New Media and development: learning from whence we come.
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1. There is a whole history of analysing media's role in development, much of which has been ignored in looking at the "magic" that new media is supposed to work.

2. The Cold War era saw US theorisation by Schramm, Lerner and others speculate that media could be "the magic multiplier of development".  The thinking in the 50s and 60s was that "backward" countries could quickly "catch up" - indeed leapfrog over some of the stages that others had been compelled to pass through. In this view, what was needed was for these countries to simply be saturated with modern media which in turn would Americanise local attitudes. Presto, economies would grow like the US' one had. Trouble was, neither phenomenon really happened, and this model became discredited. 

3. Known as the Modernisation approach, this perspective was criticised in the 70s by the Dependista theorists, drawing from Latin American experience. They said the problem wasn't internal backwardness and indigenous states of mind, but the actual  integration of Third World economies in a dependent, exploited relationship with the First.  The role of media was simply to reinforce this dominance and dependency. They also began to critique the notion of "development", saying that it had to incorporate a level of equity, else it was mere growth. To the extent that change was envisaged, with media playing a role, this gave rise to the unsuccessful Unesco New World Information Order strategy, which aimed to change the international imbalances in the flow of media content. It also stimulated strategies in post-independent countries of nationalisation of media in the interests of both nation-building and the promotion of local content. In many cases in Africa, this strategy became perverted into propaganda aimed at persuading the masses that the dictatorship of the day was working in their interests. As a result, the notion of "Development journalism" became discredited. 

4. A third wave took the debate further by arguing that development (in the allround sense) could only succeed if the developees themselves participated in it. Rather than being objects of media, as in the first two perspectives, the people should be subjects. For Paulo Freire, this meant a praxis that was revolutionary - and which aimed at conscientising people to overthrow local agents of imperialism who were seen as the immediate stumbling block to development. For less radical analysts, democracy came to be seen as a precondition for development, and the question then was media's role in this. For more socially-oriented people, development did not necessarily equate to liberation or even democracy, but it still required the buy-in that comes from participation. Community radio is a classic strategy that merged the democratic and the participatory thrusts.  Another school also evolved in this thrid wave, and began to move away from media-centric conceptions altogether, arguing that media could at best play a weak role in development, and conceiving the "development support communication" approach. 

5. Enter the Net. It was as if there was no history to the issue. Or, rather, it was that whereas earlier phases had not delivered the goods, suddenly this wonderful new technology would do the trick.  On the one hand, the Net opened up a universe (sic) of information to the poor info-deprived Third Worlders. On the other, it was uniquely and potentially participative. Once again, the notion of leap-frogging was part of the discourse. One change was that whereas the focus previously had been on mass media content, now it widened to "information and communications technologies" (ICTs). Some people stress the information side, others the communications one. Few, it seems, focus on the complementarity and points of integration. This made for more techno-centric concepts: development would result from dispersal of ICTs, and the incorporation of the marginalised masses into the Information Society. The SuperHighway should be taken to the globe's outlying villages. 

6. The idea that the Information Society is not a neutral term, has still not been widely recognised.  Even rarer is the recognition that the paradigm underlying the prescriptions about incorporating people into the Information Society, is identical to the old Modernization one. And as flawed. To the extent that the participative potential of the Net is stressed when talking about new media and the Third World, this is seldom related to this "expansionist" thrust. The idea is primarily that the masses will be enlightened, courtesy of the Net. As an afterthought, it is considered that perhaps they might want to interact with the content acquired courtesy of SuperHighway delivery. 

7. The burst of the dot-com bubble has led globally to less-inflated hopes about the Internet all around the world. It is not a magic money-spinner in the First World, even though it does aid productivity there. It is not a panacea for Third Worlders seeking distance education, enhanced local or global trade relationships, or even democracy. So what is it then, and what is its role? The history of debates on the role of media and development has something to offer in answering this question:

8. From the Modernization approach, one can take the point that it is indeed evident that the dissemination of media technology is an important question in development. It is clear that if the Net is still not (yet) a profitable medium in the First World, how much more so then for the Third? One answer to this problem is to draw upon the Modernization paradigm's micro-thinking - that is, a focus upon "multi-step flow" and "trickle down".  The point briefly is that although it is unrealistic to expect Net tech to be ubiquitous in the Third World in the next decade, this does not render it redundant. The elites in Third World societies no doubt can adopt and usefully use this powerful technology. The internal social "knowledge gaps" may persist, but that is not a reason for elites not get wired. It is also all the more reason why old media can play critical bridging roles - accessing information resources via the Net and outputting these on old media platforms. Journalists, in short, should be among the most connected of any Third World constituency.

9. A key blindspot in Modernization thinking was and is about the suitability of media content. However, it would be wrong to take Dependency theorists to their logical extreme, and reject out of hand all content emanating from the Information Society. There is of course enormous value in it, just as there is also a volume of trash or simply inappropriate content. On the other hand, it is still critical that the Third World develop its own online information resources - reflecting its own issues and in its own languages. The Dependistas were right here. Yet, this on its own is insufficient.

10. Taking on board the lessons of the Participatory approach, it is apparent that indigenous content is needed not only for the Third World, but that this needs to inject into global knowledge resources.  If many problems of underdevelopment are precisely because of the unequal terms of globalization (eg. foreign debt, tariffs against agricultural exports), then this has to be inserted into the international agenda. In other words, participation is part of ensuring that the global public sphere includes the interests of the underdeveloped. This is a contribution towards liberation. Again, media as a whole has a critical bridging role to play - not only to channel First World information to the Third, but also the reverse. And here the Web, with its global potential, is a unique medium. 

Participation too is part of getting buy-in and co-construction by Third Worlders into their national questions of development and democracy. The chat forums on many web sites may be used largely by diasporas and local elites, but that does not diminish their relevance at all. The challenge is to see to what extent Net and other communicative technologies can be disseminated (eg. Cellphones) to broader communities. In this way, information's place in development becomes not just a vertical matter between suppliers and receivers, but also one where receivers themselves are interacting both vertically and horizontally about the issues. A caution  is in order here, however. It would be wrong to over-stress the Communications component at the expense of the Information component of ICTS.  This would be to render professional journalism and expert communication redundant, whereas these all complement and enrich each other. Using ICTs without content collected and presented by specialists is to impoverish the proceedings and risk the danger of reducing them to simple chat. (By the same token, producing professional information without considering the value of communication and participation, is to slip back into the old Modernization "hyperdermic needle" paradigm). 

11. Finally, however, the role of media in general, and new media in particular, is a limited, albeit important, one. In short, it can play a supportive role, but is unlikely to be the driving force or catalyst - that is the place of wider, and overdetermining, political and economic processes. There is no "magic" that will be wrought. However, effective use of new media can still be of great value.  Certainly, it would be amiss if conceptions at sustainable development at the World Summit were - as seems likely - to ignore or under-play the place of media and new media. 

