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Chapter	I

Introduction

The	Problematique	of	the	Digital	Divide
The	“digital	divide”	represents	a	substantial	asymmetry	between	two	or	more	populations
in	the	production,	distribution	and	effective	use	of	 information	and	communication	tools
and	 services,	 and	 the	 varying	 abilities	 of	 these	 groups	 to	 employ	 ICTs	 for	 development
purposes.	It	is	a	reflection	of	the

“…	 uneven	 diffusion	 of	 technology	 and	 inequality	 in	 access	 to	 technologies	 with	 significant	 social,
economic	and	political	consequences.1	(ITU	2006)

And	for	some	it	is	the	continuation	of	the	same	underlying	systemic	and	domestic	forces
that	 create	 “technological	 dualism”2	 (James	 2003,	 ix).	 The	 concern	 is	 that	“despite	 the
rapid	growth	of	the	Internet,	many	governments,	businesses,	and	individuals	still	remain
unconnected	to	its	benefits”	(Mann	2000,	73).

One	of	the	unintended	consequences	of	the	most	recent	technological	revolution	is	the
exorbitant	socio-economic	cost	of	not	being	connected	 (or	being	disconnected)	 from	the
artifacts	 (and	associated	processes	 and	 services)	of	modern	 ICTs.	This	phenomenon	has
been	 represented	 variously	 as	 the	 technological	 gap	 or	 the	 digital	 divide.	 This	 work
recognizes	that	the	use	of	the	latter	label	is	but	a	reflection	of	the	nature	of	the	technology
of	the	day,	that	is,	digital	technology,	out	of	which	the	descriptor	for	the	gap	between	those
who	have	access	and	those	who	don’t,	is	derived.

Roughly	ten	years	ago,	the	2001	UNDP	Human	Development	Report	(HDR)	presented
a	comparison	of	countries	based	on	the	Technology	Access	Index	(TAI)	and	revealed	that
essentially	 most	 of	 the	 developing	 world	 is	 “technologically	 disconnected”	 from	 the
benefits	of	the	electronic	age.3	Low	personal	computer	(PC)	and	Internet	penetration	rates,
(Internet	 penetration	 in	 the	 English	 Speaking	 Caribbean4	 measures	 between	 3%	 -10%;
while	PC	penetration	is	between	5	and	13%),	low	teledensity	rates	in	the	developing	world
compared	with	the	developed	world	substantiate	this	claim.	Regrettably,	one	decade	on	the
situation	has	changed	very	little,	if	at	all,	and	this	will	be	addressed	in	greater	detail	in	the
forthcoming	chapters.	Moreover,	to	the	extent	that	the	digital	divide	is	a	reflection	of	other
gaps,	one	wonders	whether	it	is	reasonable	to	expect	a	marked	improvement	in	the	indices
given	that	other	fundamental	socio-economic	gaps	have	yet	to	be	addressed.

The	reality	of	the	digital	divide,	dulls	the	expectation	that	due	to	the	high	mobility	of
ICT	 capital	 and	 knowledge	 intensity,	 the	 new	 techno-economic	 paradigm	 may	 offer
opportunities	 to	 “leap	 frog”	 (Choucri	 1998)	 traditional	 linear	 paths	 to	 development5
(Ishaq,	 2001).	“Leapfrogging”	 implies	 overcoming	 the	 impediments	 to	 realizing	 higher
productivity	and	growth,	thereby	narrowing	the	productivity	gaps	that	distinguish	between
developed	 and	 developing	 countries.	 According	 to	 Singh	 (1999,	 5)	 “Leapfrogging”
connotes	 that	 telecommunications	 can	 help	 developing	 countries	 skip	 stages	 of



development,	propelling	them	unto	a	growth	path	leading	to	post-industrial	society	status.
It	also	implies	the	possibility	of	accelerating	the	pace	of	development	by	employing	new
technologies,	in	particular	telecommunications	technologies.

The	 dominance	 of	 techno-optimistic	 perspectives	 in	 analyzing	 the	 problem	 of	 the
digital	divide	is	blind	to	or	relatively	silent	on	some	of	the	wider	structural	and	historical
realities;	realities	that	have	implications	for	who	produces	what	and	where.	The	productive
use	of	ICTs	in	the	economy	is	not	necessarily	universal.	Certain	sectors	lend	themselves
more	 readily	 to	 the	application	and	use	of	 ICTs,	and	as	a	 result	 some	sectors	have	been
more	affected,	for	example,	travel	and	tourism,	pornography,	books	and	music.

A	 historical	 survey	 suggests	 that	 the	 presumption	 that	 ICTs	 can	 enable	 countries	 to
escape	 the	 development	 trap	 is	 largely	 unfounded.	 Aseniero	 (1984),	 Thomas	 (2000),
Cardoso	(1993)	Felipe	(2000)	have	long	argued	that	there	is	little,	if	any	at	all,	historical	or
empirical	 evidence	 to	 support	 the	 convergence	 theory	 that	 assumes	 that	 technology
diffuses	quickly	and	easily.	Hence,	for	Lutzker	this	is	a	grossly	mistaken	assumption	given
the	historical	experience	of	peripheral	nations	(Lutzker	2003,	764).	For	example,	based	on
empirical	testing	of	the	convergence	hypothesis	the	results	prompted	Felipe	(2000,	54)	to
argue,

“…	disparities	 among	 rich	 and	 poor	 countries	 have	 not	 shown	 a	 tendency	 to	 diminish	 during	 the	 last
three	decades,	not	even	among	the	eight	high-performing	countries.”

