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a source of sociality, not its scourge. But let’s not bother the mavens with
such facts.

This anx i ety over how pri vate life is being trans formed (not, we are told,
by shifts in the struc ture of cap i tal ism, just by the innately free wheel ing
logic of this tech nol ogy and its dou ble-edged force of free dom and respon -
si bil ity—in case you won dered) is a lux ury open to few. Just as most of us in
the world do not eat meat, so the vast major ity (80 per cent) have never
made a tele phone call, let alone logged on. Across Africa, only Zim ba bwe,
Egypt, and South Africa have internet ser vices in each major city. One mil -
lion of the con ti nent’s 900 mil lion peo ple are online (Everard 2000, 29, 33).

So what rel e vance does the lib eral indi vid ual have for such con texts?
Sim ple. This indi vid ual is taken as a model for eco nomic and social pol icy
through out the world. Eco nomic mod els are based on the desire to max i -
mize use in a self ish way—the con sumer as a desir ing machine. Social mod -
els are based on the pre pared ness to think beyond one self, to con trib ute to
social cohe sive ness via forms of vol un tary asso ci a tion that side step the pit -
falls of both busi ness and gov ern ment.

The anomic sub ject of the North may be lost in a world of con sump tion
and not involved in enough volunteerism to keep the domes tic underclass
out of the wel fare rolls, but is nev er the less a good-object model for devel op -
ment econ o mists in their pre scrip tions for the Third World: away from
import sub sti tu tion indus tri al iza tion (ISI) and toward export-ori ented
indus tri al iza tion (EOI). The var i ous the o rists and agen cies of devel op ment
have rejected their 1960s faith that Third World coun tries could develop
eco nom i cally by mir ror ing the pri mary, sec ond ary, and ter tiary indus tries
of the North, via ISI. Now, the plan is to iden tify indus tries where these
nations have a poten tial com pet i tive edge in the global mar ket through
such fac tor endow ments as nat u ral resources, cap i tal for ma tion, or knowl -
edge, empha siz ing EOI. So where the World Bank once con cen trated on
mod ern iz ing civil ser vices and sup port ing new invest ment, today it takes
com pe ti tion and cor po rate par tic i pa tion as its lode stone—don’t give
money to the peo ple’s rep re sen ta tives, hand it to their bosses (Nulens and
Van Audenhove 1999, 458-59).

This focus on actu ally exist ing fac tor endow ments will sup pos edly
enable Third World coun tries to catch the eye of entre pre neur ial indus tri al -
ists (who in turn are look ing for com par a tive advan tage) to deliver a prod -
uct to our equally ratio nal sub ject, the lib eral indi vid ual hun kered down in
front of the com puter screen. Each phase of cal cu la tion and trans ac tion is,
there fore, mod eled on the puta tively innate pro cliv ity of eco nomic “man”
to max i mize use.

How does this relate to the internet and to mod els of civil soci ety? Tele -
com mu ni ca tions across the globe have long been a com plex ISI amal gam of
pri vate and pub lic invest ment and man age ment, as states with large
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pop u la tions have sought to bal ance national secu rity and deliv ery of ser -
vices to their pop u la tions with the desire for cost-effec tive ness. But rel e vant 
inter na tional lend ing and aid orga ni za tions and the Inter na tional Tele com -
mu ni ca tions Union (ITU) have moved into an EOI era of struc tural adjust -
ment, in keep ing with the pre vail ing neoliberal “Wash ing ton Con sen sus”
of eco nomic man age ment (aka pres sure from U.S. busi ness inter ests).
While the World Bank trots out shib bo leths about the need for nation ally
spe cific telecom strat e gies, it will not budge on two meta-pol i cies that
trump all oth ers: com modi fi ca tion and com pe ti tion, based on a bor der less
model of cor po rate con trol. Such sig nif i cantly dif fer ent econ o mies and pol -
i ties as Thai land, Viet nam, and India are increas ingly “encour aged” to
select mul ti na tional cor po ra tions to estab lish their internet sys tems. The
idea of wealthy urban users sub si diz ing other areas is scotched. So
Bangalore may be a cen tral site for world com puter work, but many rural
regions of South Asia have no tele phone ser vice (Everard 2000, 40; Nulens
and Van Audenhove 1999, 459, 463).

