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Exclusion and communication
in the information era

by Sohail Inayatullah and lvana Milojevic

Can the Net be communicative in the widestsense of the wordl Reflections on the role
of new technologies in creating greater world harmory4

any claim that with the ad-
vent ofthe web and internet.
the future has arrived. The

dream of an interconnected planet where
physical labour becomes minimally
important and knowledge creation be-
comes the source of value and wealth
appears to be here. For cyber-enthusi-
asts. the new information and commu-
nication technologies increase our
choices. Bill Gates believes "it will
affect the world seismically, rocking us
in the same way the discovery of the
scientific method, the invention of
printing, and the arrival of the Informa-
tion Age did."r Author of Being Dig-
iral, Nicholas Negroponte writes that
"while the politicians struggle with the
baggage of history, a new generation is
emerging from the digital landscape
free of many of the old prejudices.
These kids are released from the limita-
tion of geographic proximity as the sole
basis of friendship, collaboration, play,
and neighbourhood. Digital technology
can be a natural force drawing people
into greater world harmony."2 Douglas
Rushkoff believes that computers are
creating a generation gap between the
"screenagers" and others, with screen-
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agers having the most important skill of
all-multi-tasking, choosing and doing
many things at the same time (of course,
forgetting that women have always had
to do many things at the same time-
taking care of the home and children as
well as other types of formal and infor-
mal work). In any case, ICTs are creat-
ing a new world, an interactive, truly
democratic world.

For proponents, the new technolo-
gies reduce the power of Big business
and Big State, creating a vast frontier
for creative individuals to explore.
"Cyberspace has the potential to be
egalitarian, to bring everyone into a
network arrangement. It has the capac-
ity to create communityi to provide
untold opportunities for communica-
tion, exchange and keeping in touch."a
Cybertechnologies will allow more in-
teraction creating a global ecumene.
They create wealth, indeed, a jump in
wealth. The new technologies promise
a transformational society where the
future is always beckoning, a new dis-

covery is yearly.s
Critics, however, argue it is not a

communicative world that will transpire
but a world of selves downloading their
emotional confusion onto each other.
Writes ZiaSardar, "Far from creating a
community based on consensus, the
information technologies could easily
create states of alienated and atomised
individuals, glued to their computer ter-
minal, terrorising and being terrorised
by all those whose values conflict with
their own."6

Social scientist Kevin Robbins is not
convinced that our lives will be mean-
ingfully changed by the information
revolution; rather, he believes the in-
formation and communication technol-
ogy (ICT) hype merely replaces the
classical opiate of religion and the
modernist idea of progress. Indeed, for
Robbins, the new technologies impov-
erish our imagination of alternative fu-
tures, particularly our geographic im-
ag ina t ion .  Focus ing  on  d is tance,
Robbins quoting Heidegger reminds us
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knowledge to create

that the end of distance is not the crea-
tion of nearness, of intimacy, of com-
munity. "'We are content to live in a
world of 

'uniform 
distancelessness,'

that is, in an information space rather
than a space of vivacity and experi-
ence."7 There is the illusion of commu-
nity-in which we can create virtual
communities far and away but still treat
badly our neighbours, partners and chil-
dren.

But, writes Robbins, more than de-
stroying the beauty of geography,
techno-optimists such as Bill Gates,
Nicholas Negroponte and others take
away space for critical commentary
(personalising the discourse by seeing
critics as merely imbued with too much
negativity), that is, for the creation of
futures that are different. Critical com-
mentary, however, is not merely of be-
ing pessimistic or optimistic but a mat-
terof survival. As PaulVirilio writes: "I
work in the'resistance' because there
are now too many'collaborators' once
again telling us about salvation through
progress, and emancipation, about man
(sic) being freed from all constraints."s

Earlier it was Comte's positive sci-
ence that was to solve all the problems
of religion, of difference and now with
the end of the cold war, it is liberal
democracy. Michael Tracey in his es-
say "Twilight: illusion and decline in
the communication revolution" writes
that it is not an accident that just at the
precise moment "the planet is being
constructed within the powerful, perva-
sive all consuming logic of the market,
there is a second order language, a fairy
tale ... that suggests in Utopian terms
new possibilities, in particular, those
presented by the new alchemies of 

'the

Net."' e What was once the cant of
progress is now the cant of cyber-
space-from love to democracy, from
evil to poverty, all will be delivered, all
will be redeemed-virtuality is "here".

