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Abstract

This paper examines the challenges of appropriating the benefits of the In-
formation Communication Technology (ICT) revolution by African states,
against the backdrop of the realities of globalization and the role that ICT
plays in global power relations. Built on the foundations of Jurgen Habermas’
public sphere, it weaves a conceptual framework around the ideas of a “cy-
ber-square” and “cyberspace policy” to argue for an African perspective to the
adoption, acquisition and utilization of Information Communication Tech-
nology (ICT) to meet the specific needs of sub-Saharan African countries. It
argues that, in spite of the challenges of ICT development in Africa, it is a life-
line that African states should embrace determinedly through purposeful pub-
lic policy. It argues this deliberately to underscore the importance of pur-
poseful ICT policy making to meet Africa’s needs for social and economic re-
vival and the promotion of the numerous national and continental interests
that straddle the broad spectrums of the African political, cultural and eco-
nomic landscapes. Through the use of secondary data, the author gives evi-
dences for these by drawing examples from African countries. The paper re-
commends a multi-stakeholder approach to ICT policy development that
reigns in not only African governments but also other stakeholders in Africa’s
ICT revolution. This, it argues, will help Africa evolve acceptable, adaptable
and beneficial ICT policies capable of galvanizing and sustaining positive de-
velopment to move Africa to its next stage of development.
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1. Introduction

The rapid development and global spread of Information Communications
Technology (ICT) is a reality that has caught up with human societies in the
twenty-first century. Whereas technological research, knowledge production,
dissemination and transfer now drive international politics to a reasonable ex-
tent, states rank differently in terms of technological knowhow and Information
Communications Technology (ICT) capabilities. Today, ICT capabilities can ad-
vance or hinder the attainment or otherwise of national political, economic and
cultural objectives, goals or values of states. Indeed, a country’s ICT capability
can affect the extent to which a country can pursue and attain her national val-
ues of cultural preservation and advancement, achieve socio-political stability as
well as economic recovery and advancement, depending on which side of the
global technological movement the nation finds itself.

Adopting a combination of the “cybersquare” and “cyberspace policy” as
conceptual framework, the paper interrogates the significant question of African
states’ engagement with the ICT revolution as a requirement for continental po-
litical, economic and socio-cultural renaissance. It identifies the challenges, op-
portunities and strides taken by African states in ICT capability and develop-
ment, arguing that taking advantage of the opportunities offered by ICT is the
next golden opportunity for Africa to break away from its past experiences of
poverty, socio-economic exploitation and underdevelopment.

Section one introduces the paper while Section two examines the state of the
ICT revolution in Africa. Section three explicates briefly, the significance of the
research while Section four focuses on the conceptual framework that weaves the
concepts of “cybersquare” and “cyberspace policy” into Habermas’ public square
to explain the relevance of ICT to the African development process. Section five
presents an historical trajectory of globalization, ICT and Africa. It argues that
since telecommunications serve as a catalyst for overall development by activat-
ing and making available relevant data and information for development, ICT
development in Africa must necessarily be policy driven for specific ends. Thus,
it presents the case for an African renaissance through ICT but warns this can
become a reality soon if African governments and other stakeholders develop the
capacity and exhibit the willingness to implement acceptable, people-oriented pol-
icies. Section eight highlights the major contributions of the study to scholarship
and policy, its innovations and limitations. Section nine concludes the study and

suggests areas for further study.

2. The State of Information Communications Technology
(ICT) Revolution in Africa

For many African countries, the global technological movement and technolo-
gical relations among states has yielded different types of outcomes as they relate
and negotiate with countries of the North, who have been the main custodians
and propagators of modern, western technology and culture that have attained

global relevance, acceptability and dominance.
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Thus, just as there is economic differentiation and diversity between countries
of the global North and South (which includes Africa), there are differences be-
tween the “technologically advanced” countries of the North and the “technolo-
gically backward” countries of the South. This is not surprising since technolo-
gical knowhow and advancement has become one of the major indices of devel-
opment. Countries of the North are the main producers or generators of modern
technology (even if not “originators” in the strict sense of the word). This de-
velopment is traceable to historical factors including “brain drain” that has eva-
cuated much human talent and expertise from countries of the South to those of
the North in search of better living and fulfillment. Thus, many (with a few ex-
ceptions like South Korea and several “Asian Tiger” countries of the South) are
mainly recipients or, in the strict sense of the word, “users” of modern, Western
technology.

