Some Reflections on our Strategic Directions

To take recourse to the comfort of clichés, it can be easily said that we live in extremely interesting
times. If there is one thing here that the spot light must not miss, it is how the sweeping winds of
technological change have brought with them the expanding 'oligarchic nucleus' of democracy, the
control of politics and governance by the elite, and in particular, corporate capital. The Human Rights
Law Foundation (HRLF) has filed a suit against Cisco in a United States (US) Federal District Court
accusing the company of helping the Chinese government to censor the Internet and keep tabs on
dissidents, including members of the banned religious group, Falun Gong. At one point, Falun Gong
adherents were estimated to be at over 70 million, exceeding the total membership of the Chinese

Communist Party (http://en.wikipedia.org/wiki/Falun Gong).

Contemporary oligarchic power structures of political control seem to bear close resemblance to pre-
democratic times, but the resemblance stops there. Political configurations that define our existence in
the techno-social reality are post-democratic in that they erode the centrality and dismiss the relevance
of the 'public' — a notion that represents the discourses, struggles and contested space of democracy;
and in doing so, they are ingenuously sophisticated.

Dominant network society logic deployed through digital technologies renders history, ethics and
place/context defunct. Consider the informational state; e-governance is a way to destabilise the identity
of citizens in very problematic ways. Very little is publicly debated as the Government of India (GoI) is
embarking on privatising governance through e-governance, in the name of path-breaking innovations in
service delivery that amount to nothing more than the commercialisation of citizen-state interactions.

The trends — big and small — also concern the way the decentralising propensities of digital technologies
are being outsmarted by the forces that seek to 'capitalise’ their totalising power. The anarchist's dream
of self-organising and self-governance may originate in the network society's possibilities for
collaborative and distributed ecologies of creation and production, but these very sites are also the
factory shop floor for a new form of bottom-up, distributed capitalism in the emerging network
architectures. The peer-to-peer theorist Michel Bauwens uses the term 'netarchical capitalism' to
describe the emerging way in which digital ecologies are characterised by “the emergence of a new
segment of the capitalist class, which is no longer dependent on the ownership of intellectual property
rights nor on the control of the media vectors but rather on the development and control of participatory
platforms”. It may take us new ways of looking at things, but look we must, at the public in digital and
digitally enabled ecologies, and how it is produced through the monetisation of the commons; as Bauwens
asserts, “corporates who own Web 2.0 platforms are dangerous trustees of commons-favourable

protocols” (http://p2pfoundation.net/Netarchical Capitalism).

Meanwhile, most liberal actors would much rather ignore the erosion of the public, ostensibly because
State intervention in the free space of digital ecologies is anathema to the 'rights' of the netizen-user.
Contestation around the rights and principles scaffolding the emerging global public is buried in the
political economy of post-democratic politics, and the design of necessary global governance
arrangements appropriate to the global character of the network society is not surprisingly, suitably
ambiguous. While corporates in the network society are brazen in their opportunism and expediency,
developing countries are not yet clear on the public policy regime surrounding the Internet. Google
recently agreed to pay a fine of USD 500 million to the US government for allowing Canadian pharmacies
to place advertisements on its website that resulted in prescription drugs being imported from Canada to
the US, unlawfully. What India may want to or could do about similar violations contravening its domestic
law, is a moot point.

The unfolding picture of the digital era needs a compelling theoretical framework that can be uniquely
Southern; not only do we need explanations for the many contradictions arising from the rearrangement
of social norms and practices in the digital era, but also constructive pathways for an agenda of
transformation that is contemporary. The recasting of the public requires us to grapple with 'advanced
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