In	fact,	he	arrived	at	some	very	grim	conclusions,	asserting	that
“The	 late	 entry	 of	 most	 less-developed	 countries	 into	 the	 economic	 race	 may	 prevent	 them	 from	 ever
competing	with	 the	 developed	 nations;	 instead	 they	will	 just	 fade	 further	and	 further	behind”	 (Felipe
2000,	65).6

Hence,	 the	 techno-optimism	 that	 pervades	 current	 development	 literature	 ignores	 the
problematique	 of	 “catching	 up”	 and	 the	 stark	 reality	 that	 many	 peripheral	 nations	 are
instead	being	“left	behind”.	There	are	those	who	vehemently	deny	that	the	emerging	ICTs
have	ushered	 in	significant	opportunities	 to	correct	 the	socio	economic	 ills	of	 the	global
poor	 or	 new	 poor,	 among	 them	 (Aseniero	 1984,	 1985;	 Cardoso	 1993;	 Castells	 1993,
1996).	 Moreover,	 there	 is	 an	 even	 greater	 doubt	 about	 the	 potential	 of	 ICTs	 to	 assist
developing	countries	trapped	in	the	bowels	of	underdevelopment	especially	if	they	are	not
appropriate	to	the	socio-economic	context	(Grant	2003;	Heeks	2002).

It	 has	 long	 been	 argued	 that	 rather	 than	 alleviate	 the	 socio-economic	 woes	 of
developing	nations,	ICTs	have	deepened	the	extensive	external	reliance	on	the	North	for
FDI,	loans	…	technology	(Gereffi	1993,	319);	and	entrenched	the	dependency	syndrome
of	 the	 periphery,	 resulting	 in	 a	 new	 dependency	 (Cardoso	 1993).	 Schiller,	 for	 example,
argues	 that	 the	 new	 digital	 capitalism	 aggravates	 existing	 social	 inequalities.	 (Schiller
2000,	xiv)	More	explicitly,	Schiller	(1999,	209)	contends	 that	“…	digital	capitalism	has
strengthened,	rather	than	banished,	the	age	old	scourges	of	the	market	system:	inequality
and	 domination.”	Moreover,	 many	 have	 fallen	 victim	 to	 the	 economic	 costs	 associated
with	the	digital	divide.

This	 argument	 is	 made	 against	 the	 backdrop	 of	 a	 widening	 income,	 wealth	 and
development	 gap	 (See	 for	 example	 the	UNDESA	 report	 “The	 Inequality	 Predicament”)
characterized	in	part	by	technological	disparities.7	Over	2.8	billion	people	live	on	less	than
US$	2.00	per	day.	More	than	half	the	world’s	population	has	never	made	a	phone	call	and



less	than	5%	of	the	world’s	population	benefit	from	advances	in	ICTs.	Less	than	15%	of
Internet	and	ICT	users	live	in	developing	countries.	Africa	has	the	lowest	ICT	penetration
rate,	where	less	than	5%	of	the	population	uses	the	internet.	This	is	in	sharp	contrast	with
developed	nations	such	as	Europe	and	the	Americas	which	boast	rates	of	43	and	44%.8	For
example,	90%	of	the	global	technology	sector	is	in	developed	nations,	and	it	is	they	who
attract	 a	 large	 share	 of	 the	 investment	 capital	 (Hammond	 2001).	 Therefore,	 we	 need
necessarily	be	cognizant	of	the	structural	considerations	that	determine	the	extent	to	which
technological	“leapfrogging”	 can	 be	 realized.	 One	 must	 be	 mindful	 that	 access	 to	 the
Internet	or	related	ICT	tools	alone	will	not	alleviate	or	bridge	the	development	or	digital
divide.	Several	other	“divides”	together	characterize	the	development	divide!	The	income,
literacy,	education,	skills,	knowledge,	social	capability	and	technology	production	divide
all	give	dimension	to	the	economic	opportunity	divide.

The	problematique	of	narrowing	the	digital	divide	is	made	even	more	acute	because	of
the	rate	at	which	new	technologies	are	being	introduced.	For	this	and	other	reasons	to	be
explored	further,	there	is	much	scepticism	surrounding	the	ability	of	peripheral	countries
to	“catch	up”	(despite	growing	debates	that	suggest	technology	cycles	have	shortened	and
hence	increased	the	chances	of	“catching	up”).	Contrary	to	the	very	optimistic	HDRs	(for
example	 2001	 HDR	 Report	 entitled	 “Making	 New	 Technologies	 Work	 for	 Human
Development”)	 it	 is	 argued	 here	 that	 contemporary	 technological	 developments	 are	 no
panacea	to	the	development	problems	of	the	Third	World.

Where	 economic	 and	 human	 development	 are	 concerned,	 there	 have	 been	 no
appreciable	gains	in	the	relative	position	of	small	developing	economies	like	those	of	the
Caribbean,	when	compared	with	the	more	advanced	economies,	regardless	of	the	techno-
economic	 paradigm	 of	 the	 day.	 The	 general	 dismal	 pictures	 of	 the	 region’s	 historical
experiences	with	technology	are	well	documented.9	Perhaps	part	of	the	problem	resides	in
the	fact	that	the	region	has	concentrated	its	efforts	on	issues	of	technology	and	knowledge
transfer	versus	technology	and	knowledge	creation	or	production,	that	are	the	real	wealth
generating	activities.

Decoding	the	Myths
“Far	from	delivering	us	into	a	high-tech	Eden,	in	fact	cyber	space	itself	is	being	rapidly	colonized	by	the
familiar	 workings	 of	 the	 market	 system.	 Across	 their	 breadth	 and	 depth,	 computer	 networks	 link	 with
existing	 capitalism	 to	 massively	 broaden	 the	 effective	 reach	 of	 the	 market	 place.	 Indeed,	 the	 Internet
comprises	 nothing	 less	 than	 the	 central	 production	 and	 control	 apparatus	 of	 an	 increasingly
supranational	market	system”	(Schiller	2000,	xiv).

There	is	a	general	view	that	ICTs	have	far-reaching	changes	in	every	sphere	and	can	be	a
powerful	 enabling	 force,	 shaping	 “new	 frontiers	 in	 developing	 societies”	 (Hanna	 1991;
Choucri	 2000).	 It	 is	 argued	 that	 the	world	 economy	has	 changed	 in	 a	 fundamental	way
(Castells	1993;	Coyle	2001),	and	that	it	provides	great	opportunities	for	the	transformation
of	the	socio-economic	condition	of	many	(Mansell	and	Wehn	1998).