Many African economies that display aspects of western development are
merely ramparts of western capitalism mostly with assembly plants and “sho-
wrooms” for western technologies. In some African countries like South Africa
and to some extent, Ghana and Nigeria, these shadows of technological ad-
vancement have altered the structure of the economy by creating two types of
economies, namely the “skilled” and the “unskilled” out of the co-existence of
the pre-existing (traditional) and new (mainly information technology depen-
dent) economic structures.

In South Africa, for instance, Mbeki [1] notes that technological knowhow
and technological relations have created two separate but co-existing economies:
a first world or “new” (technologically driven) economy that is “advanced, so-
phisticated... based on skilled labour... (and is) becoming more globally com-
petitive”. The other is a “third world economy” that is mainly “informal, margi-
nalized unskilled... populated by the unemployed and those unemployable in
the formal sector”. This is largely reflective of the situation in many African
countries.

Taking Ghana as another example of one of the most foreign technology de-
pendent countries in Africa, research findings indicate that, along with financial
services, transport, construction and mining, communications contributed a
fifth of the total increase in total factor productivity of Ghana between 1991 and
2005 [2] [3] and [4]. However, Ghana achieved that high total productivity fac-
tor temporarily in those years by changing the sectoral composition of employ-
ment away from agriculture, one of the main areas where Ghana has compara-
tive advantage and thrived in the 1960s, to the high-tech sectors (including
communications) which are mainly dependent on foreign technology.

Nigeria’s experience with oil and associated technologies is also instructive.
Since the discovery and exportation of crude oil shortly before Nigeria’s inde-
pendence, the country’s development planning has revolved around oil for
which purpose the country relied on foreign technology, having no indigenous
technology for oil exploration, extraction, refinement and even transportation.

This was at the expense of agriculture that was the backbone of the economy
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prior to the discovery of oil. Many African countries experienced dependency in
different areas of development including technology. A knowledging Africa’s
situation of all-round (including technological) dependency as a possible con-
tributory factor to the declining fortunes of the continent, The World Bank [5]
noted that “by the 1990s, it was clear that Africa was being marginalized in the
world economy, with declining world export shares, falling terms of trade, and
rising indebtedness”. Also, Kiely [6] also affirms this fall in Africa and Latin
America’s share of world trade in spite of the globalization of production. In es-
sence, this meant that globalization had not been working in the favour of Africa.

Since information communications technology is a major global driver of
overall development, it becomes important to inquire about the state of ICT de-
velopment in Africa today. As the second largest but least computerized conti-
nent with a population of over 500 million, Africa was in the past left out of the
“global information society” and has been described as the “lost continent” [7].
One should question how easy it would be for Africa to develop if the estimation
is true that a minimum of 90% of data on Africa may reside on databases in the
West? [8]. Thus, although the embrace of ICT has brought several benefits to the
continent so that it plays an important part in its process of development, ICT in
Africa still suffers a myriad of problems relating to procedures, purpose and
most importantly, policy objectives and direction. Odedra, Lawrie, Bennet and
Goodman [7] have identified these to include lack of coordination that has re-
sulted in uneven development of Africa’s IT sector; poor infrastructure and in-
adequate IT literacy that has promoted over-dependence on expatriate personnel
for many IT solutions ranging from systems analysis, programming, mainten-
ance, consulting for business and for e-governance to the high cost of IT equip-
ment and lack of high speed internet connectivity in many countries. There are
also the challenges of vandalization of the little available equipment.

Then, there is the overarching influence of ICT on the security of Africa’s
many weak, economically and technologically dependent states because in the
technological age, information is power which now resides not with strong-
willed tyrants and sit-tight rulers (not leaders) that dot Africa’s political land-
scape but with the owners and custodians of technology. Thus, it can be safely
said that as far as ICT in Africa is concerned, real power resides not within but
outside the continent in the twenty-first century. Herein lays the importance of
purposive public policy both to direct and midwife ICT development to address
the specific needs of Africans rather than the economic, cultural, security and
political interests of the owners and originators of ICT in Africa.

