activities for which they are
accountable to donors, and staff time is already strained without taking on what are

Engineering Civil Society: ICT in Tanzania

59

seen as ‘extra activities’. Even TCDD, one of the most prominent, and in donor eyes,
most promising of NGO networks in Tanzania, had problems securing ongoing
support for its day-to-day functioning. This created tension between local and
international NGOs within the coalition. The international NGOs were considered to
have more resources at their disposal, yet they were reluctant to commit these to the
coalition. As one TCDD member argued:
Physical meetings are what is important. We are really behind in ICT. For many
Tanzanians the computer is really terrifying. There is inequitable access to ICTs in
Tanzania … Dar … Arusha, and that’s it. The rest of the country you are talking about
physical mail, or ringing, which is expensive. So we meet at workshops. Once people have
the knowledge they need to organise … but donors wont support this (Arusha, August
2001).

Culture & Technology
The second issue involves the implicit cultural norms and expectations bound up in
donor visions of ICTs, in which the intrinsic universal utility of email and the Internet
is assumed to transcend geographical and cultural boundaries. In practice, however,
local appropriations of technology can be diverse. According to proponents of the
social construction of technology school, technological artefacts are subject to
‘interpretative flexibility’ (Kline and Pinch, 1999) by different social groups. In the
African context, a recent study of ICT use within African governments (Berman and
Tettey, 2001), suggests that accepted (i.e. western) social practices associated with
ICTs are, in fact, culturally mediated and therefore context-dependent. They argue
that the introduction of computer technology into African bureaucracies, in an
attempt to make them more efficient and accountable, overlooks the myriad social,
cultural and political manifestations of neo-patrimonial behaviour, which simply find
new ways to circumnavigate the donors’ technological fix. The point is that behaviour
cannot be changed in pre-determined ways by the introduction of new technology. So
it is with Tanzanian NGO appropriation of email and the Internet.
Tanzanian NGOs have not embraced email as a fast, effective and decentralised form
of communication. There are two reasons for this. First, the technology has preceded
the demand; such are the politics of the NGO sector. We return to this issue below.
Second, email is anathema to local cultures of communication which place emphasis
on orality, social relationships and social hierarchy. Email is generally eschewed in
favour of telephone calls, letters or physical meetings. Some informants viewed their
own reactions to email as a cultural deficit (‘it’s a problem of culture, we are very lazy,
we are not reading’; Tanzanian NGO, Dar es Salaam, July 2001) while others were
more sanguine, preferring to view the western cultural practices associated with
email as simply being at variance with African practices. As one Tanzanian NGO
explained at length:
Not everybody believes in email [i.e. uses it]. Telephone calls can be more costly but they are
important. Email is not valued by others as there is no reply. Physical meeting is important
in the African context. Email is not personal enough. It is good to promote IT but it should
not replace personal contact. Africa has an oral tradition, this is the thing we know, for
example, if I buy a map I would still rather ask people for directions than look at the map.
The Western tradition is reading and email. In Africa there are two things to consider; oral
culture, and intimidation of computers. Even at university most students don’t see a
computer. We need time to internalise these things. We are not used to seeing objects as a
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source of infomation. You ask someone [instead]. It’s a way of interacting, interaction is valued
(Arusha, August 2001).

The manipulation of electronic communication is therefore context-dependent. Email
developed in western industrialised countries as a decentralised system of communication which is capable of bypassing social hierarchy. In Tanzania, the utility of
information technology must be seen in the context of the local socio-cultural norms
which shape social relations in the office environment. Younger members of staff are
often more conversant with ICTs than are their seniors, and yet they do not have the
authority to read emails, let alone to act upon them. Many organisations have one
centralised email address, which means, in practice, that the inbox of the executive
director often becomes unmanageable. If the director is absent from the office, no one
else is mandated to represent or make decisions on behalf of the organisation. Similar
social hierarchies can be observed during physical meetings and seminars,
particularly those which involve government officials. Participants are expected to
adhere to particular socio-cultural performative protocols; such as the order and
length of welcomes and introductions, and the order in which speakers may take the
floor (and for what duration). Senior (often male) officials dominate proceedings.
Formality and social hierarchy are important factors which shape the way in which
contributions are made or information is exchanged in public fora.
Email also lacks the immediacy and presence often required to elicit an urgentlyrequired response, or a sought-after government document. The response to email is
problematic for informal coalitions which depend on their members putting in extra
time, effort and resources over and above their own organisations’ commitments.
Coalition participation is not institutionalised in the member NGOs. One informant
suggested, ‘we just look at it [the email] and say we will read it later’. Resource
constraints facing NGOs, even the well-funded ones, mitigate against the use of email
as a major form of communication. Staff simply do not have the time nor the expertise
to contribute to debates about macroeconomics and reform, or to read, annotate and
return attachments, unless they are of immediate significance. The lack of appropriate
computer training, and lack of confidence in the English language, are two further
barriers which discourage the use of ICTs among some NGO staff. For most NGOs
then, the most significant exchanges of information take place in a physical context:
we [NGOs] have been allowed to contribute a lot [to the policy process] at very senior levels,
and this has mostly taken place around meetings. The use of technology in this process has
been very limited and of varying quality and efficiency. Most of the information exchange is
through meetings … you really need to be in the right place at the right time … you just
have to chase the information (international NGO, Dar es Salaam, July 2001).

It is important to stress that it is not the author’s aim here to compare Tanzanian
NGOs against an implicit standard of ‘appropriate’ (i.e. western) email usage; nor is it
to categorise Tanzanians as somehow technologically backward. NGO use of ICTs
has as much to do with the politics of the NGO sector and the relatively recent
introduction of ICTs into NGOs’ operations, as it does with local cultural
appropriations of technology. The point is that ICTs have simply been interpreted and
incorporated into locally-based strategies in a manner not envisaged by those funding
access to the technology itself. As we have already seen, this is as evident with NGO
appropriation of the Internet as it is with email. The particular experience of NGOs is
thrown into relief by the usage of email among the Tanzanian middle classes more
generally. Internet cafes in urban areas have proliferated with startling speed, with
estimates of the number of cafes across Tanzania as high as 1000 (SIDA, 2001). Email

Engineering Civil Society: ICT in Tanzania

61

has become a major passtime of young educated city elites (a survey carried out by
the author in three internet cafes in Dar es Salaam over a week in August 2001
revealed that 63 per cent of users were male, 85 per cent were aged under 30, and 85
per cent had completed secondary school, with 16 per cent holding degrees). A
further case in point is the ethinktank Tanzania email discussion list for Tanzaniabased IT professionals and other interested parties to Tanzania’s ICT policy. In
contrast to the Hakikazi NGO discussion list, postings and debate on this list are
relatively lively, no doubt because ICTs are central to the working lives of the
participants. Local cultural interpretations of technology, then, can offer only a
partial explanation for the lack of interest in electronic communication among
NGOs.

The Politics of Reform & the Commodification of Information
The third issue that needs consideration, then, is the political context in which
information exchange among NGOs is embedded. In Tanzania, liberalisation and
reform have fundamentally changed the way in which information circulates within
and between institutions. In the new era of reform, donors have become extremely
powerful and their agendas have shaped many of the changes in the public and NGO
sectors over the last decade. For both government and NGOs, the satisfaction of donor
reporting requirements is essential if continued support is to be sought. Information
itself has become a commodity in a context in which the Tanzanian civil service
produces some 2,400 documents a year to satisfy IFI and donor requirements (Kelsall,
forthcoming). The pace, and sheer volume, of information and knowledge generated
by the reform process creates problems for those NGOs committed to monitoring
government performance:
The process is now so donor-driven, they [donors] require a fast response but government
here is just not used to it … the speed required is not the traditional pace at which
information usually circulates. People are always wary of what you say and where it goes
and who sees it and what it means. People prefer to send it to only the top guy who is the
only one who sees it and gets is approved before it is distributed. This is the problem of
information and the government is legitimately struggling with it … donors are not helpful
because they are pushing their own interests in government processes. Donors call the tune
and are really directing the process (International NGO, Dar es Salaam, July 2001).

On the one hand, then, there is some resistance within government to the wider
circulation of knowledge and information via unsupervised media. This creates
problems for NGOs as patchy access to information presents a major barrier to their
effective participation in policy debates. Moreover, the expectation that NGOs will
work together given better facilities simply amounts to a technical fix which fails to
take into account the politics of the NGO sector itself. In the context of limited donor
funding, information, knowledge and experience accrued by an NGO over time
becomes a commodity which NGOs are reluctant to share. Although an elite minority
of NGOs collaborate in the context of the reform process, tensions between the
interests of the network and the individual agendas of member NGOs create
problems for the effectiveness of the coalition. The perception among NGOs that
donor funding is limited and difficult to access makes for competitive relationships
between NGOs. Tension exists, for example, between Tanzanian and international
NGOs, the latter of whom are often subject to suspicion because of their outsider
status coupled with their well-resourced operations. The NGO sector also cleaves
along lines of ethnic, religious, and regional affiliations, with further differences
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arising between NGOs who join different umbrella organisations, and between
those seen as ‘close to the state’ and those who carve a more independent identity.
Donors are aware of the frictions between different groups of NGOs; indeed, this is
generally seen as one of the weaknesses which donors can overcome by targeting
funding to cherry-picked NGOs. However, they appear oblivious to the fact that
their funding regimes are part of the problem.

Conclusion
This paper has sought to look beyond the ICT fetishism currently pervading
discussions on development in order to consider the use of technology by social
actors who are themselves located within broader social, cultural and political
relationships. Taking the case of the NGO sector in Tanzania, an exclusive focus on
measuring the impact of ICTs has been eschewed in an attempt to understand the
nuanced ways in which NGOs make use of ICTs in their everyday operations.
What has emerged clearly is the divergence of NGO appropriations of technological
artefacts from donor intentions to build an online civil society. ICTs are valued by
NGOs because they project the organisation onto the global stage, increasing their
chances of securing a donor and, thereby, ensuring institutional survival. ICTs also
serve as a symbol of modernity, indicating the professional and sophisticated nature
of an NGO’s operation. However, the deployment of ICTs as a status symbol is a
limited strategy for NGOs. So far, access to ICTs among the minority has simply
served to futher widen the gap between Tanzania’s elite urbane NGO sector which
engages in the debates of international development discourse, and the majority of
small rural NGOs and CBOs, which do not. If the aim of Tanzania’s donors is to create
an elite civil society which speaks to their concerns but which is unable to engage the
broad mass of Tanzania’s population, then ICTs may serve their needs very well. This
seems a somewhat ironic outcome, given the rhetoric of inclusivity and participation
currently associated with ICTs.
The fragility of the exercise of engineering civil society has been illuminated here. It is
not the case, contrary to the view of many of Tanzania’s donors, that the NGO sector
as currently constituted is somehow inherently incapable of forging the backbone of a
coherent civil society. Donors must recognise their own complicity in this regard.
Given the relative youth of most Tanzanian NGOs, the demands placed upon them by
donors, and the wider political economy of reform in which NGOs are embedded, it is
hardly surprising that institutional survival becomes one of their key concerns. Once
this context becomes clear, we are in a position to make more sober judgements about
the role ICTs are likely to play in ‘democratising development’. Donors may yet
discover that their funding regimes ultimately serve to undermine their attempts to
engineer an online civil society in Tanzania.
Claire Mercer, Department of Geography, University of Leciester, Leicester, UK;
ccm2@le.ac.uk). She would like to acknowledge the Nuffield Foundation’s support of
this research. Angus Cameron, Graham Harrison, Tim Kelsall, Mike Powell and the
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Endnote
1. While this author makes a conceptual distinction between ‘NGOs’, which are the empirical focus
of this paper, and the concept of ‘civil society’ (Mercer, 2002), it is nevertheless the case that many of
the actors dealt with here (donors, government and NGOs themselves) conflate NGOs with civil
society. To avoid unneccessary complication this paper therefore reproduces this association.
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Culture & Historical Knowledge in Africa:
a Cabralian Approach
Shubi L. Ishemo
This article will seek to examine the current debates about what some have
characterised as an information age, a network society in the context of
capitalist globalisation and its socio-cultural and political implications. It
will seek to problematise the problem historically and to argue for the
continued relevance of the role of history and culture in the shaping of
African approaches to the so-called information revolution. It will argue
that the dominant perspective on the significance of the communication
and information technologies in the African socio-economic, political and
cultural processes have been based on the resuscitated modernisation
theories and a resurgent neo-liberal ideology which seeks to legitimize the
capitalist counter-revolution on a world scale. The re-colonisation of Africa
and much of the countries of the South has been accompanied by a crisis
whose profoundly devastating effects on humanity are very well known.
Debates as to resolve the worldwide crisis have included the role that
communication and information technologies might play. It will be
suggested that this has resulted in problems that are synonymous to those
which Amilcar Cabral and others sought to confront and shape the
intellectual tools that guided the national liberation struggle. In the current
historical epoch, those intellectual tools are relevant in the struggle for the
re-humanisation of humanity. They will be characterised by what Fidel Castro
has termed the ‘battle of ideas’. It will be suggested that this will be best
waged through the recovery of the positive cultural and historical knowledge
of the African people and the selective borrowing and re-adaptation of
positive cultural and intellectual tools from other societies. That will result
in the liberation of the processes of the development of the productive
forces. A liberatory use of information and communication technologies
has to be concretized in the socio-cultural realities of Africa.
Since the 1980s, the rapid development of new information communication
technologies has been integral to the economic, social, cultural, and political changes
taking place across the world. These changes have been principally associated with
the rapid expansion of capitalism and the technologies have been considered as tools
for that expansion. The significance of these technologies is accepted. But their current
uses and socio-cultural, economic and political effects are deeply contested. The
neoliberal perspective sees them as ‘liberatory’; as having opened up a world in
which citizens have access to information. Citizens are seen as being able to ‘network’
to contest politically and, above all, to have access masses of goods and services.
Another view too sees these technologies as positive and indeed as a means which
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enables citizens to mobilise politically, while stressing that the differential access to
them reflects, more than ever before, the profound social inequalities that are inherent
in capitalism. Large corporations and the big bourgeoisie dominate the new
technologies and utilise them as instruments for socio-economic, political and
cultural domination. In other words, these technologies are not neutral. It is the way
and the purpose to which they are used that are deeply contested.
The purpose of this article is not to engage in the already beaten ground of the debate,
but to reflect on the historical questions that may further problematise the current
debate. More specifically, what lessons can we learn from history, that is, from the
history of African initiatives in technical and technological innovations? What does
this reflect on the potential for the development or borrowing and adapting
technologies in ways that make cultural and social meaning to the majority who are so
profoundly marginalized? In other words, can the new information and communication technologies be adapted to African historical knowledge while simultaneously
and selectively borrowing positive and rejecting negative cultural elements from
other societies? It will be suggested that during colonialism the potential for this was
violently ruptured. Later attempts to redress this through ideas and programmes
formulated by some national liberation movements, were similarly violently
ruptured. Indeed this has been continued under the current dominant neoliberal
regime. Information and communication technologies may be tools in the struggle for
the liberation of humanity, for social progress. But that cannot be achieved under the
neoliberal paradigm. It must be based on humanist foundations which recognize the
potential of all humanity to contribute to that process and to emancipate itself from all
forms of social oppression. The understanding of historical and cultural specificities
of each society, of peoples, is pivotal in that endeavour. It is that historical and
cultural understanding that is anathema to neoliberalism.

Why a ‘Cabralian’ Perspective?
It is over 40 years since most of Africa was liberated from colonialism. In the process
of national liberation, African peoples hoped, with profound optimism, that
liberation would set into motion forces which would ensure material, intellectual, and
cultural progress, and restore the dignity and appreciation of a history and
achievements of a people who had been despised and exploited by the colonial
occupiers. Some leaders of the national liberation movement, like Amilcar Cabral,
developed a theoretical understanding of the complex socio-historical and cultural
context that informed the liberation struggle. We single out Cabral without
undervaluing the great work of others. His contribution, however, may be considered
as by far the most instructive and consistently challenging in the face of the rapidly
changing world. The title of this essay is therefore characterised as ‘Cabralian’ with a
purpose. It is not because of a wish to deify him, but to emphasise that his intellectual
contribution was profoundly original in that it was formulated and developed within
the context of political practice and directed towards our understanding Africa’s past,
its subordinate position in a world dominated by imperialism, and its contribution
towards the universal liberation of humanity from imperialist domination, towards
social progress.
His thesis about the importance of the ‘productive forces’ (knowledge/labour power,
means of production: technologies/instrumental materials, raw materials, etc) in the
historical processes is ever more relevant to our understanding of Africa’s past, the
present and the struggle for a better future. He was profoundly humanist in his
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approach and never underrated the creative potential of any society. But he
recognised the uneven development of different societies in history and sought to
research into the causes of that unevenness. The famous passage in his essay, ‘The
Nationalist Movements of the Portuguese Colonies’, emphasised that humanist
approach:
[W]e are men like all other men. Our countries are economically backward. Our peoples are
at a specific historical stage characterized by this backward condition of our economy. We
must be conscious of this. We are African peoples, we have not invented many things, [….]
we have no big factories, […] but we do have our own hearts, our own heads, our own
history. It is this history which the colonialists have taken from us. The colonialists usually
say that it was they who brought us into history: today we show that this is not so. They
made us leave history, our history, to follow them, right at the back, to follow the progress of
their history. Today, in taking up arms to liberate ourselves, in following the example of
other peoples who have taken up arms to liberate themselves, we want to return to our
history, on our own feet, by our own means and through our own sacrifices (1974:63).

The statement that Africa had not invented many things and that she had no big
factories indicates that Cabral was referring to Africa’s position in a modernity that
was defined by imperialism. As a consequence of making African peoples leave their
history, imperialism had ‘[negated] the historical process of the dominated people by
means of violently usurping the free operation of the process of the development of
the productive forces’ which are ‘the true and permanent driving power of history’
(1973:41-42, 43). In that context, national liberation signified the development of a
non-essentialist African modernity within a universal modernity which as Partha
Chatterjee (1997:7-8) has correctly noted, consists of
particular forms of modernity that are suitable in particular circumstances; that is,
applying the methods of reason to identify or invent the specific technologies of modernity
that are appropriate for our purposes. Or to put it another way, if there is any universally
acceptable definition of modernity, it is this: that by teaching us to employ the methods of
reason, universal modernity enables us to identify the forms of our own particular
modernity.

It was in the context of that modernity that Cabral envisioned African peoples actively
innovating and contributing to what he characterised as a
technical, technological, and scientific culture, compatible with the requirements for
progress; development, on the basis of a critical assimilation of man’s achievements in the
domains of art, science, literature, etc., of a universal culture for perfect integration into the
contemporary world, in the perspectives of its evolution; constant and generalized
promotion of feelings of humanism, of solidarity, of respect and disinterested devotion to
human beings (1973:55).

National liberation would further signify the reclamation of the
right, usurped by imperialist domination, namely: the liberation of the process of
development of national productive forces. Therefore, national liberation takes place when,
and only when, national productive forces are completely free of all kinds of foreign
domination. The liberation of productive forces and consequently the ability to determine
the mode of production most appropriate to the evolution of the liberated people, necessarily
opens up new prospects for the cultural development of the society in question, by returning
to that society all its capacity to create progress (1973:43).
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Cabral was never a technological determinist. He saw the development of ‘a
technical, technological and scientific culture as compatible with the requirements
for progress’ (1973:55). To him, scientific and technological progress was a
consequence of the liberation of the development of national productive forces.
Cabral would have critically embraced the use of the new communication and
information technologies, not within the dominant model that is dominated by large
capitalist corporations but within a framework that would have addressed the
intractable problems of poverty, health, hunger, education, etc. He would have
embraced these technologies in the service of humanity, bearing in mind their
history and their culture, or as he put it, the
development of a popular culture and all positive indigenous cultural values; development
of a national culture based upon the history and achievements of the struggle itself; constant
promotion of the political awareness of the people (of all social groups) as well as patriotism
(Ibid. p. 55).

In this article, I wish to expand on the above by focusing on three important areas.
These are the historical context of African innovation and receptivity and adaptation
of new ideas. The argument followed will be that African societies have historically
developed knowledge and technological/technical skills rooted in their direct
relationship with nature, in the material realities of each epoch. African societies have
utilised knowledge and technological skills to resolve specific problems related to
their material needs. It will be argued that just as new ideas and technologies were
adapted historically the same can be applied to the adaptation of new technologies
and ideas but based on African conditions. Second, I will dwell on the implications of
the contemporary technologies on that historical knowledge. Finally, I will examine
the significance of the new communication and information technologies within the
context of the unfolding new struggle against neoliberalism and imperialist
domination.

All Societies have Historically Developed ‘Ways of Knowing & Doing’
The old colonialist view of history was that science and technology were western.
This view, as we have already noted, was non-humanist. Cabral saw all human
achievements as universal and that each human society had the potential to
contribute to that universality. That human universality has been emphasised by
Vandana Shiva (1991). She reminds us that all societies have ‘ways of knowing and
ways of doing’. She continues,
All societies, in all their diversity, have had science and technology systems on which their
distinct and diverse development have been based. Technologies or systems of technologies
bridge the gap between nature’s resources and human needs. Systems of knowledge and
culture provide the framework for the perception and utilization of natural resources.

In many non-western societies, those ‘systems of knowledge’ have been called
indigenous knowledge, a term which has been defined by the Southern African Research
and Documentation Centre (SARDC) as
a body of knowledge and beliefs built by a group of people, and handed down generations
through oral tradition, about the relationship between living things and their environment.
It includes a system of organization, a set of empirical observations about the local
environment, and a system of self management that governs resource use (cited in
Chisenga, 2000).
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In history, that knowledge is retained, accumulated as memory and transmitted
through language. That memory is then instrumental in the production and
utilisation of tools that are related to material production and hence social relations.
Thus knowledge and technologies relate to all human societies which Cabral
(1973:42; see also Amin, 1998:123) considered as ‘evolving entities whose
level of the productive forces indicates the stage of development of the society and of each of
its components in relation to nature. It indicates and conditions the type of material
relationships (expressed objectively and subjectively) which exists among the various
elements or groups constituting the society in question. Relationships and types of
relationships between [human beings] and [their] environment. Relationships and type of
relationships among the individual or collective components of a society. To speak of these is
to speak of history, but it is also to speak of culture.

Since human societies are ‘evolving entities’, their knowledge never remains
fossilised but develops as those societies confront and seek to resolve new problems.
Technologies developed, redeveloped and adapted in any epoch, reflect socioeconomic, cultural and political formation of a given society. Now let us develop this
by way of a brief historical overview.
Basil Davidson (1992:68, 72) reminds us that some pre-colonial African societies like,
among others, the Asante empire-state, the kingdom of Jaja of Opobo, had developed
an institutional and cultural framework capable of adapting foreign technologies and
ideas to local circumstances and stimulating as well as sustaining accumulation and
innovation. Davidson sees comparable developments in Meiji Japan, which Samir
Amin (1990:98-99) considers having had a longer process of social transformation
with ‘no break but a complex process of selective repossession of former cultural
components within the context of technological and economic development.’ In
Africa, that never happened. Instead, as Cabral noted, imperialism violently usurped
the free development of the African productive forces, ‘the true and permanent
driving power of history’ (1973:42). African historical knowledge, as Catherine
Odara-Hoopers (in Chisenga, 2002) notes, are
not just about weaving baskets and handicraft for tourists per se. They are about excavating
the technologies such as looms, textiles, jewelry and brass-work manufacture, exploring
indigenous technological knowledge in agriculture, fishing, forest resource exploitation,
atmospheric management techniques, knowledge transmission systems, architecture,
medicine and pharmacology, and recasting the potentialities they represent …

Those spheres represented the material base of African cultures, of social values and
beliefs. Those who held monopoly over such knowledge wielded social power
because, as Chapurukha Kusimba (1996:386) and C. Magbaily Fyle (1987:500-501)
have noted in their respective essays on iron forging on the Kenyan coast and culture
and technology in Sierra Leone, they were believed to possess, among other things,
healing power, divination, etc. The learning process to acquire such knowledge
involved a ‘mastery of artistic, technical, magical, scientific, ecological and spiritual
elements’ (Kusimba, 1996). The iron forges became, according to Eric Gamanga
(1985:12 cited in Magbaily Fyle, 1987) cultural centres where social/community
bonds were periodically cemented, ensuring ‘peace, abundant harvest, long life, good
health and prosperity’.
Such knowledge was based on accumulated experience. It was passed on from one
generation to the next. But as Gordon C. Thomasson (1995:397) notes, it was not static.
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He gives the example of 17th century Kpelle steelmaking, in Liberia, which was ‘a
highly adapted indigenous knowledge system or complex of indigenous technical
knowledge’. The Kpelle produced metal alloys, made cast iron, welded metals, and
manufactured firearms. Similarly, the work of Peter R. Schmidt (1995; 1996) on the
impressive and historic iron and steel working of the Bahaya in Northwestern
Tanzania demonstrates the complexity of the socio-cultural, economic, political and
environmental history of the region. These studies help us to suggest that knowledge
based on accumulated experience and which has been instrumental in the
development of particular technologies need not be separated from science. Indeed as
Prabir Purkayastha (2002) has pointed out,
the examples given of science leading technology are based on an insufficient understanding
of how technology actually develops […] If technology and science are held to be different
enterprises, then the question of lag-lead or primacy of one over the other becomes
meaningless. No technological artefact can be constructed without understanding nature in
some sense; nor can such artefact be based on known knowledge.

Furthermore, Purkayastha (Ibid.) suggests that
any artefact must have as its starting point a mental design of the artefact. This mental
design has to incorporate specific functions that such an artefact will perform. The design
paradigm is the construction of this artefact within the envelope of the known and
quantifying the outer limit of the unknown through a factor of ignorance. A change of
design paradigm occurs when we either create a novel artefact to fulfil functions that did not
exist earlier, or when we extend the scale of the artefact. In either case, the designer is
pushing at the envelop of the known and thus bringing out new aspects of reality or new
levels of reality.

The relationship between the known and the unknown is underlined by the
observations made by J. Müller (1980 cited in Thomasson, Ibid. pp.397-398) about of
Tanzanian blacksmiths. Their knowledge, he writes, is not derived from written texts,
but from experience, from apprenticeship:
If you give a blacksmith a piece of scrap, he will first test it. He weighs it a couple of times in
each hand, heats it up in the furnace and observes how long it takes to reach a certain colour.
Finally, he beats it and looks at the sort of sparks it gives, listens and feels how the iron
‘responds’ and perhaps he will also smell the sparks. Meanwhile he mumbles as if he is
talking to the steel. After testing it, he knows what sort of steel he is working with;
furthermore, he even knows for which purpose his steel is best suited. He cannot convert his
knowledge into the percentage of carbon content, but he ‘knows’.

There is a lengthy catalogue of African historical knowledge we cannot detail here.
But a few more examples will serve to strengthen our position that African societies
have not only innovated but have also adapted new technologies according to their
socio-economic and political realities. The Maasai people of Tanzania and Kenya
developed effective ways of treating livestock suffering from foot and mouth disease,
the Fulani treat cattle infested with ticks by using the tephrosia plant (Chisenga, 2002),
the Moru people of Sudan developed ways of preserving and protecting seeds from
pests (Sharland, 1995:387-389). In Sierra Leone, artisans innovated ways of extracting
salt from seawater by developing a stove and filtration techniques which were less
wasteful of wood fuel and labour. The result, as Gamser and Appleton (1995:342)
report, was the production of 40 per cent of national salt demand. In Tanzania, rural
artisans developed efficient coffee pulping machines by adapting imported ones
(Ibid, p.343).
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Imported communication and information technologies, such as musical instruments
as well as visual and sound recording technologies, have similarly been reshaped,
adapted and used alongside ‘traditional’ instruments by African artists to create
African artistic images and expressions. For instance, Vera Viditz-Ward provides an
excellent example of the adoption of imported photography by Sierra Leonean artists
from the second half of the 19th century. She notes that they readapted photographic
processes to tropical conditions, set up studios and recorded social functions
especially those of the emerging Freetown petty bourgeoisie, and expanded their
activities to rural areas where they recorded cultural events, architecture, the work of
weavers, dances, village chiefs, etc. They provided some valuable historical records
but within a context that was African defined. Sierra Leonean photographers thus
developed a
distinctive photographic tradition with both European and African influences. Although
the materials and equipment used by [them] continued to be of western design and
manufacture, the aesthetics of the photographic image began to be dictated by local African
styles. Freetown studios backdrops were no longer painted to imitate European parlours or
street scenes, but were now local artist’s paintings of Freetown, of village scenes or of
mosques. Locally made country cloth, gara and woven mats became popular backgrounds
for studio photographs. The concept of what made a good photograph was no longer based on
formal European poses but, instead, on local styles, using double exposure and split
imaging (Viditz-Ward, 1987:515-516).

Historical knowledge and certain forms of cultural production especially those that
were related to the reproduction of the social order were concentrated in the hands of
artisans or artists who monopolised it, kept it secret, and passed it onto descendants
or selected apprentices. It is without doubt that such knowledges were contested. In
more recent times, women artists have contested men’s monopoly over some forms of
cultural production. Dorothea E. Schulz (2001:346) has shown how Malian women
(and this is the case in many parts of Africa), have continued the historic social
function of the jeli (griots) by moving into what was largely a male dominated cultural
sphere. They have utilised both indigenous music technologies and readapted new
sound and visual technologies without necessarily changing the role of the jeli as
social commentators through their music. She points to a debate among Malian
intellectuals some of who maintain that oral tradition has been eroded by new
broadcast technologies which have, they hold, adversely impacted on what they term
’authentic traditions’ through the commodification of culture and thus leading to
‘decay, corruption, [and] breakdown of traditions’. But the role of female jelis is not
new. It is a reassertion of their historic role which had hitherto been subordinate to
that of their male counterparts. As Schulz (Ibid. p.367) notes, their contemporary role
in cultural production has ‘contributed to the refashioning of images of “Africanness”
and “African womanhood”’.
It is clear that in the history of humanity, there has been the question of who
determines what constitutes knowledge, who controls knowledge, who controls
technologies and for what purposes. It has always had direct relationship to social
struggles. To Cabral (1973:43), these have been struggles to liberate the productive
forces. Social struggles ‘necessarily open up new prospects for the cultural
development of the society in question, by returning to that society all its capacity to
create progress’. Samir Amin (1998:130) develops this further by suggesting the
relationship between history and technological progress. He writes,
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History does not unfold in a manner directly governed by technological progress. History,
rather, is a matter of struggle for control over the way in which technologies are to be used,
and this, at the bottom is an aspect of struggles within society, including class struggles
within society, including class struggles and national struggles. Thus, the conditions that
will favour utilisation on behalf of social progress, for the liberation of peoples, have to be
created.

In many parts of the world, the conditions favourable for the liberation of peoples
relate to the struggle against neoliberalism, the ideological underpinning of really
existing capitalism and imperialism. Integral to this struggle is the universal access
and control of the new technologies, who determines what content (knowledge and
information) these technologies will be used to disseminate and for whose benefit.
This is a profound and pressing question for all humanity in the current epoch.

Africa & her Unequal Relationship to the So-called ‘Information’ &
‘Network’ Economy & Society
The development of information and communication technologies must be located in
the emergence and international expansion of large capitalist corporations. The world
is now linked by communication through satellites, fibre optics, microelectronics,
telephones, and through computer technologies, by email, the internet, etc. They have
become necessary instruments in the socio-economic, political and cultural spheres.
Through their use, access to data applicable to the resolution of problems in the
production process as well as stimulating critical debate have been made possible. As
the Agencia Latinoamericana de Informacion (ALAI) noted in its statement to the World
Social Forum in Porto Alegre 2001,
With the development of new information and communication technology (ICT), not only
has the realm of communication expanded but its importance has multiplied, due to new
implications it has for different areas of social existence. Never in history has humanity
been able to count on so great a potential to communicate, and yet this is mitigated by the
increasing tendency towards the monopolisation of such technologies, under the protection
of the norms imposed by the dictatorship of the market.

That expansion, that potential, belies the greatly widening social and economic
inequalities, as well as inequalities on a world scale. How does Africa fit into this?
In spite of having vast natural resources, Africa remains the most impoverished and
marginalised continent. This does not signify subscribing to the current shallow
‘Afro-pessimism’ which negate human creative potential, but to seek to understand
better, the current conditions in Africa today. Many, in Africa, Asia and Latin America
do not have access to basic health care, basic education, electricity and the countries
are burdened with debt servicing. There are few resources to invest in information
and communication technologies. The gap between the rich and the poor is widening
at an alarming rate. In 2001, according to an Argentinian economist Claudio Katz
(2001a), 65 per cent of the world population had no access to telephone and ICTs.
Manhattan and Tokyo, each has more telephone lines than all sub-Saharan Africa
combined (Ibid., Morales-Gomez and Martha Melesse, 1998:7). There is one telephone
per 1,000 people in some African countries and one computer per 9000 people
throughout sub-Saharan Africa (Main, 2001:87, 93). According to Sophie Boukhari, 70
per cent of Africa’s internet users live in South Africa where the cost of connection is
US$65, or double that in the United States (1998:43-45; Gonzalez –Manet, 2000:9). The
use of new computer linked information technologies in Africa is still extremely
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limited. Less than 50 per cent of the firms, 5 per cent of state functionaries and 1 per
cent of its citizens use it (Ngwainmbi, 2000:537; Molla, 2000:205-21). This brief
overview conveys a grisly picture of staggering inequalities. It is therefore important
to expand on this through an examination of the current debate on the implications of
ICTs.

Information/Network Society: Origin of the Idea
According to Armand Mattelart (2002:591), the origins of the notions of ‘information/
network society’ date from the 1950s. He considers them as integral to ‘globalisation’,
’a new totalising ideology, lending support and legitimacy to the neo-liberal scheme’.
Their origins lie in the now fashionable ‘end of’ thesis embracing ideology, history,
politics, classes, class struggle, etc. which he traces to the work of Daniel Bell, R.
Aron, A. von Hayek, S. M. Lispet, and Edward Shils. It was elaborated in Bell’s 1960
book, End of Ideology, in which he proposed a post-industrial society, a knowledgebased society free from ideology (Mattelart, 2002:597). The notion of ‘networks’, he
notes dates from the Kennedy period. It was linked to the convergence of
telecommunications and the processing of data, and came to be expressed in terms of
what was called a ‘global system and network diplomacy’. By 1990, it came to be
associated with what was termed ‘soft power’. This notion referred to the
dissemination of messages and commodities worldwide through the medium of
new ICTs by large corporations and, with them, imperialist expansion.
In his acclaimed three volumes, Manuel Castells (1996, 1997, 2000a) suggests that this
is a new epoch, one that is characterised ‘an information society’, a notion that he later
abandoned in favour of what he calls a ‘network society’ (2000b:9-10). The new age is
characterised by ‘a new technological paradigm‘. What is new, he writes,
is a new set of information technologies [which] represent a greater change in the history of
technology than the technologies associated with the Industrial Revolution, or with the
previous Information Revolution (printing). Furthermore, we are only at the beginning of
this technological revolution, as the Internet becomes a universal tool of interactive
communication, as we shift from computer-centred technologies to network-diffused
technologies, as we make progress in nanotechnology (and thus in the diffusion capacity of
information devices), and, even more importantly, as we unleash the biological revolution,
making it possible for the first time, the design and manipulation of living organisms,
including human parts. What is also characteristic of this technological paradigm is the use
of knowledge-based, information technologies to enhance and accelerate the production of
knowledge and information, in a self-expanding, virtuous circle. Because information
processing is at the source of life, and of social action, every domain of our eco-social system
is thereby transformed (Ibid. p.10).

That transformation, he suggests, is manifested in a ‘new economy‘ characterised by
‘three fundamental features’. These are that the ‘new economy‘ is, first, ‘informational‘ which means ‘the capacity of generating knowledge and processing/
managing information’. In turn this determines ‘productivity and competitiveness of
all kinds of economic units, be they firms, regions, or countries’. Second, it is ‘global‘
‘in the sense that its ‘core strategic activities, have the capacity to work as a unit on a
planetary scale in real time or chosen time.’ The core activities embrace financial
markets, science and technology, media, production enterprises, etc. In this context,
only resources of value are linked to the ‘globalisation’ (Ibid. p.10). Third, it is
‘networked’, and is characterised by ‘ a new form of economic organisation, the
‘network enterprise‘. This kind of enterprise however, is decentralised and linked to
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similar ones in a chain of partnerships and alliances. No longer do we have the firm
as a unit of production. Instead the unit of production is ‘the business project’.
Although Castells recognises the continued capitalism, he argues that with
informational capitalism, the vertical hierarchies have been replaced by horizontal
interrelationships. ‘Networks’, he suggests, alter power relationships which have
historically been based in institutions, and organised around what he calls ‘a
hierarchy of centres’. The networks
dissolve centers, they dissolve hierarchy, and make materially impossible the exercise of
power without processing instructions in the network, according to the network’s
morphological rules. Thus, contemporary information networks of capital, production,
trade, science, communication, human rights, and crime, bypass the nation-state, which, by
and large, has stopped being a sovereign entity (Ibid. p.19).

Even though he correctly observes a ‘dramatic surge of inequality, social polarisation,
and social exclusion in the world at large’, a close reading of his text gives the
impression that the contradictions between labour and capital have disappeared
(Ibid. pp.11-12). This is manifested in what he calls the ‘individualisation of positions
in the relationships of production’ and the self-programmed individual (Ibid. p.19).
Since, by implication, the class system has been rendered obsolete, class politics has
apparently been replaced by social movements focused on feminism, environmental
activism, identity, etc. Religious institutions are compelled to adopt new media. They
either become secularised when they adopt the hypertext or retreat into fundamentalism ‘by refusing to bend to the network, thus building self-contained, cultural
communes’ (Ibid. p.19). This therefore has fundamental cultural and political
implications. He paints a picture of a world that is culturally and politically
fragmented. These fragments are expressed and ‘increasingly enclosed in or shaped
by this electronic hypertext’ including television, radio, VCR, the internet, etc. (Ibid.
pp. 12-13).

