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Political Economy of the
Information Society
The International Development Research Centre

(IDRC) invited us in May 2010 to be part of a

public panel on 'The Potential of Open

Development for Canada and Abroad' . We think it

important to do some hair-splitting on this theme

of 'open development' , a notion that is

increasingly gaining currency along with its

variants – open data, open government, etc. – for

examining the assumptions it carries about the

content and goals of development. A shift

towards openness, unless anchored in equity and

social justice, can have negative implications for

institutions in the public sphere, democracy and

development, as well as those of economic

production and distribution. We are contributing

an essay to IDRC's proposed book, undertaking a

critical analysis of the elements of openness,

with empirical evidence from the fields of ICTD

and Internet Governance (IG) , and arguing the

potential exclusionary impact of ‘openness’,

where it may supersede the idea of 'public' .

At the ICTD 2010 Conference in London,

we shared our perspectives on open development

in a panel focusing on this issue

(www.ITforChange.net/sites/default/files/ITfC/

ICTD%202010_Open%20Development_0.pdf) .

We were also part of an opening panel

dedicated to practitioners' perspectives

(www.ITforChange.net/sites/default/files/ITfC/

ICTD%202010_open%20plenary.pdf) , as well as

the panels titled 'How can ICT Research

better Inform and Communicate Theories of

Development and Globalisation? New Challenges

and Promising Directions' and 'Conceptions of

Accountability in Policy and Practice' .

Our presentation at the Second Harvard

Forum on Information and Communication

Technologies (ICTs) and Development was

published in Information Technologies &

International Development (Volume 6, Special

edition 2010 – Harvard Forum II Essays) . The

paper, titled 'From social enterprises to mobiles

– Seeking a peg to hang a premeditated ICTD

theory' , offers a macro-structural critique that

derives from an analysis of policy texts,

Influencing Development
Discourse
Over the years, we have consistently emphasised the need for a political economy perspective on the

information society to inform emergent development theories. Mainstream digital space is constructed

in and through neo-liberal, capitalist logic. Further, global development policies recommending the

adoption of new technologies for addressing the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) and such, in

their vision and conviction, seek to squeeze in developing country policies and local development

efforts into frameworks informed by this dominant logic. This may be quite unsurprising given that the

digital phenomenon, almost autonomously, seems to be realigning the axes of power, and much is at

stake for powerful economic and political interests on the local-global continuum as the margins

acquire a new identity.

Our perspective, informed by our engagement with local communities and interactions in the global

political arena, strongly privileges analytical frames that capture the structural antecedents of

exclusion in the information society. We feel that making sense of the political economy underscoring

techno-social phenomena to reinterpret the future of development in its basic principles as well as

strategic directions, is critical. A new era of development jargon seems to be taking birth, and these

notions are worthwhile unpacking; for example, 'openness' in the 'network' society is being discussed

in the Information and Communication Technology for Development (ICTD) space, and we have

thought it important to seek conceptual clarity around what this means for how development itself

may be visualised and practised. We have sought to claim and reformulate the concepts of 'public'

and 'citizen' to ground the new ways of thinking about, and doing, development in the 'open' and

'networked' reality of contemporary life.