Thus, while the internet helps con-
nect many people (especially those in
the North) and supplies much needed
information (especially important in the
South) it also represents a specific form
of cultural violence. While it intends to
create a global community of equals,
making identification based on age,
looks, race, (dis)ability, class or gender
less relevant, it also, through promot-
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information society.

ing, enhancing and cementing current
ways of communicating, silences bil-
lions of people.

Exclusion
Some of the excluded are non-Eng-

lish speaking nations, "irrelevant" na-
tions and peoples, national, religious
and ideological minorities, poor in poor
countries and poor in rich countries,
the majority of women, most old and
disabled, and almost all children (al-
though certainly not Western screen-
agers). In the 21st century most of the

What is needed is
the creation of a

progresswe

system diverse
how it used

better human
conditions.

world's population will stillbe silenced.
Reality will still be that of the strongest
and most powerful. The new communi-
cation technologies will further enhance
differences between poor and rich, be-
tween women andmen, andbetween the
world and its narrow part defined as "the
West". And once poor, if the world and
women catch up with the dominating
forces, it will be on their terms and it
will be in their language.

Women and Qlobal
Conversations

Before crying for our lost battle, we
(women, non-English speaking people,
not so technically-oriented individu-
als) can start thinking in terms of what
exactly is silenced, and what can we do
about it. How can we engage in global
conversations while not losing our own
identities, our own understanding of
reality, our ways of speaking, or our

own language? How can we use the Net
without being used by it?

Women and others do not necessar-
ily have to be disempowered. Women
have proved they can speak the language
of their "enemy" (as has the South of the
North). After all, that is what women
learn in schools, gather from books and
from all the other print media: some-
one else's history, someone else's per-
spective and someone else's knowl-
edge. Most feminists agree that in or-
der to achieve this women had to either
became bilingual (some successfully
and many through the destructive proc-
ess of othering their own selves) or to
abandon their own traditional language.
While it is not so clear what this tradi-
tional language might be, obvious dif-
ferences between women's and men's
ways of speaking are found to exist.
Research, in general, shows thatwomen
ask questions while men make state-
ments, that women talk about people
and feelings while men talk about things,
that women use more adjectives, more
modal forms such as "perhaps", "sort
of', "maybe", and more tag questions
and attention beginners.

It is often stressed that language not
only reflects but also perpetuates and
contributes to gender inequality, and
that through language hierarchy between
genders is "routinely established and
maintained". Feminist researchers find
that men are more likely than women to
control conversation while women do
"support work" being some sort of "co-
operative conversationalists" who ex-
press frequent concern for other par-
ticipants in talk. The main solution for
the transformation of current conver-
sational division of labour between
sexes cannot be only in the area of
language because even the most "neu-
tral" terms can always be appropriated
by the dominant culture (like the mean-
ing of the word "no" can be at time
constructed to mean "maybe" or "wait a
while"). Susan Ehrlich and Ruth King
write: "Because linguistic meaning are,
to a large extent, determined by the
dominant culture's social values and
attitudes, terms initially introduced to
be non-sexist and neutral may lose their
neutrality in the "mouths" of a sexist
speech community and/or culture". The
organisation of words and ideas into
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knowledge was similarly done in a con-
text of masculine power where women
were made invisible. their existence
either denied or distorted and their ways
of knowing and issues of interest la-
belled irrelevant. While many feminist
l inguists are attempting to reinvent lan-
guage and support women's emancipa-
tion through linguistic interventions, it
is clear that this has to be done simulta-
neously with polit ical, economic and
cultural transformations in the areas of
knowledge, language and the written
word. The question is: can the Net be-
come a site for this reinvention? Can
women's and others' ways of knowing
and speaking find space and voice on the
Net? Can we escape the tool-centric
approach of the new information and
communication technologies to create
a softer, listening future in which we
co-evolve with nature, technology, the
spirit, and the many civilizations that
are humanity? Can the Net be communi-
cative, in the widest sense of the word?