Critique of the Information/Network Society Thesis
Castells has proposed an important thesis one that recognises the relationship
between the new technologies and the wider changes that are rapidly taking shape in
the contemporary world. In that, technological progress cannot be doubted.
However, there are crucial areas that need to be addressed. Although he correctly
stresses at the outset that ‘technology does not determine society’ (1996:5), he, like
McLuhan before him, in effect assigns to new communication and information
technologies, a unilinear determining role in socio-economic, political and cultural
transformation. Scientific and technological inventions historically occur within the
wider processes of transformation. In the case of capitalism, the internationalisation
of production and the need to resolve crises and contradictions in the process of
accumulation, stimulate and accelerate the search for new scientific and technological
innovations. Indeed as Marx and Engels (1976:487; see also Katz, 2001a:8; 2001b:10-12)
correctly observed in their 1848 Manifesto of the Communist Party, the ‘bourgeoisie
cannot exist without constantly revolutionising the instruments of production’.
Capitalism, they continued, is expansionist. It needs an expanding market throughout
the world. That expansion, they note, is accompanied by ‘immensely facilitated
means of communication’ (1976:487-488). New information and communication
technologies have been invented within the framework of the development of
capitalism, not outside it. They have not risen autonomously. To do so, as is apparent
in the Castells’ thesis, approximates what Samir Amin calls a ‘technist illusion’ (2003)
or as Claudio Katz (2001a), puts it, a ‘futurist speculation’. The information
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revolution, he writes, is not reducible to the ‘economy of the internet’. Technical
transformation is ‘not a hypothesis of the virtual universe, but a visible reality in all
the products, processes and activities of the economy’. It is an integral part of the
reorganisation and continual attempts to resolve the crises inherent in capitalism.
Claims that there is a ‘new economy’, a so-called ‘post industrial’ one that is driven by
new communication and information technologies, and one in which property loses
all significance and is replaced by information, constitutes one of the greatest lies of
our time. What is happening is greater concentration of resources in the hands of large
corporations, of the big bourgeoisie. They are the ones who control the new
communication and information technologies and use them to their advantage. In
other words, the central feature of capitalism, that is the ownership of the means of
production and the relationship between labour and capital, continues. As Frank
Webster (2000:69) has noted,
The importance especially of information labour’s flexibility is … not as indicative of a new age
but of the requirements of globalised capitalism which engenders change the better to
consolidate its practices.

The view that stresses the centrality of technology in determining social transformation is essentialist and constitutes an ideological expression of neoliberalism, a
dogmatic faith in the so-called free market. New communication technologies are an
important feature of an expanding capitalism. The ownership of these is increasingly
concentrated in the hands of few corporations. As Ignacio Ramonet (2001) and
Edward W. Herman and Robert W. McChesney (1997) have shown, these corporations are merging and through digitalisation, their media formats, namely text,
sound, and image, are converging. Information and communication technologies
namely telephones, television, and computers are fusing into one medium, the
internet. In turn, the internet has embraced what Ramonet calls the ‘spheres of
information’ (the press, radio, newscasts and agencies, television news broadcasts,
information), advertising, and mass culture (soap operas, comics, ‘literary publications, books, cinema of the masses’, sports, etc) (Ibid.).
The effect of that expanding capitalist ‘civilisation’, as Marx and Engels (1976:487-488;
see also Robinson, 1996:14-15) observed, is increased invasion and tearing apart,
through commodification, of non-market and pre-capitalist structures like the family,
community and culture that constitute obstacles to accumulation. Information has
increasingly become a commodity, one that is seductive, spectacular, and vulgar.
Although they are directed towards the masses, their principal role is to sell the
masses to advertisers and thus to facilitate unbridled and non-sustainable consumption of goods and services. In the process, advertising is the ‘ideological apparatus of
[an expanding capitalism]’. It is ‘to communication as propaganda is to politics’
(Ramonet, 2001). The internet, as the embodiment of the three spheres, becomes a
powerful medium for competition between firms. Its expansion worldwide is
therefore commercially driven. Although there are possibilities of utilising it for the
liberation of humanity, it serves, in its present formulation, the interests of large
capitalist corporations, of the bourgeoisie. The claim that they, through the
application of new information and communication technologies, confer upon
humanity a free flow of information is unconvincing since as the late Herbert Schiller
(1996:92-93; see also Dan Schiller, 2000) was to note, ‘the free flow of information, in its
implementation, has meant ascendance of the US cultural products worldwide.’
Indeed large media corporations were to become what J. S. Nye (1990:12 cited in
Mattelart, 2002:600), an apologist of US imperial power, termed ‘soft power’ or the
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ability to achieve desired outcomes in international affairs through attraction rather than
coercion. It works by convincing others to follow, or getting them to agree to, norms and
institutions that produce the desired behaviour. Soft power can rest on the appeal of one’s
ideas or on the ability to set the agenda in ways that shape the preference of others.

The expansion of capitalism has therefore been accompanied by an imperial
ideological offensive, a fundamentalist demagoguery, a new obscurantism which
seeks to erase historical memory. Thus according to the White House, ‘the militant
visions of class, nation and race which promoted utopia and delivered misery have
been defeated and discredited’. In its view, progress and dignity for humanity would
be realised through the development of ‘free markets and free trade’. The vision is to
develop a homogenised world in which capitalism is unchallenged.
The lessons of history are clear: market economies, not command-and control economies
with the heavy hand of government, are the best way to promote prosperity and reduce
poverty. Policies that further strengthen market incentives and market institutions are
relevant for all economies – industrialized countries, emerging markets, and the developing
world.

That neoliberal offensive, manifesting itself in the so-called structural adjustment
policies has had devastating effects on the living standards of the working people. By
reducing state expenditure on education, health care, it has led to increased illiteracy
and contributed to epidemics. In the midst of immiseration, it has promoted a
squandering of resources on advertising and an unbridled consumption of luxury
commodities and contributed to ecological deterioration. Far from inaugurating a
new epoch of progress, they have exacerbated inequalities and weakened social
bonds and solidarity through emphasis on the individual, rather than on societies or
communities. Neoliberalism, therefore, constitutes a conservative restoration which,
as the late Pierre Bourdieu (2002:65) put it, ‘restores the past but presents itself as
progressive, transforming itself as a form of progress’. In the same vein, Günter Grass
notes that ‘irresponsibility is the organising principle of the neoliberal vision’ (Ibid.
p.71).
The impact of the neoliberal offensive on historical memory is not new. It bears
resemblance to the past colonial and imperialist ideological offensive. As Cabral
noted, the colonialists started from the premise that Africa had no history, and that
their mission was to bring the continent into history. Those ideas denied Africa a
culture and served as an ideological licensing of colonial exploitation.
In the contemporary world, colonial ideology manifests itself in neoliberalism or
‘glocolonización’, as Löwy and Betto (2004) have correctly termed it. It operates,
Mattelart (2002:592) reminds us,
like a latter day lingua franca, making its pronouncements as if they were self-evident
truths requiring no discussion. It stipulates how we must talk about the present and the
future. It endows the historical process of world unification with multiple dimensions both
symbolic and real into a single body of beliefs. In the end, it blurs our grasp of what is at
stake in the complex new forms of contemporary interaction and transaction between
economies, societies and cultures.

In that context, it negates human universalism. It is a neo-colonialism which manifests
itself in a cultural context as well.
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Cultural Imperialism
We are reminded of the New World Communication and Information Order
(NWICO) debate of the 1970s and 1980s that took place within the framework of
UNESCO. The central issue was the unidirectional flow of cultural products from the
North to the South. Integral to the debate was not only about culture, but also about
world economic inequalities and the large capitalist corporations’ monopoly over the
new ICTs. The bullish tactics of Western countries against the South’s just demands
for a just communication and information order are well known (see Nordenstreng,
1984). But the debate was significant in clarifying central issues about capitalism and
its expansion. These debates are ever more relevant today. Cabral (1973:42-43)
understood the relation between imperialism and cultural domination clearly.
Imperialist domination, he wrote,
by denying the historical development of the dominated people, necessarily also denies their
cultural development. It is also understood why imperialist domination, like all other
foreign domination, for all its security, requires cultural oppression and the attempt at
direct or indirect liquidation of the essential elements of the culture of the dominated people.

Cultural imperialism was reinvigorated more than ever before, as one of its principal
characteristics. Its major goals, as James Petras (2000)) has noted, are
economic [and] political: to capture markets for its cultural commodities and to establish
hegemony by shaping popular consciousness [….]. In the political sphere, cultural
imperialism plays a major role in dissociating people […] from their cultural roots and
traditions of solidarity, replacing them with media created needs which change with every
publicity campaign. The political effect is to alienate people from traditional class and
community bonds, atomizing and separating individuals from each other.

The critique of cultural imperialism thesis is neither particularistic nor a negation of
universalism. Rather, it is a profoundly humanist position that recognises the positive
inputs of all societies into human civilisation. It is antagonistic towards the
economistic and technological essentialism of neoliberal approaches which promote
the so-called ‘global culture’, one that apparently signifies progress in our time.
‘Global culture’ is commodified culture which trivializes everyday life and whose
effect is to depoliticize, and alienate the majority of humanity. With it, human
relations come to be expressed in what Löwy and Betto (2004) characterise as personcommodity-person, a characteristic of capitalism which Marx (1976:113) predicted with
profound lucidity. ‘There came a time’, he wrote,
when everything that men considered as inalienable became an object of exchange, of traffic
and could be alienated. This is the time when the very things which till then had been
communicated, but never exchanged; given, but never sold; acquired but never bought –
virtue, love, conviction, knowledge, conscience, etc. – when everything finally passed into
commerce. It is the time of general corruption, of universal venality, or, to speak in terms of
political economy, the time when everything, moral or physical, having become a marketable
value, is brought to the market to be assessed at its truest value.

Neoliberalism, the highest ideological expression of really existing capitalism, has
implications for the future of humanity and the struggle against it to construct a better
world is complex. The struggle against the dictatorship of the market is a struggle for
what Carlos Serra (conversation, Maputo, April 2001) has called the rehumanisation of
humanity. Just as the bourgeoisie have effectively utilised communication and
information technologies to expand their economic and cultural domination of the
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peoples, so will the peoples use those very technologies as instruments in the struggle
to construct an alternative world that is just. Thus new information and communication technologies are not neutral or value free; their use is, and will be profoundly
contested. They will be ‘objects of a struggle that will tell how they will fit into the
alternative, but equally possible, visions of the future’ (Amin, 1998:132).

Knowledge, Culture & ICTs: Alternatives for Africa
We have already noted from the beginning of this essay that technologies in Africa
and in all societies, have historically been integral to value systems of societies that
conceived them. All societies have had ‘ways of knowing and ways of doing’. In many
ways, they have constituted an integral part of people’s identities. They also have
historically demonstrated the level of a particular society’s productive forces.
Similarly, societies have acquired scientific knowledge and technologies but without
necessarily demonstrating a corresponding development of the productive forces. In
order to achieve real development, the two must make cultural sense to any given
society. Technology, as Adedotun Phillips and S. Oguntunji Tititola (1995:476) have
argued, carry with it
codes of the society which conceived it. Hence technology well-suited to one socio-cultural
environment may not be ideal to another society with different value systems, unless the
technology goes through the process of indigenization [emphasis mine].

This approach approximates that of the South Commission (1990:45-46; 80, 132) which
strongly argued for the relevance of culture in the socio-economic processes:
Capital formation and technical progress are essential elements of development, but the
broad environment for their effectiveness is a society’s culture; it is only by the affirmation
and enrichment of cultural identities through mass participation that development can be
given strong roots and made a sustained process. For only on secure cultural foundations
can a society maintain its cohesion and security during profound changes that are the
concomitants of development and economic modernization.

The Commission recognised the need to pay attention to people’s values and beliefs in
order to stimulate strategies that would contribute to cultural progress rather than
alienation. The result of an approach that is economistic would backfire and lead to
obscurantism, chauvinism and other forms of social conflict.
The problems of access to new technologies and the huge costs of constructing an
infrastructure that will facilitate that access to the majority of African peoples are well
known. Historically, access to radio transmissions have reached wider audiences. But
connectivity to the internet has been and will continue to be highly problematic for a
long time to come. The resolution of these problems has not been made easier by the
privatisation of public telephone provision and broadcasting. The penetration and
takeover of public enterprises by large foreign capital has become a feature of this
process. The process has therefore been towards the consolidation of the dictatorship
of the market in the media. Increasingly, therefore, access to some media and the
internet is based on the ability to pay. Since these are increasingly becoming
commercially driven, Linda Main (2001:83) argues that they concentrate
economic activity and power more narrowly in one group. As a result there is a real risk that
we are moving towards a two-tier technology society that perpetuates the old distinctions
between North and South.
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This then has had the effect of excluding the poor, and with some exceptions, the
content has therefore been based on the commodified model. Dependence on external
programming especially the Hollywood model, has implications which Cabral (1973),
Marx (1976) and many others identified. The effect of this, Petras (2000) correctly
notes, is ‘cultural intervention (in the broadest sense including ideology, consciousness, social action) …the crucial link converting objective conditions into conscious
political intervention’. He adds, ‘paradoxically, imperial policy makers seem to have
understood the importance of cultural dimensions of political practices far better than
their adversaries’. The USAID Leland Project whose task is to connect African
countries to the internet, for example, imposes conditionalities to any country that
takes up its offer. It must allow private service providers, and facilitate what it calls
‘democracy’. But the project is not ‘aid’ but trade (Main, 2001:86). The construction of
an alternative communication model will be highly complex. It will necessitate a
popular participative approach which will have to recover and mobilize the people’s
positive historical cultural elements in a context that would absorb and deploy new
cultural components, both of which would support accumulation and innovation. In
other words, this would be done in the context of universal civilisation. Cabral (1973:
52) considered this necessary in order
to compare [the value of African cultures] with that of other cultures, not with a view of
deciding its superiority or inferiority, but in order to determine, in the general framework of
the struggle for progress, what contribution African culture has made and can make, and
what are the contributions it can or must receive from elsewhere.

In that context, Cabral (1980:57) tirelessly stressed the significance of culture: ‘We
must enjoy our African culture, we must cherish it, our dances, our songs, our style of
making statues, canoes, our cloths’. But he also emphasised that that was not the end:
‘We have to go beyond this, we cannot stop there’ (Ibid. p.59). Cabral was therefore
aware of the organic link between culture and history, of culture as integral to the
process of national and social liberation. His approach therefore, provides lessons
relevant to the process of constructing a future that takes historical process as a
reference for understanding the present. It is argued that Cabral would have
embraced the new communication and information technologies as tools for the
struggle for social progress. Let us take a recent example (and it is certain that there
are other similar examples) drawn from Africa to illustrate this point.

Peasants & Radios Mampita & Magneva in Madagascar
Since 1998, the rural based Radios Mampita and Magneva have been transformed into
instruments of communication and exchange of ideas among 33 rural municipalities
and 320 peasant associations in Fianarantsoa, 400 miles from Antananarivo. Leslie
Basten and Matthias Balagny (2003) have detailed how Radio Mampita is a
participative communication framework which has ‘representatives’ or popular
journalists (not journalists in the conventional sense) in each rural municipality and
neighbourhood. The focus of Mampita and Magneva is on agricultural techniques
and production, fishing, environmental protection, health, education, young people,
women, music, trade, rural security, etc. The two radio stations facilitate the exchange
of ideas and experiences between peasants and agronomists, valuing diverse forms of
knowledge that are then applied to production, culture and the social well being of
the population. In six years, the quality of life of the members of the peasant
associations has improved. Production has increased. The lessons here are clear:
people’s accumulated knowledge and culture have been merged with new knowledge
and culture in a way that is non alienating, that is democratic and embraces all sectors
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of the population. People have improved their awareness of their rights and
obligations. Radio as an instrument that facilitates communication has been
indigenised. It is argued that examples like Radios Mampita and Magneva provide a
model for the development of a democratic information model that is not controlled
by large capitalist media corporations. The prospects of continent wide or region
based democratic framework is a great possibility. Content would be determined by
the people and would facilitate exchange of ideas and experiences that would be
applied to material production, health, culture, etc. It is not to be forgotten that during
the early years of European colonial occupation, many societies attempted to secretly
guard symbols of their cultural identities from the occupiers (Henriques Abranches,
1988:41). A wealth of historical knowledge that has hitherto been only recorded and
transmitted through memory, could be extensively recorded and preserved digitally
for humanity. Many are asking, for example, why did not the British Government ask
the Maasai people of Kenya and Tanzania how they control and cure their livestock
from foot and mouth disease without the extremes of gross destruction that were seen
on television screens a few years ago (Chisenga, 2002). Exchange of ideas and
accumulated experiences could be extended to many countries in Asia and Latin
America where material conditions approximate those of Africa. That would
constitute the globalisation of solidarity. In that context, the development of a
framework that enable people to use new technologies but on their own terms is
possible. As Amin (1998:130) has noted,
The success of these particular devices should strengthen our optimism: people, as users, can
acquire mastery of their instruments and put them to use for their chosen strategies in their
chosen arenas.

But of course that will be in a context of struggles against the ravages of neoliberal
globalisation.

Conclusion: Battle of Ideas
Robert McChesney (2002) has argued that since ‘the new communication technologies
are, in fact, the product and a defining feature of a global capitalism that greatly enhances
social inequality’, in order to realize the democratic use of these technologies there must
be an ‘unprecedented degree of politicisation’. That politicisation, it may be argued, is
necessarily related to critical knowledge, to people’s experiences and their struggle for a
better world. The marginality of Africa and most of humanity would have to be
confronted in ways which Cabral (1974:71-72) suggested must relate to ‘the history and
conditions of Africa’. It would involve, he wrote, a critical
interest in the things and problems of our daily life and struggle in their fundamental and
essential aspect, and not simply in their appearance…learn from life, learn from our people,
learn from books, learn from the experience of others. Never stop learning.

That process of education is a necessary condition for development of ideas which
Fidel Castro (2003) has called ‘an essential instrument in our species [human] struggle
for its own salvation. And ideas are born of education’. In the contemporary world,
the struggle against neoliberalism must be waged at the level of ideas. The
bourgeoisie have demonstrated effective uses of new communication and information technologies to further their interests. They have sought to rewrite history in a
way that reflects their worldview. In the struggles ahead, the people will have to
struggle for equal access to new technologies, to contest the dominant ideas, and to
offer alternative approaches for the construction of a better and just world.
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Shubi L Ishemo, Trinity and All Saints, University of Leeds, UK. e-mail:
S_ishemo@tasc.ac.uk. On 20 January 1973, Amilcar Cabral was assassinated by agents
of Portuguese colonialism. It will be 31 years this year since that sad event. This piece
is an appreciation of the continued relevance of his ideas. A Luta Continua! I am very
thankful to Mike Powell for stimulating and encouraging me to write this article.
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Election Observation in Nigeria &
Madagascar: Diplomatic vs. Technocratic
Bias
Dirk Kohnert
International election observation has become a valuable means of
supporting African democratic polity. Notably, EU observer missions
adopting a professional approach are meant to shield against political
pressures from partisan stakeholder interests. However, this growing
professionalism did not necessarily lead to less biased observation results.
Available evidence suggests that in crucial cases, the origin and orientation
of the bias changed from ‘diplomatic’ to ‘technocratic’. The latter can be as
least as damaging to the declared aims of election observation as the former.
Two outstanding examples, the observation of transitional elections in
Nigeria and Madagascar, will serve to illustrate this hypothesis and its
consequences for the necessary reorientation of election observation
methodology.

Election Observation: African Regimes in Transition
The support for democratisation, including the right to participate in the establishment of governments through free and fair elections, is a cornerstone of the foreign
policy and development co-operation of the European Union (EU), the United
Nations (UN), the African Union (AU), and similar international bodies concerned
with democracy-building. Free elections are considered to be an essential step in the
democratisation process. They are supposed to promote good governance, respect for
the rule of law as well as a wide range of human rights (cf. EU, 2000:3-4; EIHDR, 2002).
‘An informed people, owning the electoral process, is the key factor in this context’
(EU, 2000:4). In broad terms international election observation is part of election
assistance. Its main goals are the legitimisation of an electoral process, where
appropriate, and the enhancement of public confidence, as well as respect for human
rights, and the capability for conflict resolution (cf. EU, 2000:4). Observer missions are
supposed to make informed judgments on the conduct of such a process, on the basis
of information collected by independent persons, who are not inherently authorised
to intervene in the process. International election observation is based on the
principles of full coverage, impartiality, transparency and professionalism (cf. IDEA,
1997:10; EU, 2002:5-6).
In general, election observation is informed by two distinctive but closely linked
major objectives. First, the interest of foreign policy to back good governance in
developing countries by recognising legitimate elections and governments. In what
follows, this will be called (for the sake of argument) the ‘diplomatic objective’.
Second, election observation is meant to assist the process of democratisation and the
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development of a human rights culture; this will be called the ‘aid objective’. Both
components share the ultimate aim of any development co-operation, that is, to make
itself redundant by entrenching innovations (like democracy) deep within each nation
through capacity-building (EU, 2002:5-6).
Of course, both elections and their observation are open-ended processes. Obviously
nobody should intimidate observer missions from refusing the stamp of ‘free and fair’
to elections on the grounds of the observer team’s own observations. The
consequences of this evaluation within the framework of performance-based aid
allocation, as outlined for example by the Cotonou Agreement of 2000 for ACP
countries (cf. Loquai, 2001), should apply to all governments, not just to those of
powerless small countries, like in the case of the presidential elections in Togo in 1998
and Kazakhstan in 1999. Unfortunately, double standards and rigged rules of the
observing agencies have been a major problem of international election observation
right from the beginning. For this reason, scholars concerned with the improvement
of this policy tool have repeatedly called for increasing professionalism and targetdirected implementation (cf. Engel et al. 1996; Mair, 1997).
In the following I will show that professionalism, as understood by the majority of
experts concerned, does not necessarily improve the outcome of election observation.
On the contrary, it may result in a technocratic bias, which is at least as damaging as
the diplomatic bias, which it proposes to cure. The EU approach to election
observation will serve as an example to illustrate this hypothesis, because it has justly
been considered the most professional and independent of all observation missions
funded by international public accounts. Nevertheless, the EU approach often has a
twofold bias, which should be corrected to meet the overall aims of democracy
assistance. It goes without saying that the following appraisal applies to other election
observation bodies as well. Two outstanding cases, the observation of transitional or
founding elections in Nigeria (February, 1999) and Madagascar (December, 2002),
will highlight the consequences of biased observation.1 Further reference will be made
to the diplomatic bias, but because the technocratic bias resulting from the striving for
professionalism has so far received little attention, I shall focus on the latter.

Diplomatic Bias
Certainly, as in any evaluation of political processes, there exists a considerable
margin of error and of wrong judgments concerning electoral processes in politically
sensitive situations. Therefore, precaution has to be taken not to base political or
economic sanctions on a disputed evaluation outcome, especially in ‘grey situations’
(EU, 2000:33), or in situations where there is a great discrepancy between formal and
informal politics, which even professional observers may find difficult to detect.
Nevertheless, notably in African transition countries, due regard should be paid to
both the above-mentioned aims of election observation. In these cases it becomes even
more pertinent not to favour the diplomatic objective at the expense of the
development orientation of election observation as a policy instrument. However,
notably in the case of founding elections, EU observer missions – like other
international observer missions – are apparently inclined to give a premium to
diplomacy. Conflict prevention is obviously the major reason for this deviation from
the declared aims of election observation. South African, Nigerian and Rwandan
founding elections in 1994, 1999 and 2003 are outstanding examples (cf. Szeftel, 1994;
Mustapha, 1999; ARB, 2003:15399-15402). But other vested interests also played a role,
for example, when governments of EU member states wanted to back western-
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orientated presidents who came to power in difficult transition processes from
autocratic to democratic rule, as in the case of Kenya (2002; cf. Cliffe, 2003; Peters,
2002), Madagascar (2002, cf. below) or, as a failed case in point, Zimbabwe (2002, cf.
ZESN).
This is not to contest the right of the EU, state or international organisation to pursue
its own legitimate foreign policy. As far as election observation as an ‘instrument’ is
concerned, it becomes biased and devalued if flawed elections are disguised for
diplomatic reasons. Unfortunately this was the case in the well-documented EU/UN
observation of the 1999 Nigerian presidential elections, which – together with the
preceding parliamentary and local government elections – represented a major
turning point in the transition from decades of military dictatorship to civilian rule.
For the first time since 1983 (with the exception of the annulled presidential elections
of 1993), Nigerians had the opportunity to exercise the right to change their
government. This election was a good example of a borderline case where
professional standards of election observation (as defined above) were violated by the
strong bias of diplomatic final pronouncements by national and international
observer missions declaring the elections to be ‘free and fair’.
The Transitional Monitoring Group (TGM), the largest group with 10,700 accredited
national observers, was quite outspoken in its fundamental rejection of the
presidential elections as ‘marked by widespread malpractice and irregularities, which
tainted the credibility of the process’, notably the account of the most disturbing
extent ‘to which electoral officers colluded across the country in the falsification of the
results’ (cf. Brunner & Stroux, 1999:44). Nevertheless, the majority of international
observation missions accepted the outcome of the elections as representing ‘the will of
the nation’ (cf. EU 2000:5, 30; Carter Center, 1999; Commonwealth, 1999). Others, like
the Association of African Election Authorities (AAEA/IFES, 1999) and the Nigerian
Independent National Election Commission (INEC, 1999), restricted themselves to a
‘technical evaluation’ of the legal and institutional framework and the organisational
capacity of the government, because they did not want to become embroiled in
politics (cf. Brunner & Stroux, 1999:46). All these political restrictions, although
motivated by a wide range of different interests and characterised by different
assessments, had one underlying major informal aim in common: they were
apparently made mainly for reasons of diplomacy, particularly because of the
paramount concern for political stability and conflict prevention in the sub-region in
the aftermath of the Abacha dictatorship (cf. Brunner & Stroux, 1999:47; Kew,
1999:30). The Washington-based international Non-Government Organization (NGO)
Human Rights Watch (1999) gave an instructive summary of the cautious, but at the
same time ambiguous statements of national and international observation groups of
the 1999 Nigerian presidential elections.
By contrast, major independent institutions, academics, and at least some participating international observers were more forthright (and probably also more impartial)
in their appraisal. They characterised these elections as rigged right from the
beginning, as not representing the will of the electorate, or if they did, then only in so
far as most Nigerians were willing to accept an obviously flawed process in order to
get rid of the military dictatorship (cf. Kew, 1999:29; Sesay & Ukeje, 1999; Ihonvbere,
1999; Enemuo, 1999; Maja-Pearce, 1999; Mustapha, 1999:287; Greiter, Jockers &
Rhode, 1998; Brunner & Stroux, 1999). The overall evaluation of the democratic
process in Nigeria by the intergovernmental International Institute for Democracy
and Electoral Assistance (IDEA), an organisation founded in 1995 with global
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membership, independent of specific national interests which – in its own words –
seeks to nurture and support sustainable democracy world-wide, was revealing:
In interrogating the role of political parties in the new political order, the point of departure
is the sad, but accurate observation that Nigeria does not yet have political parties. Instead,
it has associations of personalities that organize to get themselves – or, if that fails, their
friends – elected into state office, for the sole purposes of engaging in accumulation and selfaggrandizement. The elections that heralded the Fourth Republic are believed to have been
so widely rigged that they are now called ‘selections’. Elections in Nigeria, by and large,
have been no more than ‘choiceless’ exercises in which the outcome has often been
determined before election day (IDEA, 2000:142).

Apparently the EU team observing the Nigerian parliamentary and presidential
elections in April/May 2003 learned its lesson. There was little to choose between the
1999 and 2003 elections in terms of electoral rigging, gross human rights violations,
and violence, nor indeed did the threat of attempted coups or outright civil war differ
much between the first poll and the second. Yet the EU observer mission’s evaluation
indicates a significant change of approach over the intervening period of four years.
Despite considerable political and diplomatic pressure from diplomatic interests, not
least from the Nigerian government and its peers in the AU and ECOWAS, the 2003
EU mission preserved its political and professional independence. Headed by Max
van den Berg (the Netherlands), the team courageously documented widespread
fraud and manipulation, which seriously endangered the legitimacy of the presidential and a number of gubernatorial elections, as in several states even the minimum
standards for democratic elections were not met (cf. EU, 2003a; Jockers, Rohde &
Peters, 2003; EU, 2003; Traub-Merz, 2003:1; Akinola, 2003; Semenitari, 2003). To be
fair, the EU mission commended the election process for having successfully avoided
clashes between the Northern and Southern power groups, which might have led to
the disintegration of the state. But this acknowledgement did not shield the EU
observer group from severe criticism on the part of the Nigerian head of state,
Olusegun Obasanjo, ECOWAS and AU members, and probably also on the part of
some EU member state diplomats.
However, there is no guarantee that even EU observations will maintain their high
professional standards and continue to resist the kind of politically motivated
pressure, which typically results in the ‘diplomatic bias’. There is a considerable
range of possible outcomes, not least because of differences of political orientation
and qualification among members of the observer mission core team (cf. Baker, 2002;
Mair, 1997). This has only recently been confirmed by the outcome of the observation
of Rwanda’s presidential election in 2003. In a somewhat diplomatic (preliminary)
statement, the EU observers characterised this first presidential election since the 1994
genocide as ‘an important step in the democratic process’, but as ‘not entirely’ free and
fair, because ‘there is still work to be done in terms of credibility, transparency and
freedom of expression’. In addition, the EU observers raised concerns about the
intimidation of opposition supporters during the election campaign (cf. EU-Rwanda,
2003). Nevertheless, they were accused by the Rwanda government and the Rwandan
National Electoral Commission as biased and as a ‘delegation (which) came to our
country just to make a political report’ (‘Rwanda rejects poll critics’, BBC news, 29
August 2003). Earlier, the South African observer mission had already appraised the
election as ‘free and fair’. Human Rights Watch representative Alison Des Forges, on
the other hand, declared: ‘It is not an exercise in democracy by the standards of
anywhere in the world’, and Amnesty International said in a statement on 22 August:
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‘The government has stage-managed the first post-genocide elections in a climate of
fear and intimidation’ (cf. Africa Research Bulletin, 1-31 August 2003:15401).
Whereas the above examples of diplomatically veiled criticism of rigged elections
may have been justified on account of honourable overriding political intentions,
notably that of crisis prevention, there are other sad examples which clearly
document mere opportunistic backing of autocratic rulers by their peers. The reports
of the Francophonie (OIF, cf. AFP, 6 June 2003), the AU, and ECOWAS observation
teams on the undemocratic presidential elections in Togo (1 June 2003) are cases in
point. One can only hope that this is not a true reflection of the poor quality and
insufficient impartiality of the African Peer Review Mechanism (APRM) established
by the New Partnership for Africa’s Development (NEPAD) in June 2002.
The apparent ambiguity of the diplomatic bias undermines the confidence of the
stakeholders in this policy instrument, because it can easily be exploited by partisan
interests in the pursuit of illegitimate aims; therefore it should be proscribed
altogether. A clear separation between the aims of international election observation
on the one hand, and other legitimate tools of international or foreign policy on the
other, is not only feasible, but also more target-directed and effective, and is therefore
highly recommended.

Technocratic Bias: Malagasy Founding Elections, 2002
In view of the ambitious aims of international election observation, Western donors
are frequently criticised for focusing exclusively and excessively on formal
procedures of democracy such as elections. This holds especially for developing
countries in Africa where the informal sector both in politics and economics may be
more important than the formal (cf. Bayart, 1989; Bayart et al. 1997; Chabal & Daloz,
1999; Engel et al. 1994). Democracy cannot be imposed by foreigners, and elections are
only one prerequisite of democratisation. Therefore the EU is right in emphasising
that care should be taken not to legitimise an illegitimate process by backing
manipulated elections through international election observation (cf. EU, 2002:5).
Without the necessary constitutional and socio-cultural framework allowing for
genuine democracy, seemingly free and fair elections may degenerate to ‘illiberal
democracy’ (cf. EU, 2000:3, in quoting Zakaria, 1997:42), or to window-dressing of
autocratic governance (cf. Douglas, 1998:471-475; Erdmann, 2002). Consequently, the
European Initiative for Democracy and Human Rights (EIDHR) has recently
reallocated funds designated for electoral assistance between the mid-1990s and 2002
to democracy-building with a self-declared bottom-up approach. The proportion of
funds allocated for elections has fallen from over 50 per cent to 15 per cent; most EU
member states have earmarked an even smaller percentage of their national
programmes for this purpose (cf. Youngs, 2003:129). Nevertheless the top-down
approach and the focus on formal procedural components of democratic polity is still
very much alive, at least in the field of election observation. Apart from the
diplomatic bias, this is one of the major causes of the distortion of election observation
as instrument of EU development cooperation and foreign policy.
Available evidence suggests that, although election observation becomes more targetorientated and less prone to political pressure with increasing professionalism, this
does not necessarily make it less biased. What is likely to differ in many cases, is
rather the origin and orientation of the bias involved: professionalism often promotes
political engineering, and therefore it is likely to replace diplomatic bias with
technocratic bias. The latter may be as least as damaging to the declared aims of
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election observation as the former. This will be demonstrated by the following
example of EU observation of parliamentary elections in Madagascar (December,
2002). The professional approach of EU election observation in this case was flawed
not so much for diplomatic, but rather for ‘technical’ reasons. This may be explained
by two factors. First, democracy-promotion by the EU still suffers from shortcomings
in the conceptualisation of the link between democracy-building and the local level of
social and cultural development; that is, an insufficient understanding of the close
interrelatedness of social, economic and political change (cf. Youngs, 2003; 2001).
Second, and closely related to the first, the growing professionalism of the approach
of international election observation provokes the risk of falling into the same trap as
other sophisticated instruments of development assistance have done before: the risk
of political and social engineering without due regard to the indigenous sociocultural setting.2 Accentuated by the increasing commercialisation of the ‘business’ of
international election observation, many experts who compete on the international
market for participation in observer missions tend to become technocratic (cf.
Kohnert, 1994; 1995). They concentrate on those technical domains which they know
best, for example, the legal and (formal) institutional framework of a democratic
multi-party system, analyses of the media, sound scientific sampling procedures,
close supervision of the aggregation and fast and safe communication of polling
results etc., and they tend to disregard adapting this knowledge to local socio-cultural
conditions. Therefore it is often assumed that local experts, fluent in the vernacular
and acquainted with the cultural setting, are more observant of what really matters.
Unfortunately this assumption is hardly less misleading (cf. Kohnert, 1995).
Thus it may happen that even professional election observers turn a blind eye to
informal politics of African countries in transition, not just for diplomatic reasons,
lack of time and resources, or because they think that ‘politics of the belly’ (Bayart) do
not matter, but also because of professional blinkers reinforced by globalised
standards of democratisation (as explained below). In what follows I want to
highlight in some detail the danger inherent in this technical approach to election
observation. I shall do so by looking at examples of heuristic value from EU
observation of the legislative elections of December 2002, which have not been as
thoroughly documented as the Nigerian elections of 1999.

Malagasy Pre-electoral Political Situation & International Relations
Madagascar experienced a deep political and economic crisis in the first half of 2002
following a disputed presidential election on 16 December 2001. While apparently
neither candidate won an absolute majority, the opposition candidate, a wealthy
businessman and mayor of the capital Antananarivo, Marc Ravalomanana, claimed
the poll was rigged in favour of the outgoing president. His contender, Admiral
Didier Ratsiraka, the representative of the old regime, was running (with interruptions) for his fifth term of office. Results from the National Electoral Council (CNE)
and the Interior Ministry gave Ravalomanana a lead with 46 per cent against
Ratsiraka’s 40 per cent. Since neither candidate achieved the absolute majority, a
second ballot was declared necessary. Ravalomanana refused to take part in a run-off
against President Ratsiraka, because his own supporting committee (KMMR) and a
consortium of national election observers, mainly from church organisations (FFKM,
Consortium of National Election Observers (CNOE) etc.), claimed that he had won an
outright majority of the votes (51 to 56 per cent) (cf. CNOE, 2002; Urfer, 2002). In
January 2002, Ravalomanana and his supporters mounted a general strike and mass
protests in the capital to support their demand for a recounting of the votes. As the
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regime in power had refused the participation of foreign observers, and the Ratsirakaappointed Constitutional High Court was regarded as biased in favour of the ancien
régime (cf. Marcus, 2002:6-8; Marcus/Razafindrakoto, 2003), Ravalomanana and his
supporters proclaimed him president on 22 February 2002. Conciliatory efforts by the
international community, notably by the OAU, the predecessor of the African Union
(AU), failed. On 17 March, Ratsiraka rejected a proposal by the OAU to form a
‘reconciliation government’. On 17April the reconstituted Constitutional High Court
(HCC) recounted the votes and declared Ravalomanana the winner of the 2001
presidential elections with 51 per cent of the votes. The Ratsiraka regime rejected the
ruling, and the administrative authorities of four of the six Malagasy provinces
threatened with secession. The subsequent stalemate resulted in a paralysed national
economy and in violent conflicts verging on civil war. The scourge of
instrumentalisation of ethnicity and regional affiliation for partisan reasons or just for
economic gain, interventions by mercenaries and warlords, well-known from the
transition processes of other African states, emerged in Madagascar as well
(anonymus, 2002; Larson, 2002; Raison, 2002; Raison-Jourde/Randrianja, 2002;
Ramamonjisoa, 2002). The majority of the population, supported by leaders of
mainstream Christian churches, reached a social consensus about the necessity of a
political revival. Because large parts of the army remained neutral or even supported
the new regime, the latter finally succeeded in June in overcoming the last pockets of
armed resistance by pro-Ratsiraka governors in the North of the country (cf.
Chaigneau, 2002; Urfer, 2002).
Most African states and major donors (France, USA, EU, Japan, IMF/WB) were
initially reluctant to recognise the new regime. This holds notably for France, so far
the major bilateral donor, which honoured its historical links with the Messieurs
Afrique. In view of the continuing isolation of the new Malagasy regime by the AU
through its refusal to admit the country to its own ranks, major Western donors
mounted pressure for premature legislative elections, originally scheduled for May
2003. They considered early elections as a litmus test of the legitimacy of the
Ravalomanana government and as a pre-condition for the substantial financial
support for national reconstruction promised at a donor conference in Paris on 14
July. The key question was, as Marcus (2002:3) pointed out: ‘If a challenger is faced
with a highly flawed electoral process and a dearth of constitutional options for
rectifying the outcome, then does that give him license to undertake extraconstitutional measures in the name of a more democratic end?’ This question was
answered unambiguously, both by the unexpected and unwavering commitment of
sections of the civic society, notably in the capital, and by the early reaction of some
European governments, especially through the German and Swiss ambassadors in
Antananarivo.3 In this crucial phase of the transition process, ‘civic action was not
only an acceptable option, but the only option for saving the country from a
significant backslide towards an opaque political system led by a self-serving
autocrat’ (Marcus, 2002:3-4).
Therefore the National Assembly (lower house of parliament) and the former Senate,4
still dominated by the former ruling party AREMA (Association for the Rebirth of
Madagascar) and the old regime, were dissolved on 16 October, and parliamentary
elections were set for 15 December 2002. The electoral law of 11 October promulgated
a revised demarcation of a total of 160 constituencies, each providing for one seat in
parliament. The polling process was to be supervised by a new national election
council (CNE). The revision of the electoral list, the registration of some six million
voters and of the 1,319 candidates, representing more than 40 parties finally
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recognised by the HCC, started in October. However, the distribution of voters’ cards
was only completed on 8 December. TIM, (Tiako-I-Madagasikara, or I Love Madagascar
in the Malagasy language), was the slogan and designation of the key proRavalomanana party. AREMA, now the major opposition party, as well as the parties
close to the former President Albert Zafy, propagated a ‘front of refusal’ and
threatened to boycott the elections. Owing to internal faction fighting, the boycott
failed to achieve tangible results. A number of former allies of Ratsiraka and Zafy
were enticed and defected to join the promising TIM or to become independent
candidates. For the first time in Madagascar’s electoral history, observers from the
European Union (EU) were invited to monitor the elections alongside the AU,
Francophone and national observers (cf. Urfer, 2003).
As a large part of the population thought that their political choice had been
demonstrated already by the civic campaigns in January 2002, political observers
forecasted low voter participation. In fact, many Malagasy citizens were confused
about the real aim of the legislative elections, notably because there was a manifest
tendency, supported by certain candidates of TIM and the pro-Ravalomanana
coalition, to present these elections as the second round of the presidential elections of
December 2001, for the purpose of legitimising ex-post the President’s disputed
victory (cf. Urfer, 2003:1, 11). For other voters the election constituted a challenge to
the functioning of the institutional framework of democracy in view of the unchanged
underlying social structure of patrimonialism and the prebend economy. However,
the EU and the AU were apparently more concerned with the ex-post legitimisation of
the presidential election and the victory of the President than with parliamentary
elections for their own sake, or with the change of power by popular pressure, that is,
by unconstitutional means. The latter constituted in their view a break of formal
democratic rules, which should be corrected as far as possible by proper
parliamentary elections. In what follows, I propose to show that it is open to question
whether the EU observer mission’s emphasis on formal democratic procedure,
without due regard to the socio-cultural setting, served the cause of promoting
substantial democracy in Madagascar.