Other	analysts	refer	to	the	ubiquity	of	ICTs,	changing	production	patterns,	innovations
taking	 place	 at	 a	 dizzying	 pace	 in	 support	 of	 their	 claim	 (Hammond	 2001;	 Alamango
2000;	Souter	2000).	These	views	are	premised	on	the	notion	of	technological	convergence,
and	 the	 automaticity	 of	 the	 market	 in	 diffusing	 the	 benefits	 of	 ICTs.	 These	 techno-



optimistic	 postulations	 contend	 that	 upward	 mobility	 on	 the	 technological	 gradient	 is
possible,	 once	 certain	 prerequisites	 such	 as	 innovative	 capacity	 (Research	 and
Development),	 access	 to	 the	 emerging	 technologies,	 industrial	 policy,	 capacity	 building
and	physical	and	intellectual	infrastructures	are	satisfied.

Despite	the	optimism	that	pervades	much	of	the	literature	about	the	potential	impact	of
ICTs	 on	 development,	 the	 reality	 of	 the	world’s	majority	 tells	 another	 story:	 still	 up	 to
96%	 of	 Internet	 host	 computers	 reside	 in	 the	 highest	 income	 countries	which	 represent
16%	of	the	world’s	population.	There	are	more	Internet	hosts	in	Finland	than	the	whole	of
Latin	 America	 and	 the	 Caribbean,	 more	 in	 New	 York	 City	 than	 on	 the	 entire	 African
continent.10

A	recent	ECLAC	study	of	Latin	America	and	the	Caribbean	(LAC)	revealed	that	from
1998	to	2004	the	number	of	fixed	telephones	grew	from	53	million	to	almost	93	million,	a
near	 200%	 increase,	while	mobile	 phones	multiplied	 8.5	 times	 (from	20	million	 to	 172
million)	 and	 the	 number	 of	 Internet	 users	 multiplied	 12	 times	 (from	 6	 million	 to	 72
million).	 In	 several	 of	 the	 region’s	 countries,	 per	 capita	 spending	 on	 information	 and
communication	technologies	(ICTs)	as	a	percentage	of	per	capita	income	has	even	reached
world	averages:	8.4%	in	Brazil	and	7.8%	in	Chile	and	the	Dominican	Republic.	However,
in	absolute	terms,	each	country	only	spends	US$400	per	year	per	capita	on	ICTs,	a	figure
that	 is	 six	 times	 larger	 in	developed	countries	 (ECLAC	June	2005).	While	 these	 figures
indicate	 some	 measure	 of	 progress,	 they	 simultaneously	 highlight	 the	 extent	 of	 the
technological	and	income	gaps.	The	point	is	that	the	diffusion	is	uneven.

Therefore,	the	primary	concern	here	is	with	issues	of	digital	exclusion	versus	digital
inclusion	and	the	socio-economic	implications	of	 these,	with	a	particular	focus	on	small
states	 of	 the	 Caribbean.	 More	 importantly	 is	 whether	 digital	 inclusion	 presents	 a	 new
opportunity	for	realizing	development	in	peripheral	economies.

A	 major	 contention	 here	 is	 that	 the	 faith	 attributed	 to	 and	 the	 novelty	 ascribed	 to
technological	 solutions	via	 ICTs	are	misplaced	and	misguided.	Despite	 the	notion	of	 a
“networked	 society”	 (Castells	 1996,	 2003);	 a	 “global	 village”	 (Giddens	 1999);	 “digital
capitalism”	 (Schiller	 1999);	 the	 “death	 of	 distance”	 (Cairncross	 1997);	 a	 “weightless
world”	(Coyle	1999);	“new	capitalism”	(Coyle	2001),	strangely	these	works	are	silent	in
the	main	 on	 global	 inequality	 and	 the	 unchanging	 plight	 of	 the	 developing	world.	 The
emergence	of	a	new	techno-economic	paradigm	or	a	new	economy	and	all	that	it	implies,
has	 given	 rise	 to	 new	 problems	 or	 exacerbated	 existing	 ones.	 The	 existence	 and
implications	 of	 a	 global	 and	 intra-national	 technology	 gap,	 therefore,	 challenge	 the
aforementioned	optimistic	postulations:	fueling	skepticisms	about	the	development	impact
of	ICTs	that	are	embodied	in	notions	such	as	the	“productivity	paradox”11	and	“the	digital
divide”.

The	 main	 argument	 is	 that	 the	 digital	 divide	 is	 not	 a	 new	 phenomenon	 in	 its	 structural	 and	 socio-
economic	 elements,	 but	 is	 rather	 the	 contemporary	 context	 of	 the	 disparity	 between	 those	who	 occupy
different	 occupational,	 economic	 and	 political	 roles	 in	 the	 international	 division	 of	 labor	 (IDL).	 The
excitement	 evoked	 over	 a	 century	 ago	 by	 the	 “emerging	 technologies”	 of	 the	 day,	 is	 similar	 to	 the
optimistic	 assertions	 about	 the	 developmental	 impact	 of	 ICTs	 being	 touted	 today.	 We	 were	 told	 then
that,“…	Steamships,	 railroads,	 automobiles,	 and	 airplanes	 transformed	 the	 ability	 to	move	 people	 and
materials	vast	distances	in	ever-shorter	amounts	of	time.	Telegraphy,	radios,	and	telephones	transformed
the	ability	 to	communicate	over	immense	spaces	even	faster	 than	people	could	move”	 (Steele	and	Stein
2002:26),



Back	 then,	 the	 world	 was	 being	 “revolutionized”	 by	 the	 combustion	 engine,	 electric
power,	and	the	telephone,	with	significant	improvements	in	productive	capacities	and	the
attendant	optimism	for	improvements	in	the	human	condition.	What	is	today	perceived	as
the	ICT	revolution	bears	a	striking	resemblance	to	periodic	phases	of	technological	change
(i.e.	swarming	of	new	innovations)	that	often	escape	mention	in	the	burgeoning	literature
on	ICTs.