In con cert with the World Bank and the ITU, the United Nations’ Eco -
nomic Com mis sion for Africa adopted an Afri can Infor ma tion Soci ety Ini -
tia tive (AISI) in 1996. AISI envis ages a con ti nen tal net work founded on
clas si cal lib eral prin ci ples: the rule of law and lais sez-faire inter na tion al ist
prin ci ples of invest ment (cut your tar iffs and we’ll come visit!). Out of this
will flow the magic elixir of devel op ment: a glob ally com pet i tive yet sup -
pos edly self-reli ant pop u la tion of lib eral indi vid u als. Right, now just clar -
ify some thing for me: will that be like the Green Rev o lu tion, or Pro ject Cam -
e lot, or dam build ing, or pop u la tion con trol? Name your “tri umph” of
West ern-exported mod el ing.

There can be no doubt that these pol i cies, both across econ o mies and
spe cif i cally in the com mu ni ca tions indus tries, have helped cre ate and/or
sus tain cap i tal ist classes. The cor po rate world, within and out side Third
World coun tries, adores nations with a nascent or fully formed bour geoi sie
and petite bour geoi sie. So we read that Internet Gra tis signed up 450,000
Bra zil ian sub scrib ers in the first four weeks of the new cen tury (every 2.5
sec onds at one point) as if this sig naled open access to the entire pop u la -
tion.1 The 95 per cent of Latin Amer i cans with out access are vir tu ally absent
from this dis course, other than in their puta tive role as con sum ers (Helft
2000; Vogel and Druckerman 2000).

And what hap pens to civil soci ety in the Third World, that socially
respon si ble ana log to our friend in front of the screen back in the United
States? It is left in the hands of the newly fetishized buff ers between state,
reli gion, pop u la tion, and media: nongovernmental orga ni za tions (NGOs),
the pre scrip tion for third-sec tor change that can mag i cally medi ate
between cit i zen, gov ern ment, and cor po ra tion. The United States has 2
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mil lion such insti tu tions, almost all of them formed since 1970. Rus sia has
gained 650,000 since the end of state social ism and Kenya births 240 a year.

Most NGOs asso ci ated with aid are effec tively regrant ing insti tu tions
that use state mon eys in ways designed to avoid accu sa tions of neo co lo -
nial ism from the Left and gov ern men tal waste from the Right. So the
United States gives U.S.$700 mil lion annu ally to Africa through sur ro gates, 
and Médecins Sans Frontières derives half its bud get from state agen cies.
Every body ben e fits by this neat sleight of hand. Or do they? Some bod ies
become cap tive of their real funders—so Con gress’ taste for good Chris tian
souls hold ing the purse strings has led to the neol o gism RINGOs (reli gious
NGOs), sym bi otic rela tions with gov ern ments pro duce GRINGOs (gov -
ern men tal NGOs), and cor po rate self-mod el ing offers BINGOs (busi ness
NGOs) (”Sins of the Sec u lar Mis sion aries” 2000). No won der the World
Bank’s claim that NGOs guar an tee a mixed-internet model for the Third
World reads so spu ri ously (Nulens and Van Audenhove 1999, 459).

I don’t have an answer to these dilem mas. But I do know that the Left can 
heed an impor tant les son from them. The pre cept of the lib eral sub ject, as
both sov er eign con sumer and civil-soci ety par tic i pant, has real mate rial
impact, regard less of its respec tively self ish and folksy rep u ta tions. That
lib eral sub ject is a cru cial tar get if we are to win the debate over the allo ca -
tion of resources in this area. So let’s spend some time inter ro gat ing the
anomic U.S. fig ure star ing out at the screen, pon der ing where to go today.
Such travel is at some cost—to oth ers.

Note

1. The other, xeno pho bic, side to this boom is U.S. anx i ety that Latin Amer ica
may again be a breed ing ground for impru dent invest ment—remem ber Chase et al.
in the 1980s? Internet stock prices took off four times as fast there this year as the
Nasdaq did in the United States.
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