Aims of EU Election Observation, 2002
At the invitation of the Malagasy government (dated 31 July), the EU agreed to
observe the proposed legislative elections of 15 December, with the mandate to
‘guarantee a credible observation of the entire electoral process’ (cf. website: www.uemoem.org, 10 June 2003; author's note 3/2004: website extinct; website address was
high-jacked by a porno provider. At least the EU observation reports on the 2002
election in Madagascar can be found on the following website: http://europa.eu.int/
comm/external_relations/human_rights/eu_election_ass_observ/mdk/index.htm).
The EU undertook to present the Malagasy government, the donors, and the general
public with an impartial evaluation of the electoral process, with special regard to the
following potential pitfalls of the electoral proceedings:
•

Absence of rules concerning the financing of political parties;

•

Regulations concerning birth certificates as substitute for identity cards;

•

Establishment of polling lists;

•

Distribution of voters’ cards;
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•

Utilisation of original ballot papers and envelopes;

•

Regulations concerning deployed officials or migrant voters absent from
their home towns;

•

Consolidation and viability of transmission of the results;

•

Control of equal access to the media (cf. EU 2002).
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The general aims of the EU’s election assistance and observation, corresponding to the
criteria of political conditions attached to aid, were to promote free and fair elections
as a precondition for promoting human rights and genuine democracy in order to
create sustainable development.5 Besides, there were vested interests of participating
EU-member states and other major donors, not necessarily in line with these declared
aims, and sometimes even contradicting one another (cf. Rajaonah, 2002; Brüne &
Quillien, 2002). However, for the overwhelming majority of the EU members the most
pressing priority was to legitimise the new pro-western Ravalomanana regime,
representing for them a transition process to liberal multi-party democracy, good
governance and free trade, as promised and initiated by the Ravalomanana
government since its establishment in April 2002.

Questionable Observation Approach & its Implementation
The formalistic approach applied by the EU’s election observation mission in
Madagascar was well adapted to the aim of legitimising ex-post the newlyestablished political powers in Antananarivo; a total of 89 observers from the EU took
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part in the exercise. Apart from the core team of six experts, who arrived earlier on 6
November, 16 long-term observers (LTOs, about four weeks’ stay), 46 short-term
observers (STOs, about two weeks’ stay), nine members of a delegation of European
parliamentarians and seven voluntary European observers, were deployed across the
six provinces, 80 per cent of them in the countryside. In total they observed 465 out of
17,027 polling stations countrywide on voting day – 15 December. One cornerstone of
that approach was the selection of an in-depth sample of 62 observed polling stations
(bureaux de vote) and district census offices (commissions de recensement matériel de vote,
CRMV), even in remote rural areas, to guarantee a balanced survey as far as possible.
Here the observers had to monitor not only the voting, but also the counting
proceedings, the transfer of data to the CRMV at district or provincial levels, and the
consolidation of the results at CRMV level.
The STOs were meant to observe not just the polling day, but at least the final three
days of the electoral campaign, which lasted two weeks (from 30 November to 14
December). But because a significant number of the STOs arrived late at their
destination due to transport problems, and because they had to familiarise
themselves with their region first, this was not always possible, as they were not able
to leave the capital before 11 December. In addition experts of the EU mission
monitored private and public radio and TV stations as well as print media to establish
whether equal access to the media was guaranteed.
Implementation of the observation approach was basically ‘top-down’, with a
hierarchical line of command from the core team via the LTOs to the STOs. This
certainly enhanced the rapid and reliable reporting of observation results to the core
team. On the other hand, it discouraged short-term experts from showing initiative
and taking personal responsibility, which proved to be necessary wherever the rigid
rules set by the core team had to be adapted to local conditions on account of African
‘politics of the belly’ (cf. Bayart, 1989, 1997; Chabal & Daloz, 1999). In addition, the
structure effectively prevented ‘bottom-up’ evaluation by STOs of local political and
cultural factors influencing the election, partly on account of the work overload
resulting from the legalistic questionnaire methodology of the statistical sample.
The following Malagasy proverb reflects the a critical view of this inflexible
eurocentric vision: Vazaha lany mofo, lany zavatra tsakoina, meaning ‘a White man who
has finished his bread has nothing else to gnaw’.6 One outstanding example of the
disregard for socio-cultural factors was the lack of interpreters. Thus, in villages
where no one in the polling stations understood French, the EU observers were not
able to communicate with the staff, party representatives or the national observers:
the EU observers could not speak Malagasy, and unauthorised persons – like the
drivers, whom many observers normally asked for help, were not allowed on the
premises of the polling stations. The lack of interpreters was readily recognised as a
restriction by the core team, but excused with the lack of funds. However, it probably
also reflected euro-centric priorities – priorities that paid little attention to cultural
issues, but showed a preference for technocratic solutions, high-tech input (like
satellite and cellular phones and four-wheel drive cars for every observer team), and
statistically sound sample surveys. The aim to cover even the most remotest village in
this sample survey was certainly well-intentioned, because it meant to forestall
possible accusations of unrepresentative observation. But given the notoriously bad
infrastructure of Madagascar, this commitment meant that observers not only lacked
the time to acquaint themselves with the local socio-cultural setting, but that they
risked (at least in extreme cases) to spend polling day in the middle of nowhere,
looking at their broken-down vehicles instead of monitoring voting procedures.7
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It is doubtful whether the legalistic ‘top-down’ approach with its emphasis on formal
political procedures adopted by the EU mission in Madagascar was appropriate even
in terms of its own declared main objective, namely to guarantee credible observation
of the entire electoral process. First of all, it was clear from the outset that the electoral
campaign could not be reduced to the period of some four days prior to polling day.
Crucial steps relating to the institutional political framework, which influenced the
outcome of the election, had been taken months and even years before the event.
There are good reasons to assume that the electoral process, both for the presidential
and the legislative elections of December 2001 and 2002, did not start with the
balloting or even with the official electoral campaigns. It actually all began with the
constitutional referendum of 15 March 1998 and the subsequent decentralisation
policy, instrumentalised by the partisan interest of the ruling elite, with important
effects on the voting system (cf. Marcus, 2002:6-7). However, the LTOs and the STOs
had neither the time nor the resources to evaluate properly how the run-up to the
election affected polling at local level. Moreover, the core team failed to generate even
a basic awareness of these factors among the observers. Second, extensive political
analyses of Malagasy politics and reports by the consortium of national observers
(CNOE) had previously underlined the vital role of informal politics in the
presidential elections of December 20018 (cf. CNOE, 2002; Larson, 2002; Marcus, 2002;
Randrianja, 2002, 1997; Raison-Jourde & Randrianja, 2002; Roubaud, 2000; Urfer,
2002). Both the reports of the consortium (CNOE) and relevant analyses should have
been known to the EU mission well in advance of their arrival, since this information
was readily available – even on the internet, with part of the material even being
mentioned on the EU mission’s own website. It is hard to understand why this
materials had hardly influenced the EU mission’s programme or plan of action.
The EU approach was even more questionable in respect of the ‘aid objective’ as set
out above: the overall aim of election observation to promote sustainable and
substantial democracy. Although there are internationally recognised globalised
values of democratisation, these rules and value systems still allow for different
democratic cultures. Wole Soyinka (1994:13) summarised these under the heading of
the Democratic Tendency, and they include popular participation in political decisions
and development-orientated governance. I propose to follow Amartya Sen and Wole
Soyinka in defining (in opposition to cultural relativism) a philosophical concept of
democratisation and development beyond the limitations of a focus on material
welfare. In this vision, democratisation appears as a process guided by universal aims
of mankind, and these aims relate to one another not in a competitive manner, as for
instance economic growth and human rights often do, but the vision incorporates
cornerstones of the raison d’ être of the human community, like the guarantee of basic
human rights (including the respect of the cultural heritage and poverty alleviation)
and, at the same time, democratisation (cf. Sen, 2002:2-6; Soyinka, 1994:7, 9;
Hountondji, 2001). In case of doubt, a legalistic approach to international election
observation supports existing structures of the old authoritarian political system,
rather than representing an emancipating momentum for the democratic tendency. In
many parts of Madagascar, for example, Western-style elections are still conceived
not as a possibility of choice (mifidy), but as an act of allegiance (mandatsabato)
(personal communication, S. Randrianja). Thus the legalistic approach runs the risk of
falling in line with the flimsy excuse of the cultural apology by African dictators, as
castigated by Soyinka (1994).
Two examples may suffice to illustrate this point: in order to observe at close range
the counting and the elaboration of the official protocol (process verbal, PV), the STOs
were obliged by the core team to stay at their last polling station overnight should the
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PV not be ready. Their presence was meant both as a deterrent against any possible
cheating and to monitor the elaboration and transfer of the PV to the CRMV. It soon
became clear that the semi-literate personnel responsible for the counting, even
though not well-equipped, were dedicated to their task: to sort out their figures and to
fill in – painstakingly writing word for word – the eight copies of the big PV
questionnaire in dim candlelight. There was no question of cheating, all the more
since their favourite, an independent Muslim teacher of the opposition, was
apparently leading the poll. The voluntary but unqualified peasants, who finally
signed the PV, worked with great zeal. After the counting was completed and the
results were announced in public, most of the signatories – some of whom had been
working on their farms before manning the polling stations – were so tired, that some
of them quietly left to attend to their personal needs and to those of their families.
However, they were obliged by the remaining staff to return, probably to honour the
continued presence of the two vazaha, who were to wait for the PV to be ready.9 The
vazaha were treated with respect and hospitality. Nevertheless, after hours of waiting
and as midnight approached, the staff apparently longed for their departure. Under
these special local conditions, the persistent presence and close follow-up by the
observers reminded some villagers more of supervision and of neo-colonial attitudes
than of non-partisan observation. Even worse, the observers’ persistence was
regarded as disrespectful of local customs, and was not seen as motivation for
substantial democratic behaviour. Therefore, the observers finally decided to break
the rules and left, probably to the great relief of the villagers. The polling station was
closed after their departure. The exercise continued the next morning, since the local
staff in any event had no means of transport to take the PV to the CRMV (some 45 km
away) at night.
Thus, under certain conditions, the formalistic or technical inclination of the EU
approach could be seen as an imposition of foreign concepts on well-intentioned
villagers. In addition, and with even more serious consequences, this attitude could
be seen as (implicit or involuntary) support for similarly formalistic behaviour by
state officials at district or provincial level, e. g. in dealing with opposition candidates’
complaints, which may have been regarded as inopportune by the new proRavalomanana administrators. This possibly happened in the case of the independent
Muslim candidate in Vohemar district mentioned earlier.
When it became apparent during the consolidation process that this candidate was in
the lead, the observers were informed by the authorities that the CRMV could
unfortunately not consider the votes for him in 14 polling stations because of formal
mistakes in the PVs. The mistakes mentioned by the CRMV were minor formal faults
– the absence of one of the required seven signatures from the PV, which could easily
be explained on account of the appalling conditions under which the PVs were
prepared (as described before). In addition, there was no reason to assume a
disagreement between the signatories as an explanation for the refusal of a signature,
because the majority in this region of the vanilla-cultivating Islamic north-east of
Madagascar was clearly in favour of the Muslim candidate. Even from a legal point of
view the decision to disregard votes was questionable, because according to the
electoral law the CRMV had no right to declare the votes invalid. Instead, it would
have to report any irregularities, together with its own evaluation, to the next higher
hierarchical level. Subsequently the rival of the presumed winner of the election, a
candidate of the ruling party TIM, was declared winner. The villagers who had voted
for their hero must have been bewildered by this news. The unsuccessful candidate,
shocked by his defeat, on the spot asked some expatriates for advice. On their
recommendation he drafted a formal written complaint the same night and addressed
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it to the CRMV, the district head, the Federal Ministry of Interior, and the HCC. But
lacking the procedural means of writing such a request and being inexperienced in
juridical procedures, he missed some important points. However, apparently this did
not matter; on 10 January 2003, the HCC discarded the complaint, once again for
formalistic reasons: the judges refused to consider the request because they received it
only in one copy instead of the required two.10

Madagascar: Major Results of EU Election Observation
One indisputable advantage of the EU observation approach was the timely delivery
of the results. Just three days after the polling on 18 December, the head of the EU
mission, Mrs. Tana de Zulueta, member of the Italian Senate, published her
preliminary conclusions. In view of the violent conflicts during the transition process
which resulted in this premature legislative election, the mission congratulated the
Malagasy people for the calm demonstrated during the polling, and commended the
administration for the considerable efforts made to assure a proper election. Apart
from an overall positive evaluation of the elections, she nevertheless observed some
failures: the voting lists and distribution of voters’ cards were not always up to date;
the boycott of the election by certain sections of the political class could have
undermined the confidence of certain voters in the democratisation process; in some
isolated cases intimidation of voters and candidates had been observed, notably in
Tamatave, Tuléar and Mahajanga. Finally, the mission deplored that the voters
received insufficient information from the media and the electoral campaign to clarify
their understanding of the different propositions of the parties (cf. EU, 2002). The EU
mission was present up to the declaration of the official results by the Constitutional
High Court (HCC) on 11 January 2003. The evaluation of the last phase of the electoral
process in the final EU declaration of 13 January did not change significantly. It
stressed once more the positive development and consolidation of the democratic
national institutions by this process. In addition, the general calm of the post-election
period, disturbed only by isolated demonstrations, and the rapid pace with which the
polling results were consolidated and transmitted to the HCC, were praised. The EUcommission deplored the limited presence of the CNE in the provinces to supervise
the elections, but conceded nevertheless its more active role during the post-election
period (cf. www.ue-moem.org, 10 June 2003).
With this landslide victory, TIM and its allies of the Firaisankinam-pirenena (National
Alliance) together won at least 132 seats (82 per cent) out of a total of 160 in the new
Malagasy parliament.11 This embodied, first, a complete reversal of the legislative
power structure which before had been dominated by AREMA. Second, it
represented an ex-post legitimisation of the contested result of the presidential
elections in favour of the present government, which the election had in fact been
designed to achieve. . This legitimisation was enhanced by the high voter turnout,
which surprised many observers, because civil society had already demonstrated its
support of the new regime by its own means during the critical phase of transition in
2002. As soon as the provisional results indicating Ravalomanana's victory were
published, his government called on donors to keep their promises to step up their
assistance for Madagascar’s economic recovery (cf. UN Integrated Regional Information Networks (Nairobi), 23 December 2002). The African Union, which had been
reluctant to endorse the new president, indicated in January a revision of its position
after realising the strength of his support. The opposition alleged that voting was
rigged and cited a number of irregularities, but very few of these were confirmed by
the HCC.12
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To repeat: the promotion of procedural multi-party democratisation, without due
regard to the socio-cultural setting of African countries, does not lead to substantial
democracy in Western understanding. More than a two-thirds majority in the
National Assembly and the absence of a substantial opposition signifies the absence
of any effective reins on the powers of the president. He will be almost as powerful as
his predecessor, who ruled in the name of a socialist party representing a one-party
state. This is already a concern for independent political commentators on the country
(cf. Marcus, 2002:26; Marcus & Razafindrakoto, 2003; Urfer, 2003).

Conclusions
Election observation has become a valuable instrument of international policy in
promoting democratisation in Africa. Nevertheless, its effectiveness could be
enhanced significantly if observer missions would follow its declared aims and
improve the methodology of election observation correspondingly. Unfortunately, an
inadequate approach which allowed for diplomatic or technocratic bias in the
outcome of election observation missions, has undermined the credibility of this
instrument for the following reasons.
First, the diplomatic bias in evaluating the electoral process, much deplored within
the academic community, has had ambiguous effects. This ambiguity allowed for a
considerable range of observer statements, which resulted even in contradicting
evaluations of the electoral process. In some crucial cases, like the South African or
Nigerian founding elections of 1994 and 1999 respectively, obscuring the actual
dimension of electoral rigging and violence for diplomatic reasons may have been
justified by the paramount political intention of conflict prevention. In other cases,
such obfuscation was merely a reflection of partisan peer-review policies of
international observer missions in order to back outdated autocratic regimes, like in
the case of Togo or Zimbabwean presidential elections in 2002 and 2003. In order to
prevent the legitimisation of rigged elections and the acceptance of gross human
rights violations by development-retarding despotic regimes through partisan peer
review, it would be advisable to prescribe any diplomatic covering of rigged electoral
processes and to draw a sharp distinction between the aims, methods and procedures
of international election observation on the one hand, and those of other policy
instruments, like crisis prevention, on the other.
Second, growing professionalism of election observation by major international
players like the EU contributed to a significant reduction of the diplomatic bias in
their observer statements, although it could not eliminate it entirely. However, the
call for expertise also had ambiguous effects. At the same time as its proponents tried
to side-step undue political interference, they risked falling into the trap of another
bias, at least as virulent, and still more difficult to detect and to cure: the technocratic
bias. This tendency is even more difficult to recognise, because it is typically based on
positivist or Eurocentric world views and corresponding methodologies, which are
mostly taken for granted by those who apply them. In particular, it corresponds to the
mainstream reasoning of the international consulting business and of technical aid in
general. But even those who are sceptical about piecemeal social engineering, and
who take due account of the socio-cultural dimension of election observation, may
turn a blind eye to the formalistic interpretation of an observer’s task in certain cases,
because the results from a formalistic approach fit in well with other, often
undeclared vested interests of foreign policy. In this case the same applies as with the
diplomatic bias. To overcome the technocratic bias of international election
observation, it would be necessary to identify its sources and to develop
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counteracting measures. In the following I want to summarise the most important
points in this respect, returning to the example of the EU’s observer mission in
Madagascar.
The concentration of professional election observation on formal politics and its quest
for scientifically sound quantitative methods (e.g. sample survey of polling stations)
barred it from reflecting on both the socio-cultural dimension of Malagasy ‘politics of
the belly’, and on the ‘bottom-up’ evaluation of the local political and cultural setting.
However, the former may have decisively influenced the election, voters’ behaviour,
and the counting and transfer of voting results and complaints from village to district
and provincial levels. Generally speaking, the search for a sound methodological
observation approach should be appreciated, as it enhances public and international
recognition of the observation results. However, the implementation of this
methodology requires a certain minimum of time and resources. If these requirements
are not met, as has been the rule rather than the exception, the restriction to those facts
which can easily be observed by foreign observers not acquainted with the local
structures, bears the risk of being heavily biased in favour of the prevailing power
structure. To counteract these tendencies, observer missions should employ in key
positions experts who are well informed about the countries’ informal politics. More
detailed information on informal politics in the respective country, should be
included in the information booklets provided to the observers well in advance of
their arrival.
In addition, the ‘top-down’ approach of election observation as applied by the EU
observation mission in Madagascar, with a hierarchical line of command, is difficult
to adapt to the local political and socio-cultural conditions, notably in remote rural
areas. More flexible reactions by those experts familiar with the local socio-cultural
setting should be allowed for. In fact, to put it in a nutshell, any biased approach of
election observation, be it for diplomatic or for technocratic reasons, is undermining
efforts to broaden and deepen African democratic polity.
Dirk Kohnert, Institute of African Affairs, Hamburg; e-mail: Kohnert@iak.duei.de.
My thanks for valuable suggestions and clarifications go to Matthias Basedau, Jürgen
Gräbener, Christof Hartmann, Heinz Jockers, Richard Marcus, Ralph Peters, Solofo
Randrianja, and last but not least, to two anonymous referees of ROAPE who
commented early drafts of the article. The views represented in this paper and any
faults that accompany them, are, of course, my own.

Endnotes
1. In the following the term ‘founding’ elections embraces both ‘reconciliatory’ and ‘transitional’
elections (cf. Douglas, 1998:472); this definition is broader and more adapted to African conditions
of ‘politics of the belly’ (Bayart) than that of Bratton and van de Walle (1997:196) who defined
founding elections as elections in which ‘the office of head of government was openly contested
following a period during which multiparty politics had been denied.’
2. Concerning outstanding examples of misguided approaches of ‘technical assistance’ cf. the
debate about the ‘training and visit’ approach of the extension service as driving belt of the ‘Green
revolution’ in Africa, or the critique of the ‘logical framework’ and similar target orientated
planning methods (ZOPP), propagated during the 1980s and early 1990s by German technical
assistance (GTZ) and other major donors. Both are examples of approaches of development
assistance with insufficient regard to the socio-cultural dimension and the neglect of indigenous
knowledge (cf. Kohnert, Preuss & Sauer,1992; Kohnert & Weber, 1991; Kohnert, 1994).
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3. The informal Toblerone group, i.e. diplomats, accredited in the Malagasy capital, who were in
favour of a transition, and met regularly during the period of crisis at the Swiss embassy (cf. ROI
Madagascar, 15-16 October 2002).
4. According to the Malagasy constitution (Article 77) the Senate is composed as follows: twothirds of members elected from the different provinces (at the time of election in 2001 still under
the Ratsiraka regime) and one-third of members nominated by the head of state. Up to 2002 both
groups were overwhelmingly pro-Ratsiraka. In between Ravalomanana replaced the 30 nominated
members by his own followers, including Rajemison, a right hand of Ravalomanana, as president
of the senate (cf. Joël Ralaivaohita: ‘Le Sénat: une Chambre de trop?’, madonline, 22 January 2003).
5. cf. The EU’s Human rights & Democratisation Policy, http://europa.eu.int/comm/
external_relations/human_rights/ eu_election_ass_observ/index.htm, 10 June 2003. The linkage
between democracy and development is not as straight as indicated in this quotation, but space
does not permit to elaborate this point further (cf. Engel et al. 1996).
6. A Ghanaian saying, quoted by Douglas (1998:492), puts it in a similar vein: ‘A stranger to a place
has big eyes but cannot see’.
7. For some STOs it took up to four days of cumbersome journey (back and forth), including some
14 hours’ drive on difficult tracks up to midnight, as the rainy season began, to reach their
destination. In short, observers missed important issues of the final pre-electoral phase as well as
the election itself.
8. ‘Une analyse strictement légaliste de la situation ferait abstraction de réalités qu’on ne peut
ignorer et limiterait la recherche de solutions. Aujourd’hui le problème n’est plus seulement
juridique, il est surtout politique’ (cf. CNOE 2002).
9. Vazaha, is the Malagasy designation for white people, or any outsider – black or white – who has
a comportment similar to the former (French) colonialists.
10. The request (HCC file No. 10/03: ‘Houssen Ibrahim, Bavy Lucienne. Annulation des résultats
dans les 14 bv de la commune de Milanoa, Vohémar’) was filed under the heading ‘Requêtes
irrecevable (car produites en un seul exemplaires)’ www.simicro.mg/hcc/legislatives/
legAR0103.htm, 3 March 2003. In view of the local socio-cultural setting in which the candidate
was embedded, this decision was certainly not an indicator of the impartiality of the HCC. In his
declaration of 11 January 2003, on the final results of the legislative election, the HCC cancelled
the election of just four parliamentarians, the one of Vohemar was not included. According to the
list of all officially confirmed parliamentarians elected on 15 December 2002, their constituency
and party affiliation, published on the website of the HCC: www.simicro.mg/hcc/legislatives/
Faritany2/leg209a.htm, 3 March 2003, the TIM candidate, Auguste Ramaromisy, had finally
succeeded in winning the election in Vohemar.
11. For some results of the 2002 election, see the website of the Interior Ministry in Antananarive,
www.legislatives.mg, 3 March 2003. According to the preliminary results the presidential party
TIM gained 102, and its allies of the National Alliance, the AVI gained 24, and the RPSD 6 seats;
AREMA won just three seats. Although this startling victory was partially due to the voting system
(candidates were elected on a ‘first-past-the-post’ basis in a single-round election in the
constituencies in which there was only one seat to be filled and by proportional representation
from lists in constituencies with several seats to fill (Art. 66; http://
www.etat.sciencespobordeaux.fr/, 6 October 2003). Although nationwide the candidates of the
mouvance présidentielle failed to reach the 50 per cent barrier, the great majority of voters
undoubtedly voted for a change (cf. Marchés Tropicaux, 03.01.03:28).
12. The HCC decided on 10 January 2003 re-elections in four constituencies: Maintirano, Benenitra,
Ihosy, and Beloha, on 9 March 2003 (arrêt n° 01/HCC/AR ; MIDI-Madagascar, 23 January 2003);
www.legislative.mg (website extinct).
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Discourse, ‘Development’ & the ‘Digital
Divide’: ICT & the World Bank
Mark Thompson
Information and communication technology(ies) (ICT) is tipped to play an
increasingly enabling role in the inclusion and exclusion of groups from
participation in the discourse of ‘development’, with material consequences.
In affecting how ‘development’ is framed, discussed and practised, the
conception and use of such technologies itself thus becomes an important
field of discourse for the analysis of power relations in the ‘developmental’
field. This paper shows how a recent ICT-related initiative by the World
Bank Group can be seen as an attempt to replicate its position of strength
within the predominant, technocratic discourse of development, to the
exclusion of alternative views of technology, and even of ‘development’
itself. Using a method of critical discourse analysis, the paper then examines
a recent speech on ICT by the Bank’s president, which provides a detailed
example of the way in which existing, macro-level power structures are
replicated at the micro-level of discursive practice.

‘Development’ & ICT as Contested Domains
At a time when attempts to ‘span the digital divide’ between developed and lessdeveloped countries (LDCs) are opening up a fresh domain for ‘developmental’
intervention (see, for example, www.infodev.org), this paper seeks to demonstrate the
importance of maintaining a parallel, critical awareness of an important result of such
activity: the increasingly intertwined relationship between ICT and ‘developmental’
discourse. The paper is organised into three sections. First, there is a brief
introduction to the subject of ‘developmental’ discourse and the ability of ICT both to
mediate, and to form the focus of, existing power relations within the ‘developmental’
field. Second, the main part of the paper demonstrates this linkage: both at a macrolevel – where there is a critical discussion of the World Bank’s recently implemented
development internet portal – and at a micro-level, where there is a critical discourse
analysis of sections of a recent ICT-related speech by its president. The intention is to
make clearly visible the way in which the underlying power relations leading to such
macro-level initiatives as the Bank’s development portal are drawn upon and
replicated at the level of everyday discursive practice. Third, a short conclusion
summarises some key implications arising from these analyses concerning the critical
monitoring of the emerging interrelationship between ICT and ‘development’.

‘Development’ as Discourse
With its ability to define ‘others’, identify their ‘problems’, and to legitimise
‘professional’ intervention in their daily lives, the field of ‘development’ has proved a
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particularly rewarding subject in the 1990s for critical analysis. Following Foucault,
who defined discourse as ‘the interplay of the rules that make possible the appearance
of objects during a given period of time’ (1972:33), various critical writers on
‘development’ have used the theoretical relationship between power and knowledge
addressed by discourse analysis to attain ‘a radical reading of subjectivity in the sense
that through discourses individuals become subjects’ (Said, 1978, in Mohan, 1997). In
questioning the legitimacy of the developmental professional ‘gaze’ (Sachs, 1992) to
define and thus subjectify recipients of aid, critics of development have highlighted
instead the importance of situated, local knowledge as opposed to the representational knowledge of professionals (Chambers et al. 1989; Hobart, 1993; Long and
Long, 1992; Pottier, 1993), but stressed that, all too often, it is the latter which, as
‘legitimate’ discourse, comes to shape interventions (Gardner and Lewis, 1996).
In exposing the co-evolution of ‘the problematisation of poverty’ and ‘development’
with the growth, professionalisation and institutionalisation of expertise about the
‘Third World’, Escobar (1995) reflects on the maintenance of such legitimation, as ‘the
result of the establishment of a set of relations among these elements, institutions, and
practices and of the systematisation of these relations to form a whole’ (1995:40). The
above writers have argued in various ways that such discursive relations have had a
major psychological and material impact on the lives of the majority of the world’s
population classed as ‘developing’ – calling, as a result, for the development of a
critical awareness of the way in which such (linked) cognitive and material
domination is maintained in practice, by identifying and challenging the interrelations between the various components of ‘development’ (Dahl and Hjort, 1984). Such
components are manifest in the spoken and unspoken assumptions of ‘developmental’ rhetoric, whose every instance, they argue, serves to replicate marginality – and is
thus drenched in relations of power.

ICT & Development Discourse
If developmental discourse is an important topic for study because of the unequal
power relations it embodies, then the power relations surrounding the development
and use of ICT in developmental contexts can be seen as an important element of such
discourse. Approaches to the relationship between technology and peoples’
behaviour vary from technologically determinist at one extreme, where ICT is seen as
having the power directly to affect peoples’ actions, through relativist positions, to
social constructivist views at the other (for a useful summary, see Grint and Woolgar,
1997). In the view of this author, three key links between ICT and developmental
power relations stand out within this continuum, the first two of which, like the
analyses of ‘development’, clearly show the influence of Foucault.
Towards the determinist end of the scale, the first link, that of surveillance, was
developed by Zuboff (1988), who illustrated the way in which ICT ‘informate’, or
render employees’ activities more visible to others, and thus may come in time to
affect their behaviour as people self-regulate, or moderate their actions in response to
their perceptions of increased visibility, as in Foucault’s panopticon (1979). Within a
developmental context, this can be seen, for example, in the placing of recipients of
‘development’ under the ‘expert’ scrutiny of ICT-enabled developmental metrics to
which they themselves may not have agreed: for example, the detailed monitoring of
adherence to IMF structural adjustment programmes. As can be seen in the altered
trajectories of those countries, such as Ghana, which have been ‘successful’ in the
IMF’s terms, increased visibility (and detailed monitoring) has affected the course of
‘development’ itself. Towards the social constructivist end of the scale, the second
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link between ICT and developmental power relations, as mediators of discourse,
appears clearly in the words of Bloomfield and Coombs (1992):
… an information system embodies a particular view or model of the world … thus in
contrast to the earlier views of computers and power, we must shift our focus … to consider
the meaning of information systems, the visibilities … whose creation and mobilization
they make possible within organizations … and thus their role in classifying, ordering, and
constructing reality (1992:467, original emphasis).

Rather than being inherently ‘top down’ in nature, the operation of power within ICT
in the above sense lies in their mediation of the contested domain of what becomes
visible and ‘real’. Within the developmental environment, this entails an especial
danger, since
The computer evolved overwhelmingly in the West in a manner compatible with Western
mentality, cultural and political values. When IT is injected into cultures such as those of
North Africa, it comes loaded with an embedded virtual value system (Danowitz,
1995:28).

In their role in mediating what, and how, aspects of development become visible,
there is, in this view, a real danger that the ‘frozen discourse’ of ICT may assist in
replicating a wider discourse of marginalisation unless there is real sensitivity to their
local meanings (e.g. Avgerou, 2000; Bhatnagar, 2000; Thompson, 2002).

The Merging of Developmental & ICT Discourse
To technology’s roles as ‘informator’ and ‘mediator’ of developmental power
relations, can be added a third significant role: that of integrator of communities into
wider, uneven networks of power. Although usually remaining on the periphery of
‘flows’ of knowledge and wealth, less-developed countries (LDCs) are nonetheless
integrated involuntarily within global networks of capital, production, trade and
communication, increasingly mediated by ICT (Castells, 1998). This recognition has
resulted in the inclusion of such technologies as important elements of developmental
strategies and interventions (e.g. Gillespie, 1997; UNESCO, 1996; UNCTAD, 1997).
Moreover, ICT integrate various strands of developmental discourse itself: it has been
argued, for example, that ICT networking has become a tool for addressing the entire
‘African development problem’ – the ‘seven D’s’ of demography, desertification,
drought, dependency, disequilibrium, debt and destabilisation (Adedeji, 1986)
through its ability to facilitate a mix of accountability, education, informed decisions,
resource management, trade, performance monitoring, and competitiveness (Adam,
1996).
This increasingly perceived importance of ICT as components – even drivers – of
development has resulted in unprecedented levels of investment in ICT by major
developmental donors, often at the expense of alternative forms of initiative (Jensen,
2001, provides a useful summary of some recent investment figures). In affecting what
funds are available to spend elsewhere and even how they are spent (i.e. often to
complement or ‘leverage’ existing ICT investments), it is not just ICT being shaped by
developmental requirements – increasingly, the inverse is also true: developmental
policy options are becoming linked to the shape of technological evolution (Perez,
1988). Perhaps the most visible current example of this phenomenon is the attention
currently being accorded to the development of national ‘e-readiness’ as a cornerstone
of capacity-building (www.infodev.org, www.markle.org): the discourse surrounding ICT has thus become part of developmental discourse itself.
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The planning, justification, implementation and evaluation of ICT within the
contested discourse of development should therefore become a pressing concern for
millions of people living in LDCs around the world; although not a citizen of an LDC,
it is a similar concern which motivates this author. In seeking to demonstrate the
implication of ICT within developmental power relations, the chosen approach will
be a critical discussion (below) of a particularly high-profile developmental ICT
initiative by arguably the most powerful organisation within developmental
discourse (Sikkink, 1991): the World Bank. It will be shown that this initiative is
inseparably linked with ‘legitimate’ discourse which underlies dominant developmental power relations, to the concern of many stakeholders who feel marginalised or
even threatened by recent developments. This is followed by a micro-level, critical
analysis of sections of a recent speech on ICT and development given by the Bank’s
president, which provides an example of how the discourse leading to such initiatives
is actually legitimised and replicated in practice.