Since Africa’s development efforts are currently dominated by foreign ideas
and technology, many African economies experience growth without develop-
ment. But there are more serious consequences for Third World countries that
depend excessively on foreign technology. In African and many other Third
World countries, there are several national political and cultural values which
protection and preservation are affected by the “technological progress” which

the embrace if ICT has helped to mediate.
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While the economies of the developed countries are often formal, ICT based,
sophisticated, based on skilled labour and are global leaders in science, technol-
ogy and industry, the bulk of Third World economies are characteristically in-
formal, un-skilled, marginalized and mainly populated by the unemployed and
those who are unemployable in the formal sector. For these reasons, the embrace
of ICT and new skills has given birth to a “first-world” or “new” economy in
Third World countries that has been polarizing their labour markets [9] [10] and
[11]. According to Pejout [12], labour market polarization in Africa is explained
by the skill-based technology that characterizes the “new economy” for which
majority of existing labour forces in African countries are not prepared in terms
of knowledge and skills. This happened at the point of embrace of ICT, the fifth
historical phase of capitalist development and a follow-up to the Structural Ad-
justment Programme (SAP) which ended in the early 1990s.

Pejout [12] argues further that the typical relationship between the old and the
new economies in Africa are sub-optimal, varying between “disconnection and a
trickle-down effect”. This is not surprising, given that the technological market
by countries of the North is “closed” against Third World countries, because
countries of the North are very reluctant to transfer technology to countries of
the South, Africa inclusive. At best, they are willing to enter into economic al-
liances with certain countries of the South only to serve as distribution hubs for
Western technology; the so-called ramparts of imperialism.

The mass media which are also products of Western technology also helps to
perpetuate imperialism through dependency of developing countries on the
technologically advanced countries of the North. Although this second level of
imperialism has been going on for a long time, some developing countries try to
work collectively to resist this using several means that include global institu-
tions such as the United Nations Educational, Scientific and Cultural Organiza-
tion (UNESCO). For example, Smith argues that:

Through UNESCO, Third World Countries try to act collectively to resist
the pressures from Westernized mass media, and the cultural, educational
and scientific imperialism which introduces inappropriate technology and

educational values into their societies [13].

Smith argues further that the struggle to rid Third World countries of this
second level of imperialism through collective action by affected countries con-
stitutes an aspect of the anti-imperialist alliance by such countries against colo-
nialism, neo-colonialism and racialism [9]. Yet, since many Third World coun-
tries relate with the Information Communication Technology (ICT) world
mainly as recipients rather than producers or originators of technology, the ex-
tent and outcomes of ICT control within such recipient countries will be limited.
For instance, although there is no proof of its correctness, western media’s por-
trayal of Satan as a black personality and of God and His angels as white pro-
motes in people an involuntary association of black with evil and white with
good [14].
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The Information Communication Technology (ICT) revolution is affecting
African countries in several other ways. These include promotion and deepening
of cultural, educational and scientific dependency in Africa through neglect and
promotion of other cultures at the expense of African cultures, value systems
and orientations.

Also, the (ICT) revolution is threatening political stability in Africa by ren-
dering African states vulnerable to the activities of violent non-state actors who
have access to modern, “virtual weapons” of technology in addition to physical
arms and ammunition with which they effectively contest the political space
with government. Such groups have the capacity to unleash on the state what
Madayan [15] describes as “a worldwide franchise of terror”. They do so to
weaken the economies of their target states by attacking major governmental
and economic installations; by discouraging foreign direct investments and by
diverting resources (including hard-earned foreign exchange) away from devel-
opment projects to investment in arms and ammunition that are required to
successfully engage such groups in campaigns for state security, stability, surviv-
al and economic prosperity.

When such actors or groups with ethnic or religious agenda contest the polit-
ical space with governments of weak, heterogeneous states (and they are com-
mon in Africa), such countries may easily become ethnically polarized, reli-
giously divided and politically vulnerable and unstable with catastrophic out-
comes for such states and their citizens. This is because projections of national
cohesion are affected with consequences for national security. African examples
of such technology-bolstered groups include the Al-Shabab operations in East
Africa, particularly Somalia and Kenya and the Boko Haram insurgency in West
Africa. It is instructive that Somalia did not have a central government for some
time due partly to such challenges. There are many examples of the breakdown
of state power and authority in the Middle East due to the activities of technolo-
gy-bolstered terrorist groups such as the Islamic State in Syria (ISIS) and the Le-
vant (ISIL), among others.