While it is obvious that women can
and do use the most dominant language,
it is also claimed that women would
rather use "softer", more intuitive and
face-to-face approaches. [n a future
controlled by women, oral tradition,
body language, sounds. dreams, intui-
t ive and psychic ways of communicat-
ing possibly would be equal with the
written text. or at least not so much
suppressed. Maybe, in such a society
where women would participate at all
levels and in all spheres it wouldn't be
n e c e s s a r y  t o  i n t r o d u c e  " d r e s s i n g
Barbie" video games in order to make
girls more interested in new computer
technologies.  Maybe new software
would be more interactive and more
user (women/other) friendly and maybe
n e w  c o m m u n i c a t i o n  t e c h n o l o g i e s
wou ld  look  comple te ly  d i f fe ren t .
Maybe they would not be so individual-
ised, and maybe, netweaving would be
done in a context of community or
friendly groups and not in a context of
alienated individuals. Priorities would
certainly be somewhere else: where the
quality of life of majority of people
would have the highest value.

Thus, there are, and can be even more
so, progressive dimensions to the new
technologies. As Fatma Aloo of the
Tanzanian Media Women' s Association
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e lnternet:
Just for the rich, male elitesl

xclusivity in access to the Internet has led many to brand it as yet another
technology that is available only to the wealthy and powerful elite in
developing countries. The true picture is more complex however and

despite lack of access the Internet is having a real impact.
One consistent criticism centres on the domination of Intemet use by men.

Access to information means access to power and most societies continue to
exclude women from both. Estimates suggest that the global Internet gender
ratio has remained static for a number of years, with around 63 per cent male
users and 37 per cent female users. Less optimistic is the Association for
Progressive Communications' claim that "male domination of computer
networks" is as high as 95 per cent.

For many activists, the concept of "cyberspace" is critical to understanding
the importance of the new technology for women. "The issue of space has always
been central for women and is highly sensitive, particularly in Africa", argues
Marie-Helene Mottin-Sylla of the Synergy, Gender and Development Programme
of the NGO, ENDA Tiers Monde, in Senegal. "The freedom to have access to
spaces other than the bedroom and the kitchen, and to fully and safely be able
to act in other public spaces is key to women's full participation in the world's
future. Unless African women can participate fully in cyberspace, they will face
a new form of exclusion from society."

What the Internet means for women is reflected in other traditionally
marginalisedgroups. Much of the South's Intemetuse, particularlyin theearlier
years ( 1993- 1995) has been attributable to low-costNGO networks. The earliest
users and disseminators of Internet use and technology were academic and
research organisations and organisations belonging to the Association of
Progressive Communications (APC). such as GreenNet (London) and the Insti-
tute for Global Communications (San Francisco). These have actively supported
or established networks in Asia, Africa and Latin America for years, and often
provided countries with their only link to the Internet. Partly because of these
initiatives. the Internet may have a greater social impact in developing countries
than anywhere else.

These networks successfully targeted key actors in the development process
- international NGOs and local civil society groups. APC currently claims "a
consortium of 25 international member networks [providing] vital links of
communication to over 50,000 NGOs, activists, educators, policy-makers and
community leaders in 133 countries."

The early march stolen by community organi sations and academics meant that
some of the best informed organisations in developing countries were those
campaigning for greater democracy, social equality and protection of the
environment.