The World Bank & the Internet: a Developmental ‘Land Grab’?
Although the Bank has recently become sensitised to its image of powerful
technocracy (e.g. World Bank, 1994), its policy record is nonetheless generaliseable as
the pursuit of top-down, long-term, and often capital-intensive developmental
projects, complemented by the International Monetary Fund (IMF)’s control of the
supply-side of LDC economies through ‘structural adjustment’, and control of their
demand-side through ‘stabilisation’. Whilst space precludes any analysis of the
relative success of such policies, it would be fair to say that the effects of both the Bank
and the IMF’s interventions have come under sustained and vociferous criticism both
from within and outside LDCs (e.g. ECA, 1989; George, 1988; Hodd, 1987; Watkins,
1995; White, 1995); the legitimacy of the Bank’s activities and version of ‘development’ is thus inescapably a matter of contested discourse – as must be its recent
attempts to turn itself into a ‘knowledge bank’ (this declaration appears in the speech
by the Bank’s president later in this paper; for analysis of why this is a problematic
extension of the Bank’s mandate, see for example, Michael Goldman in http://
www.brettonwoodsproject.org/topic/knowledgebank/goldmanarticle.htm.).
The strategic importance of ICT in mediating the continuing legitimacy of its position
within developmental discourse – and the shaping of future ‘development’ itself – has
not gone unnoticed by the World Bank. The Bank’s Global Information and
Communication Technologies Department – in particular, its global grant programme, ‘Infodev’ – is involved in a variety of localised projects to develop ICT
infrastructures within LDCs, although usually to better enable them to participate in
the dominant ‘development’ paradigm (for examples, see www.worldbank.org/ict/),
as opposed to the sense of the sort of ‘counter-networks’ identified by Castells (1997).
However, it is to its ‘Global Development Gateway’ (www.development-gateway.org),
launched in 2001, that the Bank has nailed its colours. As a high-budget, $7 million
(Aslam, 2001) high-profile project, the ‘Gateway Foundation’ is seemingly independent (as exemplified by its ‘independent’ website address below), yet is in fact funded
and controlled by the Bank itself.
Upon completion, the Gateway website will contain a database about aid agency
projects, listings of organisations working on development, an online bookstore,
edited selections of analysis and links on 130 policy issues, franchised Country
Gateway websites, and subsites operated by other, approved, organisations and
networks; the reader is encouraged to explore the site for themselves in order to
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develop their own impression of its layout and content. Whilst some of these aspects
are probably helpful and lie within the Bank’s mandate (e.g. listing organisations,
selling books), its ambitions to become ‘the premier web entry point on poverty and
sustainable development’ (Gateway, 2001a), represent nothing less than an attempt to
control developmental discourse itself: although the ‘Global’ prefix has recently been
quietly dropped by the Foundation, it continues to appear on much of its
documentation. The Gateway’s attempt at control continues, however, to be visible: in
the way in which the organisation of information represents ‘a donor’s taxonomy’
(Wilks, 2001); the filtering of material on the basis of its ‘quality’ (evaluation criteria
have not been released by the Bank), and its separation into ‘communities’; the
appointment of ‘expert institutions’, rather than individuals, as primary content
editors (Gateway, 2001b); the allocation of a number of seats on the Foundation’s
Board to financial donors of over $5 million; and a focus on ‘international’ (i.e.
predominantly English) languages. The cumulative effect of these and other features
of the Gateway’s design has led to its perception by some as ‘the World Bank’s
internet ‘land-grab’’.
Effects of this policy are already visible, as described by Wilks (2001): the provision of
news for the Gateway is franchised (unaccountably) to FT.com; the ‘ranking’ of
content has been performed not by recipients of ‘development’ (who often lack the
infrastructure or professional time to spend on such activity) but by those, often
differently motivated, individuals with the infrastructure, leisure, or financial
incentive to do so (Gurstein, 2001). Generally, over 70 per cent of visits to the site are
from the US; and suggestions from civil society about its decentralisation have not
been followed up, with no explanation provided. The Bank’s Department of
Institutional Integrity has even received a formal accusation of fraud from the
Uruguay-based Instituto del Tercer Mundo because ‘potential donors are being
misled to make grants to a supposedly independent Foundation that in fact is just an
appendix of the Bank’, hinting that the Bank’s president is lining himself up for a
future role in the Foundation (Aslam, 2001). Whether or not the latter is actually the
case, the Institute highlights a projected spend by the Gateway in its five-year
business plan of over $100 million, to attract only five times the Uruguayan site’s
existing number of visits.
And this, ultimately, constitutes the most structurally problematic accusation for the
Gateway: that in attempting to present one, neutralised, ‘reality’ of development, it is
crowding out, unfairly competing with and thus defunding many otherwise
successful alternatives on the other side of the ‘digital divide’, many of which may be
closer to the interests and ‘realities’ of those whose livelihoods the Bank seeks to
improve. As highlighted by Castells (1998), ‘official’ sites are ultimately incompatible
with the structure of ICT networks, which thrive on multiple, decentralised sources
maintained by committed, enthusiastic people (such as the Zapatistas described by
Castells, who, according to Wilks, have also voiced opposition to the Gateway). The
result has been a policy of non-co-operation with the Gateway by a growing number
of ‘developmental’ stakeholders. As an example, the South African Non-governmental Organization Network, Congress of South African Trade Unions, and South
African Non-governmental Coalition issued a statement in 2001 that they ‘firmly and
unequivocally’ declined to participate, claiming:
While the Development Gateway purports to promote local community organizations and
their information initiatives, its true intention is to control the development information
discourse to promote its own particular perspectives (Aslam, 2001).
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Having introduced ‘development’ as a hotly contested area of discourse, and shown
how the role of ICT is becoming increasingly important as informator, mediator, and
integrator of developmental power relations, I have demonstrated in the World
Bank’s ‘Global’ Development Gateway one of the highest profile current examples of
the problematic link between ICT and developmental discourse. The Gateway
‘informates’, by organising information in a way that objectifies, measures and
exposes ‘the developing’ in categories not of their own choosing; it ‘mediates’ by
screening and presenting a view of development which accords with dominant
developmental power relations; and it ‘integrates’, by situating people within wider
networks of power, whilst reducing locals’ unique, often contested situations to the
normalising, neutral terms of development discourse. Recalling Foucault once again,
it is truly a developmental panopticon.

The President of the World Bank: Critical Discourse Analysis
This section seeks to critically illustrate how the sort of macro-level structure outlined
thus far is sustained and replicated in practice at the micro-level. As befits a critical
standpoint, the ‘structural’ motivations of the author regarding the proposed
discourse analysis have been first explained to the reader. As a result, it is also hoped
that the examples below of the replication of such discourse in practice will emerge
clearly.

Methodology
The methodology used is a modified version of Fairclough’s critical discourse
analysis, or CDA (Fairclough, 1995a, 1995b, 1999), which seeks to locate social
structures within a dialectical relationship with social activities. Politically, therefore
(addressing the ‘critical’ part of the method), ‘connections between the use of
language and the exercise of power are often not clear to people, yet appear on closer
examination to be vitally important to the workings of power’ (Fairclough, 1996:54),
whilst methodologically (addressing the ‘discourse analysis’ part of the method),
‘texts constitute a major source of evidence for grounding claims about social
structures, relations, and processes’ (Fairclough, 1995:209). In fusing power with
semiotic activity (a wider category than linguistics), CDA views texts as examples of
wider discourses, thus blending the approaches to discourse of social theorists such
as Foucault (1972) with linguists such as van Dijk (1985). In doing so, CDA differs
from purely linguistic approaches to discourse analysis which might, for example,
focus in the first instance on constructions such as phonology, morphology, syntax,
semantics, and pragmatics (van Dijk, 1988b).
As might be expected of a ‘critical’ approach to discourse, CDA seeks to link texts at a
micro-level (the ‘textual level’) with macro-level power structures (‘sociocultural
practice’) which, in drawing upon discourse, such texts reproduce. In CDA, ‘Discursive
practice’ is thus the mediator between the macro- and micro-levels, as shown at Figure
1 opposite.
The activities in bold on the right of the model represent the framework of analysis, in
which a piece of text is described, and then the discursive practices upon which it
draws identified, and linked to the underlying power relations which may be
reproduced by the interaction. In selecting pieces of text, CDA draws on Bakhtin’s
concept of ‘utterance’, a temporarily performed and unique configuration of context,
subject positions, and meaning between interacting, ‘dialogical’ people – although, as
Goffman (1981:38) has pointed out, audiences for political speeches are usually pre-
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Figure 1: Dimensions of Discourse & Discourse Analysis
(adapted from Titscher et al. 2000)

Process of production

Text

Process of interpretation

Description (text analysis)

ratified’ and thus more favourable reactions may be expected
by the speaker (this may explain the use of ‘confidence’ as
a speech genre, as will be seen
below).

Interpretation (analysis of linkage)

In selecting sections of a speech
for analysis, the analyst therefore looks for identifiable configurations of ‘discursive
Explanation (social analysis)
practice’ (refs 1-16 in the text)
Power relations
consisting of discrete, unique
(Situational, institutional, societal)
combinations of idioms, references, inferences or phrases
within a particular ‘order of
discourse’, such as ‘development’. In identifying these configurations, Fairclough further distinguishes between generic ‘speech genres’, which
apply horizontally across various orders of discourse, and (by contrast) ‘discursive
types’, formations which are ‘vertically’ identifiable as part a particular order of
discourse. Figure 2 shows the speech genres and discursive types identified in the
text. As will be seen in the analysis, it is the mixing of (often contradictory) speech
genres and discursive types which provides units of discursive practice, and hence
discourse, with its unique power.
Discursive practice

In the analysis which follows, recurrent devices and themes were first identified, and
reduced upon repeated readings of the text to the concepts shown in Figure 2.
Although subjective judgement plays an inevitable part of any such analysis, both text
and analysis are presented here in tabular format in such a way as to place both author
and reader in exactly the same position from which to interpret the text, in order to
allow the reader to reach an independent view.

Analysis
The source text for the critical
discourse analysis below, of
which approximately 50 per
cent has been selected, was
given by James D. Wolfensohn,
President of the World Bank
Group, to a mixed academic
and non-academic audience at
Cambridge University on 24
June 2000. It is entitled ‘New
possibilities in information
technology and know-ledge for
development in a global
economy’, and is available on

Figure 2: Speech Genres & Discursive Types
Identified in this Analysis
Speech Genre (SG)
1.
2.
3.
4.

Confidence**
Factual information
Humour
Persuasion

Discursive Type (DT)
1. Technocracy
2. Legitimacy
3. Neutrality
4. Corporatism
5. Tech(nological) optimism
6. Pragmatism

** Please note that this term is used in the sense of ‘something
confided’ between people.
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the Web (see Biblio. at end); readers are encouraged if possible to view the text in its
entirety to place the selections below within their proper context. The analysis of
selected units of discursive practice is divided into four sections reflecting the
structure of the speech, which I have termed ‘Introduction’, ‘Role of ICT’, ‘Initiatives’,
and ‘Initiatives/Conclusion’; each section of analysis is supported by a one-page
commentary. It is suggested that the reader approach the analysis of the speech
section by section, first reading the text column in the table, then the short narrative
commentary, followed by a return to the analysis columns of the table, before
proceeding to the next part of the text. (Editors Note: technically this has not been
possible due to the limitations imposed by our format; please refer to the tables at the
end of this paper).

Introduction to the Speech
The introductory part of the speech constitutes an attempt to establish, or replicate,
the legitimacy of the position of the World Bank as an (implied) leader within
‘development’, a position which will be required as a platform for the legitimation of
a particular view of ICT later on. Recalling Escobar’s comments earlier regarding the
co-emergence in discourse of poverty and development, we can see the rapid
establishment of a set of normative relations between these two key elements of
developmental discourse:
The crucial element in most forms of social and political legitimation is that a powerful
group or institution … seeks normative approval for its policies or actions. … In such
legitimating discourse, institutional actions and policies are typically described as
beneficial for the group or society as a whole (Rojo and van Dijk, discussing the
expulsion of African illegal immigrants from Spain, 1997:528).

Hence, in our analysis, the ‘link’ column shows the emergence of ‘legitimacy’ (the
appeal in Ref 4 to a ‘higher order’ need for intervention), and ‘technocracy’ (the
assertion of expertise in Ref 1). These two discursive types can be seen as core
components of the wider order of discourse underpinning, or replicating, the Bank’s
position in development.
As the ‘macro’ column of the analysis shows, the ‘introduction’ section of the speech
has thus re-established the status of the Bank as ‘expert’ (Ref 1), then reaffirmed the
legitimacy of its employees in being paid highly for this (Ref 2) – using the speech
genres of confidence and humour to generate the hint of irony required to sustain
such a position. By the beginning of Ref 3 the Bank appears precariously poised as a
group of highly-paid experts with no object for their expertise – so the poor are
quickly introduced (Ref 3) and normalised within the Bank’s development paradigm
– in which we first hear that ICT are to play a major part. The two fundamental
components of development discourse, the discursive types of technocracy and
legitimacy, have now been established, but there remains one further important task:
to place this newly-established discourse (and hence newly-replicated power
structure) beyond the realm of questioning. In Ref 4, therefore, we hear not only that
the problem is growing worse but that the Bank’s intervention has a higher authority
than ‘charity’ or ‘social conscience’ (whose underpinnings are, of course, ideological
and thus open to question) but the normative, common good of ‘world peace’ itself.
By the end of this section, the Bank is thus established as almost synonymous with
‘development’, and fundamental to the future of our world.
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Role of ICT
Building on the normative platform of technocracy and legitimacy – the core elements
of the discursive order upon which the hegemony of the World Bank rests –
established in the first section of his speech, in the second section the speaker outlines
the Bank’s strategic approach to ICT. However, before introducing this new,
potentially disruptive, element into this newly re-established set of discursive
relations, it is neutralised and allocated its place within such discourse as an
instrument of, rather than a threat to, Bank policy. Rather than attempt this directly
(which might consciously highlight this potential contradiction in the minds of the
audience), another, non ICT-related, threat, Sen’s Development as Freedom, is
introduced and discussed in detail (Ref 5), neutralised, and then linked to ICT in Ref 6
(inference: ICT are also non-threatening) – in a technique which has been referred to as
‘masking’ (Ng and Bradac, 1993).
Ironically, in the preface to Development as Freedom, Sen deploys a similar technique of
association, paying tribute to the speaker, ‘whose vision, skill, and humanity I much
admire’ (often a preface for criticism), before stating:
The World Bank has not invariably been my favourite organization. The power to do good
almost goes almost always with the possibility to do the opposite, and as a professional
economist, I have had occasions in the past to wonder whether the Bank could not have done
very much better. These reservations and criticisms are in print (1999:xiii).

Moreover, almost in anticipation of others’ future attempts to represent or normalise
his work, Sen continues later in the same page:
… this work is presented mainly for open deliberation and critical scrutiny. I have,
throughout my life, avoided giving advice to the ‘authorities’. Indeed, I have never
counselled any government, preferring to place my suggestions and critiques … in the
public domain (1999:xiii-xiv).

Despite having articulated such a position, Sen’s, in many ways, alternative
developmental paradigm is linked by the speaker to that of the World Bank (Text, Ref
5) in a way which, from his above comments, Sen would surely have disapproved,
and then represented as synonymous with Bank policy.
By Ref 6, having disabled a less immediately relevant threat and attracted Sen to his
side, the speaker is then in a strong enough position to confront ICT as a threat
rhetorically – i.e. from a position of consensual, dominant discourse (first sentence).
But is the Bank making appropriate use of ICT? The Bank’s expertise and mastery of
ICT as a developmental tool remains to be established as a platform for later parts of
the speech. In Ref 6, therefore, the speaker invokes a variety of discursive types
(components of the ‘development’ order of discourse) to show that this is the case. To
the existing discursive types of technocracy, legitimacy, and pragmatism, deployed in
the Introduction, are added ‘technological optimism,’ (the unproblematic linking of
ICT to ‘opportunity’), and ‘corporatism’ (the deployment, hence ‘ownership’ of
elements of dominant corporate discourse, such as ‘leveraging’, ‘empowering’,
‘objectives’, and ‘knowledge’). Finally - and mysteriously – we learn that ‘normal
knowledge’ is transmitted into ‘specially characterised knowledge’ – and that,
fortunately, we can rely on the World Bank for this.
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Initiatives
By Ref 7, the speaker has intentionally or unintentionally reconstituted the essential
components of developmental discourse, and placed this relationship beyond
ideological questioning by appealing to a higher legitimacy (the ‘introduction’ part) –
and neutralised two independent, potential threats by representing them as integral
components of the Bank itself, reminding us along the way of the Bank’s expert status
in wielding one of these tamed threats, ICT, thus tightening its hegemonic control
over those requiring ‘technologising’ (the ‘role of ICT’ part). A great deal of macrolevel structure has thus already been drawn on (in discursive types) and replicated in
the discursive order in a fairly short micro-level textual space.
In Ref 7, there is another interesting blending: the speech genre of confidence (an
appeal, person-to-person, to the ‘self-evidence’ of the internet’s potential, even to
someone who ‘grew up without any facility for using internet’) with the harder
discursive type of ‘technocracy’, which accompanies the announcement of his
intention to use ICT to turn his organisation into a ‘knowledge bank’ (the
Development Gateway was under construction at the time of this speech). Such a
dramatic expansion of the Bank’s mandate is thus presented unproblematically at the
self-evident level of common sense. This theme is taken up again in Ref 10, where the
Gateway itself is introduced at a generic level. Here, however, in contrast to the
majority of the speech to date, the pronoun ‘we’ is employed three times in the first
two sentences to create an impression of consensualism using a common device:
… the way in which selectional choices made at the level of definite descriptions may
manipulate the hearer’s identifications by directing attention away from designated
individuals towards some generic role or conceptual category (Wilson 1990:77).

However, it is arguable that the most blatant example of the inappropriate use of the
collective pronoun within the speech appears at Ref 9, where the speaker comments:
‘… in Africa, we use wind-up radios’. This comment illustrates a more important
point than the simple absurdity of the President of the World Bank Group using a
wind-up radio in Africa: the tendency of dominant discourse to define, yet assimilate
and normalise, ‘otherness’, downplaying often major differences in socio-economic
and cultural experience.
If the above examples show a localised tendency to normalise, Ref 8 is an example of
the use of a ‘normalised’ Western cultural framework to plan and use ICT within a
developmental context. Again, there is an attempt to elide major differences in
experience, in which ‘kids’ link up for ‘fun’ across the world:
… Wouldn’t it be fun for the kids of Jackson Hole to know something about Uganda; … I
can assure you that none of the kids in Uganda knew about Jackson Hole … 35,000 kids
linked in the south and the north … Inuit kids from Canada are working with kids in Latin
America; kids in France … kids in Madrid … and so on (Ref 8).

It is arguable that the repetition of the word ‘kids’ throughout the passage is an
attempt at appealing to the audience via, in the view of the speaker, a universal,
neutral category; however, ‘kids’ remains a North American cultural construction,
not a universal state which accords with the experiences of many children in LDCs,
many of whom combine education with an economic role from near-infancy. Given
his position, the speaker’s possible unawareness of his cultural bias is almost more
worrying than the possibility that he was aware, but chose to manipulate it.
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Initiatives / Conclusion
The final part of the speech appears almost as a blueprint for ICT-enabled North
American cultural (discursive) expansion. In Ref 11, we can see ICT as a medium for
transferring ‘Western’ knowledge ‘out’ (my term) to Africa, ‘from teaching sites in
North America, French Canada and in Ireland’ – the inclusion of ‘French Canada’
presumably in order to reach Francophone Africa, an area otherwise less permeable
to Western cultural transfer due to its general non-use of English. In Ref 12, the
assumed neutrality (an important discursive type, or component, of developmental
discourse) of such programmes is demonstrated once again, where we are told that
the ‘Virtual University of the Monterrey Tech System’ is teaching ‘300 towns in Latin
America in 7 countries’ various subjects – from how to run a fire department to how to
construct a budget … a Mayor in Costa Rica might be working with a Mayor in
Mexico City’ (Ref 12). However, this one-way flow of Western (sub)urban civic values
and technical structure to the LDC context is not acknowledged; in fact, the actual
phraseology used was: ‘we link up … to teach’. The separation of, and weakening of
the association between, the subject and verb in this sentence is another masking
device, where,
The cumulative effect of the transformations is that the direct commander-commanded
relationship has been changed into a relationship wherein the commander plays the role of
an information giver and the commanded is assigned the role of an information receiver
(Ng and Bradac, 1993:163).

Such depoliticisation of a problematic use of technology within development is also,
of course, visible in Ref 13, where the ability of ICT-mediated satellite communication
to normalise and control the speaking time of interactants around the world is
presented unequivocally as a benefit for all.
Perhaps the most incongruous part of the speech, however, is Refs 14 and 15, where
the speaker relates how he was ‘literally in the jungle with no water, no power, rough
streets, and where I was made a Chief … there is gold … I am sitting with my brother
Chiefs and one of them – it is a brother chief not a sister chief I might tell you in most
parts of Africa …’ (Ref 14). As discussed in Ref 2, the other markedly incongruous part
of the speech, the speaker uses the speech genres of humour and confidence to
generate the hint of irony required to overcome what is, in this case, a piece of blatant
Orientalism:
Orientalism can be discussed and analysed as the corporate institution for dealing with the
Orient – dealing with it, by making statements about it, authorizing views of it, describing
it, by teaching it, settling it, ruling over it: in short, Orientalism as a Western style for
dominating, restructuring, and having authority over the Orient (Said, 1978:3).

Although softened with the speech genres of humour and confidence, the ‘other’ - in
this case, the ‘Orient’ – is being recreated in the present with every word of the text.
Moreover, in the phrase ‘forwards, contracts – I mean more tough-minded traders
you have never seen’, it is implied that such ‘brother chiefs’ are (presumably, contrary
to indications otherwise) natural, tough-minded traders waiting to embrace the
extension of international market capitalism into the ‘jungle’ via ICT.
By Ref 16, the Bank’s unproblematic approach to planning, deployment and use of
ICT within its own developmental paradigm has been replicated and normalised in
front of our eyes. It remains only for the speaker to pull a final discursive conjuring
trick:
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We are at the beginning of a revolution: we are in a revolution. And I would simply like to
say to you … that the use of information technology does not disturb the basic framework of
the development paradigm (Ref 16).

A similar appropriation and use of discursive terms associated with a perceived
threat has been noted by Chilton (1998), whose discourse analysis of the protracted
confrontation between the government of Margaret Thatcher in the UK and the antinuclear peace movement of the 1980s highlights her statement that ‘we [the
government] are the true peace movement’ (Daily Telegraph 29 April 1983), and the
invention of the phrase ‘peacemongers’ to refer to CND protesters. However, the
speaker’s own ‘doublespeak’ in Ref 16, about a revolution which does not alter the
basic framework of power, is followed by an almost sinister continuation, which
summarises in a phrase the deep and growing linkages between ICT, development
discourse, and power relations. The remark may not bode well for those who do not
support their own objectification by the Bank as ‘developing’:
But it [ICT] is giving us opportunities to expand it [the development paradigm], to leverage
it, and I must say we are finding new ways of development … that none of us have ever
considered (Ref 16).

Conclusion
The preceding discourse analysis constitutes a detailed example of the increasingly
problematic interrelationship between ICTs and the developmental discourse of the
World Bank. ICT is represented as a neutral tool of the Bank’s experts (the ‘Role of
ICT’ section of the speech), the province of ‘young people’ (Ref 14), the ‘new
millennium, and the future’ (Ref 12), and we are repeatedly told that, far from offering
alternatives to the existing developmental order, ICT is seen by the Bank as key to its
future expansion. Along the way, we have seen examples of the conception of ICT
projects within a markedly North American worldview (the ‘Initiatives’ section of the
speech) and the use of ICT to export, unchallenged, such cultural assumptions (the
‘Initiatives and Conclusion’ section).
Interestingly, the analysis has also identified some of the major components, or
‘discursive types’ (see Figure 2), of the Bank’s discourse regarding ICT and
development, and highlighted the use of contrasting speech genres and other devices,
with which some of the more contentious – and therefore risky – passages are softened
and thus successfully delivered. The result can, following Escobar, Foucault, and
Said’s earlier definitions, be viewed as the creation and systematisation of a set of
discursive relations in speech. These components consist of a mixture of ‘traditional’
developmental discourse – technocratic expertise (DT1), combined with ‘poverty’ as
an undisputable need for such expertise (DT2) – with more ICT-specific components,
such as the assumption of ICT as a neutral force in development (DT3), the display of
expertise in the corporate terms with which ICT is often surrounded and discussed
(DT4), technological optimism bordering on determinism (DT5), and a show of ICT
pragmatic use on the ground, thus ensuring ‘results’ (DT6). Taken together as a set of
relations, such components emerge as a powerful discursive grouping, whose
systematisation, and thus normalisation, in speeches such as this might go almost
unnoticed but for such analyses.
Moreover, as was seen in the earlier part of the paper, there is another, powerful
material example of the way in which this same set of discursive relations operates to
structure ‘developmental’ reality: the Bank’s Development Gateway, which appears
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to shout technocratic expertise (DT1), offering ‘data and statistics’, ‘country
overviews’, and ‘major development topics’; legitimacy (DT2), ‘hot’ new areas
requiring intervention; unproblematic neutrality (DT3) in its claim to be an
independent foundation; corporatism (DT4) in its offering of ‘500+ new tender
opportunities daily’ (currently a quarter of the site); technological optimism (DT5) in
the portrayal of ICT in the site’s content (the speech analysed in this paper is a
currently available example); and pragmatism (DT6), offering ‘perspectives from
within developing countries on economic and social issues’ – selected, as we saw
earlier, by the Bank. As shown in the earlier discussion of the Gateway, the result of
the extension of such discourse via ICT has been widespread concern amongst many
of those whom the site subjectifies, ranging from disaffectation to official non-cooperation.
This paper has thus sought to highlight as a matter of pressing concern the growing
appropriation and assimilation into World Bank-led development discourse of the
idea of what is ‘normal’, ‘accepted’, and de facto in the use of ICT in LDCs. This has
been achieved through a description of the operation of developmental discourse, and
of the powerful opportunities ICT offers institutions controlling such discourse –
consciously or unconsciously – to ‘informate’ and ‘integrate’ those it objectifies as
‘developing’, and to ‘mediate’ and thus control perceptions of what is ‘normal’ on
both sides of the digital divide. This interaction between ICT and developmental
discourse then became visible in the discussion of the Development Gateway,
presented as current material evidence of the operation of such discourse at the
macro-level. Finally, a recent speech by the President of the World Bank was analysed
critically at a micro-level to discover how the Bank normalises and thus controls both
ICT and those it classes as ‘developing’ through the establishment of a systematised
relationship between various key discursive components.
Discourse analysis is arguably a useful lens through which to view the statements of
organisations in any problematic political domain, for it allows a view beyond stated
policies and action plans, developed for public consumption, to the normative level of
the semi-conscious: the assumptions and unspoken linkages which underpin actual
organisational behaviour. In this respect, the extent to which the Bank is consciously
aware of the problematic nature of its assumptions regarding the role of ICT in
development - in the form of policy – is of less concern than the material effect of such
discourse on those whom the Bank seeks to ‘develop’. It is hoped that others on both
sides of the digital divide will reflect further as a result of this article upon the nature
of this relationship in structuring their own ‘developmental’ experience.
Mark Thompson is a lecturer in Information Systems at the Judge Management
Institute, University of Cambridge; e-mail: m.thompson@jims.cam.ac.uk.
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Briefings
HIPC & the Architecture of
Governance
Graham Harrison
Supporting good policies is important but
it is not enough. We learned in the 1990s
that process is as important as policy …
The way donors and recipients interact
strongly influences the effectiveness of
development co-operation. Relationships
have tended to follow the preferences of
donor countries, leaving recipients with
little sense of ownership. […] If development co-operation is to attack poverty
effectively and efficiently, donors will need
to […] provide sustained support for
policy and institutional environments …
(World Bank 2000/2001: 191-2).
[The World Bank is] attempting to transform existing institutions, attitudes,
norms, and patterns of conduct (Williams,
1999:98).
Ideologically ‘inclusive’ liberal approaches
are held together by polysemous, apparently apolitical catchwords such as participation, partnership, and community
(Craig & Porter, 2003:54)
The legitimation of the imperial machine is
… reproposed ceaselessly by developing
its own languages of self-validation (Hardt
& Negri, 2000:33).

From the mid-1990s, the World Bank has
been exceptionally busy in Africa. A
formerly-established relationship between the Bank and African states – best
known as conditionality based structural adjustment lending – has been
overlain with another reform agenda,
perhaps best summarised as ‘govern-

ance’. In the Bank literature, and in
liberal political analyses, governance is
associated with a move beyond the ‘bad
old days’ of conditionality and the coercion that this connotes. This is the
implication of the quotation that begins
this briefing. But, once one details the
initiatives that form the structures of the
Bank’s governance agenda, we can see
that ‘governance’ has allowed a consolidation of Bank intervention into some
African states. This ‘architecture of governance’ is a statement of the material
dominance of the Bank and IMF, and it
contains within it key moments of Bank
and IMF effective Bank ‘veto’. This briefing will detail the principal components
of the governance architecture, largely
constructed by the World Bank.
The material basis for the construction of
the governance architecture is the Highly
Indebted Poor Countries (HIPC) scheme,
agreed in 1996 and revised as Enhanced
HIPC in 1999. Being accepted as a HIPC
country enables a country to receive a
write-off of outstanding debt and capital
stock to what international finance organisations judge as a ‘sustainable’ level.
A sustainable level is a debt-to-export
ratio of 150%. Gaining HIPC status
revolves around donor evaluations of an
indebted country, and these evaluations
are based on the level of indebtedness,
indicators of poverty, and the track record
of a country in implementing structural
adjustment programmes. These evaluations are led by the World Bank and IMF,
and in fact, the key criterion for accession
to HIPC is a country’s previous performance in Bank and Fund adjustment
policies. Furthermore, HIPC status is
only given to counties that only borrow
from the Bank’s ‘soft’ lending body, the
International Development Association
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(IDA). Uganda, Tanzania, and Mozambique – Africa’s first three countries of
gain HIPC status – have each been
through a broadly similar process: each
has introduced structural adjustment,
weathered the social and political turbulence that this has created, and subsequently managed to ‘lock in’ neoliberal
fundamentals, mainly associated with
the IMF’s macroeconomic concerns with
budget deficits and rates of inflation.
Bank and IMF boards determine a country’s eligibility for HIPC – known as
decision point; further reforms are then
set out in further documentation (described below), leading to completion
point, when the Bank and bilateral donors (members of the ‘Paris Club’ of
creditors) disburse all concessional debt
reduction. The completion point is supposed to mark a country’s liberation
from unsustainable debt; it is a onceand-for-all moment.
Thus, HIPC represents a selective engagement by the Bank and IMF in Africa,
although a fairly restrictive list of HIPC
states is expanding (13 states in 2003).
HIPC is premised on a ‘secure’ macroeconomic environment that makes the
outright freezing of programme lending
unlikely. But, HIPC is also the starting
point for a new raft of lending programmes (which might make heavily
indebted countries more indebted in the
medium term). The World Bank manages
an expansive lending portfolio, detailed
in its Country Assistance Strategy (CAS)
documents. The CAS outlines the Bank’s
lending in various sectors of public
action – all integrated into a detailed
matrix. There are two noteworthy aspects of the CAS in terms of the nature of
the politics external intervention. Firstly,
Bank lending is often formulated as a
Sector Investment Programme (SIP).
Broadly consonant with Sector-Wide
Approaches (SWAp) which many bilateral donors now adopt to some extent,
the Bank lends money to a specific sector
– say, Education or Roads – without
making any specific project intervention

with specific conditionalities. The idea
behind this is that it allows government
Ministries to take ‘ownership’ of reform:
a Ministry provides a detailed programme
of projects and donors/creditors (perhaps collectively through ‘basket funds’)
make substantial financial contributions
to the sector-wide plan.
But, the second point strongly revises the
extent to which governments can be said
to own their sectoral plan. Donors continue to monitor very closely sectoral
development. In fact, there is often more
surveillance of public action than before.
The Bank’s CAS contains mechanisms of
‘displaced conditionality’: specific project
demands made as conditions for the
release of funds are played down, whilst
performance indicators are emphasised,
triggers for the release of money detailed,
and benchmarks established. The CAS
also bases its funding projections on
‘high’ and ‘low’ cases: if a government
implements reforms speedily and efficiently, it receives more money more
quickly; if it fails to implement reforms
according to performance indicators and
the targets they establish, a government
might lose substantial amounts of
concessional lending. Collectively,
mechanisms such as these hardly betray
a loosening of external control over
reform; it is rather a stronger sense of
local custodianship.
The CAS provides a schedule of the
creation of Poverty Reduction Strategy
Papers (PRSP). This is the key government document within the architecture
of governance. The PRSP defines, in
substantial detail, a raft of programmatic
reforms and projects to implement a propoor development strategy. PRSPs key
into the Millennium Development Goals
and often make ambitious claims concerning the improvement of social wellbeing. It is supposed to be country-driven,
results-oriented (rather than based in
indicative spending targets), and deal
with public action in all its aspects. The
PRSP is based on previous Comprehen-
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sive Development Frameworks (CDF)
and, like CDFs, the PRSP aims to establish a ‘shop window’ for donors: to
demonstrate a concerted and wellthought through strategy to combat poverty. Countries might produce an interim
PRSP or a full PRSP, the former allowing
limited debt relief (write-off of interest
but not debt stock).
A PRSP is the prerequisite for HIPC
status. Some PRSPs have been based on
previously existing programmes and
some are entirely new. They involve
detailed plans to develop new monitoring and surveillance techniques, new
forms of statistical processing, new forms
of budgetary management, logical frameworks of spending and output scheduling, and a long and detailed ‘matrix’ of
execution. The Bank has produced a
PRSP Sourcebook to ‘assist’ countries in
developing PRSPs. Each PRSP is then
evaluated by a Joint Staff Assessment
(JSA), held by the World Bank and IMF.
Only JSA approval will lead to HIPC
status, debt write-off and access to new
waves of external credit and loan. HIPC
decision point is given, after which
(either by ‘fast’ or ‘slow’ track) a HIPC
country is closely monitored and
awarded completion point.
PRSPs are financed by the World Bank
through Poverty Reduction Support
Credits (PRSC) and by the IMF through
Poverty Reduction and Growth Facilities (PRGF). The PRSC the funding schedule for the CAS; the credit is on ‘IDA’
terms; it is multi-sectoral; and it is
focussed on ‘pro-poor- reforms. The aim
is to synchronise both the PRSP and the
CAS around the PRSC, and to present the
PRSC as a single programme to coordinate other donor lending.
The governance architecture sketched
out above is represented by donors and
creditors as evidence that the international community is taking country ownership seriously: the new phrases that
pervade donor documents are of govern-
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ments in the driving seat, of ‘smart
partnerships’, government-led reform, of
a move away form the tense stand-offs of
the conditionality period. But, what has
happened is that external intervention
has become both more nebulous and
more ‘intimate’. Governance architecture is a diverse array of lending mechanisms, document creation, and ‘process’
conditionalities (away form policy targets and towards policy processes) – all
intertwined and all subjected to effective
World Bank and IMF vetoes as certain
nodes. In essence: without approval of
PRSP from JSA, there is no PRSP; no
PRSP means no HIPC status which
means no Bank/Fund-led debt write-off,
which means massively reduced likelihood of new finance from any external
source, which means reforms will not be
executed, which means that the Bank’s
CAS will follow a ‘low case’ scenario
meaning less money. The virtuous circle
that has led to money and verbal praise
being heaped on some existing HIPC
states necessarily poses the possibility of
a vicious circle of declining Bank support, slowing reform, and a general
drying up of funds.
Furthermore, the processes behind the
creation of the PRSP, CAS, and PRSC are
progressively more synchronised and
integrated. They provide the meta-rhythm
for governmental action and planning.
These integrated mechanisms are also
seen as the pivot for a broader set of
donor funding programmes which will
integrate their own lending priorities
and timeframes. This resembles ‘joinedup’ governance led by the Bank. Intervention is more intimate in the sense that
the Bank and other external agencies are
now involved in detailed aspects of
governance – tax raising, expenditure
management, land reform, judicial reform, and administrative reform. The
Bank’s support for administrative reform and other donor’s support for anticorruption strategies and institutions is
based on the desire to socially engineer
new norms and codes of public service:
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how much deeper can one intervene in a
state’s functioning?
How is all of this sustained? One can
consider this question in two senses.
Immediately and concretely, the execution of governance reform is delegated to
powerful Ministries of Finance that have
received intense training and technical
assistance. Relatedly, new methodologies of financial management internalise
the models that donor-creditor wish to
generalise throughout the state: logical
frameworks, medium term financial management, output oriented budgeting, results oriented management, matrices,
and so on. Thus, governance reform is
‘owned’ by African states; not merely as
a set of policies based on conditionalities
(that would obviously not require any
ownership) but also as the development
of reform champions (mainly the Ministry of Finance) and changes in the methodologies of governance and financial
management. Herein lies the core of good
custodianship.
More prospectively, the relatively high
levels of economic growth and the persisting allocation of multi-million dollar
grant and soft lending programmes allow the pantomime of ownership to
continue. HIPC countries often accrue
more debt once decision point is reached
as further rounds of lending are taken on
to carry out HIPC/PRSP reforms. At
every point in the architecture, government officials have an eye on donorcreditor desires and designs, aiming to
key initiatives into the global consensus
most appropriate: pro-poor growth, governance, administrative reform and so
on. It is an open question to what extent
the governance architecture has infused
itself beyond key ministries and higher
levels of government; and it is even
difficult to imagine the ‘key’ elites pursuing governance reform in a context of
declining external support. As a Tanzanian economist working for the UNDP
told me: ‘how can you own what you do
not pay for?’
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From Guns to Mobile
Phones: Calling For Change
in Sierra Leone
Bai-Bai Sesay
The decade-long civil war in Sierra Leone
witnessed some of the worst human
rights abuses in the world. Less well
known was the destruction and burning
down of communications equipment by
rebels – damage whose long-term implications only became clear when the civil
war ended three years ago.
During the war, the national telecommunications company, Sierratel, lost most of
its equipment and offices – looted or
burnt to cinders by armed fighters – both
in the capital Freetown and the provincial towns of Bo, Kenema and Makeni.
Today, Sierratel is faced with the mammoth task of resuming services – a task
that is expected to cost millions of leones.
So far, it has managed to restore the landbased telephone services in Freetown, Bo
and Kenema. But the northern provincial
headquarters of Makeni is still cut off.
But where the public sector is huffing
and puffing, private companies are catching up. Three Western multinational
companies have swiftly moved in to fill
this vacuum, offering mobile phone serv-
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ices and sparking a craze for handsets in
this West African nation. These days the
very sight of the ubiquitous mobile phone
in Sierra Leone’s urban centres seems to
bring relief – and signal normalcy – to a
war-weary people. And in its wake
business has boomed.
Transactions have become almost instantaneous, as businesses are able to
ditch the chaotic service offered by the
wrecked Sierratel. Already, more than
100,000 people own mobile phones, according to the three multinationals – the
British-Dutch company Celtel, the Swissowned Millicom and the British-based
Mobitel.
However, the growth of the mobile telecommunications industry is not without problems; there is a distinct lack of
rural coverage, for instance, which is
something common to many developing
countries. But there’s one problem in
particular that may prove to be a public
relations disaster for the multinationals
– it’s to do with the fact that they charge
in dollars.
It may make business sense for mobile
phone operators, who have to minimise
their risks in new markets, to charge for
handsets, SIM packs and top-up cards in
dollars. But, experts say, it also puts this
potentially vital business and development tool way beyond the means of the
average person in a poor and debtridden country.
Particularly unimpressed with mobile
telephone operators is member of parliament Alex Koroma, who, as chairman of
the Parliamentary Committee on Transport and Communications, plans to table
a motion to highlight what he calls ‘the
negative impact mobile phones have in
the socio-economic development of the
country’.
Koroma says that charging in dollars
means that prices would rise whenever
the dollar rose against the leone – al-
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ready the leone has slipped 60% over its
dollar exchange six months ago. Currently a dollar fetches 2,700 leones. A
worried Koroma is urging the government to set up an independent telecommunications commission to regulate the
activities of communications companies
operating in Sierra Leone.
Koroma told Panos Features he wants the
regulator to clearly identify and lay
down a system of checks and balances
for mobile phone companies. ‘It is an
open policy of government for mobile
phone companies to be established in the
country,’ Koroma said, but added: ‘People are grumbling about the high cost of
top up cards.’
The proposed regulator will not only
address the issue of people having to pay
in dollars, but also the high costs, Korma
said. The cheapest handset in the market
costs about $70, a SIM pack about $20
and top-up fees a minimum of three
dollars – astronomical amounts in a
country where most people survive on
less than a dollar a day.
On 6 January the Bank of Sierra Leone –
the central bank – issued a public notice
reminding the general public that all
transactions for payment in Sierra Leone
should be made in the leone. In support
of the move, a local non-governmental
organisation, Campaign for Good Governance, called on the Bank to ‘put
stringent measures in place in order to
enforce this Act’. The mobile phone
industry cites economics to defend its
position.
Wayne Taylor, commercial manager of
Celtel, which has now decided to do
away with dollar transactions, said the
reason mobile phone companies charge
in dollars is that ‘everything is being
imported into this country’ – there is
simply nothing that these companies are
manufacturing in Sierra Leone. In other
words, the companies need to make up
in dollars what they spend in dollars.
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But critics argue that multinational companies should either set up local manufacturing units or try and source
locally-produced goods so that some of
their profits can be ploughed back into
poor countries.
Taylor said Celtel pays more than three
billion leones (about $1.25 million) in
taxes every year. He said Celtel, one of
the largest private investors in Sierra
Leone, has injected $30 million into the
economy since the end of the war –
significant amounts in this country.
But such arguments do not convince
everyone in Freetown. Dr Alusine
Fofanaha, a member of parliament belonging to the ruling Sierra Leone Peoples Party, said: ‘The mobile companies
have contributed towards the downfall
of our economy.’
Although communications play an important role in the socio-economic development of countries, he said, if mobile
phone companies continue to charge in
dollars, ‘such development will never
take place, as the majority of the people
cannot afford to have them.’ The practice, Dr Fofanaha said, runs against the
government’s economic policies.
Nevertheless, the craze for mobile phones
is today a reality in Sierra Leone. Handsets have replaced guns as the new musthaves and the trend is slowly beginning
to spread to rural areas. As Mama
Fatmata, a fish-seller in the beach-front
village of Tombo, tells you: ‘I can now not
only do business with ease and speed,
but also call my relatives abroad whenever I want to.’
She may not be an engineer or IT specialist, but with her mobile phone acting
both as a business tool and a handy
status symbol, Mama Fatmata can now
directly contact her buyers – mostly
Lebanese retailers – cutting out middlemen.