The	ahistoricism	 that	 characterizes	 current	 debates	 on	 ICTs	 and	 development,	 not
only	 fails	 to	 explain	 how	 the	 now	 developed	 countries	 got	 there,	 it	 also	 diminishes	 the
efforts	of	peripheral	states	to	achieve	higher	levels	of	development,	by	luring	them	into	a
false	hope,	while	the	deep	systemic	and	regional	elements	that	shape	the	possibilities	for
change	have	largely	gone	unquestioned.

The	approach	used	here	is	premised	on	long	wave	methodological	approach	drawing
on	 World-Systems	 Analysis	 (WSA)	 and	 Neo-Schumpeterianism.	 Both	 theoretical
approaches	 are	 premised	 on	 cyclical	 change,	 for	 example,	 conjunctural	 shifts	 in	 the
techno-economic	 paradigm	 (Freeman	 1984;	 Perez	 1983,	 1985,	 1988;	 and	 Hopkins	 and
Wallerstein	1982).

While	 both	 WSA	 and	 Neo-Schumpeterians	 argue	 that	 global	 capitalism	 has	 some
inherent	 tendencies	 such	 as	 the	 swarming	 of	 technologies	 and	 innovation	 cycles,	WSA
goes	 further	 in	 articulating	 long-term	 secular	 trends	 like	 the	 polarization	 of	 incomes,
concentration	 of	 capital	 and	 the	 incorporation	 of	 peripheral	 areas	 (Hopkins	 and
Wallerstein	1982).	The	work	of	the	Neo-Schumpeterians	is	relatively	silent	on	that	score.12
Conversely,	 the	 Neo-Schumpeterian	 School	 emphasizes	 national	 transformation,	 for
example,	national	innovation	systems	(Freeman	and	Soete	1997;	Carlota	and	Perez	1988).
However,	their	prescriptions	tend	to	focus	in	that	area,	and	do	not	factor	in	adequately	the
dynamics	of	the	wider	global	political	economy	(GPE).	This	is	reflected,	for	example,
in	 Carlota	 Perez’s	 work,	 where	 she	 highlights	 the	 importance	 of	 the	 socio-institutional
framework,	but	falls	short	of	operationalizing	it	within	a	wider	global	political	economic
framework.

The	 arguments	 put	 forward	 here	 are	 distinguishable	 from	 much	 of	 the	 groundless
optimism	and	ahistorical	conclusions	that	stem	from	the	universal	application	of	notions
of	 developmentalism,	 imbued	 with	 neo-liberal	 dogma	 (Addo	 1985,	 1986	 and	 1996);
Hence,	 the	 critique	 of	 Eurocentric	 notions	 of	 development	 and	 the	 techno-optimism
inherent	in	these	assumptions.	The	digital	divide	as	it	is	manifested	in	the	Caribbean	and
indeed	in	much	of	the	developing	world	cannot	be	adequately	explained	or	understood	by
employing	uncritical	neo-liberal	theoretical	frameworks.

Optimistic	pronouncements	about	the	possibility	of	bridging	the	digital	divide	do	not
accord	with	the	historical	record	of	ascent	in	global	capitalism,	and	are	inconsistent	with
the	working	of	 capitalism,	which	 is	 inherently	 asymmetrical.	Moreover,	 the	 optimistic
perspectives	miss	an	important	fact:	bridging	the	digital	divide	cannot	be	an	end	goal,	as
the	problems	of	global	(and	indeed	intra	national)	inequality	and	inequity	persist.	A	long
term	 historical	 analysis	 of	 the	 peripheralization	 of	 the	 Caribbean	 and	 its	 political	 and
economic	relations	with	the	hegemonic	power:	first	Great	Britain	and	latterly	(post	World
War	 II)	 the	 United	 States	 of	 the	 America	 (USA),	 indicates	 that	 though	 the	 region	 has
played	a	critical	role	in	the	IDL,	it	has	indeed	been	a	subordinate	one.	Hence,	one	cannot



understand	 the	 digital	 divide	 in	 its	 present	 manifestations	 without	 understanding	 its
historical	antecedents.

The	work,	 therefore,	 raises	 questions	 about	 the	universalism	of	 the	 techno-optimist
discourse.	This,	however,	does	not	translate	necessarily	into	a	wholesale	rejection	of	their
espoused	 formula	 for	 growth.	 The	 work	 recognizes	 the	 specificity	 of	 the	 Western
experience	 of	 growth	 and	 development,	 and	 the	 inability	 of	 peripheral	 countries	 to
replicate	 that	 experience.	 The	 development	 of	 the	 West	 was	 possible	 because	 of	 the
protectionist	and	mercantilist	policies	they	pursued.	Not	only	are	these	policies	no	longer
feasible	 in	 the	 context	 of	 free	 trade	 economics	 (especially	 for	 fragile,	 import	 dependent
economies	 like	 the	SIDs	considered	here)	moreover,	 they	are	discouraged	 in	 the	current
global	 economic	 context.13	 Hence,	 the	 difficulties	 these	 nations	 experience	 in	 trying	 to
exercise	their	autonomy	in	defining	indigenous	growth	strategies.

While	 there	 are	 several	 works	 that	 treat	 with	 one	 or	 more	 of	 the	 above-mentioned
issues,	the	complexity	of	the	digital	divide	and	its	implications	for	development	in	small
developing	economies	like	those	of	the	Caribbean,	can	only	be	understood	in	their	totality
if	the	issues	raised	above	are	considered	ensemble.	The	reason	is	that	in	many	respects	the
problem	 of	 the	 digital	 divide	 is	 symptomatic	 of	 a	 wider	 multifaceted	 development
disparity.

Several	 realities	become	immediately	apparent.	A	digital	divide	exists	 in	spite	of	 the
progress	 being	 made	 in	 the	 development	 and	 use	 of	 ICTs.	 The	 digital	 divide	 is
representative	of	 a	much	 larger	 and	deeply	entrenched	development	problem.	These	 are
reflected	 in	 other	 gaps,	 such	 as	 the	 wealth,	 income	 and	 health	 gaps,	 for	 example.
Therefore,	the	digital	divide	mirrors	these	historical	and	emerging	gaps	between	the	haves
and	have-nots.