National values of social cohesion are very important to the average African
state. This is because in many cases, such states are composed of multiple ethnic
nationalities resulting from the ways by which colonial powers created many
African states by fiat, often without consultation or thought for the effects of he-
terogeneity on the socio-political stability and development of such states. This
is why Madayan [15] argues “in the Third World countries, the issue of (politi-
cal) stability (has come) to be as important as the issue of democratic change”.
An untamed mass media and uncontrolled use of ICT (where, for instance, there
is no respect for human rights or the sanctity of the state and its government
on-line) can easily become detrimental to national political, socio-cultural and
economic goals and visions of the state.

ICT also affect African states by discouraging neglect of the primary sectors of
the economy where they have comparative advantage such as agriculture while

concentrating huge investments in high-tech sectors (such as telecommunica-
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tions) that are controlled by foreign countries who own and control ICT tech-
nology. ICT affect African economies by sharply polarizing them and labour
markets into the skilled and unskilled; “the employables” and “the unemploy-
ables” in the high-tech dominated sectors of the economy which are becoming
more popular in Africa. The experiences of South Africa and Ghana that were
cited above are instructive.

Information Communication Technology (ICT) has been linked to globaliza-

tion, which objectives include:

To throw the national economy, now marketized, wide open to the interna-
tional market which is seen as a global open field for equal players... the
globalization campaign sees the world market as confined by many prison
walls. Among these are self-reliance, production for the development of the
home market and for the consumption of millions of persons rather than
for export, any act aimed at protecting the value of the national currency,
state trading which is usually not on capitalistic free market terms, any re-
striction on foreign capital investment, any act aimed at encouraging indu-
strialization in developing countries (such acts being regarded as hostility to
agriculture), any tax on agricultural export goods, and any protection of
domestic activity by almost any form of trade restrictions-tariff or non-tariff
[16].

Paraphrasing Strange [17], Smith aptly summarizes the over-arching negative
influences of globalization and ICT on states and governments, particularly
Third World states. He argues:

Globalization has social and cultural dimensions... Global communications
networks have far-reaching consequences for businesses, governments,
educational institutions, voluntary bodies and community groups... The
nation state is ...undermined by these forces... Transnational networks of
production, trade and finance relegate national governments to “transmis-
sion belts” for global capital. World market forces are more powerful than
state actions both domestically and in the international arena, so that while
state intervention may have increased, the state’s effectiveness in providing
what markets do not-security, financial stability, law and order, and public
goods such as infrastructure—has declined. Global capital imposes a discip-
line on states, leaving governments only with policy choices that are consis-
tent with a free market. National sovereignty has been displaced by global

and regional institutions... [13].

The worst affected states in the scenario painted above are the developing or
Third World countries, Africa inclusive. This paper seeks to explore the extent
to which public policy can be used as an instrument for regulating and control-
ling the use of telecommunications by African countries such that state sove-
reignty would not be unduly compromised and the cultural and economic inter-

ests of the people would not be jeopardized through the adoption, deployment
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and utilization of ICT by African countries.

3. Significance of the Research: Public Policy Driven ICT
Development in Africa

The major significance of this research lies in its attempt to explore the utility of
public policy as an instrument both for strengthening and straightening the path
of ICT development in pursuit of African values; to strengthen its capacity to
serve the purpose of lifting the continent out of its present quagmire; and to as-
sure a brighter future for Africa’s younger populations. A public policy-driven
ICT development is possible because public policy is what governments choose
to do or not to do in the pursuit of specific public goals or purposes be they
re-direction, regulation, rejection, renewal, development, consolidation, etc.
Thus Dye [18], for instance, argues “public policies may regulate behaviour, or-
ganize bureaucracies, distribute benefits, or extract taxes-or all these things at
once”. Kwankam and Ningo [19] therefore notes that many African countries
have not been exploring the possibilities of public policy to address the numer-
ous challenges facing their societies, states and governments to the fullest. In

their words:

Policy issues are central to most development efforts, ... (but) in most
(African) countries there is a policy vacuum in IT, with only inadequate
coverage (if any) being provided from related areas such as telecommunica-
tions and the computer industry. The policy aspects of IT therefore need to
be addressed, in terms of formulation, dissemination, and implementation.
In the absence of clear and enforceable policy, the industry is likely to
evolve in a haphazard manner in reaction to uncoordinated external mo-
tives, thus allowing improper practices that would impair the growth of
enthusiasm for IT... the prospect of a technology with such potential as IT
evolving totally unchecked within our (African) countries is disquieting...
The rational transfer and application of this technology requires that some
guidelines be set down for service providers, distributors of equipment, and

end users alike.