And in the provincial town of Makeni,
where the government-owned Sierratel
is struggling to rebuild its damaged
infrastructure, impatient customers are
gritting their teeth and switching to
mobile phones, hoping the cost of connecting to the world outside will come
down one day

©Bai-Bai

Sesay is a journalist working
for the Independent Observer newspaper in Freetown

Americans & ‘Bad People’
in the Sahara-Sahel
Jeremy Keenan
The editors of ROAPE have asked me to
comment on the Briefing by Mustafa
Barth in the last issue of ROAPE (No. 98,
2003) entitled ‘Sand Castles in the Sahara: US Military Basing in Algeria’.
The Briefing covered three areas: how
North-West Africa fits into America’s
imperial grand design; developments in
US-Algerian relations and the events
surrounding the abduction of 32 European tourists in the Algerian Sahara in
2003. There is nothing with which I
would take issue in the case of the first
two points. Indeed, they provide an
accurate account of US strategic interests
and concerns in this part of Africa and
the increasingly close relationship between the two countries as allies in the
‘War on Terror’. Since the Briefing was
written, a number of senior US officials
have visited Algiers. US Secretary of
State Colin Powell’s visit to Algiers on 3
December during which he confirmed
that the United States was willing to help
Algeria fight Islamic militants, was followed by a follow-up visit on 24 January
by US Assistant Secretary for Democ-
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racy, Human Rights and Labour, Lorne
W. Craner, during which he reiterated
the US’s strong relations with Algeria in
the fight against terrorism. He also
pushed the Human Rights and Democracy buttons by saying that Algeria had
the capacity to move forwards in these
fields.1
As for US basing rights and field-training operations, that picture is also becoming progressively clearer. In early
January (2004), US government officials
confirmed that a key goal of the Bush
administration was to establish basing
rights in Algeria and Morocco and that
the issue had been raised by Secretary of
State Colin Powell as well as a range of
US military leaders during their visits to
North African states during 2003.2 A
major problem for the US in seeking
basing rights is that the presence of US
bases, especially in Moslem countries,
can become a major source of friction. It is
precisely for this reason that the US has
had to remove its Air Expeditionary
Wing from the Prince Sultan Air Base in
Saudi Arabia. The basing of US forces in
almost any Moslem country is not only
likely to fuel anti-US sentiments but is
the proverbial red rag to a bull as far as
most Islamists are concerned. In Algeria,
especially, where the Foreign Affairs
Minister, Abdelaziz Belkhadem has been
quick to point out that his country’s
policy has always been to deny a foreign
military presence on its territory, a US
military presence would not only further
discredit the regime domestically but
would almost certainly exacerbate the
current ‘terrorist problem’.
However, the new US concept of basing
rights in Africa is designed to overcome
such potential friction with host nations
by moving towards the concept of a
‘family of bases’ that was outlined last
year by EUCOM’s Supreme Allied Commander, General Jim Jones.3 Whether
they will ‘reduce friction’ is a matter to
which I shall return presently. In such
sensitive countries as Algeria, basing
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rights are not likely to involve a major or
permanent military presence, but rather
highly flexible facilitative arrangements
which would enable the US military to
deploy quickly, as and when required,
into the sort of ‘forward operating bases’
envisaged in EUCOM’s new strategy.
Such facilities would involve the provision of equipment to pre-positioned platforms overseen by a small American
maintenance and logistics staff who, in
the case of countries as sensitive to a
foreign military presence as Algeria,
might take the form of America’s private
military utility service corporations such
as Halliburton or it’s subsidiary, Kellogg,
Brown & Root, which is already established in the country. Such ‘platforms’,
currently under construction in southern Algeria, will be under some sort of
joint command and control, with the
Algerian military providing the fighting
personnel and the US providing the
maintenance and logistics staff. Indeed,
given the level of training now being
provided by the US to the Algerian
military, it is conceivable that the US
presence on such ‘platforms’ could be
reduced to little more than a technical
‘communications and listening’ function. Whatever the precise personnel
content of these new arrangements,4 their
aim is to enable the US’s allies to benefit
from US pre-positioning of platforms,
precisely as we have just seen in the first
such combined Algerian-US military offensive launched at the end of January
(see below). As the US deputy assistant
defence secretary for strategy, Andrew
Hoehn, has emphasised, ‘the goal here is
to provide flexibility to contend with the
uncertainty we think characterises this
environment.’5
The uncertainty to which Heohn refers is
largely of the US’s own making. The US
is aware that its operations in the Middle
East and Afghanistan forced a number of
‘terrorists’ out of these areas into what
US Air Force Maj. Gen. Jeff Kohler,
director of EUCOM’s plans and policy
division, recently referred to as ‘the

132

Review of African Political Economy

wide-open, relatively desolate areas of
Africa.’6 ‘As terrorist cells were uprooted
from Afghanistan and elsewhere by US
Central Command, … they shifted to
Africa, an easy back door into Europe
through Algeria, Morocco and Tunisia
… We don’t want [these countries] to
turn into another Afghanistan,’ said the
General while making specific reference
to the bombing of a synagogue in Tunisia
in 2002, the recent arrests of al-Qaeda
suspects in Morocco and the abduction
of European tourists in the Algerian
Sahara in 2003 by the GSPC (Groupe
Salafiste pour la Prédication et le Combat),
which he claimed had now emerged in
Europe as an al-Qaeda recruiting organisation.
The biggest problem for the Americans is
their unfamiliarity with and lack of good
intelligence on this environment, which
is more than a mere physical entity: it is a
profoundly complex socio-cultural and
political entity. In geographical terms
this ‘uncertain environment’ is not the
northern, populated areas of Morocco,
Algeria and Tunisia, but what could be
described as their soft underbelly: the
vast expanse of Sahara and Sahel that
runs from Mauritania in the west,
through northern Mali and Niger, southern Algeria, eastwards through Chad
and into Darfur.

America’s Pan Sahel Initiative
(PSI)
This region is currently the focus of one
of EUCOM’s biggest operations. Dubbed
the Pan Sahel Initiative (PSI), the US is
now equipping and training7 troops in
Mali, Chad, Mauritania and Niger so, as
General Kohler explained, they can better patrol their own country and provide
security that would deter terrorists.8,9
The PSI is a $100 million ‘anti-terror’
initiative by President Bush for the Saharan nations of Mauritania, Mali, Chad
and Niger. The PSI rolled into action on
January 10th with the disembarkation in
Nouakchott of an ‘antiterror team’ of 500

US troops and the deployment of 400 US
Rangers into the Chad-Niger border region the following week. The job of the
troops despatched to Chad-Niger is to
‘hunt down the terrorist groups which
are swarming across the Sahara’.10 The
initial PSI work, according to Gen. Kohler,
is being undertaken by US special operations troops, but will be handed over to
Marines due to the high demand being
put on special operations forces by the
War on Terror. In accordance with the
Bush administration’s policy of privatizing the military, the corporate sector will
get a large slice of the financial action:
while US troops are to do the work in
Mauritania and Mali, US Deputy Undersecretary of State Pamela Bridgewater
has confirmed11 that Los Angeles-based
Defence contractors Pacific Architects &
Engineers will pick up the work in Chad
and Niger.12
With American troops already stationed
at Gao and reportedly at Tessalit in Mali,
the number of US troops now deployed
across the Sahara-Sahel is in the order of
1,000. While the bulk of them are currently at either end of the ‘intervention
zone’, the most sensitive sector from both
a security and political perspective, and
on which the Americans are believed to
have particularly poor intelligence, is the
central area bounded very approximately
by a line encircling Tamanrasset,
Taoudeni, Timbuktu, Tahoua and the
Tenere; that is Southern Algeria, northern Mali and northern Niger, a vast area
of desert which conforms loosely to the
traditional domain of the Tuareg.

Algeria’s Hostage Crisis
This reference to southern Algeria brings
me to Barth’s third and most controversial point, namely that the abduction of
the 32 European tourists in the Algerian
Sahara in 2003 may in some way have
been initiated or orchestrated by elements within the Algerian military establishment, 13 possibly with the
condonation of the US. This is an ex-
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tremely serious allegation, about which
we are unlikely ever to know the truth.
Although it carries the hallmarks of
conspiracy theory, Barth has actually
said little that might not be deduced from
a careful analysis of the several hundred
press and official statements, the majority of which contain substantial disinformation, and the reports of the
hostages themselves.
Barth is correct in saying that the hostage
crisis was convenient to both Algeria
and the US. By demonstrating the existence of ‘terrorist’ activities in southern
Algeria and an al-Qaeda network across
the Sahara, the hostage crisis has given
further legitimacy to America’s prosecution of its ‘War on Terror’ in this part of
Africa and the establishment of EUCOM’s
‘family of bases’ across the continent. For
Algeria, the incident has almost certainly accelerated the provision of the
weapon systems that it has been seeking
from the US.
Of the several indications of military
involvement listed by Barth, one thing is
obvious to anyone who knows the region. This is that it would have been
quite impossible for the group of hostages and their abductors to have broken
out of their ‘hideout’ in Tamelrik and
made the difficult journey of over 1,000
kms to Mali without the knowledge and
almost certain logistical support of the
Algerian military.14 That, however, does
not necessarily prove that the military
were complicit in the affair, for it is
possible that the Algerian authorities
preferred an exit strategy whereby the
final negotiations and ransom payout
(reputedly Euro 5m., but whose existence
is still disputed) were played out on
Malian territory. Neither does the fact
that Algerian military personnel were
seen in Mali well before the hostages’
release necessarily mean anything more
than that the Algerians had secured the
ground in Mali before the departure from
Tamelrik.
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The plausibility of Barth’s allegations is
likely to be argued over for a long time,
for the simple reason that their verification tends to hinge around one central
question: is Abderazzak Lamari (Amari
Saifi), known as El Para, the alleged emir
of the abductors, a genuine member of
the GSPC or one of the infiltrators that
the Algerian army15 claims to have introduced into the GSPC? Notwithstanding
the high level of ‘dirty tricks’ and
disinformation that has characterised
Algeria’s decade-long war against Islamic militants, it is unlikely that we will
ever know the answer.

Developments in Mali: Joint USAlgerian Military Operations
Against this uncertain background, further developments in the region since the
release of the hostages at the end of
August are the cause of considerable
concern. I will deal first with events in
the Malian ‘sector’ before turning to
those in Algeria and Niger.
According to the hostages, sixty-two
‘terrorists’ accompanied them into Mali
in mid-August 2003.16 El Para and a
handful of his men left the group shortly
thereafter, taking the only vehicle belonging to the tourists that has still not
been found. As part of the conditions of
release, the Malian authorities agreed
that the kidnappers could remain in
Mali as long as they didn’t bother the
local population. Two months later, Algeria’s ambassador to Mali confirmed
that they were still there.17 ‘The terrorists
who kidnapped the Europeans are still
in Mali,’ said Mohamed Antar Daoud.
‘They have euros. What’s to stop them
recruiting Malians and trafficking in
arms?’ They appear to have remained in
Mali at least until December, during
which time the occasional press story
speculated on their expenditure of the
ransom money on arms and recruitment.
In December, however, things began to
move. On 13 December, AFP,18 citing
Malian military sources, reported that
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the kidnappers had returned to Algeria
the previous week to avoid being trapped
by a military offensive from Algeria.
Algerian military aircraft were reported
to have overflown the region a few weeks
earlier in search them.19 The report makes
no mention of the type of aircraft, but we
can assume that is was helicopters,
especially as they appear to have landed
and picked up two local people whom
they mistook for ‘terrorists’.20 It is not
clear whether this raid ‘captured’ or
perhaps even ‘collected’ some of the
kidnappers.21 However, from subsequent
reports and events, it would appear that
few if any of them actually left Mali at
that time. On 12 January, German tourists ran into a group of heavily armed
Algerian Islamists 60km NE of Timbuktu. The Germans stayed the night
with the Islamists and were allowed to
photograph them. The Islamists said
that they were involved in the original
hostage-taking. This was confirmed by
the former hostages who identified some
of their former captors in the photographs.22 In the same week, two stages of
the Dakar Rally were cancelled, ostensibly because French intelligence services
had learnt that 100 Islamic militants,
apparently lead by El Para, were going to
kidnap rally competitors.23

telephone calls from the kidnappers to
their former hostages. At the time of
writing (8 February 20.04), no call had
been received since 16-17 January.26 Algeria’s high profile media coverage of
this event, managed unusually and to
the surprise of foreign correspondents by
the DRS,27 gave the impression that the
four terrorists killed were from the GSPC
group which had kidnapped the European tourists in 2003, that the arms had
been bought with their ransom money
and that they were destined for GSPC
cells in northern Algeria.28 It would
appear that these were the first of the
kidnappers to be killed since their arrival
in Mali.

During the latter part of January, the
Algerian military undertook their first
joint-action offensive with their new
allies. French sources confirmed both the
presence in southern Algeria and northern Mali of American military experts
and that the Algerian military, using
night vision equipment provided by the
US and images from the US spy satellites
that have been permanently positioned
over the Sahel for several months,
launched a vice-like sweep in coordination with the Malian army through the
Algerian-Malian border region.24 Four
Islamic extremists, thought to be part of
the group of kidnappers, were killed and
a large quantity of arms captured.25
Testimony to the effectiveness of this
military sweep may be the cessation of

However, the source was unable to say
whether the attack took place on Algerian or Malian territory. At the time of
writing, no corroboration of the incident
has been received from other sources.
Indeed, the reference to ‘30’ might conceivably be a translation error with the
number ‘13’ (treize, dreizehn or thirteen)
which Algerian press sources would
suggest as a more likely number, being
mistaken for ‘trente, dreßig or thirty’
irrespective of the veracity of these two
incidents, Algeria’s military will not
only have impressed their American
allies but will also have provided Algeria’s President Bouteflika with a timely31
and high-profile success against ‘terrorists’.

However, on 6 February, a European
intelligence source claimed to have received information from their Algerian
counterparts that 30 of the former hostage-takers had just been killed in an
Algerian army offensive in the Malian
‘sector’. This complies with a report in
the Algerian Press on 5 February29 that
the Algerian military, with the close
support of the Americans, was about to
launch a second and much bigger offensive. Both sources confirmed that the
‘terrorists’ had been located and tracked
with the assistance of US spy satellites.30
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Assuming, of course, that the European
intelligence source is correct, it is difficult to even speculate what the impact of
such a large and apparently successful
military operation against ‘terrorists’ will
be. It would give a big lift in confidence to
both the Algerian and US military, providing the latter with confirmation of
their strategy of providing training and
technical support (in this case satellite
imagery and perhaps listening equipment) to their local allies. However, it is
also possible that it might generate a
more sympathetic climate in the region
towards Islamic extremism.
There are several reasons for this. One
concerns the quality of governance in
southern Algeria (Ahaggar), to which I
refer below. Another is that the kidnappers (GSPC members) were known to be
opposed to gratuitous killing,32 and were
upset at being referred to by the Americans as members of al-Qaeda, something
that they categorically denied.33 In addition, it is widely known in the region that
a deal was made during the release of the
hostages allowing the kidnappers to
remain freely in Mali as long as they did
not upset local people. It is possible that
local people will see the Algerian and
American military, and possibly the
Malian authorities, as reneging on this
deal.
Moreover, the fact that the US military
collaborated with the Algerian army in
providing the wherewithal for what
sounds to have been a proverbial ‘duck
shoot’, is likely to incense Islamists and
possibly incite revenge attacks on US
targets either elsewhere or in the region.
The possibility of such an outcome will
not have been diminished by the American military's strange tactical decision to
broadcast over ‘Voice of America’, and
hence into local newspapers, that it is
considering the use of air strikes in the
region.
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Bandits, Corruption & Bad
Governance in Algeria
While the Americans will be delighted
by the apparent military success of their
new ally, they are unlikely to be so
enamoured by the nature of civilian
government in southern Algeria. Assuming, quite reasonably, that the Algerian
military is keen to impress the US of its
commitment to the war against terror,
and that it also wants to demonstrate
such success both internally and externally, it is hard to understand why the
security situation in Southern Algeria
itself, particularly in the Tamanrasset
wilaya, has been allowed to deteriorate
so badly? I am not referring to the
kidnapping of the 32 European tourists
in 2003, but to events that have come to
light since then.
These events fall into two discrete categories, which have now become fused
into a potentially dangerous cocktail.
The first concerns the quality of governance in the region; the second concerns
the threat of increased insecurity posed
by the state’s association with smuggling, banditry and the harassment of
local citizens.
The question of ‘good’ or ‘bad’ governance in Algeria tends to be located at the
local level in the qualities and performance of the wali.34 The present wali of
Tamanrasset was appointed in 1999.
Within a few weeks, he had aroused the
ire of local people through a number of
senseless decrees and actions. By the end
of the year, responsible local citizens had
appealed to the central government,
warning of the consequences of his
actions and requesting his replacement.
With their appeals ignored, many local
people believed that the wali was being
‘protected’ by a faction in government or
that he had been sent to the region with a
specific but unknown agenda. Some
even believed that it was to provoke local
disturbances and destabilise the region.
A persistent feature of his rule was to
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impede the tourism industry, which is
the local Tuareg population’s main commercial activity. Humourists amongst
them mocked him, saying that of the
region’s two industries, tourism and
smuggling, it was the latter which benefited most from his rule.
Prior to the hostage crisis, Algeria’s
extreme south was one of the safest
tourism regions in the Sahara. This was
because the trans-Saharan contraband
(cigarettes, drugs, arms, etc.) traffickers
could not afford to fall foul of local
Tuareg whose livelihoods were dependent on tourism. This has now changed.
Shortly after the hostage release, rumours began circulating that ‘bandits’
from Niger were operating in Ahaggar.
In November, bandits, identified by their
accents as being from Niger, staged a
robbery near Amguid.35 The name that
began circulating around Ahaggar was
that of Aboubacar Alembo, a Niger
Tuareg36 who came to prominence in
2002 after conducting a number of highway robberies before taking hostage and
killing two policemen. After eluding the
army and hijacking more vehicles, he
and his gang escaped to Algeria.37 There,
the group split: some fled to Libya, others
sought refuge around Djanet and the
remainder, with Alembo, made their way
to Tamanrasset where they were apparently arrested. However, according to the
Algerian authorities, no such arrests
were made.
Following the Amguid robbery, the regional authorities in Tamanrasset closed
the area to tourism, removed some tourists from the area but allowed others to
pass. As some of the more reputable
Tuareg tourism agencies began to query
such indiscriminate action, a disturbing
picture began to emerge. It revealed a
complex network of family relationships
linking many of the senior levels of the
regional administration in both southern Algeria and Niger with both smuggling and local banditry networks,
including that of Alembo. This Mafia-

like network ramifies through many of
the most senior levels of southern Algeria’s regional administration,38 as well
as their counterparts in northern Niger.39
The implications of this ‘revelation’ are
far-reaching. It raises the spectre of the
most strategically important regional administration in the Sahara-Sahel zone
being at the very heart of banditry and
smuggling operations. It begs the question of whether corruption, endemic to
Algeria, has finally become so entrenched
in the country’s extreme south that the
relevant authorities feel powerless to act,
or whether this situation is condoned, as
many people believe, in order to
destabilise the region and thus legitimise
a greater military strategic presence. Particularly worrying is that those local
people who have drawn the attention of
the central government authorities to
this state of affairs have been subjected to
harassment by local authorities. While
the Bush administration may well be
pleased with the actions of its Saharan
ally in the ramping up of ‘anti-terrorist’
activity in the Algerian-Malian border
region, the sharp diminution of confidence in civilian governance on the
Algerian side of the frontier is likely to be
counter-productive and the cause for
alarm.
The biggest threat to the Americans may
come from their very presence in the
region, especially when they are perceived to be allying themselves to corrupt, undemocratic and dictatorial
regimes. It is precisely this sort of association that might well draw Islamic
extremists into the hitherto relative calm
of southern Algeria and its border regions. President Bouteflika is provisionally scheduled to visit Tamanrasset this
month (February). If his visit does not
result in the dismissal of the wali and a
thorough clean-up of the regional administration, the government is likely to
have move serious problems on its hands
than a bunch of Islamic extremists holed
up across the border.

Americans & ‘Bad People’ in the Sahara-Sahel
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Warning Signals from Mali &
Niger

almost certainly has nothing to do with
the arrival of Americans in the region.

Warning signals are also beginning to be
manifest elsewhere in the PSI region.
America’s description of the region as
‘uncontrolled’, ‘ungoverned’, full of ‘bad
people’ and ‘a base for al-Qaeda’, is
unlikely to endear them to local people.
No one likes being told they live in a
mess. In northern Mali, people are beginning to ask why their lands are being
‘invaded’ – by both ‘terrorists’ and
Americans. They want to know why the
Americans have come to their land and
what they want from them. Irrational as
it might seem, there are those who are
beginning to fear that the US presence
may lead to the withdrawal of aid,
further marginalisation and the return of
the conditions that led to the army
massacres of the previous decade.

Nevertheless, the danger for the Americans in their Pan Sahel intervention is
that such expressions of anxiety become
associated with their arrival in the region. That will be particularly uncomfortable for an administration which
sees itself becoming militarily extended
across a fundamentally hostile and
largely incomprehensible region. It seems
that the message emerging from this vast
region is one to which the US should pay
heed. It is that al-Qaeda is more of an
idea than a structure, and that terror can
be a state of mind.

The Tuareg regions of northern Niger are
equally tense, especially following the
recent uncharacteristic ‘Mafia-style’ killing (three bullets in the head and two in
the stomach) of Adam Anamegi, a young
Tuareg member of MNSD-Nassara (National Movement for a Developing Society-Nassara) at the village of
Tchighazérine (25 miles NW of Agades).

Endnotes

The Tuareg community was shocked
even further by the dismissal from ministerial office (12 February) and subsequent arrest (15 February) of the most
prominent Tuareg minister (for tourism)
in the government, Rhissa Ag Boula, for
complicity in the murder. Ag Boula, who
played a leading role inthe Tuareg rebellion in Northern Niger from 1980 to
1995, has denied any involvement in the
assassination. It is possible that the
killing was related to attacks on tourists
near Timia and then in Northern air a
few days later by a band of 50 alleged
members of the GSPC, or the recent
emergence of a ‘Mafia-type’ network in
Niamey and Agades involved in peopletrafficking across the Sahara,40 or perhaps even the up-coming elections. It
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November 2003. The 2002 announcement
coincides closely with the visit to Timbuktu in
November 2002 of the US Ambassador to Mali.
Local people reported that the Ambassador,
travelling in two helicopters with twenty men,
got lost in the desert for about 10 days. It was
believed that they were checking out terrorist
training activities known to be in the area and
reconnoitring a possible site for establishing a
military base for what local people referred to as
‘anti-al-Qaeda purposes’.
10. Alwihda, 15 January 2004. In June 2002,
Chad’s Interior and Security Minister, Abderamane Moussa, asked US Secretary of State,
Colin Powell, for money and arms to combat
terrorists, which he claimed were based in the
neighboring states of Libya, Sudan and Nigeria.
11. This was confirmed to journalists on her visit
to Nouakchott on 11 January.
12. AP (Nouakchott), 12 January 2004.
13. From the outset, the MAOL (Mouvement
Algerien des Officiers Libres), who have long
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command, accused Generals Smaïn Lamari of
the DRS and Mohamed Mediène (Toufik),
Director of Intelligence and Security, of planning
the abductions. The MAOL claims these same
officers were behind the assassination of President
Boudiaf in 1992.
14. The group consisted of 14 hostages (one had
already died) and some 50 hostage-takers.
15. This would be effected by the DRS (Direction
des Renseignements et de la Sécurité – CounterEspionage and Internal Security) whose director
is Major-General Smaïn Lamari (no relation to
either Major-General Mohamed Lamari, Chief of
the General Staff, or Abderazzak Lamari (El
Para)).
16. This number was given by the hostages in
their debriefings.
17. Statement made to a conference on terrorism
in Bamako.
18. Agence France Presse.
19. According to Malian sources, this was done
without official permission.
20. They were subsequently released and thus
able to report their experience.
21. No mention of the raid appeared in the
Algerian press.
22. The group had at least 3 pick-ups, with
heavy machine guns bolted onto them, as well
as small arms. Subsequent reports in a German
magazine would appear to be a gross overdramatisation of what actually took place.

23. BBC, 29 January 2004. Four years ago the
Paris-Dakar rally was cancelled for fear that
Mokhtar ben Mokhtar, the Algerian outlaw (also
blamed initially by the Algerians for the
abduction of the 32 hostages in 2003), was lying
in wait for it.
24. Led by General Benali, commandant of the
VIth military region (Tamanrasset).
25. The arms haul comprised 17 mortars,
machine guns and rocket launchers; 220 light
weapons, including 190 Kalashnikovs, automatic guns and telescopic rifles; communications
equipment including 11 Thuraya satphones and
a large amount of ammunition. APS, 31 January
2004.
26. Indeed, the last call made by one of the
hostage-takers on 6 January was
uncharacteristically depressed, giving the
impression that they perhaps knew that they
were cornered and were to be attacked.
27. See note 15.
28. It should not be assumed that all arms
trafficking in Algeria is from south to north, nor
destined exclusively for the GSPC. For example,
the Ivory Coast authorities have recently
appealed to the Mali government to put a stop
to the trafficking of arms through their territory
from Algeria to the rebel Forces Nouvelles in the
north of the country. See Le Patriote, 6 February
2004.
29. Liberté, 5 February 2004.
30. The European source also confirmed that
Algerian and US intelligence services had been
working closely together since the beginning of
the hostage drama almost a year ago.
31. Elections are scheduled for 8 April.
32. Although one of the hostages died, probably
from heatstroke, while in captivity, the hostagetakers treated their captives as well as possible.
In the assault by the Algerian army to liberate
the first group of hostages in Gharis in May
2003, the hostage-takers sheltered the Europeans
from possible fire from the Algerian army.
33. This denial was one of the main topics of
conversation in their recent telephone calls to the
former hostages.
34. A wali is the governor of an administrative
region (wilaya), equivalent to a French préfet.
35. El Watan, 11 November 2003.
36. Kel Aïr from Iferouane.
37. According to Niger authorities, desperate to
protect their tourism industry, he was caught
and is safely gaoled in Niamey. The version

Uganda: The Lord’s Resistance Army
given here was recounted by members of his
village.
38. These include several of the wali’s main
directorates, notably tourism and security, as
well as the courts, police, the mairie (daira), etc.
These officials are related closely to both the
favoured travel agencies, at least two well-known
bandits, including Alembo, and other agencies
known to be implicated in smuggling.
39. This network is not of local, Tuareg, origin.
Its five founding members were all Arabs and
‘foreigners’ to the region. Two came from Libya,
two were Chaamba from the northern Algerian
Sahara and one was from Touat. They
subsequently married into local families in Niger
and Azdjer.
40. People-trafficking across the Sahara, mostly
from West African countries to the North African
coast and then to Europe, has become a huge
clandestine business. Many die en route. In 2003
more than 17,000 illegal migrants were
intercepted while attempting to enter Spain by
sea. The main gateways to the Sahara for this
traffic are Gao (Mali) and Agades (Niger).

Uganda: The Lord’s Resistance Army
Kevin C. Dunn
In early February 2004, members of
Uganda’s Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA)
attacked a camp of internally displaced
persons near Lira and killed over forty
civilians, leaving charred bodies and
over a hundred smouldering huts in
their wake. The event garnered minimal international coverage in large part
because such attacks have become almost regular features of life in northern
Uganda.
The LRA is led by Joseph Kony and has
been active in destabilising northern
Uganda since 1987. Very little more is
actually known about the LRA, but
numerous theories abound. An earlier
paper (Dunn, 2003) seeks to examine the
merits of the main theories seeking to
explain the causes and continuation of
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the conflict. In the first of these, Kony is
described as a ‘madman’ who is engaging in an irrational campaign of violence
and terror with no purpose or ultimate
goal. Second, the conflict is regarded as
the result of the serious and legitimate
complaints the Acholi and other peoples
in the north have against the central
government of Uganda. Third, the conflict is understood as the by-product of
the larger geopolitical rivalry between
the Sudanese government and Uganda.
Within this theory, Kony and his soldiers are seen as hired guns who are
used by the Sudanese government to
destabilise Uganda, as a tit-for-tat of
Uganda support for the Sudan People’s
Liberation Army (SPLA). Fourth, it is
held that the army and government of
Yoweri Museveni actually have no interest in defeating the LRA at all. Either the
government doesn’t consider it a major
concern, or they are in fact exploiting the
conflict for their own political purposes.
Finally, there is the view that a ‘political
economy of conflict’ has emerged in
northern Uganda, where various actors
in the conflict are economically benefiting from the continuation of the war, and
thus have no interest in bringing about
its conclusion. None of these on their
own provides an explanation of all the
circumstances surrounding the conflict,
and readers need a more nuanced understanding of what is a rather complicated
conflict.
Despite continuing proclamations from
Ugandan President Yoweri Museveni
that the LRA was close to defeat, the
LRA’s activity has continued. In the last
two years, the LRA has stepped up its
attacks on the civilian population, and
the number of people living in the displacement camps in the north has risen
from 500,000 to 800,000 – over half the
local Acholi population. Many of the
internally displaced persons have been
living in camps for over six years, where
health and sanitation facilities are very
poor.
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The conflict in the north has affected
children the most. The LRA targets children, kidnapping thousands of children
who are often forced to become childsoldiers, porters, and/or sexual concubines for LRA officers. It is estimated that
the LRA war has created close to 20,000
child-soldiers (Cederna, 2003: v). According to Amnesty International estimates, nearly 80% of the LRA combatants
are abducted children (Amnesty International Report 2001:2). Often the children
are forced to carry out atrocities, such as
killing other children who were caught
trying to escape (Ross, 2003:20). Abducted girls are used as domestic servants and forced into sexual slavery as
trophy ‘wives’ of LRA commanders. As a
result, thousands of children leave their
homes in the bush and suburbs, fearful
of being abducted, and walk to nearby
towns to sleep on the streets every night.
These ‘night commuters,’ as they have
become known, mainly crowd into Gulu
town, where local authorities estimate
between 30,000 and 40,000 youngsters
converge every night (Cederna, 2003:v).
Though the conflict has been continuing
for over seventeen years, recent LRA
activities mark a significant development in the war. Since 2003, the LRA has
begun striking targets outside its usual
zone of conflict. After an LRA attack on
the Amuria trading center in June 2003,
President Yoweri Museveni claimed that
the raids were signs of desperation. He
argued the rebels had been dislodged by
the army from their traditional operation
areas in the north and were on the run.
But this did not stop 20,000 residents
from fleeing to neighbouring Soroti district. Throughout 2003, the LRA increased their armed activity from five to
nine districts in Uganda, including parts
of Katakwi, Kotido and Soroti. At the
time of writing, the LRA seems to be reenergised, rather than desperate.

From Alice Lakwena’s Holy
Spirits to Joseph Kony’s Lord’s
Resistance
It is often incorrectly suggested that
Kony’s LRA was the continuation of
Alice Lakwena’s Holy Spirits Mobile
Forces. In fact, Joseph Kony started his
movement around 1987. At the time,
Kony was a young school dropout from
Gulu, who claimed to be a cousin of
Alice. Creating his own Holy Spirit
Movement, Kony recruited soldiers from
around Gulu while Alice’s HSMF
marched on Kampala. In the wake of
Alice’s defeat, several of her soldiers
joined Kony’s forces and Kony adopted
the discourses Alice had created, establishing a complex initiation and cleansing ritual (Behrend, 1998b:115). Kony
began fighting a guerrilla war, using
small quasi-independent armed groups
that mostly operated in the Acholi districts and southern Sudan. In May 1988,
Kony’s group received a boost when they
were joined by a group of former UPDA
rebels who refused to abide by the peace
agreement between the UPDA (Uganda
People’s Democratic Army – a rebel
movement started in 1986 among Acholi
ex-army officers to claw back their lost
power), made in 1988 with Museveni’s
government. After 1990, the LRA gained
a further boost when it began receiving
direct aid from the Sudanese government
– paralleling the Uganda Government’s
support for the Sudan People’s Liberation Army’s (SPLA) operations in southern Sudan.
Throughout the 1990s, Uganda suffered
from the attrition between the LRA and
the government; or, more correctly, the
LRA and local populations in northern
Uganda. People suffered from small,
quasi-independent armed LRA groups
fighting against the SPLA in southern
Sudan on behalf of the Sudanese government, as well as from armed attacks by
both LRA groups and some government
forces on trading posts, schools, and
villages in northern Uganda.

Uganda: The Lord’s Resistance Army

In what many regarded as a major
breakthrough, the governments of
Uganda and Sudan signed a peace agreement in 1999. The Nairobi agreement
committed the two governments to cease
hostilities against each other and not to
harbour, sponsor or give military or
logistical support to any rebel or hostile
elements from each others’ territories
(Mayanja, 2003:8). Many observers assumed that with the withdrawal of Sudanese support, the LRA ‘rebellion’
would peter out.
But reports of the LRA’s demise were
greatly exaggerated. The LRA continued
to attack the north, continuing to employ
bases within southern Sudan. In an
attempt to root out the LRA once and for
all, Sudan signed a protocol with Uganda
in March 2002 that allowed Ugandan
troops to be deployed in southern Sudan
to carry out search-and-destroy operations against LRA bases (Mayanja,
2003:8). Thousands of UPDF soldiers
were deployed in the Sudan in what was
named Operation Iron Fist. Ugandan
army commander Major-General James
Kazini promised if he couldn’t deliver
LRA leader Joseph Kony’s head by December, he would quit.

The Failure of Operation Iron Fist
The UPDF were relatively successful in
dismantling the LRA’s infrastructure
behind the lines, but Operation Iron Fist
had the unintended consequences of
pushing the LRA more deeply into northern Uganda. The rebels also began kidnapping even younger children. Over
20,000 UPDF soldiers are currently deployed in the north and several thousand more are in southern Sudan under
Operation Iron Fist. Yet, since the beginning of Operation Iron Fist, the number
of people living in displaced people’s
camps across northern Uganda has
grown to over 800,000 (Kaiza, 2003:36).
By the end of 2003, the situation seemed
to have reached an all-time low. The LRA
were increasingly their field of activity,
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kidnapping more and younger children,
while the UPDF seemed increasingly
ineffective in stopping them. All the
major roads in the north of Uganda were
inaccessible. In May 2003, Museveni
dropped Kazini in a reshuffle of the army
leadership. Minister of State for Defence
Ruth Nankabirwa understandably
banned security officers from issuing
ultimatums for ending the war in the
north.
With Ugandan troops continuing to operate against LRA freely in parts of
southern Sudan, evidence emerged in
the summer of 2003 that the LRA was
receiving fresh military supplies from
elements in the Sudan People’s Armed
Forces (SPAF). This evidence came largely
from rescued abductees and documents
captured in battle (New Vision, 28 June
2003:2). It appears that the aid the LRA is
currently receiving is coming from specific elements within the Sudanese army,
and does not reflect a change of policy by
Khartoum. Thus, by summer 2003, not
only was Operation Iron Fist a failure,
the LRA was actively fighting in new
parts of Uganda and the Sudanese support seems to have been re-activated.
Diplomatic initiatives to resolve the conflict have so far consistently failed. While
many question whether Kony and the
LRA would ever be willing to accept a
negotiated settlement, some observers
also note that the Ugandan government
has repeatedly undermined non-military solutions to the conflict. For example, in June 2002, Museveni publicly
stated: ‘Please, I do not want to hear of
talks with Kony’ (quoted in Ross,
2003:21). A few months later, the LRA
announced a ceasefire, but the Ugandan
government insisted once again that the
rebels gather in specific locations before
the ceasefire could be implemented, something the rebels understandably refused
to do. There have also been repeated
allegations that elements in the Ugandan army are profiting from the conflict
and have no interest in peace. For exam-
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ple, there are claims that senior military
officials are profiting from the war by
picking up salaries of ‘ghost soldiers’
and engaging in other corrupt practices.
Operation Iron Fist was reportedly transformed into a moneymaking venture by
many UPDF officers. Officers with connections used the conflict for both predation and market exploitation, selling
beer, cigarettes, and other luxury goods
for sizeable profits.
Over the course of the LRA war, government officials and soldiers have repeatedly complained of a lack of cooperation
from the local civilian population in the
north (New Vision, 28 June 2003:2). Yet, it
is fairly obvious why that might be the
case. Reported atrocities committed by
the soldiers against the local Acholi
population have been common, especially in the 1990s, and well-circulated
through the north. For example, a report
by the Acholi Religious Leaders Peace
Initiative group accuses soldiers of routinely raping civilians, especially those
venturing from the camps in search of
food (Ross, 2003:20). The government’s
paramilitary organisations, such as the
Kalangala Action Plan (which was active in Museveni’s 2001 presidential
campaign), are also notorious abusers of
the northern population. Such abuses by
the government’s representatives have
strengthened the north’s historic distrust, if not outright hostility, of the
central government.
At the time of writing, the conflict continues with no sign of abating. No military
solution is seemingly feasible, and no
diplomatic initiative has so far gained
much credibility or hope. It remains to be
seen whether the prospect of an imminent Sudan peace agreement that will
create an administration in southern
Sudan under the Uganda’s ally, the
SPLA, will effectively cut off the LRA’s
bases and source of weapons – or drive it
more deeply into Uganda.