The	causes	for	inequalities	in	access	to,	and	the	disparities	in	the	production	and	use	of
ICTs	are	many	and	are	attributable	to	varying	extents	to	the	existence	of	a	digital	divide
both	 intra-and	 inter-	 nationally.	 In	 assessing	 the	 dimensions	 of	 the	 digital	 divide	 in	 the
Caribbean,	 the	 focus	 is	 on	 the	 most	 significant	 factors	 that	 determine	 technology
production,	diffusion	and	use.	These	are:

1.	Access	divide

2.	Skills	divide

3.	Social	capability	divide

4.	Knowledge	divide	and

5.	Technology	production	divide

These	 inform	 and	 are	 shaped	 by	 the	 economic	 opportunity	 divide.	 Emphasizing	 these
respective	 divides	makes	 intelligible	 the	 complexities	 of	 an	 emerging	 dimension	 of	 the
broader	 development	 divide,	 which	 is	 of	 primary	 concern	 to	 the	 developing	 world.
Differences	 in	 these	 variables	 explain	 the	 variation	 in	 national	 economic	 performance
between	the	countries	of	the	core	and	those	of	the	periphery	(and	within	these	respective
country	 groupings	 as	well).	 The	 focus,	 therefore,	 is	 on	 these	 parameters,	 and	 assessing
their	 impact	 on	 the	 feasibility	 of	 an	 (e)-development	 strategy	 that	 has	 at	 its	 core	 the
efficient	and	productive	use	of	ICTs.



Technology	is	not	an	autonomous	force	of	change,	but	is	itself	part	of	a	wider	global
socio-economic	and	political	context.	This	work	represents	a	response	to	the	urgent	need
for	enquiry	into	the	structural,	technological,	regulatory,	human	resource	needs	and	socio-
institutional	preconditions	for	stimulating	national	economic	growth	in	the	new	economy.

The	interrogation	of	the	effects	of	the	new	economy	is	inspired	by	the	concern	that	the
rapid	 growth	 in	 technological	 advancement	 over	 the	 last	 few	 decades	 has	 been
accompanied	by

“…	widening	North-South	gaps	in	all	key	economic	indicators:	income	wealth,	production,	consumption,
investment,	savings	and	trade.	Unfortunately,	nowhere	are	the	gaps	wider	than	in	science,	technology	and
knowledge.	The	North-South	gap	in	scientific	and	technological	capacity	is	widening	at	a	faster	rate,	and
“catch	up”	has	become	an	even	more	distant	prospect	than	before”	(Thomas	2000,	55).

Perhaps	this	reality	validates	Aseniero’s	(1984)	earlier	claim	that	“technical	change	is	an
asymmetry-creating	 process”,	 hence	 raising	 further	 doubts	 about	 the	 leveling	 of	 the
playing	field	through	the	application	of	ICTs.	In	fact,	the	argument	is	that	ICTs	consolidate
the	structures	of	dependence	(capital	and	technological	dependence	for	example)	thereby
maintaining	 the	asymmetrical	 interdependence	 (hence	 reproducing	 the	global	hierarchy).
Moreover,	 the	 politics	 of	 transition	 from	 monocultural	 economies	 to	 e-economies	 is
notably	absent	from	conventional	literature.

The	Specificities	of	the	Caribbean
The	 islands	 of	 the	Caribbean	 like	much	of	 the	 rest	 of	 the	 developing	world	 have	 toyed
with	various	approaches	or	strategies	aimed	at	achieving	economic	development.	In	Latin
America	and	the	Caribbean	(LAC)	in	particular,	 these	countries	have	experimented	with
and	 abided	 by	 a	myriad	 of	 polices	 (some	 of	which	were	 dictated	 “from	 above”	 by	 the
international	financial	institutions	(IFIs)),	without	reaping	any	significant	socio-economic
benefits:	 Import	 substitution	 industrialization	 (ISI),	 Industrialization	 by	 invitation	 (IBI),
Export	led	industrialization	(ELI),	and	Export	Oriented	Services	(EOS).

In	effect,	 the	ICT	strategy	 is,	 therefore,	one	of	 the	newest	strategies	being	proffered.
They	all,	however,	have	 the	same	 intrinsic	problem,	 that	 is,	 that	 they	are	all	extroverted
industrial	 strategies	 that	 in	 effect,	 have	 low	 value-added,	 and	 external	 dependency	 and
control	 are	 built	 in	 (Nurse	 1998;	 Reinert	 2005).	 Reinert	 (2005)	 illustrates	 that	 these
decreasing	 return	 activities	 can	 in	 part	 explain	 the	 continuing	 underdevelopment	 of	 the
region	 or	 according	 to	 Nurse	 (1998)	 the	 reproduction	 of	 underdevelopment	 from	 one
historical	 epoch	 to	 the	 next.	 The	 issue	 is	 really	 one	 of	 investing	 in	 increasing	 return
activities	that	could	improve	the	region’s	industrial	competitiveness	and	raise	its	share	of
global	value-added.

With	each	of	the	aforementioned	experiments,	it	was	felt	that	a	new	panacea	had	been
found.	Countries	in	the	region	moved	from	cotton	to	sugar,	to	bananas	to	bauxite,	to	oil	to
manufacturing	 (ISI)	 to	Export	Oriented	 Industrialization	 (EOI)	 to	 services	 (for	 example
tourism	 and	 banking	 and	 financial	 services).	 Each	 time	 yielding	 the	 same	 results:	 low
value-added,	low	profits,	low	salaries,	low	investment,	low	retention	of	foreign	exchange,
high	 repatriation	 of	 profits,	 capital	 flight,	 unsustainable	 debt	 repayments,	 and	 chronic
levels	 of	 unemployment	 and	 poverty.	 In	 essence,	 the	 socio-economic	 problems	 of	 these
peripheral	 economies	 have	 persisted	 despite	 the	 many	 promises	 of	 each	 strategy.	 The



question	 must	 be	 asked,	 therefore,	 is	 it	 that	 the	 Caribbean	 needs	 to	 engage	 in	 new
activities?	 Or	 does	 the	 region	 need	 to	 engage	 in	 increasing	 returns	 activities,	 thereby
moving	 up	 the	 commodity	 chain	 (or	 even	 better	 controlling	 a	 larger	 share	 of	 the
commodity	chain).