However, this is now changing as the Internet becomes more commercialised.
The Internet sectorin industrialisedanddeveloping countries alike isnowhighly
competitive, profitable and likely to flourish with or without the help of the NGO
or donor communities. Egypt, for example. now has more than 15 commercial
Internet service providers, all of which have started since 1995. More than 100
Internet service providers have been established in sub-Saharan Africa in the
past two years.

Thisis anexcerptfromareportby Duncan Pruettu,ithJames Deane andOmur Sattaurforthe Panos
In s t it ut e Lo nd o n ( http : //wwu,. o new, o r I d. o r g/p a no s )

l l



argues, "They are a necessary evil."
Women and other marginalised groups
must use and design them for their own
empowerment or they will be further
left out and behind. Without being part
of the design (the "knowledge ware")
and use process, they will further have
to other themselves when they use the
ICTs.

What is needed then is the creation of
a progressive information society. It
would be a world system that was di-
verse in how it viewed knowledge, ap-
preciating the different ways gender
and civilization order the real. It would
not just be technical but emotional and
spiritual as well and ultimately one that
used knowledge to create better human
conditions, to reduce dukha (suffer-

ing) and realise moksa (spiritual libera-
tion from the bonds of action and reac-
tion). The challenge then is not just to
increase our ability to produce and un-
derstand information but to enhance the
capacity of the deeper layers of mind,
particularly in developing what in
Tantr ic phi losophy is cal led the
vijinanamaya kosa (where knowledge
of what is eternal and temporal is
touched). Certainly, even though the
web is less rigid than a library, it is not
the liberating information technology
some assume-spiritual energies and
shamanistic dissenting spaces cannot
enter. Of course, underlying an alterna-
tive view of an information society is a
commitment to prama or a dynamic
equilibrium wherein internaVexternal,
"male/female" and spirituaVmaterial are
balanced.

From Qlobal
Conversations to a Qaia of

Ciwlizations
We thus need to imagine and help

create social spaces so the new tech-
nologies participate in and allow for the
coming of a real global civilization, a
prama, a gaia of cultures; one where
there is deep multi-culturalism; where
not just political representation and
economic wealth are enhanced but the
basis of civilization: the epistemologies
of varied cultures, women and men,
how they see self and other, flourish. To
begin to realize this, we need to first
critically examine the politics of infor-
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mation. We need to ask if the informa-
tion we receive is true; if it is important,
what its implications are, and the who is
sending us the information. We also
need to determine if we can engage in a
conversation with the information
sent-to question it, reveal its culturaU
gendered context, to discern if the in-
formation allows for dialogue, for com-
munication. We thus need to search for
ways to transform information to com-
munication (going far beyond the
"interactivity" the web promises us),
creating not a knowledge economy
(which silences differences of wealth)
but a communicative economy (where
differences are explored, some un-
veiled, others left to be).

To do so, in addition to engaging criti-
cally with the assumptions beyond the
information discourse. we also need to
expand the limited rationalist discourse
in which "information" resides. What
we learn from other cultures such as the
indigenous Indian Tantric is thatthe new
electronic technologies are just one of
the possible technologies creating world
space. Indeed they just act at the most
superficial materialistic levels. As im-
portant as cyberspace is microvita
spacer0 or the noosphere being created
through our world imaginations, through
our increasingly shared collective con-
sciousness.

Certainly while the reality of the in-
formation era is one of exclusion. the
potential for shared communication fu-
tures remains. To do so will require far
more communicat ion-shar ing of
meaning-than we have everknown and
at far greater levels, in light of the many
ways we know and learn from each
other. While we have highlighted the
structures of power that create coloni-
zation, we also need to acknowledge
personal agency; we particularly need
to be far more sensitive to how we
project our individual and civilizational
dark sides on others. The information
era will further magnify our assump-
tions of self-innocence and other-as-
guilty unless we begin to reveal our
complicitness in soliloquy posing as
conversation.

If information can be ffansformed to
communication, the web then can per-
haps participate in the historical
decolonization process giving power to

communities andindividuals in the over-
all context of global human, economic,
environmental and culturally negotiated
universals.
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