Kevin C. Dunn is assistant professor of
political science at Hobart and William
Smith Colleges; e-mail: dunn@hws.edu.
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War without End? The
Conflict in Northern
Uganda
The Refugee Law Project today launches
its eleventh Working Paper, Behind the
Violence: Causes, Consequences and the
Search for Solutions to the War in Northern Uganda.* Based on extensive interviews across northern and eastern
Uganda, the report offers a fresh, indepth analysis of both Joseph Kony’s
Lord’s Resistance Army (LRA) and the
wider war in the north. It explores the
structural causes that underpin the conflict, the LRA’s motivations and military
tactics, the war’s current dynamics, the
implications of the conflict spreading
further east, and ideas for resolution (see
link below for download instructions).

War without End? The Conflict in Northern Uganda

143

The conflict in northern Uganda has
continued for nearly 18 years, and there
appears to be little end in sight. Over 1.4
million people have been displaced, tens
of thousands more have been killed,
raped or abducted, and the war has
spread into Teso and Lango districts.
Through presenting an in-depth analysis of the war, the RLP hopes to give
renewed focus and motivation to the
relevant actors working to end the conflict.

the NRM government whose root causes
have never been fully resolved, and a
war with an LRA that does not fit
conventional models of political insurgency and is motivated by a worldview
that combines traditional spirituality and
Biblical interpretation. The deeper northern conflict originated with the UPDA
and Alice Lakwena’s Holy Spirit Movement rebellions, when northerners felt
cheated by the breaking of the 1985
Nairobi peace accords.

RLP Director, Zachary Lomo, said: ‘This
war has gone on for too long. The most
important thing about the report is that it
highlights the challenges to existing
approaches to ending the war. It is a
national issue, not just a northern
war.’ The report asserts that while people living in the north have deep-rooted
grievances against the current government that date back to the first northern
rebellions, Kony’s LRA is a poor expression of these and enjoys no popular
support amongst the civilian population.

In addition, the protracted nature of the
war has created new conflict dynamics,
with many of the war’s horrific consequences – such as mass displacement, a
perceived war economy, and a military
response that often fails to protect communities – having turned into reasons
for its continuation. With the population
blaming the conflicting parties for such
suffering, the ensuing lack of trust has
led to intense three-way tensions between the LRA, the civilian population
and the government that has both compromised intelligence gathering, and
turned the rebels against civilians.

At first glance, the persistence of the LRA
over such a long period is incomprehensible: the majority of the force is made up
of kidnapped children held against their
will, the LRA is extremely unpopular
among civilians because of its brutality,
and it operates in an environment without significant natural resources to sell
for arms. However, Kony’s apocalyptic
spiritual vision – analysed in-depth in
the report – and his use of fear and
violence to maintain control within the
LRA have allowed the conflict to continue for nearly 18 years. As RLP Senior
Research and Advocacy Officer, Dr. Lucy
Hovil, said, ‘Kony doesn’t fit within
standard categories of political insurgency. We need to think outside the
box, because the current understandings
of what motivates the LRA have hindered efforts to end the war.’
The war is in reality two conflicts in one:
a multi-faceted northern rebellion against

The recent spread of the war has also
raised several new issues. The government-sponsored Arrow and Rhino militias in Soroti and Lira, while appearing
successful in protecting the populations
in their regions in the short-term, is of
long-term concern: the arming of over
20,000 civilians may potentially threaten
the security of the country. Heightened
inter-ethnic tensions between citizens of
northern and eastern Uganda are also of
increased concern.
The report offers a fresh analysis of the
conflict and concludes that the approaches used to date to end the war are
inadequate. The report gives a number
of recommendations for the way forward, addressing the three main strands
of the conflict: the root causes that continue to feed grievances in northern
Uganda, the LRA insurgency itself, and
the consequences of the war that are
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interpreted as ongoing causes of the
war. Approaching negotiations with the
precondition of a particular list of grievances, for example, has proved unworkable given Kony’s particular worldview.
A national truth and reconciliation process is another recommendation. As Director Zachary Lomo commented:
A national truth and reconciliation process is a bold assertion. Others have tried to
localise the conflict, but by saying that
allowance should be made for a reconciliation process where everyone can participate, then things can really change. The
truth needs to be known before reconciliation can start.

*The full report is available for download
at www.refugeelawproject.org; for further enquiries, please contact: Zachary
Lomo, Director The Refugee Law Project
(RLP), Faculty of Law, Makerere University Tel: 041-343 556 or 077-659 731; email: research@refugeelawproject.org

Violence, Market Forces &
Militarisation in the Niger
Delta
Caroline Ifeka
Under the ‘Pax Americana’, multinational corporations are interacting in
‘old boy’ global capitalist class control
networks of armaments, oil production
and cyberspace. Global militarisation
legitimised in discourses of ‘protecting
freedom’ secures world oil and gas
resources for Euro-American and Sinic
industrial use, promotes corporate profits, and supports the post-2000 Pax
Americana. The Pax’s ‘command and
control’ system seeks to checkmate
Muslim control of 60% of world crude
oil supplies by destroying ‘rogue’ re-

gimes and investing in multinational
corporations exploiting oil, diamonds,
coltan and other (finite) industrial resources in non-Muslim controlled African states (Meacher, 2003); the US plans
that for ‘national homeland security’,
West Africa, especially Nigeria, will
supply over 25% of US imported natural gas and oil by 2010-25 (Vanguard, 20
January 2004a).
The imperial system of economy and
armed force that succeeded the bi-polar
world of the cold war is associated with
global disorder: America’s ‘empire of
disorder’ (Joxe, 2002:11,47) is driving the
‘political instrumentalisation of disorder’ for material gain and power in
Africa (Chabal and Daloz, 1999:xviiixix). In the Niger Delta, militant youth
are pursuing by violent and peaceful
means the very political goal of ‘resource
control’. They are in the process of
transforming their territories into sovereign jurisdictions – ethnic states – over
which they exercise ‘law and order’ and
through which they challenge the nation-state and oil companies for the
lion’s share of oil revenues that they
claim is theirs, under custom and international property rights..1
Since the early 1990s thousands of civilians caught up in the crossfire between
Delta militants and the armed forces
have died, while guerillas and security
forces have lost their lives in combat;
many more have lost their homes and
livelihoods. Today, empowered by annual oil revenues of $18-20 billion, the
state ‘protects’ oil pipelines and rigs
with mobile police, army battalions and
three naval warships donated by the US
to strengthen the government’s ‘Operation Restore Hope’ (UN/IRIN, 2004a). In
2003, Shell spent $60 million on community development to generate employment and calm ‘restive youth’. Though
bouts of violence alternate with periods
when militant youth, women, chiefs,
managers and the state ‘talk peace’, the
long-term trend is escalating violence.

Violence, Market Forces & Militarisation in the Niger Delta

For example, intensive political violence
in Ogoniland (eastern Delta) in the early
to mid-1990s resulted in the dominant
political movement (MOSOP)2 locking
out Shell from oil wells and pipelines.
Other communities as the Ijaw, Urhobo
and Itsekiri (western Delta) are now
fighting one another regularly and attacking oil installations (Vanguard, 20
January 2004b). Early last year, in the
western Delta, militants (probably Ijaw),
blasted the major line transporting crude
from Chevron-Texaco’s Escravos terminal (near Warri) to refineries in Port
Harcourt and Kaduna causing renewed
fuel shortages; late last year they blasted
gas pipelines supplying gas from
Escravos to Nigeria’s biggest power station near Lagos reducing electricity generation by a quarter (UN/IRIN, 2004a).
Well armed youth periodically engage
navy boats and soldiers in fierce combat.
Youth also contribute to local ‘income
generation’ by siphoning off around
200,000 barrels of crude oil daily from
pipelines and flow stations (c. 10% of
Nigeria’s daily output). This most popular ‘alternative livelihood’ is ‘facilitated’
by wealthy middlemen (politicians, civil
servants, businessmen, navy and army
officers) whose barges ‘bunker’ (receive)
crude oil brought in ‘rubbers’ (jerry cans)
by canoe and then transported to oil
tankers waiting off-shore.
Rising and falling outbursts of killing,
destruction and degradation orchestrated
by militant youth of one community
against another, and against oil companies and security forces, now extend to
all ethnic groups of the Delta (c.f. Ibeanu,
2002). For example, in November 2003
the Ijaw National Congress representing
5-8 million Ijaw-speaking people occupying three states in the Niger Delta and
represented by a governor-general, convened an eminent persons conference to
consider a constitution, national assembly and renegotiation of Ijawland’s relationship with Nigeria; some people think
of guerilla groups as the Ijaw nation’s
armed forces. In 2003 the first militant
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pan-Ijaw organisation emerged in public, the Federated Niger Delta Ijaw Communities, whose President is Bello Oboko:
members have machine guns and twoway radios for communication across
mangrove swamps and creeks. The organisation declared its opposition to the
Nigerian military and political campaign through ethnic minorities to subdue Ijaw ethnic mobilisation (UN/
IRIN:2004:b).

The Argument
In this briefing I explore some aspects of
local and western discourses of political
violence and militarisation. I argue that
influenced perhaps by historic perceptions, social structures and commercial
‘mentalities’ of middlemen, combatants
transform ‘boundaries in the mind into
terrains and jurisdictions on the ground’.
Thus, (fundamentalist) discourse communities emerge, guiding the ethnic sovereignty movement, militarisation by the
state and ethnic liberation groups, legitimising political violence and redrawing
territorial boundaries (c.f. Apter,
1997:1,5).

Discourses of Power & Violence
Arendt (1970) and Girard (1977,1987)
stand out among scholars for their nonconventional, almost antithetical, discourses on power and violence. For
Arendt, political violence is instrumental, forceful and requires justification
through the end it pursues; Girard (1972)
however, represents violence as a socially creative force as well as the (righteous, God justified) war to end all wars.
Karl’s analysis of petro-states highlights
how state control of oil revenues and
remoteness from local conditions fuels
arbitrary government, volatile and disorderly environments (Karl, 1999:190). Others argue for a ‘political ecology of
violence’: they ‘see violence as a sitespecific phenomenon rooted in local
histories and social relations yet con-
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nected to larger processes of material
transformation and power relations’
(Peluso & Watts, 2001:5). But they neither explain how violence is represented
in different ways by different organisations engaged in actual combats, nor do
they account for how these representations re-engage in people’s every day
experience of violence, so proclivities for
further violence expand along ethnoreligious and class fracture lines – and
are rendered more fundamentalist.
In contemporary African petro-economies, politico-economic discourses authorise the armed violence of nation
state/ethnic communities in local wars
popularly identified with boundary/
land/oil conflicts, as well as the inner
violence of corporate/community relations inflected with the MNC’s (ruthless)
struggle for market survival in the global
economy. Consider, for example, how
these organisations evince characteristics of religious (fundamentalist) discourses and practices as: (a) strict
adherence to basic principles of behaviour that the organisation beliefs distinguish it from others competing for
followers/markets; (b) preoccupation
with boundary maintenance in competition/rivalry with other groups/faiths;
(c) emphasis on member’s adherence to
basic principles (Ali, 2002; Boyer, 2002);
(d) justification by nation-state/liberation militias of the ‘need’ to kill internal
dissenters and external opponents; for
example, massacres by state armies of
civilians in oil producing areas of the
Niger Delta and other petro-economies
such as southern Sudan (HRW: 2003a,
2003b).
Of these elements, I suggest that a central
common denominator is the inner violence of political and economic rivalry
between and within communities, companies and government seeking overall
dominance of highly unstable commercial networks. Wealth in the Delta is
generated as ‘middlemen’ (traders/politicians/company staff) compete fiercely

to control dynamic ‘relations between’
one space of wealth/power generation
and another: for example, political parties and citizen voters interact as
unequals through patronage acquisition
and distribution networks; traders from
coastal fishing and upland farming communities of different ethnic groups compete to control primary product
distribution networks; middlemen compete to receive government/oil company
contracts for ‘community development’
which they farm out to clients in their
personal ethnic networks; oil companies
nourish ‘reliable allies’ among partners
in oil production joint development ventures while they compete for production
leases, paying to the government huge
‘signature’ bonuses, seeking higher rates
of crude extraction per pipeline unit cost
so the global group might gross annually
$150-$200 billion. The middleman’s economic accumulation in different contexts supports, and is supported by, the
acquisition of political power necessary
to control unstable patronage networks.
Thus, the inner violence of competitive
rivalry at historically shaped points of
intersection between the global and local, structures commercial and intercommunity fundamentalism.

Corporate, Community & State
Discourses
Following Apter’s (1997) model of discursive communities, in the Niger Delta
each organisation engaged in oil related
combat adopts distinctive discourses.
Companies: We seek only to ‘do business in a peaceful environment’ by
peaceful means, we do not interfere in
the internal affairs of sovereign states.
It is others (i.e. the communities) who
are violent; we struggle daily against
global competitors for ‘market survival’ and have to somehow ‘maintain
our competitive edge’ while upholding ‘proper processes’ of financial
management to avoid ‘misconduct’
(Financial Times, 16 January 2004).
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Some oil companies have signed the
US Sullivan Principles Act declaring
signatories’ intent to not offer, pay or
accept bribes. ‘But’, said one oil man –
underlining the pressure exerted on
company ethics by its drive for profits
at all costs – ‘no oil company seeking
ventures in Africa practises a noble
and transparent code of ethics and
principles (in order) to have a competitive edge over its competitors’ (ICIJ:
63). The company highlights its annual expenditures on community development that they believe is
government’s business: ‘the Annual
2002 Report is about our contribution
to sustainable development in Nigeria’ (Shell, 2002:i). Shell spent $60
million in the Niger Delta in 2003,
though about two-thirds went to contractors that Shell reports constitute
up to 60% of its national work force.
However, these expenditures need to
be compared to Shell’s global annual
revenues ($128 billion in 1998) and to
‘signature payments’ – lump sums
that can top $870 million that companies pay to governments upon signing
a contract to pump crude (ICIJ, 2003:62).
Communities:
Our brothers have joined the liberation
army/swamp guerillas to protect our
collective ancestral heritage; we are the
legitimate owners of all oil lying under our
soil, creeks, and off-shore ocean, and have
been cheated of our rights all these years.
We love our youth for their bravery in
protecting us against enemies by standing up to companies and government
forces, our boys give their lives for us to be
free from suffering (Ifeka, 2001).

Ethnic nationalities make self-valedictory statements to the press regarding
their (peaceful) commitment to full
sovereignty and resource control. They
always insist that ‘for centuries the
Ijaws, the Itsekiris and the Urhobos
lived in harmony in the western delta,
intermarrying with one another’. Like-
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wise, Warri ‘was a small town where
people from all over Nigeria lived
together peacefully until oil was discovered in the 1950s’ (UN/IRIN,
2004b).
In early 2004, conservative (pro-government) leaders can be relied upon to
intervene in renewed violence between
Urhobo and Itsekiri (western Delta);
for example, pro-government Itsekiri
‘leaders’ described the conflict as ‘unnecessary’ and ‘retrogressive’, condemning the ‘aggressive action’ of an
Itsekiri community and calling on the
security forces to arrest and prosecute
those involved (Vanguard, 20 January
2004b). Other Itsekiri stress how
19 defenceless Itsekiri made up of 10
males, 7 children and 2 elderly women …
were massacred by the Ijaw. They denied
all involvement in killing 18 Ijaws (Vanguard, 16 January 2004).

The Ogoni (Rivers state, eastern Delta),
rendered even more militant after the
1995 execution of nine leaders including Ken Saro Wiwa (Okome, 1999),
maintain that Shell Nigeria has extracted about $30 billion in oil revenues from Ogoni while ‘whole
communities (are) pining away in
poverty and neglect’ (Ikonta & Douglas, 2003:107-8). The people use up-todate figures on Shell’s operations in
Nembe (Bayelsa state) ‘to justify their
militant opposition to decades of neglect, systematic impoverishment, pollution of land … destruction of fishing
nets and of communities’ (Ibid). In
their view, Shell’s proclaimed community ‘self help operations’ are ‘really
Shell-help’.
In Ijawland today, political violence
solicits widespread consent so it is
difficult to say where violence ends
and pure (consensual) power begins.
Indeed, Delta state governors hastily
convened a conference in December
2003 after the November 2003 Ijaw
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Eminent Persons Conference (Vanguard, 16 November 2003) in which
politicians reiterated: ‘make we not
forget this time’, ‘our brothers’ demand for justice and control of oil
revenues so as to secure ‘development
for all’ (Daily Independent, 28 December 2003). At the same time, these
bastions of patronage worth millions
of (illicit) US dollars advised their
impoverished ‘brothers’ to ‘settle
down and live peacefully with neighbours’ – a reference to escalating
conflict between Itsekiri, Urhobo and
Ijaw in the Warri area that the federal
government ‘solves’ by sending in
troops.
Central Government: We are protecting the country’s financial ‘life blood’.
In the Niger Delta, as in southern
Sudan, corporations, community guerillas and state rulers interact through
apparently unending political violence. The Khartoum government hired
mercenaries to destroy and displace
thousands of nomads from their homelands (HRW, 2003a:67-9). Yet each
type of organisation also engages in
more peace-loving activities, some as
hired clients (informers) of company
and government who seek to penetrate the ‘enemy’ to weaken their
campaigns. Government stooges also
hire praise singers to eulogise the
Nigerian President’s commitment to
‘peace’ and ‘economic development’
(HRW, 2003b:81ff).
Loosing popular support, the state
relies more on instruments of political
violence (e.g. massacres of civilians by
national armies) so angry survivors
resort to armed violence.3
These discourses justify actions that
invite, respectively, oil company workers, guerilla brothers/liberation army,
and the nation-state to approve and
participate in the violence: each party
strengthens its organisational boundaries with laudable logos at once ‘frater-

nal’ and tacitly threatening; each legitimises recourse to violence by blaming
(scape-goating) the other for nefarious
deeds (Kemedi, 2003). Each party to
these three-cornered economic wars identifies strongly with their group’s beliefs,
and each group prepares its members to
defend their beliefs and identities. At
times, when fundamentalist interactions
are climaxing, each party adopts the
structure’s pre-ordained asymmetrical
roles of (subordinate) victim or (superordinate) killer: the killer seeks to justify
the violence of genocide and executions
by invoking the enemy’s sins. And so
with each violent exchange the victimkiller structure is perpetuated and political conflict diffuses everywhere. This
violence is certainly far removed from
Arendt’s discourse of (consensual) power
that legitimises the state’s (ideally limited) use of armed force for defensive
purposes that exclude killing its own
citizens en masse.
Although statements by government and
oil companies seek to generate a sense of
public order and compliance with ‘the
national good’, passionate voices from
communities defining themselves as oppressed resonate with a sense of how an
historic violence in the original interaction over 500 years ago between, on the
one hand, white companies owning technology, capital and armed force and, on
the other hand, black indigenes owning
the land, continually reignites contemporary conflicts popularly identified as
‘resource control’.

Oil, Military & ‘Homeland
Security’ Discourses
Oil companies insist their job is to pump
oil and not get involved in national
politics. But as Vice President Dick
Cheney, former CEO of Halliburton recently noted:
the problem is that the good Lord didn’t
see fit to always put oil and gas resources
where there are democratic governments.
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Cheney, like President Bush, justifies the
use of US armed force to impose democracy that they believe will bring peace
beneficial to enhance US oil company
profitability (ICIJ, 2003:55).
The US has designated the Gulf of
Guinea an ‘area of vital interest’ – giving
it strategic and military priority – because West African oil can help ‘stabilise
the Middle East’ and ‘end Muslim terror’
(Ibid. p. 76). In 2002 military officials
from the US, the UK and France met with
representatives of ECOWAS to discuss
expanding military cooperation for ‘regional stability and economic development’. ECOWAS is establishing two
military bases including one in a coastal
member state, possibly Sao Tome and
Principe, ‘to guard oil facilities in the
Gulf of Guinea (Ibid. p.77). Initially the
Pentagon denied this as well as the
alleged profitability for US military company directors and shareholders of the
privatisation of logistics, field services
and even combat troops.

Conclusion: Discourses of Violence
It is in the mutual reinforcement of
principle and interest that discourse
becomes both conceptually and, on the
ground, self-reflexive and legitimising
no matter how reprehensible the act.
Victims and killers become a role rather
than a person, a surrogate for the system
may be destroyed – with impunity?
Hence, even the most horrifying acts may
be perpetrated in pursuit of some higher
purpose (Apter, 1997:4; c.f. Fanon, 1967).
Youth retrieve the past in the present
through story telling and transform it
into a logic of outcomes (Kapferer, 1997)
– as they borrow their authority from
death. The Ijaw guerilla leader handling
traditional Egbesu juju ‘medicines’ may
become the source, the father/mother of
the country, phallocrat, all guns, weapons, uniforms signifying a putative fertility figure. The discourse enables people
to draw down more power, symbolic
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capital (Apter, 1997:11). Apter’s model of
inversionary discourses which convert
history into purpose, purpose into truths,
truths as logic – these are the main
elements of a discourse theory of political violence that addresses the ‘politics
of disorder’.

Endnotes
1. International recognition of customary tenure
rights now supports state programmes codifying
local land rights, e.g. Core Rural, Niger (Toulmin,
2002:4) and traditional resource rights (Posey &
Dutfield, 1996)
2. Movement for the Survival of Ogoni People.
3. See HRW 2003a on southern Sudan and oil
companies; also the democratically elected
Nigeran government’s instruction in 1999 that
the army should ‘cleanse’ (burn and destroy) the
Ijaw town of Odi in the Niger Delta; an
estimated 2,000-3,000 people died.
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ICT & Education in Africa:
Partnership, Practice &
Knowledge Sharing
Tim Unwin
This briefing explores the use of Information and Communication Technology (ICT) in contributing to changes in
educational provision in Africa. It does
so very much from a practitioner’s
perspective, building on the experiences gained by the Imfundo team in
shaping and delivering a programme of

ICT & Education in Africa

activities intended to support African
governments and people.
Imfundo was an initiative of British Prime
Minister, Tony Blair, announced in
March 2000, ‘to help bridge the growing
education divide between the world’s
rich and poor countries’ (www.number10.gov.uk/output/page2793.asp).
Imfundo means ‘the acquisition of knowledge’, or ‘the process of becoming educated’, in the Nguni languages of
southern Africa. Situated within DFID,
by spring 2001 the initiative had become
Imfundo: Partnership for IT in Education,
emphasising the objective of forging partnerships in the use of ICT in education in
Africa.
This briefing examines the processes
that shaped this British initiative, their
relation to broader global activities and
debates over the use of ICT in development, and the mechanisms created in
order to deliver the programme’s core
objectives, particularly through a
‘ResourceBank’ and ‘KnowledgeBank’
(www.imfundo.org).

Imfundo’s Origins
The background to Imfundo was the
UN’s commitment to the Millennium
Development Goals seeking to halve the
proportion of people living in extreme
poverty by 2015. That, however, was
predicated on an expanding global
economy and technology which proved
short lived. Imfundo emerged from discussions in the UK Prime Minister’s
office, and particularly between Blair
and John Chambers, President and CEO
of Cisco Systems. They discussed ‘a
project’ to ‘explore how the new technologies can improve education through
better teacher training, raising skill levels and sharing knowledge particularly
in Africa’ (www.number-10.gov.uk/output/page2793.asp). The Africa focus of
the initiative reflected both the realisation that the Millennium Development
Goals for education in Africa were not on
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track and Blair’s desire to help African
governments achieve their poverty reduction objectives. Announcing the initiative on 27 March 2000, he declared
that:
Education holds the key to tackling poverty and extending opportunity in the
developing world. The new technologies
have great potential to aid the effort to
spread education. However, there is a real
danger of a digital divide opening between
rich and poor countries. We can’t let that
happen if we are to meet our goal of
universal primary education by 2015
(www.number-10.gov.uk/output/
page2793.asp).

Imfundo’s strategic objective was to reduce
the digital divide. Chambers held that:
Whether you live in Silicon Valley, Manchester or sub-Saharan Africa, education
and the Internet are the great equalizers
in life. It’s critical that we use emerging
technology to create an Internet gateway
so that no one is left out of the Internet
Revolution (www.number10.gov.uk/
output/page2793.asp).

An additional objective was to promote
public-private partnerships. An Inception Report was published in June 2001
(DFID, 2001a), the outcome of meetings
between DFID staff, the private sector,
international agencies and academics.
Pilot projects were conceptualised in
Rwanda and The Gambia. Three basic
concepts emerged at the core of Imfundo:
• a ‘Resource Bank’ of private sector
funds which would support Imfundo ‘projects’;
• a Knowledge Bank of best practice
on the use of ICT in teacher education and information management
in education (DFID, 2001a:6); and
• work with education authorities in
African countries and other donors
‘to design, implement, monitor and
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evaluate projects which harness
the benefits of ICT in teacher education’ (DFID, 2001a:5).
The inception team particularly highlighted the need for enhanced teacher
training and improvements in education
management. Internet access was seen
as having a major role to play in distance-based teacher education, enabling
student teachers to maintain contact
with tutors, participate in virtual networks to discuss concerns and share
materials, gain access to content appropriate for the delivery of their lessons,
and gain new skills, not only in ICT, but
also in teaching practice via videos, CDs
and the Internet.
The ‘Inception Report’ (DFID, 2001a)
provided a realistic and cautious assessment of the potential of ICT (broadly
defined to include radio, audio cassettes,
video, satellite, telephones, fax, computers, CD-ROMs and the Internet) to contribute to enhanced education in Africa.
It had six broad conclusions: (1) that
there was little detailed information
about real costs and benefits of the use of
ICT in education; (2) that where ICT was
used in schools it added to costs but
could improve the quality of education;
(3) that ‘new technologies have little role
in increasing access to education through
non-formal opportunities in rural areas,
though they may have a role in periurban slums or refugee camps’ (DFID,
2001a:20); (4) that the most promising
use of ICT is in enhancing pre- and inservice teacher training; (5) that a mixture of old and new technologies might
be cost effective in delivering widespread
coverage and access along with the new
opportunities of interaction and support
available through ICT; and (6) that there
are ‘promising uses of new technology to
support education management reform’
(DFID, 2001a:20).

DFID’s Changing Aid Profile
Within the donor community at large,

the 1990s saw growing recognition that
the previous half century of generally
project-based ‘aid’ had failed sufficiently
to address structural issues, both in the
global economy and within individual
poor countries; despite the efforts of the
global community, vast numbers of people remained in abject poverty. In part,
these issues had been recognised in the
structural adjustment programmes initiated during the 1980s and 1990s by the
IMF and the World Bank. By the late
1990s there was an increasing belief that
more integrated approaches to delivering and receiving ‘aid’ were necessary.
Key themes that came to prominence in
this neo-liberal development agenda were
the impact of globalisation, the need for
economic growth, and the value of partnerships.
The new Labour government in the UK
produced two white papers in 1997 and
2000, and a new International Development Act in 2002. The 1997 white paper,
Eliminating World Poverty: a Challenge for
the 21st Century, emphasised a renewed
focus on economic growth to reduce
poverty and a desire to achieve this
through building ‘partnerships’, both
with ‘developing countries’ and with the
UK private and voluntary sectors. The
much longer 2000 white paper, Eliminating World Poverty: Making Globalisation
Work for the Poor, concentrated on managing globalisation so that it might work
systematically to reduce poverty, through
promoting effective government and efficient markets, investing in people, harnessing private finance, capturing gains
from trade, tackling global environmental problems, using development assistance more effectively, and strengthening
the international system to ensure that
poor people and countries had a more
effective voice (DFID, 2000). The 2002 Act
established poverty reduction as the
over-arching objective of British development assistance, especially by furthering
sustainable development and promoting
welfare.
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These policy aspirations have been difficult to deliver but they have signalled a
fundamental change in the delivery of
the UK’s development assistance, and
have had important influences on the
way Imfundo developed. Imfundo is explicitly focused on the overall poverty
agenda, using its partnerships to reach
some of the poorest and least privileged
communities in Africa. Imfundo adopted
a pragmatic approach to the question by
concentrating on people and sectors that
market forces might exclude. Thus,
Imfundo works with governments to help
deliver assistance even to the most peripheral rural areas, rather than just
concentrating on the major cities with
good telephony and regular access to
electricity. Likewise, Imfundo seeks to
provide support for some of the most
marginalised people in Africa, as exemplified by its activities in Ethiopia, where
solutions are being implemented to enhance learning provision for children at
risk of living and working on the streets.

The G8 DOT Force & the UN ICT
Task Force
Alongside changes in the bilateral aid
policies of individual donor governments, a number of wider international
initiatives since the late 1990s have
sought to explore ways of using ICT to
help reduce poverty. Among the most
high profile of these have been the G8’s
Digital Opportunity Task Force (DOT
Force), and the UN ICT Task Force. In
July 2000, at their Kyushu-Okinawa Summit, the G8 Heads of State brought
together teams from different sectors in
developed and developing countries to
explore ways in which the so-called
‘digital revolution’ could benefit the poorest and most marginalised groups. Over
two years, DOT Force working groups
conducted research from which they
concluded that ICT offers considerable
potential to narrow inequalities.
Discussion on nine identified action
points was then taken forward by differ-
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ent lead teams, and a final report submitted to the G8 leaders at their Kananaskis
summit in June 2002. This emphasised
four key strategic conclusions : (1) that
readiness for e-development should be
strengthened through the development
of national e-strategies and increased
global ICT policy participation; (2) that
access should be increased through community access and improved network
connectivity; (3) that skills for the information economy should be developed
through support for technical training,
entrepreneurship skills and e-literacy;
and (4) that local content and applications should be fostered, particularly
with reference to ICT tools to combat
HIV/AIDS and other communicable diseases. (www.dotforce.org/reports/documents/64/General-Report_e.pdf).
While the DOT Force was reaching these
conclusions, the UN had also set up an
ICT Task Force in March 2001 (see
www.unicttaskforce.org/about/
principal.asp), designed to lead the UN
in helping formulate strategies for the
development of ICT and putting these at
the service of development. It also emphasised strategic partnerships between
the UN, the private sector, trusts and
foundations, donors and other stakeholders. Its aim was to avoid duplicating
other efforts and to serve primarily to
enhance synergies and coherence.
The DOT Force and the UN ICT Task
Force were the most prominent of global
initiatives at the turn of the century that
sought to use ICT in development agendas. They built on other ventures that
emerged in the 1990s to apply ICT-based
solutions to development issues. DFID’s
own policy paper on ‘The significance of
information and communication technologies for reducing poverty’, concluded
that DFID should ‘mainstream attention
to the information and communication
aspects of poverty and appropriate use
of ICTs in the development process’. It
also noted that DFID should: ‘address
information and communication issues
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in national poverty reduction strategies;
focus on creating the right enabling
environment for the spread of ICTs, for
entrepreneurship and innovation, and
the free flow of information; help the
poorest address their information and
communication needs; improve and focus the response of the international
community; strengthen developing countries’ voice in international negotiations
on ICT issues’ (Marker, McNamara,
Wallace, 2002:5).
Imfundo was designed to address these
issues, particularly by assisting education ministries in developing countries
in co-ordinating its partnerships to build
entrepreneurial and innovative capacity, in helping the poorest communities
address their needs, and in main-streaming ICT in educational initiatives.
Following the DOT Force and UN ICT
Task Force initiatives, December 2003
saw the hosting of the World Summit on
the Information Society (WSIS) in Geneva (www.itu.int/wsis) together with
its associated ICT for Development Forum. This brought together government
officials, the private sector, civil society
and others to try to agree on a series of
measures that might make the benefits of
ICT available to poor people and communities across the world.

Global Initiatives: a Critical
Stance
Most global initiatives have tended to
concentrate on the positive benefits of
ICT and some have placed insufficient
emphasis on the less desirable effects
that the introduction of such new technology may have. Moreover, ICT initiatives have often been criticised for failing
to address the implications of the transfer of a ‘northern’ or ‘western’ technology to an entirely different cultural
context. Imfundo’s inception report (DFID,
2001a) sought to provide a realistic
appraisal of some of the problems associated with the use of ICTs in African

education, but it did not develop such
arguments in detail. It also did not
envisage some of the challenges that
subsequently emerged. This section therefore briefly examines three controversial
issues associated with the use of ICT in
African education in order to provide an
overview of the wider context within
which Imfundo’s activities have been
implemented.
The first is the plethora of global policy
discussions and initiatives that seek to
implement ICT-based activities in poor
countries. This is problematic for several
reasons. There is frequently a lack of coordination, especially in delivery on the
ground. Large sums are spent in hosting
extravagant policy conferences, which
all too often go over ground that others,
elsewhere, have debated previously in
equally expensive hotels. Much policy
discussion on ICT tends to be top-down
and led by governments and the private
sector in the richer countries. Only rarely
are the voices of the poor, exploited and
marginalised sufficiently listened to and
acted upon. Hence, there is a tendency
for ICT-development issues to be supplyled rather than demand-driven. Imfundo
has taken a conscious decision to focus
very much on the delivery of practical
activities on the ground; to be cognisant
of wider policy debates but to get on with
the delivery of poverty-focused change
on the ground. A second criticism is that
ICT-based development initiatives are
simply a vehicle for enabling global
capital to gain access to cheap labour
and expanded markets in the poorer
countries. For the ICT ‘industry’, from
telephony to software, the increased emphasis by donors, international organisations and African governments on
using ICT in ‘development policy’ clearly
has a positive influence on its product
markets. Moreover, the ICT sector,
through its central concern with enhancing information and communication, has
a far more significant influence on interactions within the global economy than
do many other economic sectors. It is
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here that discussions about ICT and
education in Africa link to wider debates
about globalisation and neo-liberal ‘development’ agendas (Castells, 1996;
Hettne, Inotai and Sunkel, 1999; Piterse,
2000; Scholte, 2000).
As outlined above, one emphasis in
DFID’s recent policies has been to identify ways in which globalisation can be
made to work in the interests of the poor.
Imfundo’s role in delivering this has been
to recognise that integral to globalisation,
however defined, is the expansion of the
ICT sector in Africa; it will do so whether
or not donors are involved. Imfundo thus
sees its role as trying to ensure that such
developments are used not only to benefit the rich, in Africa or elsewhere, but
also to improve the quality of education
for everyone. Within this overall poverty
agenda, Imfundo seeks to work in a
number of practical ways to help deliver
the Millennium Development Goals. The
Imfundo programme responds to requests
from African governments rather than
imposing externally-derived supply-side
solutions that may be inappropriate in
particular local contexts. Imfundo’s main
focus is to enhance the delivery of basic
primary education for all, and not generally to support the more privileged private and higher education sectors, except
where such support can facilitate appropriate teacher training. Moreover, the
involvement of local partners, particularly from civil society groups, helps to
ensure that the initiative is more sustainable and that it addresses the needs and
concerns of the underprivileged groups
that they support. The idea of partnership here is thus to help African governments deliver their programmes where
they may not have the capacity to do so.
And the involvement of private sector
companies from richer countries enables
them to gain a deeper understanding of
the needs of poorer people and countries,
and can thereby encourage them to adopt
practices that will be of greater direct
benefit to the communities with which
Imfundo works.
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A third concern with the introduction of
ICT initiatives in development is that
they can actually enhance inequalities
rather than reduce them. This can be
seen most readily, for example, in spatial
terms, where people in, say, the main
urban areas, with better existing infrastructure, might have a relative advantage from internet access over those
living in rural areas. In responding to
such accusations, Imfundo identifies the
most appropriate communication and
energy solutions (such as radio, wireless, VSAT or solar power) for each
context, to help ensure that the benefits of
the new technologies are specifically
addressed to the needs of those who
might be otherwise excluded. Likewise,
evidence concerning the gender implications of the introduction of ICT into
African education remains somewhat
ambiguous. The evidence suggests that
technological innovations initially benefit the most privileged in any community and, in many ‘developing’ countries,
these are usually men. Anecdotal evidence from computer laboratories in
many African countries would support
the conclusion that it is invariably men
who have most access to computers in
universities, colleges and schools. Nevertheless, there are also examples, particularly from India (Arunachalam,
2002), of women’s groups benefiting
considerably from access to a range of
ICT resources, and the potential of ICT to
support the needs of women is one that
can be fostered effectively. In explicitly
seeking to deliver on the Millennium
Development Goal of gender equality,
Imfundo is committed to helping to eliminate gender disparity in education (see
imfundo.digitalbrain.com/imfundo/
web/learn/genderissues/).
In the final analysis, arguments about
the effects of introducing ICTs to African
education rest on fundamental moral
questions. Undoubtedly the introduction of ICTs is expensive and there are
countless other needs in Africa for school
buildings with roofs, for paper and
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chalk, for desks, for clean water, and for
decent salaries for teachers. However, it
is not simply a question of either buildings and textbooks, or ICT. The crucial
issue is to find ways in which ICT can be
incorporated appropriately and sustainably into African educational strategies. Given the potential of ICT to reduce
the gap in the availability and accessibility of information between those living in
‘information-rich’ and ‘informationpoor’ places, it is incumbent on the
global community to respond to requests
for access to information from those who
presently lack it.