This paper aims to help African governments and the African Union, the pri-
vate sector, policy makers, non-governmental organizations and other stake-
holders see the many possibilities for using public policy as an instrument for
addressing the challenges and harnessing the opportunities presented by the

adoption and utilization of ICT in Africa for the benefit of the continent.

4. Conceptual Framework: “Cyber Square” and Cyberspace
Policy

The concept of “cyber square” is conceived in this paper to indicate the almost
inescapable presence and importance of the internet and associated technologies
that promote the convergence of ideas and discourses that underlie relationships

in modern personal, corporate and public lives and governance. It is comparable
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to the direct democracy of the Greek city-state’s public square or city-centre,
where issues of state or public importance were discussed in such a manner that
every citizen had the opportunity to make contributions to how the city was go-
verned. “Cyber square” is an idea for which “e-governance” in today’s public
realm and discourse can be a close substitute or at least, a variant. This is be-
cause both concepts which today, are becoming clearer as realities in the public
realm, opportunes wide strata of the citizenry to affect, or at least, contribute to
modern governance.

According to Habermas [20] and Arendt [21], the public sphere which arose
with the rise of the capitalist economy and the bourgeoisie in the eighteenth
century provided a melting point for reconciling the differences between public
authority and civil society. For Raiti [22], it is surprising that Habermas’ “public
sphere seldom appears in ICT for development (ICT4D) literature even though
the notion of democratization in Africa is nearly ubiquitous” and “technology
has been considered a gateway toward a global public sphere”. In spite of its
many criticisms, Habermas’ nostalgic attachment [20] to the debates at French
public salons of the early 19" Century has survived and re-echoed as “talk
shows” by Livingstone and Lunt [23], as “new ICTs” by Sparks [24] and by Raiti
[22] as “the efficacy of mobile telephony” in empowering citizens to contribute
to their governments globally including sub-Saharan Africa. Calhoun [25] ar-
gues this will lead to rational debate capable of facilitating political deliberation.
But the uneducated and property-less classes were ostracized from this bour-
geois public sphere which later transformed into a realm of what Arendt termed
“tangible freedom”, the “site of speech”.

In line with the above, Irele has argued that:

The public sphere ... embodied the ideas of a group of people coming to-
gether as equals in a private forum, which was distinct both from the public
authority of the state and the private realm of the civil society and family
life, and was capable of shaping public opinion and opinion and tastes
through logical argument, critical analysis and persuasive language. The
idea of the public sphere embodied what Habermas calls a principle of
“publicness” or “publicity”, that is, the opinion of private individuals could
evolve into a public opinion through the rational-critical arguments of a
group of public-spirited citizens, which was open to everyone as well as free

from domination [26].

Just like the determinants of “publicness” and “privateness” that were identi-
fied by Benn and Gaius [27], the “cyber square” and its operations can be said to
be characterized by access, agency and interest. While access is a description of
the level or extent of restriction that can be placed on an activity (an activity that
cannot be restricted is public while it is otherwise private), agency seeks to an-
swer the question on whose behalf the action is undertaken or the extent of au-
tonomy of an action. Interest attempts to pinpoint or describe who benefits from

an action-the individual, the group involved, the state or some other actors. It is
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a measure of the degree of altruism or selfishness involved in an action.

In reality, access to cyberspace is relatively unrestricted, guaranteeing the
widest access to anyone that wishes to utilize cyber technology for specific ends.
The cost of entry is also cheaper than other traditional means of engagement
with target audiences. Comparing traditional civil disobedience with “cyber civil

disobedience”, Crosston argues that:

Traditional civil disobedience is a “performance” via visual and physical
mediums, while cyber disobedience is essentially a digital performance with
difficulty in attributing true ownership of the act... But this new space also
has a low cost of entry and regimes will find it difficult to physically control
(it). Another distinction is how actors intending to cause wide-scale state
damage are a very real cyber threat, while cyber disobedience that does not
intend to fundamentally damage the state from cyber-attacks that aspire to
is incredibly important but has proven elusive within formal cyber policy
[28].