Caribbean	economies	are	mono-crop	or	monocultural	economies	(i.e.	these	economies
have	a	heavy	 reliance	on	one	or	very	 few	commodities	 for	generating	 foreign	exchange
earnings).	 Recently	 there	 has	 been	 a	 steady	 erosion	 of	 commodity	 prices	 on	 the
international	market.14	The	export	value	 in	a	number	of	key	commodities	 (sugar,	 cocoa,
rice	and	bananas)	exported	out	of	the	region	has	declined	due	to	a	combination	of	factors:
erosion	of	preferential	treatment;	drop	in	production	levels	or	significant	decline	in	global
prices;	 the	 introduction	 of	 phytosanitary	 standards;	 compounded	 by	 the	 incidence	 of
natural	 disasters.	 In	 the	 case	 of	 the	 agriculture	 industry,	 all	 of	 these	 factors	 combine	 to
create	a	dire	economic	situation.

The	region	also	suffers	from	high	levels	of	chronic	unemployment,	ranging	from	5%
in	Trinidad	and	Tobago	to	22.2%	in	St.	Lucia.	What	is	even	more	troubling	is	that	youth
employment	 accounts	 for	 nearly	 half	 of	 total	 employment	 in	 the	 OECS	 territories	 in
particular.	High	 levels	of	 illiteracy	and	even	higher	 levels	of	e-illiteracy,	combined	with
low	 access	 to	 primary	 and	 tertiary	 education	 evoke	 serious	 concerns	 about	 capacity
building.

High	levels	of	external	dependency	on	the	North	has	been	compounded	by	the	erosion
of	 preferential	 arrangements	 and	 the	 introduction	 of	 new	 trading	 rules	 as	 devised	 and
informed	by	the	free	trade	ideological	construct	of	WTO	and	the	IFIs.	This	situation	does
not	augur	well	 for	Caribbean	countries	which	have	experienced	unprecedented	 increases
in	 their	debt-to	GDP	ratios;	between	1995	and	2005	 the	average	debt	stock	for	Caricom
increased	from	65%	to	83.7%	of	GDP;	for	the	OECS,	the	debt	stock	expanded	from	75%
to	 105%	 of	 GDP	 between	 2000	 and	 2005.	 Debt	 repayment	 is	 proving	 to	 be	 a	 heavy
economic	burden	 in	 the	face	of	declining	foreign	exchange	earnings,	and	eroding	global
competitiveness	in	traditional	markets	especially.

According	to	ECLAC,	in	2007	and	2008,	the	Caribbean	economy	grew	by	3.10%	and
0.8%	 respectively.	However,	 preliminary	 forecasts	 suggest	 that	 the	 region	contracted	by
2.1%	mainly	 as	 a	 result	 of	 the	world	 economic	meltdown.15	 In	 addition,	 the	 agriculture
sector	 continues	 to	 perform	badly,	This	 decline	 can	 be	 attributed	 to	 deterioration	 of	 the
terms	of	trade	for	traditional	exports,	the	devastative	impacts	of	natural	disasters	such	as
Hurricane	Ivan	that	waged	massive	destruction	in	the	region	particularly	in	the	island	of
Grenada	where	the	damage	cost	239%	of	GDP	(See	the	impact	on	GDP	in	Appendix	5),
and	low	or	declining	productivity.16

While	one	cannot	deny	that	significant	progress	has	been	made	in	terms	of	education
and	 health,	 political,	 institutional	 and	 infrastructural	 development,	 it	 has	 come	 at	 a
tremendous	cost.	Moreover,	these	advancements	have	yet	catapulted	the	region	out	of	the
abyss	 of	 debt	 and	 the	 chronic	 socio-economic	 problems	 characteristic	 of	 a	 fledging
developing	economy.	 It	 is	no	wonder	 there	have	been	vociferous	calls	 for	an	alternative
development	model	(Pantin	1987,	1993,	1994,	2005;	Best	1998,	2002;	Levitt	2005),	one
that	 is	 reflective	 of	 the	 historical	 evolution	 of	 these	 islands	 and	 their	 particular
vulnerabilities	in	today’s	politico-economic	context;	more	importantly,	one	that	avoids	the



pitfalls	of	an	ever-widening	digital	divide.

It	is	against	the	backdrop	of	those	realities	that	we	explore	the	possibilities	for	socio-
economic	 growth	 and	 development	 in	 the	 current	 techno-economic	 paradigm.	 More
importantly,	 there	 is	 very	 little	merit	 in	 embarking	upon	 a	 study	 such	 as	 this	 one	 if	 the
“how”	question	 is	 not	 sufficiently	 addressed.	That	 is	 how	can	developing	 countries	 like
those	 of	 the	 Caribbean	 bridge	 the	 digital	 divide	 and	 harness	 ICTs	 for	 socio-economic
growth	and	development?

The	 proponents	 of	 ICTs	 (as	 critical	 precursors	 to	 development)	 perceive	 them	 as
important	 (seemingly	 automatic	 and	 inevitable)	 triggers	 of	 socio-economic	 growth	 –
among	 them	 the	United	Nations	 (UN)	and	 its	 affiliates.	However,	 this	work	emphasizes
that	even	with	the	advent	of	ICTs;	upward	mobility	within	the	world-system	is	restricted.
The	fundamental	challenge	for	developing	countries,	like	those	of	the	Caribbean,	is	how	to
integrate	 ICTs	 into	 their	 existing	 and/or	 new	 production	 structures	 to	 improve	 their
competitiveness	and	foster	socio-economic	development.