Partnerships: the Imfundo
ResourceBank
Partnerships have increasingly been seen
as one of the best ways in which ‘development’ can be delivered (see for example Fowler, 1998). However, there is little
agreement over how best to implement
them or whether they actually deliver
improved solutions for the world’s poor.
Imfundo emphasises the importance of a
partnership framework.
Imfundo’s partnership pamphlet How business can help (DFID, 2001b) explicitly
called the initiative a public-private partnership. One of the lessons from the
inception phase was that business
seemed eager to contribute to eliminating
poverty in Africa, but was daunted by
the task of identifying the best ways of
supporting education. Imfundo was to
provide an innovative way of channelling their knowledge, expertise, energy
and resources into coherent activities
that would support co-ordinated and
integrated programmes of assistance to
African governments.
DFID decided that Imfundo would deliver its activities through, and in support of, the assistance being undertaken
by DFID country offices in Africa.
Imfundo’s anticipated budget of £7 million over five years was too small to
deliver any major ICT-based activities on

the ground by itself. The resources gained
from Imfundo’s partnerships were therefore intended to support and add value
to existing or new educational programmes. Core funding for these activities was to come from the budget
allocations of DFID’s country offices.
There was thus a pressing need to begin
by creating partnerships so that both
DFID and African government officials
could see the added value that Imfundo
was able to generate.
Three mechanisms were established
through which its partnerships could be
delivered: a clear set of ethical guidelines, a benefits framework, and a standardised memorandum of understanding.
The language of ‘public-private’ partnership was abandoned to include civil
society organisations, academic institutions, other bilateral donors, and global
organisations, alongside its private sector partners. The Imfundo team, moreover
was eager to ensure that its partnership
activities were transparent, and that
partnerships were only undertaken with
organisations sharing DFID’s core values. One of the first tasks of the implementation team was therefore to generate
a set of ethical guidelines that would
govern partnerships, and to which all
partners would adhere. These required
partners to support Imfundo’s core principles and to lodge a copy of their
business or corporate ethics policy with
Imfundo that could then be shared governments.
Alongside the development of these ethical guidelines was a benefits framework
which outlined the contributions Imfundo
wanted to acquire from their partners
and the benefits that partners might seek
to gain from such partnerships. Typical
of the benefits Imfundo has sought from
the private sector have been hardware,
software, networking, research and development facilities in Africa, business
expertise, and technical support. All
those wishing to be ResourceBank partners, and thus to contribute resources to
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the Imfundo ResourceBank which could
be drawn on by DFID colleagues and
African governments, signed an enabling Memorandum of Understanding
lasting three years. This memorandum
summarised the resources that such organisations deposited in the ResourceBank. The Imfundo team also recognised
that there were organisations which
could contribute to the delivery of ICTbased educational activities in Africa but
which were not necessarily able to commit resources in principle through the
ResourceBank. A second category of
partner was thus introduced called Liaison Partners, typically small consultancy companies and associations or
collectives such as the British Educational Suppliers Association or the International eHealth Association.
The third group in the partnership framework were Local Partners, who were
crucial to sustainable implementation
on the ground. Two important areas of
concern for the Imfundo team were to
ensure that activities were sustainable
beyond Imfundo’s initial input and that
partnerships helped to build local capacity rather than destroy local initiatives. Imfundo is not intended simply to
‘drop’ technology into a country; this
could have damaging effects on local ICT
providers. Instead it is intended to use
the resources and expertise of partners to
help African governments, organisations,
companies, and educationalists to develop their own sustainable solutions.
Imfundo thus seeks to identify where it
can use its resources most effectively to
deliver catalytic interventions. Hence,
working closely with local stakeholders
and partners is an essential element of its
work. The precise ways in which this is
done varies from country to country, but
the development of a local partnership
framework, setting out procedures for
the procurement of goods and services,
as well as matters relating to intellectual
property rights, has been an essential
element of Imfundo’s partnership framework.
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Imfundo: Delivering Activities on
the Ground in Africa
Ultimately, Imfundo will be judged on the
effects of the activities that its partners
help African governments to implement.
Too often the introduction of ICT into
education across Africa has merely involved putting Microsoft Office packages into computers in schools. In effect,
it has been ‘Education for ICT’, and has
failed to use the enormous potential of
computers to deliver completely new
kinds of learning environments which
optimise the multimedia potential available. It is fundamentally important to
change this approach, to replace it by
one based on ‘ICT for Education’.
Imfundo’s inception report identified two
key areas where such interventions were
likely to be most effective: teacher training and education management information systems (EMIS) (DFID, 2001a).
Both of these areas can have systemic
and sector-wide influence. However, both
take a considerable time to develop effectively. Whilst highly visible ‘quick-fix’
solutions, such as simply putting computers into schools, would have been
easy to adopt, there are other agencies
doing this. There is little point in having
new technologies in schools if teachers
are unable to use them effectively. In
determining the countries in which
Imfundo would work, a consultation process was initiated with colleagues in
DFID offices in Africa and then with
local stakeholders. A key influence in the
final choice of countries was the evaluation by relevant DFID education advisers
of the potential for Imfundo to work
successfully in a country. However,
Imfundo also considered three other factors in determining where it would work:
the performance of a country in terms of
(1) gender equality and (2) universal
primary education as well as (3) existing
DFID education policies were thus important.
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The Context of Budgetary
Support
Where democratic governance and appropriate accounting instruments are in
place, DFID is eager to provide general
budgetary assistance to governments in
support of their poverty reduction strategies. In such circumstances, Imfundo
contributes to DFID’s portfolio of assistance. Imfundo’s technical expertise, both
through its own staff and its partnerships, can provide considerable support
to governments in drafting Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs). Once
PRSPs have been published, Imfundo can
respond to requests from governments to
DFID country offices for the provision of
technical expertise and other resources,
such as the KnowledgeBank, to use ICT
to contribute to the transformation of
education. Imfundo is also well placed to
help cement sector-wide approaches for
the delivery of integrated strategies for
poverty reduction working with other
donors to co-ordinate and deliver appropriate educational ICT solutions.

Exemplification
By April 2003, Imfundo had contributed
in various ways to DFID programmes in
eight African countries (and had contributed to discussions on the use of ICT in
education in Afghanistan and Peru). The
case of Imfundo’s work in Ghana provides a good indication of the processes
involved in the development of these
programmes, and the types of activity
where Imfundo used ICT to support
teacher training.
The government of Ghana (GoG) has
participated actively in the PRSP process, and identified an effective ICT policy
as part of its poverty reduction strategy.
The Ghana Education Service and its
Teacher Education Division were particularly interested in ways in which ICT
might enhance teacher training. Imfundo
was invited to explore ways in which its
expertise and partnerships might con-

tribute to government aims. An Imfundo
team visited Ghana for discussions and
to hold a stakeholder workshop in June
2002. This led to Imfundo support for a
strengthened system of teacher education through ICT-enhanced open and
distance learning being agreed, central
to which will be improved communication and collaboration between
stakeholders supported by electronic networking. The challenge is to use Imfundo’s
partnerships to help deliver these objectives (http://imfundo.digitalbrain.com/
imfundo/web/activities/Ghana/
ghana.htm;
http://
imfundo.digitalbrain.com/imfundo/
web/activities/activity_home/
home.htm?verb=list). The Ghanaian example illustrates three important things
about Imfundo’s approach: first, Imfundo’s
involvement was explicitly at the invitation of the government and thus demand
led; second, Imfundo did not bring a
ready-made package of technological
solutions, but is rather facilitating African development of educational ICT
solutions that combine content with technology in ways appropriate to their
specific contexts; and third, the involvement of Imfundo’s partners at varying
stages in the design of a programme was
critical in enabling them to see where
their resources and expertise could best
be delivered.

Imfundo’s Knowledge Bank
The Imfundo Knowledge Bank was initially intended to provide analysis of the
bewildering amount of information available on the role of ICT in education,
summarising the current state of knowledge on particular aspects of the issue in
an accessible way (DFID, 2001a:38 see
also www.imfundo.org). The explosion
of interest in the use of ICT for education
has nevertheless meant that there are
now many new web-sites devoted to this
subject, and it would require considerable resources to maintain an up-to-date
account of best practice. Consequently,
Imfundo has sought to ensure that
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amongst its partners are other organisations actively involved in sharing information, with links to their web-sites
being readily available from the Imfundo
site (http://imfundo.digitalbrain.com/
imfundo/web/partners/home/).
The Imfundo KnowledgeBank, is provided for African users, governments,
teachers and educators, to share experiences from Imfundo’s ongoing activities
in Africa, and provide information on
what has worked and what has not. It
publishes niche reports on subjects
where it has been difficult to find examples of best practice (for example, on the
use of satellites for educational provision in Africa). It makes available guidelines for good practice resulting from
work on which DFID is engaged with its
partners (for example, on provision of
refurbished computers in African schools,
and on the use of ICT to contribute to
gender equality), and it provides discussion fora for users.
Discussions with one of Imfundo’s partners, Digitalbrain, has enabled DFID to
make its expertise and resources available in a new format, which went live in
October 2002 (www.imfundo.org), with
further structural revisions being implemented
in
April
2003
(see
imfundo.digitalbrain.com/imfundo/
web/learn/genderissues/ for ways in
which Imfundo has also responded to
gender issues).
A final example of the way in which
Imfundo’s KnowledgeBank contributes to
DFID’s core objectives is the work being
implemented through the ResourceBank
and Local Partners in Ethiopia. Recognising that gender equality and universal primary education cannot be achieved
exclusively by initiatives in the formal
sector, and in the context of increasing
work being done by DFID’s education
advisers on children out of school,
Imfundo initiated discussions with some
of its ResourceBank partners about identifying ways in which ICT could be used
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in Africa to support street children,
broadly defined. Ethiopia has some 9
million children out of school and the
work of a number of civil society organisations in providing non-formal educational support in the country means that
there already exists a framework through
which Imfundo can help to develop appropriate activities. Discussions with
Forum for Street Children in Ethiopia
(FSCE) in 2002, supported by a Steering
Group of Local Partners drawn from
government, civil society and the private
sector, led to the initiation of a set of ICTbased activities designed not only to
benefit Ethiopian street children through
the work of FSCE, but also to create
resources and draw lessons for Imfundo’s
partners elsewhere. A key feature of this
work is that it is being developed not
only by and through Local Partners, but
that the children themselves are also
being involved in the design and implementation of the activities. Ethiopian
government approval for this work was
granted early in 2003, and activities are
now being implemented.

Conclusions
This briefing has provided an introduction and overview of one of the recent
initiatives taken by the British government to support ICT-based activities to
help deliver the Millennium Development Goals of gender equality and universal primary education in Africa.
Imfundo remains in its early stages, and it
will not be possible to evaluate its contribution fully for several years. Only now
is Imfundo beginning to draw down
substantially on resources from its
ResourceBank. Moreover, such evaluation is best provided by external agencies
rather than members of the team themselves.
Tim Unwin ,Team Leader, Imfundo: Partnership
for IT in Education, DFID, UK, from 2001-2004.
This briefing was first drafted in 2002, and has
been edited for purposes of this issue of ROAPE.
Imfundo’s work has advanced considerably since
it was first drafted, and much fuller details on
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its activities in Africa are available at
www.imfnudo.org. The briefing presents a
personal overview of the origins and early
development of Imfundo and does not necessarily
reflect those of other members of the Imfundo
team, nor of DFID. To receive Imfundo’s monthly
newsletter, which provides regular updates on
its
work,
please
visit
http://
imfundo.digitalbrain.com/imfundo/web/
imfundo/newslettercentre/.
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Eric Reeves

An insurgency war against Khartoum’s
abusive governance in Darfur Province
(far western Sudan) began in February
2003. The war had been long simmering because of the many and serious
grievances held by the people of Darfur,
especially the Africa tribal groups (most
notably the Fur, Zaghawa, and
Massaleit). The change in governance
system for Darfur, effected by the National Islamic Front when it came to
power by military coup in 1989, had
exacerbated the sense of marginalisation long felt by the people Darfur.
Lack of political power and a fair share
of the national resources, a common
theme throughout Sudan, have defined
Darfur’s fate for decades.
In the intervening 14 months, the war
has accelerated into one of the most
violent conflicts in the world; it has
generated what is now widely regarded
as the world’s greatest humanitarian
crisis; and it is animated by what UN
officials and human rights organisa-
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tions are describing as ‘ethnic cleansing’
and what others are calling genocide.
Mukesh Kapila, UN humanitarian coordinator for Sudan, has been especially
blunt in his assessment as he nears the
end of his tenure: ‘The only difference
between Rwanda and Darfur now is the
numbers involved’ [said Kapila]’ (UN
Integrated Regional Information Networks, 22 March 2004). Kapila describes
the killing as
more than just a conflict, it is an
organised attempt to do away with a
group of people, [Kapila describes a]
‘pattern of organised attacks on civilians and villages, abductions, killings and organised rapes by militias
[that are] getting worse by the day,
and could deteriorate even further.
‘One can see how the situation might
develop without prompt [action] …
all the warning signs are there’ (UN
Integrated Regional Information Networks, 22 March 2004).

Kapila concluded:
I was present in Rwanda at the time
of the genocide, and I’ve seen many
other situations around the world
and I am totally shocked at what is
going on in Darfur. This is ethnic
cleansing, this is the world’s greatest
humanitarian crisis, and I don’t know
why the world isn’t doing more about
it (BBC, 19 March 2004).

Perhaps one million people have been
internally displaced or have fled into
Chad as refugees. One authoritative assessment (by Sudan Focal Point [South
Africa], January 2004) offers evidence
suggesting that more than 1,000 people
are dying every week. This is borne out
by an increasing number of reports from
various sources along the Chad/Sudan
border and from within Darfur itself.
Nonetheless, the Khartoum regime
refuses to grant unfettered humanitarian
access, refuses human rights monitoring, indeed refuses to countenance any-
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thing that might ‘internationalise’ a conflict it continues to describe as ‘banditry’.
Negotiations recently begun with the
two major insurgency groups in Chad
seem to offer little chance of prompt
resolution: Khartoum’s delegation boycotted the opening session in protest of
international presence. A cease-fire agreement reached in September fell apart
almost immediately as Khartoum did
nothing to rein in its most potent instrument of war, the Arab militia groups
known as janjaweed (warriors on horseback). Indeed, Amnesty International recently noted (15 March 2004):
The government of Sudan has made
no progress to ensure the protection
of civilians caught up in the conflict
in Darfur. Scores of civilians have
reportedly been killed and dozens of
villages burnt by the governmentbacked Janjiwid militias over the last
few weeks. This is not a situation
where the central government has
lost control. Men, women and children are being killed and villages are
burnt and looted because the central
government is allowing militias
aligned to it to pursue what amounts
to a strategy of forced displacement
through the destruction of homes and
livelihood of the farming populations
of the region.

Under present circumstance, the international community either urgently prepares for an emergency humanitarian
intervention, or we will be reduced to
impotent hand-wringing as the full scale
of human destruction becomes evidence.
The clear ethnic/racial animus behind
this systematic and widespread destruction, so clear on the eve of the grim 10th
anniversary of the Rwandan genocide,
tells us how little progress we have made
in responding to genocide in Africa. 
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US: Bush Administration
Abandons Landmine Ban
Human Rights Watch
Reversal Means US Can Use
Mines Indefinitely, Anywhere
The Bush Administration’s reversal of
a ten-year policy to eliminate all antipersonnel landmines puts the United
States in near total isolation in the
global effort to ban mines, Human
Rights Watch (HRW) said today. Today
(27 February 2004) the Pentagon announces the outcome of its two and onehalf year review of US policy on all
landmines.
‘This new landmine policy is not just a
gigantic step backward for the United
States, it is a complete about-face,’ said
Stephen Goose, executive director of the
Arms Division of HRW.
While the rest of the world is rushing
to embrace an immediate and comprehensive ban on anti-personnel
mines, the Bush administration has
decided to cling to the weapon in
perpetuity.

In 1994, the United States was the first
nation to call for the ‘eventual elimination’ of all anti-personnel landmines.
Since 1998, it has been official US policy
to give up the use of all anti-personnel
mines and join the Mine Ban Treaty by
2006 if landmine alternatives are in
place. HRW said the most important,
and objectionable, aspect of the new
policy is the decision not to give up
‘smart’ mines that have self-destruct
mechanisms designed to blow the mines
up after a period of time (see http://
hrw.org/english/docs/2004/02/27/
7681.htm). Goose said that the policy
change means that now US forces are
free to use smart mines anywhere in the
world, indefinitely.

‘So-called smart mines are not safe mines
– they still pose real dangers for civilians,’ said Goose. ‘The United States
stands alone in this position that there
can be a technological solution to the
global landmine problem.’ HRW said
that most immediately, the new policy
negates the requirement contained in
Presidential Decision Directive 64 of
1998 to end the use of about 8.4 million of
the 10.4 million anti-personnel mines in
the United States arsenal as of 2003 (all
ADAM artillery-delivered anti-personnel mines and PDM special forces antipersonnel mines). In another disturbing
aspect of the new policy, the Bush administration said it will stop using ‘persistent,’ or ‘dumb,’ landmines after 2010
– four years later than the previous target
date. ‘This new policy is especially surprising and disappointing in that the
United States has largely been in compliance with a comprehensive ban for years,’
said Goose.
The United States has apparently not
used anti-personnel mines since the 1991
Gulf War, has not exported since 1992,
has not produced since 1997, has destroyed more than 3 million stockpiled
anti-personnel mines, and has provided
more funding for mine clearance, mine
risk education and mine victim assistance than any other single nation. ‘The
United States apparently found no military requirement to use anti-personnel
mines in the recent conflicts in Bosnia,
Kosovo, Afghanistan or Iraq. This is a
clear indication of the lack of utility of
anti-personnel mines in modern warfare, and in post-9/11 warfare,’ said
Goose.
The new policy shows the inability of
the Pentagon to give up an outmoded
weapon, and the lack of political
leadership by the White House.

The new US policy stands in stark
contrast to the emerging international
norm against anti-personnel mines. A
total of 141 countries are now party to the

Full Election Calendar for Southern Africa in 2004

1997 Mine Ban Treaty, which prohibits
all use, production, trade and stockpiling of anti-personnel mines. Another
nine countries have signed but not yet
ratified. Momentum for the treaty and the
comprehensive ban has been growing in
recent months as Greece, Turkey, Serbia
and Montenegro, Belarus, Burundi and
Sudan have come on board.
The United States is now the only member of NATO not party to the treaty.
Virtually all of the other 44 non-signatories to the Mine Ban Treaty have endorsed the notion of a complete ban on
all anti-personnel mines at some point in
the future – often at the urging of the
United States in years past. Many countries that are not party to the treaty have
been taking steps toward it, such as
cessation of production and export.
Please also see ‘Human Rights Watch
Position Paper on ‘Smart’ (Self-Destructing) Landmines’ at http://hrw.org/
english/docs/2004/02/27/7681.htm
and ‘New US Landmine Policy: Questions and Answers’ at http://hrw.org/
english/docs/2004/02/27/usint7678.

Full Election Calendar for
Southern Africa in 2004
Munetsi Madakufamba
Six SADC countries are preparing for
elections during the course of the year as
the region’s democracy and governance
once again come under the spotlight.
Although election dates are not yet confirmed in some of the countries, it is
almost certain Botswana, Malawi, Mozambique, Namibia and South Africa
will hold either presidential or parliamentary elections between March and
December 2004. Lesotho will have its
local government elections in November.
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South Africa’s third multi-party presidential and parliamentary elections are
scheduled for 14 April, during which
incumbent President Thabo Mbeki will
lead his ruling African National Congress (ANC) in the country’s third multiracial ballot. While analysts predict a
comfortable ANC victory, the challenge
for the governing party will be how to
maintain the high voter interest shown
in the 1994 and 1999 elections that
recorded a turnout of 86% and 89%
respectively (see ROAPE 100: Special
Issue on South Africa).
There is no doubt economic fundamentals have responded positively to ANC’s
policies during the first 10 years of multiracial democracy. The rand survived the
mysterious plunge of 2002, inflation has
been kept under control and the economy
is steadily growing. However, challenges
remain in the distribution of the national
cake, especially among the poor black
majority who still yearn to take greater
control of the means of production and to
play an active role in the country’s
vibrant industry and commerce.
HIV and AIDS, a major issue in all
countries in southern Africa and one
that will likely dominate election campaigns, will for South Africa feature in a
different context. Although the issue is
unlikely to sway the vote, the controversy that arose when government delayed provision of anti-retroviral drugs
to thousands of infected people will once
again dominate debate. The basis of the
government’s argument was that the
cost of anti-retrovirals was too high, the
infrastructure to distribute them lacking
and that concerns remained about their
safety.
However, a new government policy, cautiously welcomed by government critics,
has ushered in a roll-out treatment plan
for anti-retrovirals in the period 20032010. Land redistribution, job creation,
housing and crime prevention are other
key issues that ANC cannot ignore if it is
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to continue enjoying support of the ordinary South Africans.
Malawians have put behind them the
third term hype, and are now preparing
for the 18 May general elections. This
will be the third multi-party poll since
1994 when President Bakili Muluzi’s
ruling United Democratic Front (UDF)
ended 31 years of one-party rule under
the late Hastings Kamuzu Banda, and
moved the country into a pluralist system of government.
President Muluzi, who has served his
constitutionally-approved two terms,
will step down and new party candidate, economist turned diplomat, Bingu
wa Mutharika, will face a yet to be
named opposition coalition opponent.
The Malawian opposition is set to repeat
the strategy it used in the 1999 election
when the main opposition parties, the
Malawi Congress Party (MCP) and the
Alliance for Democracy (Aford) fielded
one presidential candidate and narrowly
lost the race. However, the situation may
be more complicated now, with a plethora
of opposition parties, some of which
were formed by former ministers of the
UDF government while the MCP has
suffered a split.
For the ordinary Malawians, the main
issues will remain poverty, food security
and the HIV and AIDS pandemic. While
government has done a fair job in increasing economic opportunities for a
country that had suffered heavily under
Banda’s autocratic rule, economic growth
still falls short of levels needed to halve
poverty by the year 2015 as agreed in the
UN Millennium Development Goals
(MDGs).
In the last quarter of the year, attention
will turn to Botswana and its western
neighbour Namibia where general elections will likely extend the mandate for
the governing parties. President Festus
Mogae will lead his ruling Botswana
Democratic Party (BDP) into an election

where voters are set to reward the current
government for its acclaimed economic
policies. Botswana, the region’s oldest
multi-party democracy, has enjoyed unparalleled peace and prosperity since
proclamation of independence from British rule in 1966.
Like BDP, President Sam Nujoma’s ruling South West Africa People’s Organisation (Swapo), which has governed
since independence in 1990, looks set to
extend its dominance in Namibian politics. Like its east and southern neighbours, Namibia has enjoyed steady
economic growth and voters would likely
want that to continue. It will be less
hectic but equally important for Lesotho
which will have its local government
elections in November. The presidential
elections won’t be until 2007.
In Mozambique, the ruling Frelimo party
will field businessman and veteran politician Armando Guebuza who will face
Afonso Dhlakama, his key opponent
and leader of the opposition Renamo, in
the presidential election scheduled later
this year. President Joaquim Chissano
will step down this year after 18 years in
office.
Presiding over one of the fastest growing
economies in the region, Frelimo is almost certain to get another mandate. In
2002, the Mozambican economy grew by
an enviable 8%, which if maintained is
sufficient to halve the number of people
living in poverty by 2015.

©SANF is produced by the Southern
African Research and Documentation
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Carolyn Baylies (1947-2003)
The editors of ROAPE are sad to
have to mark the death of one of its
longest-standing editors. Carolyn
Baylies died on 1 November 2003
aged 56. Below we include a number
of tributes to her memory and a
bibliography of her work.

Lionel Cliffe writes:
Carolyn Baylies’ death from cancer
was a source of great sadness to the
many who thought of her as a colleague in so many endeavours, and
as a comrade and friend, as she was
for many of us in the ROAPE family.
She achieved that rare combination
of being both scholar and activist; a
sociologist of health, a development specialist, one of the first feminists to link
gender and development issues, an active trade unionist, a dedicated and respected
teacher – and crucially an investigator and campaigner on the social impact of HIV/
AIDS in southern Africa. For us she will be remembered as one of the longest
standing and most committed and conscientious members of the ROAPE editorial
working group. Her loss will be keenly felt, and the sadness is all the greater as she
was still at the peak of her so active life.
She and her husband, Morris Szeftel, have been active editors of ROAPE for over 20
years, playing a major role in its consolidation. She was always one of the most
industrious and devoted editors, taking on – as she did in all walks of her life – more
than her share of chores and commenting helpfully and at length on submissions.
She herself edited special issues on AIDS, gender, cultural production and
democratisation and had a major hand on several other issues. Her own
contributions covered a wide range of articles, from the effects of AIDS to political
conditionality.
She was raised in California and was a student at Berkeley during the heady days of
its free speech movement. She moved to the prestigious and then equally radical
University of Wisconsin at Madison in the late 1960s for graduate studies. These
took her to Zambia in 1973 for her Doctoral research on class relations in the new
state, focusing her investigation at grassroots level in Luapula Province. She
combined her studies with a teaching appointment at the University of Zambia,
when it was going through its own radical phase. She was at the forefront of
developing new, inter-disciplinary courses specifically related to the challenges
facing the country and skills training programmes for undergraduates. Her teaching
influenced many of the first generation of radical Zambian intellectuals. These
experiences, and what she learned from Africans at all levels of society, exerted an
influence throughout her working life.
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After a year teaching in California, she began a long association with Leeds
University, initially working with Vic Allen on the official history of the National
Union of Mineworkers in Yorkshire, which was published in 1993 under her
authorship as The History of the Yorkshire Miners, 1881-1918. In 1983 she became first
Lecturer, later Senior Lecturer and then Reader in the Department of Sociology,
where she was based until her death. She was known as a rigorous and highly
dedicated teacher and an endlessly helpful supervisor of many overseas graduate
students. One of her lasting contributions was to the Centre for Development Studies
at Leeds. She was an indefatigable member of the committed inter-disciplinary team
that founded it, and was Director from 1990-93 and again 1997-99. She built up the
original MA programme to become one of the largest in the University, with students
from across the globe. An undergraduate programme was started on her watch – one
of only a handful offering this vital specialism in Britain. Indeed, typical of her
commitment to her students, she was supervising post-graduate work through last
summer and even began a course in October despite her illness.
Most staff at Leeds knew Carolyn for over 20 years as an indefatigable representative
on their behalf, as Secretary and finally in her last year as President of its Association
of University Teachers. Characteristically she spearheaded efforts to improve the lot
of the more disadvantaged, particularly women staff and those on short-term
contracts. She was on the University’s joint bargaining body, and an elected member
of its Court, Council and Senate. A mark of the tremendous, wide respect for her
across the campus was the flying of the University flag at half mast on the day of her
funeral.
From Leeds, she continued research on Zambia and its changing politics from the
1980s until the last months, publishing The Dynamics of the One-Party State in Zambia
(1984) with Morris, and later studying democratisation processes following multiparty elections in 1991. Path-breaking work on AIDS with Janet Bujra, who
documents its great significance below, culminated in the publication of AIDS,
Sexuality and Gender in Africa: Collective Strategies and Struggles (2000).
Through all her different roles what shone out was her commitment to what
mattered most: the debilitating impact of AIDS on the fundamentals of life, even of
the survivors, of the most vulnerable, although incomparably better off than them,
the predicament of less privileged academic workers and the intellectual needs of
disabled and overseas students, and to the big issues of the last decades in Africa –
the struggles for democracy, development and survival of the poor. In this last
respect she helped set the ROAPE agenda, and in her work embodied its priorities.
That commitment was always so much more than a verbal subscription to a list of
topics. It was evidenced in her taking on responsibilities for getting things done, and
pursuing them with determined hard work, above and beyond the call of duty, and
in the last years by remarkable courage – never making an issue of her long illness or
allowing it to rule her priorities about what needed to be done.
She is survived by her husband Morris, their children Andrew and Hannah, and by
her father and brother – to whom these tributes are dedicated.
Leeds, January 2004
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Janet Bujra writes:
Carolyn and I worked together on several projects, the most significant of which was
driven by our despair at the devastation being wreaked in Africa by the AIDS
epidemic, both of us having lived through an earlier period of hope and political
excitement following independence, both having lived and worked for many years
in east and central Africa. Collaborative research and writing is never easy, but
Carolyn was one of the best to work with, always calm and reassuring, always
shouldering an equal or greater share of the load, ever inclusive of others and always
generously giving credit where it was due. She became one of my most valued
friends and trusted colleagues as well as a comrade in many struggles. The work
itself was innovative in its vision as it aimed to uncover what is generally invisible –
the myriad ways in which ordinary people in Africa struggle to protect themselves
and others from the ravages of AIDS and the way in which these struggles are
gendered. With African colleagues we investigated and participated in this at grass
roots level, working with people in villages and squatter settlements in towns.
Carolyn’s contribution was carried out in Zambia, in the capital Lusaka, in Western
Zambia and in Luapula province, where she worked with women who had got
together against tremendous odds to fight the spread of AIDs and to mitigate its
devastating consequences for those infected. She believed passionately that without
some recognition and validation of these struggles and the strategies that women
were devising to promote them, there was no prospect of reversing the epidemic or
protecting young people in particular from its tragic reach. For Carolyn, this built not
only on her work with Morris on the politics of post-independence Zambia, but also
on a long standing commitment to disability research both in the UK and in Africa
and to the politics of solidarity with all those who fight against injustice and
exclusion.
Carolyn was tremendously proud of her family who were with her to the end. Her
love of her two children, Andrew and Hannah, was intense. In one of our last
conversations she spoke movingly of her trust and pride in them but also asked
about each of my children too – typically reaching out, even in her own suffering.
She was teaching and looking after personal grievance cases for the AUT
(Association of University Teachers) up to two weeks before her death. A woman of
enormous personal courage and quietly passionate dedication to principles and
standards of personal and public service who would push herself to the limits in her
commitment to students, colleagues and friends and to whom the politics of fighting
injustice, whether in everyday life or at international level was second nature. Some
words from Brecht, spoken at her funeral, sum up her own perspective on life and
work as a social analyst, a feminist, a writer and a teacher:
Long I have looked for the truth about the life of people together
That life is criss-crossed, tangled and difficult to understand
I have worked hard to understand it and when I had done so
I told the truth as I found it.

Bradford, January 2004
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Elly Macha writes:
Words cannot fully express what Carolyn Baylies meant to me from the time I came
to Leeds University from Tanzania to work as her research student. She tirelessly
encouraged and advised me throughout my four year journey doing a PhD. In her I
found more than a teacher; also a friend, a mentor and a sister. By nature she was a
caring person. My access to her was unlimited; she was always available to see me or
speak on the phone whenever I needed help and no matter what problems she faced
personally.
She was committed to defending and bringing change to the lives of poor and
vulnerable people in her own society and in Africa, something reflected in her
engagement in gender, HIV/AIDS and disability issues. These concerns took her to
different developing countries to share her knowledge, skills and experience, to
India, for example, and also as one of the link team from Leeds who contributed
towards the establishment of disability studies programme at the University of Cape
Town, a trip on which I accompanied her. One of her important achievements was
to initiate a Disability and Development Study Group, which ushered in a disability
and development module taught at Leeds University. She also successfully
influenced the extension of support to international disabled students by the Equal
Opportunity office at Leeds.
The death of this charismatic woman leaves a gap that will take me a long time to fill.
The best way to honour Carolyn is to uphold all that she fought for during her life.
Tanzanian Disabled Women Development Network, Dar es Salaam, January 2004

Sarah Bracking writes:
Carolyn was the first female academic and feminist in whom I had absolute trust.
Any social struggle has its elements of group and personal conflict, which inevitably
leave their scars, for good or ill, on the participants. For ill, it can be said that too
many of the oppressed learn the ways of their oppressors. So also, too many of the
vanguard of feminists of the 1960s were changed by their experiences, becoming
impatient of those that followed, harsh in their judgements, mean with their
patronage, and enclosed in their privilege. The past, indeed, weighed (in Marx’s
words) ‘like a nightmare on the brain of the living’. But not with Carolyn. She played
a role in giving me a faith and confidence I had found difficult to build.
Carolyn had those rare qualities of intellectual courage, self-reflection and grace of
spirit to mend wounds against herself and treat with generosity those that followed
behind. She could write off the costs of struggle and wear its legacy with honourable
dignity. In short, she became an inspiration to those who would treat her as a
mentor, as I did, without exacting a price for it. Her integrity could not be bartered,
nor her dignity eroded, by those who would leave privilege unquestioned or status
unearned. And in this she was rare: few of us have such determination and purpose,
and the purity of spirit, to move through life without demanding tribute from those
who owe them the debt of struggle. And from this I glimpsed, with my own young
eyes, the real value, and not just the price, of freedom.
Manchester, January 2004
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Brooke Grundfest Schoepf writes:
Remembering Carolyn: we had not seen one another for nearly 20 years, but our
interests converged in AIDS research and prevention. Carolyn led community-based
team research in Zambia that supported and assessed local initiatives, with all the
contradictions that participatory work involves. Her perspective on gender, class
and global inequality, her commitment to furthering the opportunities for the
oppressed to exercise agency, developed over a lifetime of research, led her to an
activist stance in AIDS research. She wrote reflexively about the experience, pointing
to ways that international inequalities structure not only the experience of AIDS for
the sufferers – a matter of life and death - but also the research process, including
relations between researchers and their collaborators in community organisations.
Her last published article applied a discourse of human rights to support her
argument that ethical social science practise in AIDS research of necessity includes
not only activism at the community level, but advocacy in the international arena on
behalf of access to treatment and to further gender sensitive poverty alleviation and
equitable development. Carolyn was not only brilliant in her own exemplary
analyses. She was a sharp, yet unfailingly kind critic of the work of others.
Boston, January 2004

Morris Szeftel writes:
Carolyn was a committed socialist and feminist who managed to integrate these
beliefs into her personal and private life more successfully than just about anyone
I’ve ever met. For her, not only were socialism and feminism inextricably bound up
together, neither adequate without the other, but they imposed obligations for how
one tried to live and how one treated others. Not only was the personal political, the
political was also personal. Even in debate and dispute, she always treated people
with courtesy. In the twenty-eight-and-a-half years we were together, I never knew
her to behave with less respect towards office cleaners or rural villagers than, say,
vice-chancellors or cabinet ministers. In her work, she was always happy to share
her research and to encourage others. In particular, she invested an enormous
amount of time in supporting and advising female graduate students and young
academics. And, through her union, she worked hard to support and represent
fellow academics experiencing personal hardship.
Not surprisingly, then, this extremely reserved and intensely private woman came to
touch many lives. Most of the hundreds of condolences sent to me, many from people
I’ve never met, acknowledge some perceived debt of gratitude to Carolyn. Whether
the message recalls the inspiration derived from her teaching, or help coping with
personal problems, or even just that she helped find someone a better office at work,
all express much warmth, friendship and respect. If others felt fortunate in knowing
her, she also always acknowledged how fortunate she felt in her friends, her family
and her life circumstances. Carolyn was always optimistic about people, always
preferring to find what was positive, and people returned that confidence. ‘We
(always we, never ‘they’ or ‘people’) … we are not just our mistakes, we’re more than
that’ she would say.
She and I collaborated on many projects about Zambia over 28 years but it is the
work she did with Janet Bujra, her close and trusted friend, on HIV/AIDS and
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gender in Africa that will live longest. The work touched Carolyn deeply in many
ways. First, as with few other subjects, it was an issue where the personal was
political. Second, it gave a voice to the most excluded and powerless people – always
at the heart of her commitment. And, third, I think it gave her a chance to give
something to those who, like herself, faced almost certain death from incurable
disease.
Carolyn’s struggle with cancer lasted nearly 15 years but, from 1999, it had become
invasive and we knew she was going to die. It was only her incredible strength of
will that kept her going as long as she did and made her as productive as she was in
her last years. She made few concessions to the illness, working harder and writing
faster as time ran out. She was fierce in her determination not to let others (even her
closest friends) know that she was dying, not least because that would change the
way people treated her and thus make it harder for her to live normally in whatever
time was left. She would become angry if I even hinted to anyone that she was
seriously ill, wanting no sympathy: ‘I will not be clucked over’, she would berate me,
chief clucker. She never could stand to seem vulnerable or weak. Few people knew
that she suffered from an eye condition which made her virtually blind without
specially cut lenses which were a torture to fit each day and often caused her
considerable pain. Instead of sympathy, she sought to pour her energy into
supervising disabled students, helping others find strength and self-confidence.
Carolyn’s greatest happiness came from family ties. She remained close to her father
and never stopped missing her mother (who died of cancer aged 58). Her brother, a
doctor, guided her and kept her informed, gently and without evasion, through the
course of her illness. She loved and encouraged her children and was intensely
proud of them. The family into which she was born gave her many of the values
which later infused her political beliefs. (Just about the only thing she could think of
to complain about her childhood was that she had never been allowed to mow the
lawn as a girl; this had been reserved for her brother. Ever after, it took courage to try
to prevent her mowing the grass in her own garden. From such a puny acorn, this
feminist oak did grow.) The family she created, and of which she was the centre, gave
her the absolute and unconditional love and security from which came the selfconfidence with which she faced the world in that characteristically calm and goodhumoured way. She became a woman of rare grace – gentle, courageous, principled
and determined. Rest in peace, my Carolyn.
Leeds, January 2004
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Film & Book Reviews
First International Sahara
Film Festival
20 - 23 November 2003

didn’t seem quite so abstract as we were
about to land. It’s a sobering thought to
imagine each new day post-45 as an
unexpected bonus.