Like the public sphere described above, the “cyber square” of today represents
a major domain for a worldwide virtual franchise of ideas on almost every sub-
ject that affects the welfare of the global citizen including governance, represen-
tation, economy, human rights, livelihoods and a host of other issues that have
become relevant to humanity. The “cyber square” does not recognize any physi-
cal, social, spatial, political or territorial boundary as it operates in free space and
in a world of its own, limited only by technological knowhow and availability of
equipment. It is a domain where no ruling tyrant can easily command obedience
or impose limits on entry or circumscribe the freedoms of expression that indi-
viduals can enjoy for selfish ends without earning public opprobrium.

Therefore, the “cyber square” is gradually becoming a threat to unpopular
governments and so-called tyrants who can be easily criticized and made to lis-
ten to opposing ideas which they would ordinarily silence through soldiers,
guns, bayonets and imprisonment if the contest and the battles were physical.
The Arab Spring in North Africa and parts of the Middle East proved this at the
end of the first decade of the twenty-first century. This happened most notably
in Libya where the use of the internet helped bring Mouamar Ghaddafi’s regime
to an end. It also happened in Egypt where sustained exchange of information
using different modes of telecommunication amongst citizens helped mobilize
popular actions that brought Hosni Mubarak’s three-decade old government to
its knees in less than three weeks in February 2011. Similar actions in 2011 also
forced former Tunisian leader Zine Ben Ali to relinquish power and flee the
country. Although several governments have now cultivated the habit of block-
ing or severing internet connectivity to their citizens at critical periods in their
countries’ histories, this is only a temporary unpopular measure that cannot
continue as governments now rely on the Internet and other products of com-
munications technology to conduct official government business through “e-

governance”.
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The concepts of “cyber square” and cyber space are applicable to this study
because many media of telecommunication exist and operate in and through
space, which makes them somehow autonomous and, barring temporary go-
vernmental clampdowns, affords free entry and exit to whoever has the equip-
ment and technical knowhow to access and utilize them. Also, they are domains
that afford larger, almost unlimited extents of freedom and opportunity to indi-
viduals and groups to free themselves from the shackles of fellow men, oppres-
sive governments and institutions through self-expression and the definition of
identity, whether they are political, economic, cultural, etc in nature. The “cyber
square” and cyber space affords today’s global citizens the power of virtual exis-
tence to give and to receive information (for example, through the information
superhighway) that cannot be easily circumscribed. It provides enormous in-
formational powers and opportunities to individuals, groups, states and societies

to maximize their opportunities. This is the world to which Africa is welcome.

5. Africa, Globalization and ICT

Research and development of new technology is a major characteristic of globa-
lization while Information Communications Technology (ICT) is one of its ma-
jor features and platforms for its propagation. Today, ICT and globalization
have become realities that any country can hardly avoid or do without. As the
timeframe for attainment of the Millennium Development Goals (MDGs) ended
in 2015, they have been replaced by the new United Nations Sustainable Devel-
opment Goals (SDGs) for the future, which highlights the importance of ICT to
human development and the need to provide humans with universally afforda-
ble access to the Internet.

The new SDGs contain the following six ICT-related indicators:

- Proportion of schools with access to computers for pedagogical purposes and
proportion of schools with access to the Internet for pedagogical purposes
(target 4.a-upgrade education facilities);

- Proportion of youth/adults with ICT skills, by type of skills (target 4.4-pro-
mote relevant skills);

- Proportion of individuals who own a mobile phone, by set (target 5.b-en-
hance technologies to empower women);

- Percentage of the population covered by a mobile network, by technology
(target 9.c-increase access to ICT);

- Fixed Internet broadband subscriptions, by speed (17.6-enhance cooperation
on science, technology and innovation); and

- Proportion of individuals using Internet (17.8-enhance the use of enabling
technologies, particularly ICT [29].

In the reckoning of International Telecommunications Union, the above spe-
cifics are attributable to the fact that, while data are often available to measure
ICT infrastructure and adoption, data on other topics, such as ICT in education,
skills, and gender equality is, where available, are often less substantial [29]. This
is true of Africa where data availability, gender and religious biases still affect

development research.

OALib Journal

11/23



E. O. Olugbenga

Although the world is now a global village, the question of a country or re-
gion’s strength and ability to harness the gains of globalization and appropriate
its benefits for development depends on several factors which include access to
and versatility of its citizens in ICT. Relating the above to Africa, one can safely
infer that ICT in Africa have come with mixed outcomes or results.