Structure	of	the	book
The	purpose	of	Chapter	1	is	to	introduce	the	fundamental	elements	of	the	problem	being
investigated,	that	is,	the	digital	divide	and	the	implications	for	peripheral	development.	It
establishes	 the	 rationale	 for	 the	 undertaking	 and	 deconstructs	what	 is	 here	 described	 as
“the	 problematique	 of	 the	 digital	 divide”.	 The	 problem	 of	 the	 digital	 divide	 is
symptomatic	of	a	wider	developmental	problematique	between	the	North	and	the	South.
Hence,	the	digital	divide	is	but	the	current	manifestation	of	a	historical	developmental	gap
between	 the	 North	 and	 the	 South.	 For	 that	 reason,	 the	 current	 techno-optimistic
prescriptions	for	development	are	not	congruent	with	the	dynamics	of	historical	capitalism
and	the	inequalities	and	inequities	that	characterize	the	capitalist	world-system.

The	overarching	concern	in	Chapter	II	is	the	developmental	potential	of	ICTs	and	how
peripheral	countries	can	benefit	from	employing	ICTs	in	their	development	strategies.	The
work	assesses	the	systemic	and	historical	currents	that	characterize	the	present	dichotomy
between	the	haves	and	the	have-nots.

The	arguments	presented	here	are	contrasted	with	the	views	of	those	who	espouse	that
technological	 diffusion,	 transfer	 and	 convergence	 will	 enable	 developing	 countries
(otherwise	 referred	 to	 as	 latecomers	 or	 stragglers)	 to	 leapfrog	 stages	 of	 development,
facilitating	their	ascent	into	a	higher	stratum	of	development.

Chapter	 III	 discusses	 the	 elements	 of	 the	 new	 techno-economic	 paradigm,	 one
characterized	 by	 ICTs.	 However,	 more	 importantly	 the	 chapter	 seeks	 to	 unearth	 the
distinctive	elements	of	the	current	techno-economic	paradigm	as	compared	with	previous
techno-economic	epochs.	Whereas	the	current	techno-economic	paradigm	may	differ	from
previous	ones	in	terms	of	key	factors	of	production	and	types	of	organizational	structure,
for	example,	 the	structural	relations	and	dynamics	between	the	countries	of	the	core	and
the	periphery	have	not.	Therefore,	the	so-called	new	techno-economic	paradigm	in	a	sense
is	merely	cosmetic	for	those	looking	on	from	the	South.

The	 “digital	 divide”	 is	 the	 focus	 of	 Chapters	 IV	 and	 V.	 The	 first	 seeks	 to	 make



intelligible	the	dimensions,	causes	of	and	responses	to	the	global	digital	divide.	The	digital
divide	as	manifested	in	the	periphery	forms	a	substantive	portion	of	this	chapter.	Two	case
studies	are	highlighted	 that	of	 India	and	Singapore.	The	 rationale	 is	 simply	 that	 India,	a
large	underdeveloped	economy,	has	made	significant	strides	in	carving	a	niche	for	itself	in
what	has	been	described	as	the	“new	economy”	or	“knowledge	economy”.	In	many	ways,
India	has	been	dubbed	the	“back	office”	of	the	world,	and	more	recently	the	“front	office”,
in	recognition	of	its	increasing	role	in	the	provision	of	ICT	related	services	in	particular.

However,	 the	 skewed	 impact	 of	 the	 growth	 in	 the	 ICT	 industry	 in	 India,	 and	 the
concentration	of	wealth	in	the	hands	of	the	few	who	participate	in	that	sector,	lead	back	to
the	 historical	 argument	 about	 growth	 without	 development;	 issues	 of	 inequality	 and
inequity	and	the	difficulties	with	wealth	distribution.	For	this	reason,	there	is	a	heightened
resistance	to	the	notion	that	India	has	made	significant	strides	in	the	knowledge	economy,
with	 the	 concomitant	 broad-based	 social	 and	 economic	 growth	 and	 development.
Moreover,	the	data	presented	suggest	that	India	has	yet	to	move	up	the	IDL,	insofar	as	its
participation	in	the	knowledge	economy	is	still	very	much	limited	to	the	production	of	low
value-added	ICT	goods	and	services.

In	many	respects	“size”,	“small	size”	to	be	more	precise	and	resource	shortages	have
often	 been	 touted	 as	 some	 of	 the	 primary	 reasons	 for	 underdevelopment	 in	 the	 LAC
region.	The	example	of	Singapore	is	instructive	in	this	respect	as	it	highlights	the	extent	to
which	 small	 size	 and	 lack	 of	 physical	 or	 natural	 resources	 are	 not	 necessarily	 crippling
characteristics.	 Moreover,	 both	 examples,	 that	 of,	 India	 and	 Singapore	 highlight	 the
importance	of	policy	formulation	geared	 towards	generating	“human	resources”	 that	can
respond	to	the	emerging	opportunities,	with	Education	policy	in	particular	being	a	telling
variable.	 This	 is	 critical	 as	 the	work	 places	 strong	 emphasis	 on	 the	 “skills”	 and	 “social
capability”	divides	as	contributing	to	the	broader	digital	divide	and	more	importantly	the
economic	divide.

The	particularities	of	 the	digital	divide	in	 the	Caribbean	are	central	 to	 the	discussion
that	 ensues	 in	 Chapter	 V.	 The	 work	 assumes	 that	 much	 of	 the	 current	 socio-economic
reality	of	 the	region	cannot	be	adequately	explained	without	focusing,	albeit	 in	brief,	on
the	 historical	 evolution	 of	 the	 region.	 It	 is	 in	 having	 an	 understanding	 of	 the	 region’s
historical	 evolution17	 that	 in	 part	 one	 is	 able	 to	 explain	 the	 present	 reality,	 and	 give
meaning	 and	 dimension	 to	what	 is	 feasible,	 permissible	 and	 practicable	 now	 and	 in	 the
future.	 Much	 of	 that	 prognosis	 rests	 on	 the	 critical	 understanding	 of	 the	 role	 of	 the
Caribbean	in	the	wider	global	political	economy	(GPE).	Only	then	can	one	begin	to	delve
into	an	analysis	of	the	digital	divide	as	manifested	in	the	region;	an	analysis	which	leads	to
a	necessary	interrogation	of	 the	extent	 to	which	the	axiom	“plus	ça	change	plus	c’est	 la
méme	chose”	is	an	adequate	representation	of	 the	Caribbean	development	problematique
despite	the	promises	of	each	techno-economic	paradigm.