Paul Laverty

The trip to Smarna refugee camp in a
convoy of jeeps and buses began quite
sensibly. Our driver seemed delighted by
the attention of two actresses by his side,
Laia Marull and Candela Pena – Marull
having just won best actress in Te doy
mis Ojos (Take My Eyes) at the San
Sebastian film festival. As we left the
tarmac and hit sand, he blasted up the
music and we weaved in and out between buses and lorries, and bounced
like hell in the back between shrieks.

Wet wipes, football boots, a long list of
medicines, 50 DVDs (minus Chicken
Run as I couldn’t persuade a three year
old to give up his favourite) and a
precious torch squeezed into an old
rucksack. No dicky-bows this time as the
Polisario Front hinted formal dress and
frilly frocks would not be necessary for
the First International Sahara Film Festival, centered on Smana refugee camp in
the South West Corner of Algeria, just
across from the border from Western
Sahara.
At Madrid airport a mixture of 250 filmmakers (mostly Spanish) actors, press
and solidarity workers loaded up piles
of supplies, including 21 full length
feature films, all on 35mm, which were to
form the heart of the festival. This assembled crew was the brainchild of the
gently spoken Peruvian director Javier
Corcuera, who could persuade the devil
himself to examine his conscience. But
Corcuera faced a tougher task; to persuade a cinema owner to lend him two
precious film projectors as well as inviting a rock impresario to make up the
shortfall from funds raised from local
authorities and usual solidarity sources.
As we descended I finished off the last of
the articles about the area that I had
pulled from the net. Somehow average
lifespan of 45 for men and 47 for women

We arrived in pitch dark. There wasn’t a
single light to be seen in a settlement
with over 40,000 souls. By torch we were
hustled through into an open air adobe
enclosure and the chaos began. You
might think it would be a simple task to
divide 250 into groups of five – and then
in turn for each group to be assigned to a
Saharawi family. No. but it didn’t matter.
It felt biblical; bleating goats, a scramble
of kids, a circle of women in bright veils
barking orders, and by the gate a tall
elegant Bedouin figure towering above
us all watching in silence.
A young boy of nine held me firmly by
the hand as he led us (one Scot, one
Englishman, one Basque, two Peruvians) through the darkness, skilfully
avoiding deep holes dug to extract sand
to make adobe bricks. What’s your name?
Mohammed. Another held Joss’s hand.
What’s your name? Mohammed. Nearly
all the children speak passable Spanish.
(Temperatures in the camps reach a
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ferocious 55 degrees in the summer, so a
remarkable organisation in Spain,
Friends of the Saharwi People, working
closely with the Polisario Front, bring up
hundreds of children between 7 and 12
for the two hottest months each year, and
head to Spain to live with volunteer
families to ‘cool down’.)
The kids chatted, laughed and asked
endless questions till we at last reached
the family home – two tents and two
simple adobe buildings of the flimsiest
sort. The father Tiyb (60) a handsome
elegant man of over 6’2’, and his wife
Lamat Ali made us feel welcome instantly. They couldn’t speak any Spanish, but their eyes were open and warm.
Three grown-up daughters with their
children in turn swarmed around us.
The Grandmother, aged 90, the only old
person I saw, was later to make a
spectacular entrance, while a five-monthold baby called Sainabo stole the show.
Communicating through the children
and body language we managed to find
out where we were to sleep – all together
on mattresses laid out in the tent – before
Mohammed and Mohammed lead us

back again – another 20 minutes of being
totally lost – to the centre of the camp and
focus for the festival reception.
Many had never seen a film on the big
screen in their lives. Some of the tents
had black and white TVs powered by a
car battery attached to a simple solar
panel, which also powered the single
light inside the tents, but which was
totally invisible from outside.
The camp had a few solid buildings,
which were used for meetings. Inside the
biggest hall they had set up a screen
which could hold about 500-700, and
then outside, under the stars, the ‘desert
screen’. It was 25ft high and 40ft wide,
and 35m back they had constructed a
little cabin for the projectionist.
That long beam of light was magical,
although often distorted by the jeep
lights, mixing elongated turbaned shadows on screen with the film itself. They
were showing Le Peuple Migrateur, a
documentary film about migrating birds.
Sophisticated cameras followed a few
inches distance behind flocks speeding
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over rivers, seas and the Antarctic. After
40 minutes I’m sure I detected a ripple of
discontent. Enough feathers; time for a
story.
Earlier in the evening some 1,500 children has turned up trying to get access to
the hall to see a comedy. They were
furious that they couldn’t all fit in, but a
second sitting was organised and tempers eased.
All the films were picked by representatives of the Saharawis. There were animated films for the children, light
comedies, tougher social dramas and
documentaries. Some made Europe appear rich and exotic, as if everyone was a
well to do professional, while others
examined deep seated contradictions.
Julio Medem brought his latest documentary (La Pelota Vasca) giving voice
to a range of reflections on the Basque
dispute which so infuriated the Spanish
government while Chus Gutierrez sent
Poniente, based on the lives of fellow
Muslims, mostly Moroccans, living in
shanty towns in the south of Spain who
work under the hundreds of square
miles of plastic sheeting where a significant percentage of the fruit and veg in
European supermarkets originate. They
had also got their hands on the only
three films ever made about the
Saharawis. The 2 a.m. showing of The
Other Side of the Bed – a saucy comedy –
caused the first controversy among some
of the older viewers as the first bare
breasts appeared, but all this did, in the
time honoured fashion, was guarantee a
real fight to see it again the following day
in the inside hall. (Rubio, an older
activist for the Polisario, advised the
organisers that if it seemed like a film
wouldn’t fill the hall, they should post
two policemen on the door and see the
magical transformation.)
We wandered home, still without a
single point of reference in the pitch
dark, with Mohammed and Mohammed
and were met by Tiyb and Lamat who
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were entertaining friends and drinking
tea at this late hour. What a combination
of snores and sniffles; there were at least
two babies suckling away and three
hours later, in the darkness, the terrible
inevitably of all that tea became manifest.
Time for a piss, and all those obstacles,
some flesh and blood, between my corner
and the exit. Terrified I’d flatten a child, I
picked my way between bodies, big and
small, and noticed Sainabo cuddled up
beside her mother. I felt a terrible embarrassment we had been given the best
mattresses.
The desert sky took my breath away. The
Milky Way was dazzling – there it was
in all its overwhelming beauty with not a
single earthly light to dilute it. I couldn’t
help but feel our efforts to bring a
projector and rolls of celluloid were
puny, almost laughable, by comparison.
Shooting stars, one after another, shot
across a miraculous screen.
Breakfast time was a treat as we all
crowded round. We were joined by a
relative who had studied in Cuba for 10
years and could translate for us. Here, in
this tent, was a snapshot of recent
Saharawi history. Lamat, the mother,
had lived in a proper house in a little
village in Western Sahara, which before
1976 was a Spanish colony. Tiyb had
joined the the Polisario Front, which was
founded in 1973 and had fought the
Spanish for independence. In 1975 the
International Court of Justice declared
that the people of Western Sahara should
have the right to self-determination, but
on 6 November of the same year King
Hassan of Morocco offered 350,000 poor
Moroccans all sorts of promises of a
better life if they crossed the border into
Western Sahara – (just as the Indonesians had done with East Timor.) So the
‘Green March’ took place while Spain,
ignoring the International Court of Justice, agreed to hand over the northern
part of their colony to Morocco (keeping
important fishing rights and access to
rich deposits of phosphate for them-
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selves) and the southern part to Mauritania, totally ignoring the indigenous
Saharawis.
As Spain pulled out in 1976 the Polisario
declared the Saharawi Arab Democratic
Republic, and the liberation war against
Morocco and Mauritania began.
Lamat, and her entire village, were forced
to flee. Some refugees were napalmed as
they ran. They crossed some 600km of
desert and passed into Algeria and
ended up some 30 km south of Tindouf,
the site of the present camp. Most of the
men were with the army, so the women,
with young children and the elderly, had
to survive themselves.
Lamat, in gentle tones, with all her
grandchildren sitting round her, described what it was like at the beginning.
She had two toddlers at the time and an
elderly mother. First thing they did was
dig a well, then they organised shelter,
but they were still too scared to sleep in
tents at night in case they were bombed
by the Moroccans. Over time more and
more women arrived with children. The
first years were terrible with many dying
of hunger until the aid infrastructure
was established. Bit by bit, with their
own hands, these women built the camp.
Before schools were established Cuba
offered to take children out of the camps
and educate them. By this time Lamat
had discovered that her husband had
been captured. (Later, having taken ill he
escaped from a hospital after five years
in prison.) She spoke of tense meetings as
mothers discussed a terrible dilemma;
keep their children close and have them
suffer the privations of the camp, or send
them to the other side of the world. Many
chose the latter, and hundreds of children left, many as young as nine. They
headed for Cuba, only returning after
finishing their university degree.(In the
camp’s single restaurant I met two waiters. Both spoke Spanish like natives from
Havana. Raduan, an electrical engineer,

served up the camel steaks, while Sas, an
I.T. graduate served us drinks. One of
Cuba’s best known actors – Jorge
Perugoria, a big star in Spain too, was
one of our group. He almost dropped
dead as a young Saharawi came up to
him and started quoting line for line the
dialogue of his best-known film, Strawberries and Chocolate, shot in Havana.
Another gang of Saharawis arrived and
the actor roared with laughter as he
heard a string of jokes from home.)
Twenty-eight years later Lamat and her
descendants find themselves in the very
same camp. Despite its wonderful organisation, its own schools with ironically some of the best educated children
on the continent, it is still dependent on
aid for survival. And living here is hard
as hell. It was clear from her tones she
was as desperate as ever to go ‘home’ to
Western Sahara. Hopes were raised in
1991 when there was a cease-fire monitored by the UN. Many UN resolutions
have been passed calling for a referendum with complicated debates about
who should be eligible to vote, but it
seems clear Morocco (which tortures
political dissidents) has no intention of
implementing them without international
pressure. Meanwhile, on the other side of
a 1,500km wall, (strange how we never
hear of this one, longer than the great
wall of China) guarded by 120,000 Moroccan soldiers and over one million
landmines, dividing West Sahara in two,
Morocco enjoys the fishing rights, guards
the top quality phosphates, and has
recently allowed the US oil company
Kerr McGhee and Total (French) to look
for oil. Meanwhile some quarter of a
million people are deprived of their
homes, stuck in the desert for almost 30
years, and forgotten by the international
community agenda setters.
This is one of the reasons they had the
festival in the first place – to remind the
world that they still exist. But there was a
more simple reason – the joy of watching
a film by those who never had that
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chance; the unique experience of thousands sitting
in the dark together, sharing the same 110 minutes,
and letting imaginations
fly. Their curiosity was infectious. Over the next
three days we showed our
films and met to discuss
them. The organised encounters were as you might
expect; sometimes sharp
and irreverent, and just like
home, sometimes arid and
rhetorical. But there was a
palpable hunger for other
worlds. I met an 11 year
old girl. She loved the films
but said she couldn’t hear
very well. I was confused
at first as the technicians
had done a wonderful job.
With several young siblings under her care she
had still managed to spy on the big
screen from some half kilometre away.
That got me. Another night a young boy
clasped me – I just couldn’t shake him off
– and begged me to get him into a film
after he had got a knockback at the door
from the police. What age are you? 16.
Liar. What’s your name? Mohammed.
He clasped me even tighter and I could
see the desperation in his eye. We fought
through the scramble. The police stopped
him again. ‘Mohammed’s with me’ and
we steamed on through. The wonder on
his face as he sat in a corner was quite
special.
This festival reminded me of another of
cinema’s great joyous aftermaths – listening, talking, arguing, and trying to
figure out how the same material can be
interpreted in so many different ways. I
met a 14-year-old boy who, unasked,
began to speak about Sweet Sixteen. It
was beyond his imagination how a
mother could take drugs and not care for
her children. Here he was, born in a
refugee camp, (with a very clear idea of

his future – he was determined to go to
Cuba and study medicine) struggling to
understand the sense of loss and lack of
love in a Scottish housing scheme. How
can that happen he asked. Alongside all
the talk there was a lovely sense of
celebration. They cooked up some beautiful meals for us, danced for us, sang for
us, and gave us an absolute tanking at
football on the biggest pitch I’ve ever
played on.
Presenting Sweet Sixteen, dubbed in
Spanish, to some 2,000 Saharawis under
the desert sky was quite surreal. A light
wind had picked up and fine sand swept
over us. Right in the middle of the crowd
I could see Martha’s torch hovering over
her portable computer, in turn attached
to a 50-yard flex. She and her colleagues
had been up all night and had just
finished subtitling our film into Arabic, a
mere half hour before the start. Her
computer was attached to a video, and
on recognising the Spanish dialogue she
would hit a key, and if all went well,
Arabic would flash up on screen. She
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would repeat this throughout the whole
film. It was a colossal effort – all done for
free and requiring the skill of computer
operators to translators. The nonsense
that goes through your head at such
moments – I saw this sea of veils and
expectant faces – and I hoped to hell they
hadn’t translated Pinball’s ‘cock-sucker’
sprayed on the wall 25 minutes into the
film.
Nobody left, so I suppose that was a
good sign. And then they watched another film, and very few left. And then
they watched another film, three in a
row, and this time their eyes shone; Tales
from the Sahara War. I tried to imagine
what it felt like, to see their own images
up there, in a camp in which I had not
seen even one mirror. In moments like
these, despite the exceptions, I’m reminded film is still a rich man’s game,
and the sharing of stories, values and
lives is in an impoverished one direction
only. For this reason a key element of the
festival was to plan further visits so that
young Sarahawis could learn to make
their own short films, and then who
knows …
The closing night outshone Cannes. All
the participants received a beautiful ‘rose
of the desert’ (a delicate crystal-like
formation forged in dessert storms) from
the Saharawi Minister of Culture, a
vibrant and entertaining woman who
participated in many of the debates. She
asked the band to sing a song while the
jury met to discuss ‘a special mention’.
Five minutes later they reappeared to
award a Galician animation El Bosque
Animado the best film of the First International Sahara Film festival. The Saharawi
band was followed by a rip-roaring
performance by Fermin Muguruza and
his 11-piece band from the Basque country who had the place bouncing in
seconds.
And then something very beautiful happened. Many of the women were veiled
but moved in beside the bouncing mass

of visitors and male Saharawis. For the
next hour we all jumped around together. I don’t know how it started, but a
conga began weaving its way in between
us … and then grew longer and longer;
all mixed together, veiled, turbaned, hairy
and bald. I felt lucky to be making films.
We wandered off very late, got lost, even
feel down a hole, and made it home by
5am. We felt like children as Lamat met
us outside the tent. ‘Just wanted to make
sure you were OK.’
Publicity back in Spain was fair. The
organisers had high hopes for that ‘human interest’ spot that tags on at the end
of the two biggest news bulletins on
national TV. Unfortunately, Snowflake,
a 40-year-old Albino gorilla died in
Barcelona zoo and we were squeezed
out. Sometimes that ten miles of water
separating Africa from Europe seems as
long and as broad as the Milky Way.
For further information contact the Western Sahara Campaign at wsc@gn.apc.org
(Sweet Sixteen was directed by Ken
Loach and written by Paul Laverty. It
won best screenplay award in the Cannes
film festival of 2002.)
Editor's Note: Morocco has again ruled
out sovereignty for Western Sahara, dealing a fresh blow to UN plans for resolving the long dispute over the territory.
Kofi Annan called on the Security Council to give him 10 more months to try to
find a solution. If his recommendations
are approved, Morocco, Algeria and the
Polisario Front independence movement
would have until 28 February 2005 to
resolve differences over the territory
which is rich in phosphate and is thought
to have offshore oil deposits. (See the
Jeremy Keenan briefing in this issue and
the Mustafa Barth briefing in ROAPE
98).

Book Reviews

Breaking the Conflict Trap - Civil War
and Development Policy by Paul Collier
et al. (2003), World Bank and Oxford
University Press. Reviewed by Joseph
Hanlon.
Like much research carried out inside
the World Bank regression analysis bubble, this is totally ahistoric and ignores
some of the most important research in
the field. But one curious outcome of this
lack of context is that, seemingly without
noticing, the report challenges some of
the World Bank’s basic neo-liberal tenets
and effectively says that what the international financial institutions have done
in post-war countries in Africa has been
wrong and encouraged a return to violence. Thus the report is both challenging and intensely annoying.
The contradiction is illustrated particularly clearly in a discussion of commodity prices. Chief economist Nicholas Stern
in his introduction points out that ‘price
crashes have been associated with severe recessions that directly increase the
risk of civil war.’ No mention is made of
the World Bank’s role in encouraging
over-production of primary commodities, nor of the US role in sabotaging the
international coffee agreement which
triggered the civil wars in Rwanda and
Colombia. But ignoring this lack of context, Paul Collier and his colleagues at
the World Bank Development Research
Group then call for the international
community to pay as much attention to
these shocks as to the less important but
more ‘photogenic shocks such as earthquakes’. They urge grants when prices
collapse. And they criticise the IMF for
only offering non-concessional finance
when there are commodity price shocks,
and the United States for increasing the
subsidy for its own cotton farmers which
further ‘depresses the price to cotton
farmers in low income countries.’
The report argues that it would be ‘particularly helpful’ in preventing war if the
poorest countries could ‘diversify out of
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dependence on primary commodity exports’, but ignores the role of the World
Bank in deindustrialisation and pushing countries back in dependence on a
few commodities. It cites the success of
China and India of becoming major
exporters of labour-intensive goods, without mentioning, as Joseph Stiglitz repeatedly does, that these countries succeeded
by ignoring the World Bank prescription. Similarly, Collier and his colleagues
highlight the problem of ‘marginalised
countries’ without asking, as Ankie
Hoogvelt does in Globalization and the
Postcolonial World (Palgrave, 2001), how
they came to be marginalised. Naturally,
Hoogvelt is not in Collier’s long list of
references. But at least they admit there is
a problem.
The report lays most of the problems of
war at the door of the countries themselves. A discussion of Zaire’s failure to
reform makes no mention of decades of
US (and World Bank and IMF) support
for Mobutu despite his known corruption and unwillingness to reform. Boxes
on Angola and Afghanistan on facing
pages make no mention of the central
role of the US in promoting insurgents in
both civil wars.
Perhaps the biggest challenge to World
Bank orthodoxy is the suggestion that
perhaps the free market is not the cureall for civil wars. The study finds that
‘poor’ economic policy, as defined by the
Bank, does not increase the risk of war,
but that trying to ‘improve’ economic
policy immediately after a peace settlement does increase the risk of a return to
war. ‘The results suggest that social
policy is relatively more important and
macroeconomic policy is relatively less
important in post-conflict situations than
in normal situations’. Indeed, ‘if opportunities exist for modest trade-offs that
improve social policies at the expense of
a small deterioration in macroeconomic
balances, growth is, on average, significantly augmented.’ In particular, the
report recognises the importance of in-
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equalities as roots of civil war and calls
for ‘an explicit long-term strategy for
intergroup redistribution’ and for directing resources to formerly rebel-controlled areas because ‘market forces will …
probably agglomerate activity in a way
that is disadvantageous to the rebels.’
And they call for more stress on rehabilitation of key infrastructure destroyed by
war, because of the high rate of return.
These are points that some of us some of
us have been making for the past decade
(see, for example, Hanlon (1996) Peace
without Profit.) Collier and his team fail to
note that present World Bank marketdriven policies still make it impossible
for a government to intervene to improve
intergroup redistribution, while restrictive IMF fiscal policies still block postwar reconstruction. They do, however,
remind readers that the World Bank was
created for post-war reconstruction in
Europe, and remark that aid policy ‘has
evidently lost this original insight.’

Political Identity and Social Change by
Jamie Frueh (2003), Albany: State University of New York Press. Reviewed by
Jonathan Hill, Department of International Politics, at the University of Wales
Aberystwyth.
The movement of South Africa from the
apartheid to post-apartheid eras has
been analysed from a plethora of differing perspectives including neoliberal
economics, constitutional politics and
ethnicity. Frueh’s investigation makes a
valuable contribution to this literature as
he offers a detailed evaluation of key
events within the anti-apartheid struggle drawing on considerable empirical
research. His study is more than just an
historiography of the anti-apartheid
movement, however, as he explores the
interplay between South Africans’ identities and the transformation of their
society.

Frueh investigates the transformation of
South African society using identity as a
‘window’ to observe the transformation
process. He begins by posing two key
questions: if race is no longer the defining characteristic of South Africans’ identities what is, and; what was the process
through which race ceased to be the
defining characteristic? Chapters Three,
Four and Five examine the centrality of
race to the organisation and governance
of South African society and how black
South Africans resisted the racist social
order of apartheid. Chapter Six explores
the ways in which post-apartheid crime
has influenced how South Africans view
Collier and his colleagues do see the and interact with one another and, in
central challenge: ‘Low and declining particular, whether race remains the
incomes, badly distributed, create a pool determinant aspect of these views and
of impoverished and disaffected young interactions. Throughout these four chapmen who can be cheaply recruited by ters, Frueh focuses on the relationships
‘entrepreneurs of violence’. But can the between actors and agency, and identity
IMF and World Bank make the radical labels, social order and resistance in the
change to their policies that continue to contexts of the conflicts of the 1976
widen the gaps?
 Soweto protests, President Botha’s constitutional reforms and post-apartheid
crime. These three conflicts represent
different stages in the transformation of
The report challenges the current donor
fetish with rapid elections. Economic
and political stability ‘is a necessary
precondition for democracy rather than
the other way around.’ Indeed, ‘even
moderate change in political institutions
is a risk factor in itself; political institutions must be stable’. Thus they conclude
that ‘at low income levels democracy
may well be highly desirable for many
reasons, but it cannot honestly be promoted as the road to peace,’ and pressure
for institutional change actually increases
the chances of a return to war.

Book Reviews

South Africa and its movement from the
apartheid to post-apartheid eras reflecting changes to how South Africans
viewed and interacted with one another
and the social order.
The main themes of the book are social
order, agency, resistance and identity,
analysed from the theoretical perspective of constuctivism (outlined in Chapter 2). Frueh describes a social order, ‘its
ability to govern the discourse of actions,
meanings, and explanations used by the
actors that constitute it’ as momentum.
Actors contribute to this momentum either through their adherence to the ‘rules’
of the social order or by successfully
introducing new ‘rules’ that affect the
momentum’s direction. An actor’s introduction of new ‘rules’ represents the
exercising of agency, the alteration of
‘some part of the social or material reality
in a creative way’. Agency involves an
actor’s awareness of an aspect of the
social order, a belief that this aspect
could be different and acting so as to
make it different.
The author argues that resistance can
also incorporate agency as, in its most
developed state, resistance works to create an alternate social order. For those
with a vested interest in maintaining the
direction and momentum of a social
order, agency is controlled and ordered
through identity labels. Identity is made
up of a constantly shifting hierarchy of
identity labels which provide cues as
how actors should interact with one
another. While the ordering of identity
labels forms an integral part of a social
order’s control of its actors they also
provide the medium through which
agents influence the order’s momentum.
In the case of South Africa ‘the transformation of the … social order was accomplished by people who stepped out of the
identities and personas that apartheid
sanctioned and adopted new ones that
empowered them to become agents of
social change’.
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Frueh examines how the 1976 Soweto
protests and Botha’s programme of constitutional reform from 1983 to 1984
affected the momentum of apartheid. In
particular he analyses how new categories of actors were created through black
South Africans’ appropriation of the
terminology used by the apartheid regime to condemn the protesters. It was
the development of black South Africans’ resistance to the social order that
prompted Botha to initiate constitutional
reforms in an attempt to re-legitimise
apartheid. The political reforms entailed
shifts in political agency through the
extension of political rights to coloureds,
shifts that provided black South Africans with the incentive to mobilise an
alternate social order.
The conclusion Frueh reaches, in reference to the questions posed at the start, is
that crime in the post-apartheid era is
affecting all parts of South African society regardless of race. Frueh argues that
the ‘colour-blind’ nature of crime ‘has
mobilized people to enter the political
arena as agents whose race is irrelevant’.
While race remains an important identity label within South Africa it is no
longer privileged above all others and
‘actors have the ability to choose among
a much wider variety of behavioral rules
and standards’.
Frueh’s assertion that people can ‘step
out’ of certain personas raises questions
about his conceptualisation of identity.
The hierarchy of identity labels that he
outlines allows for different identity labels to receive prominence in different
contexts. However, to say that individuals can ‘step out’ of certain identity
labels implies that ‘spaces’ exist beyond
identity, that, through the exercise of
agency, one can choose not to have an
identity. This contradicts the flexible and
nuanced thinking about identity that
Frueh presents in Chapter Two. Moreover to suggest that one can ‘step out’ of
an identity implies that individuals have
complete control over their identities.
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Again, this appears to be at odds with
Frueh’s argument that social orders produce and promote identity labels.
Despite these questions, Frueh presents
a compelling argument that a focus on
identity does indeed provide a ‘window’
into the process of social transformation
that renders valuable insights into both
the struggle against apartheid and the
development of the ways South Africans
interact with one another. The depth of
his empirical research along with the
coherency and consistency of his theoretical premise means that this book is of
interest to those who study South Africa’s recent history and those concerned
with how a focus on identity can illuminate political, economic and social interactions and developments.

Review Essay: Poverty Reduction or Adjustment by
Another Name?
Rita Abrahamsen
Merging in the Circle. The Politics of
Tanzania’s Poverty Reduction Strategy
by J. Gould & J. Ojanen (2003), Policy
Paper 2/2003, Institute of Development
Studies, University of Helsinki. pp.128.
ISBN: 952-10-1235-8. Reducing Poverty.
Is the World Bank’s Strategy Working?
by The Panos Institute, London. pp.52.
ISBN: 1-870670-60-4. Aid and Poverty
Reduction in Zambia. Mission Unaccomplished by O. Saasa with J. Carlsson
(2002), The Nordic Africa Institute,
Uppsala. pp.141. ISBN: 91-7106-489-3.
Following stringent and persistent critiques of the social effects of structural
adjustment, poverty reduction emerged
as a key focus of development in the late
1990s. A host of multilateral and bilat-

eral donors, including the World Bank,
the EU, the UNDP, the UK, Canada and
the Nordic countries, have identified the
reduction of poverty as their main development objective. This attention to poverty is accompanied by a new discourse
of ‘partnership’, no doubt in response to
past accusations of undue intervention
and meddling in the domestic affairs of
sovereign states. Donors now frequently
argue unambiguously that development
will only work if it is ‘home grown’, as
opposed to imposed from the outside in
the top-down fashion of the past. In other
words, the conditionality-based aid of
the 1980s and 1990s, which placed
donor and recipient in a relationship of
unequal exchange, has been recast as a
‘partnership’ of equality and mutual
benefit. Whereas in the era of conditionalities, donors knew what was
best for recipients and told them so in no
uncertain terms, under the present ‘postconditionality’ aid regime (Harrison,
2001), recipients are said to be in charge
of their own development plans and
futures. As the President of the World
Bank, James D. Wolfensohn, argues, ‘it is
clear to all of us that ownership is
essential. Countries must be in the driver’s seat and set the course’ (Wolfensohn,
quoted in Maxwell & Conway 2000:1).
One of the most noticeable outcomes of
this combined focus on poverty reduction and partnership is the Poverty Reduction Strategy Papers (PRSPs), which
the World Bank, the IMF and many
bilateral donors now require poor countries to develop before they qualify for
development assistance and also for
debt forgiveness under the Heavily Indebted Poor Countries initiative (HIPC).
Importantly, PRSPs are to be developed
in partnership and consultation not only
with donors, but also with domestic civil
society and poor people themselves. This
is to ensure that aid and loans benefit the
poor, not simply line the pockets of the
already rich or improve a country’s
macro-economic growth statistics without changing living conditions for the
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better. According to the Panos Institute
(2002:30), the PRSP approach is currently underway in some 60 countries,
and is thus rapidly becoming the main
procedure for the disbursement of development aid and new loans under HIPC.
How likely is this new approach to
reduce poverty? And how much of a
change from the days of structural adjustment does the practice of ‘partnership’ and ‘ownership’ actually
represent? Taken together, the three books
under review provide fairly depressing
answers to these questions. While different in focus and scope, the books all
address the central issue of poverty
reduction and the extent to which consultations and partnership allow recipient countries and their poor populations
a say in the formulation of their development strategies.
The Panos report provides a concise
introduction to the World Bank’s approach to poverty reduction and the
PRSPs. It also contains three useful case
studies from Uganda, Lesotho and Ethiopia, prepared by NGOs in the respective
countries. The report outlines the origin
of the PRSPs, as well as the process from
the initial interim plan through to ‘completion point’ and the on-going monitoring and evaluation by the World Bank
and the IMF. An important observation
in the report is the fact that most PRSPs,
for all their emphasis on ‘pro-poor’
growth, do not include decisive measures to redistribute wealth and promote
equality (p.16). Land reform, for example, is studiously avoided in the majority
of plans, despite its importance for the
reduction of rural inequality and poverty. In short, the PRSPs continue to
operate within the neo-liberal paradigm
of structural adjustment and this macroeconomic framework is non-negotiable.
Accordingly, Panos reports that many
NGOs have been frustrated by the experience of ‘consultation’, and that there is
growing concern that their participation
has helped legitimise the neo-liberal
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economic policies of the IMF and the
World Bank. That said, the report observes that some noticeable improvements have resulted from the PRSP
process, including a redefinition of poverty to include powerlessness and voicelessness, as well as a strengthening of
information sharing and debate among
civil society organisations. The Panos
Institute thus concludes that it is too
early to say if PRSPs will make a difference, and calls for augmenting the capacity of governments and other
stakeholders such as civil society based
organisations so that they can engage
donors in policy debates (p.2, 31).
Many of these arguments are echoed and
given greater depth in Jeremy Gould and
Julia Ojanen’s Merging in the Circle. The
focus of this report is not so much on the
actual achievements (or otherwise) of
poverty reduction in Tanzania, but on
how this new requirement of consultation has reconfigured the country’s political space. In other words, which
organisations, interest groups and social
forces have been able to take advantage
of the political space that emerged as
part of the PRSP consultation process?
The main conclusion to emerge from a
detailed and engaging analysis is that
rather than empowering ‘civil society’,
the PRSP process has entrenched the
position of a small, homogenous ‘iron
triangle’ of transnational professionals
based in key government ministries (especially Finance), multilateral and bilateral development agencies, and
international NGOs. The result is a
‘depoliticised mode of technocratic governance’ (p.7), where political choices
are amenable to ‘technical’ solution and
the representative structures of Tanzania’s democracy are circumvented by the
reliance on a narrow group of likeminded state and non-state technocrats.
Like the Panos report, Gould and Ojanen
argue that the actual consultation with
civil society and the poor during the
PRSP process in Tanzania was shallow
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and haphazard. The process lasted about
a year, from October 1999 to October
2000, and while the views of poor, rural
citizens were consulted, their voices and
the underlying causes of poverty were
not adequately reflected in the final
policy documents. Importantly, the Tanzanian experience also testifies to the
non-negotiable aspects of the new aid
paradigm, in that the main non-state
advocacy coalition, the Tanzanian Coalition on Debt and Development, was
sidelined when it voiced opinions that
were critical of the macro-economic, neoliberal foundations of the PRS. The official PRSP ignored the recommendations
of the TCDD, and their input is not even
mentioned as an element of the consultation process, leading the authors to
conclude that critical views were ‘buried
under a blanket of silence’ (p.54).
So who then were ‘empowered’ by the
PRSP consultation process in Tanzania?
Rather than poor people, this new aid
modality appears to have strengthened
the hand of large transnational private
aid agencies in the country. These international NGOs, due to their superior
resources, have been able to gain a new
level of access to the inner circles of the
policy elite. In fact, the report notes a
tendency for domestic advocacy groups
to be ‘crowded out’ of policy debates by
better funded international NGOs, and
that these private aid organisations increasingly come to act as a surrogate
representative of Tanzanian civil society
in the state-donor partnership. International NGOs may thus have increased
opportunities and influence within the
‘iron triangle’ of transnational development professionals, but there are few
signs that the participation and ‘voice’ of
the poor has been strengthened by the
PRSP process.
Both the Panos report and the Tanzanian case study show that the new aid
paradigm of poverty reduction is underpinned by a neo-liberal economic policy,
and how this macro-economic frame-

work is beyond the reach of ‘consultation’. Accordingly, poverty reduction is
largely a question of social service provision and infrastructure development,
not of overall economic policy, redistribution or changes to the structure of the
global economy. This critique of current
poverty reduction strategies is given
further elaboration in Oliver Saasa’s
book Aid and Poverty Reduction in Zambia. The book focuses on European aid
projects, and concludes, as the subtitle
indicates, that poverty reduction is as of
yet a ‘mission unaccomplished’. While
the various aid projects evaluated have
had some impact on poverty in their
immediate localities, poverty in Zambia
has escalated in recent years. So much
so that 73 percent of the population now
live below the poverty line, and life
expectancy has dropped to an estimated
37 years (in no small part due to HIV/
AIDS). This increase in poverty is difficult to divorce from Zambia’s policies of
economic liberalisation, which have resulted in a substantial increase in unemployment, the removal of food subsidies,
as well as the introduction of user fees
for education and health care.
Discussing recent research on poverty
reduction, Saasa argues that there is an
emerging realisation that while economic growth is important for poverty
reduction, it is not in itself sufficient. In
particular, inequality prevents the poor
from benefiting from economic growth,
leading Saasa to the conclusion that
long-term poverty reduction (as opposed
to poverty alleviation) necessitates a
focus on improving poor people’s income and assets rather than merely
improving their access to good and
services. Yet, there are few signs of this
wisdom taking hold in Zambia. Saasa
observes the country’s interim PRSP
‘exhibited serious weaknesses in both
the conceptualisation of poverty and the
strategies to address it’ (p.62). He also
notes that the issue of local ownership
needs to be seriously addressed, arguing that the PRSP is ‘in essence, a con-
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ditionality for accessing the Bank and
Fund resources’ (p.62).
Based on the three books under review,
then, there are good reasons to be sceptical about the ability of the new aid
paradigm to achieve significant poverty
reduction. The emphasis on poverty reduction goes hand in hand with a
continued commitment to economic neoliberalism, which in the past has caused
so much suffering. And while the new
emphasis on ‘partnership’ and ‘ownership’ assigns recipient countries and
their civil societies a more direct role as
‘speaking subjects’, so far their actual
participation and the room for negotiation on policy fundamentals have been
limited. The Boards of the IMF and the
World Bank retain the power to veto a
country’s PRSP, and not surprisingly, to
date, no country’s poverty reduction
strategy has rejected the economic philosophy of the international financial
institutions.
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Armed Struggle and Democracy by Martin Legassick (2002), Uppsala: Nordiska
Afrikainstitutet. Reviewed by Jonathan
Hill.
There is a considerable body of literature
on the role of political parties, groups
and organisations in the anti-apartheid
struggle. Legassick’s investigation makes
a valuable contribution to this corpus as
he provides detailed analysis of the
strategy adopted by Umkhonto we Sizwe
(MK) from the early 1960s until late
1980s, setting out to compare it’s strategy
with those of other Southern African
liberation
movements
including
FRELIMO, MPLA, SWAPO, ZANU and
ZAPU. Legassick’s analysis offers
insights not only into MK policy and its
relations with other groups within the
anti-apartheid movement, but also promises to locate the MK and anti-apartheid
forces within a wider regional and anticolonial context.
The book is divided into two parts. In the
first, Legassick examines how the level of
economic development and urbanisation affects strategies of armed resistance
through a summary and critique of theories of revolution. He gives particular
attention to the relationship between
military actions and political struggles
through an analysis of such concepts as
‘armed propaganda’. One of the critical
differences cited by Legassick between
the MK and other Southern African
liberation movements was the economic
development of the respective societies
for whose liberation they were fighting.
South Africa was distinct from other
southern African countries as it was an
industrialised society with a substantial
urban working class population. The
existence of this working class and degree of industrialisation meant that the
strategy of armed resistance applicable
to and adopted in the other more rural
southern African states was not necessarily compatible with the South African
context.

188

Review of African Political Economy

Part II investigates the ‘behind-the-scenes’
debates that took place between different
anti-apartheid factions, like the ANC
leadership and the Marxist Workers’
Tendency, and thoughts and actions of
central individuals like Joe Slovo. Additionally, Legassick charts the development of key plans and programmes like
the Morogoro Conference document and
Operation Mayibuye.
Part II offers a detailed historiography of
these debates and developments within
the anti-apartheid movement over both
long term strategy and shorter term
tactics. The conclusions Legassick arrives at are that, despite proclamations
made by the ANC and SACP leadership
of the desirability and necessity of
launching a ‘people’s war’, ‘a strategy of
armed insurrection was … not seriously
implemented’. As a consequence of this,
the ANC and SACP leaders had no
option but to pursue a negotiated settlement with the de Klerk regime and that
‘every compromise was justified by ANC/
SACP leaders in the terms that the forces
of MK were too weak to secure an
alternative’. The accusation Legassick
levels at these leaders is that despite their
rhetorical commitment to a ‘people’s
war’ it was never seriously pursued thus
undermining MK’s ability to wage such
a war. In turn, MK’s inability to pursue a
‘people’s war’ was cited as justification
for a negotiated settlement.
Although Legassick outlines his intention to compare MK strategy with those
of the FRELIMO, MPLA, SWAPO, ZANU
and ZAPU, any comparisons that are
made are scant and inconsistent.
Legassick does refer to the practices and
approaches of some of these organisations in the their respective anti-colonial
struggles and he does note the material
and psychological impact the success of
these struggles had on the anti-apartheid movement. However, there is little
systematic comparison of the doctrines
or practices of these Southern African
liberation groups with those of the MK.

Despite this lack of systematic comparison, Legassick provides valuable insights
into the internal machinations of the
anti-apartheid movement. He is open
and explicit from the outset as to his
personal relationship with the ANC and
its leadership which helps provide context for the argument and analysis of this
paper. The depth of Legassick’s empirical knowledge along with his direct
personal involvement with the ANC
makes this an intriguing and useful book
for anyone interested in the nuanced
workings of the anti-apartheid movement.