Chapter	VI	addresses	the	issue	of	technology	governance	in	the	new	techno-economic
paradigm.	 It	 examines	 global	 and	 national	 institutional	 frameworks	 that	 facilitate	 the
production	and	use	of	technology.	Issues	of	technology	production,	diffusion	and	use	are
central	to	concerns	about	“leap	frogging”,	“seizing	the	chance”,	and	ultimately	triggering
socio-economic	 development	 in	what	 has	 been	 dubbed	 the	 knowledge	 economy	or	 new
economy.	The	 fundamental	 issue	 remains,	 how	 peripheral	 economies	 can	maximize	 the



institutional,	 regulatory	 and	 legal	 frameworks	 available	 to	 them	 in	 their	 pursuit	 of
technological	 advancement	 and	 economic	 growth.	 Alternatively,	 is	 it	 that	 these	 very
frameworks	 present	 barriers	 that	 in	many	 respects	 have	 led	 to	 the	 conclusion	 that	 they
have	resulted	in	a	deepening	of	technological	dependence	of	the	South	on	the	North,	and
an	exacerbation	of	a	historically	wide	technological	gap,	between	the	North	and	the	South.

While	up	until	that	point	many	of	the	challenges	confronting	the	Caribbean	in	its	quest
to	harness	ICTs	for	development	would	have	been	highlighted,	it	is	necessary	to	identify
also	the	economic	growth	opportunities	that	have	been	ushered	in	with	the	emerging	ICTs.
Therefore,	chapter	VII	seeks	to	unravel	the	real	opportunities	that	exist	and	are	emerging,
and	 how	 the	 region	 can	 best	 (re)position	 itself	 to	 embrace	 these	 opportunities.	 The
experience	with	 e-commerce	 and	 e-government	 in	 the	 region	 are	 documented,	with	 the
aim	of	acknowledging	the	progress	made	in	these	areas	and	to	highlight	the	impediments
to	further	progress.

In	the	following	chapter,	Chapter	VIII,	the	case	of	tourism	in	St.	Lucia	is	highlighted.
The	critical	issue	here	is	the	extent	to	which	ICTs	can	be	harnessed	to	boost	productivity
and	enhance	the	profitability	of	key	actors	in	the	Tourism	sector.	Special	attention	is	given
to	 the	 Small	 Medium	 and	 Micro	 Tourism	 Enterprises	 (SMMTEs),	 an	 often-neglected
segment	of	the	sector	whose	most	pressing	needs	deserve	urgent	attention.	Their	plight	has
been	heightened	in	the	age	of	e-commerce	and	e-tourism,	with	many	being	trapped	in	old
business	models	that	do	not	actively	respond	to	the	changing	paradigm	of	business,	which
has	 ICTs	 at	 its	 center.	 The	 chapter	 also	 highlights	 the	 costs	 associated	 with	 digital
exclusion,	 for	 these	players.	 It	 also	highlights	how	 imperative	 it	 is	 that	digital	 inclusion
assumes	a	central	role	in	the	development	strategy	of	the	tourism	sector.

The	core	argument	in	Chapter	IX	is	that	despite	the	automaticity	implied	in	much	of
the	techno-optimistic	discourse	on	ICTs	and	development,	 the	digital	divide,	as	reflected
in	 the	Caribbean	and	 indeed	 in	 the	wider	developing	world,	 is	 really	 a	manifestation	of
global	inequality.	Therefore,	the	focus	of	efforts	to	bridge	the	digital	divide	should	engage
more	 critically	 with	 historical	 structural	 asymmetries.	 To	 treat	 the	 issue	 of	 the	 digital
divide	 as	 if	 it	 were	 a	 stand-alone	 problem	 misses	 the	 wider	 problematique	 of
(under)development	 entirely.	Hence,	 a	 case	 is	made	 for	 the	 continuing	 relevance	 of	 the
critical	discourse	in	explaining	the	development	conundrum	of	the	region.

Naturally,	 the	 work	 gives	 serious	 consideration	 to	 the	 policy	 implications	 of	 the
findings,	 and	 provides	 recommendations	 that	 are	 respectful	 not	 only	 of	 the	 structural
conditions	of	the	GPE	and	the	terms	of	engagement	between	the	North	and	the	South,	but
also	of	the	internal	dynamics	(endogenous	factors)	within	the	economies	of	the	region.

The	 conclusion	 reaffirms	 the	 findings	 and	 recommendations	 made	 in	 the	 earlier
chapter,	 and	makes	 a	 case	 for	 a	 holistic	 approach	 to	 e-development	 in	 the	 region,	 fully
cognizant	of	 the	historical,	 social,	 geographical,	 cultural	 and	economic	particularities	of
the	region.	Moreover,	the	larger	concern	is	the	economic	role	of	the	Caribbean	in	the	IDL
and	 the	 possibilities	 for	 ascent	within	 the	 confines	 of	 an	 asymmetric	 capitalistic	world-
system,	even	against	the	backdrop	of	a	new	techno-economic	paradigm.
1 www.itu.int/osg/spu/digitalbridges/materials/hameed-paper.pdf.	 (Paper	 presented	 by	 Tahir	 Hameed	 at	 the	 Digital
Opportunity	Forum	2006,	Seoul,	Korea.

2 Some	like	Singer	(1970)	had	long	argued	that	the	“…	international	imbalance,	or	dualism,	in	the	field	of	science	and

http://www.itu.int/osg/spu/digitalbridges/materials/hameed-paper.pdf
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6 The	emphasis	is	that	of	the	author.
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The	“Solow	Paradox”	suggests	that	there	can	be	widespread	evidence	of	computer	use	but	that	does	not	necessarily
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2002).
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15 Preliminary	Overview	of	Caribbean	Economies	2009-20010,	ECLAC.	Available	at	www.eclac.cl/portofs-
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