The ascendancy of ICT and its strategic relevance to the continent’s economic
recovery from centuries of exploitation and marginalization is regarded as Afri-
ca’s “fourth industrial revolution”. There are high expectations based on the ris-
ing ICT profiles of some African countries like South Africa, Nigeria, Morocco,
Egypt and Kenya and the overall bright continental outlook. Taking Nigeria, the
most populous black nation worldwide as an example, with government’s polit-
ical will that resulted in the licensing of three GSM operators in 2001, a fourth in
2002 and the privatization of the incumbent parastatal NITEL in July 2006, Ni-
geria passed Egypt and Morocco in 2004 to become second to South Africa in
mobile market coverage and more than fifty (50) companies providing fixed
telephony services in addition to privatized NITEL, the second national operator
(SNO) [29]. Yet, the country only reached just a quarter of its estimated market
potential. Internet services are also booming in different countries with fixed
telephony services and a vibrant young population in most African countries. As
Wentworth [30] explains, internet connectivity across the continent grew from
around 7% of the population with Internet access in 2008 to over 20% with In-
ternet access in 2015.

In spite of the above, however, the benefits have not been generalized or
evenly distributed across African countries and regions. For example, the figures
cited by Wentworth [21] above showed that about 80% of the African popula-
tions were yet to enjoy Internet services as at the time. The Internet Society [31]

summarized the overall picture succinctly. According to it:

Internet penetration levels are about 20% and rising. Mobile subscriptions
are just shy of 70%, and mobile broadband access accounts for more than
90% of Internet subscriptions. But the aggregate indicators mask glaring
disparities. At the high end of the spectrum, countries such as Morocco en-
joy penetration rates above 50%, but at the other end are countries with
penetration rates of below 2%, and the majority of countries have internet
penetration of less than 10% (well below the 20% threshold that has been
found to be critical for countries to reap the economic benefits of broad-

band investment).

The above shows that ICT have not led to the same outcomes in different
African countries. Next, we take a brief look at the benefits and challenges of
ICT adoption in Africa.

6. Information Communication Technology (ICT) Policies in
Africa

A national information communications technology policy can be defined as an
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integrated set of principles, norms and ideals that are meant to guide ICT objec-
tives, development, adoption, content and usage within a state. Because every
state has historically specific conditions and needs which must have been agreed
upon by the people (something like directive principles of state policy), a state’s
ICT policy should locate its raison detre within the historical, political, eco-
nomic and cultural situations in which it is to be adopted and the challenges it is
to address.

The first and arguably the most critical challenge confronting the develop-
ment of ICT in Africa, which also has a bearing on other problems of ICT de-
velopment in the continent is the relevance of Africa’s national ICT policies to
the African situation. For example, ICT policies of African states should inter-
rogate the objectives of ICT adoption and utilization at this critical historical
junction where Africa is confronted with the realities of unrestrained capitalist
globalization with its negative implications for weak economies such as those of
Africa. African ICT policies should question the level or degree of political will
that African governments demonstrate in making ICT serve the political, eco-
nomic and cultural needs of Africans; and they should enquire into the possibili-
ties of creating digital cultural spaces through ICT to promote African cultures,
values and ways of life rather than those of the creators (or manufacturers) of
ICT technologies which have little or no respect for African values and
worldview but rather disparage or seek to subvert them.

Lasswell [32] demonstrates that in many post-colonial states including Africa,
the development of national communication structures and organizations in the
immediate post-independence era did not encourage political inclusion but
pursued a psychology of political exclusion against numerous ethnic nationali-
ties estranged from political power. Many of Africa’s political leaders misused
communication to emphasize the primacy of political power, to further the
“strategy of awe” to their political opponents and to transmit a “deliberate and
unpremeditated message of modernity, determination and self-confidence” [32]
to those for whom the image of their society had been tarnished by alien colonial
and imperial subjugation [33]. They also failed to utilize communication to en-
trench and deepen the democratic culture, ethos and ideals of national integra-
tion or broad-based political development. No wonder many of such govern-
ments fell to military rule for various reasons.

Given that many African countries failed to maximize the benefits of commu-
nication for national development in the immediate post-independence era, they
should not repeat that error with a second opportunity provided by ICT. For this
reason, we now attempt to conduct a simple assessment of ICT adoption in
Africa by examining its consequences or outcomes of its adoption by African
states. Thereafter, we prognosticate on how African states can leverage on ICT

for their next stage of development with the aid of purposeful ICT policies.

7. Benefits and Constraints of ICT Adoption in Africa

The embrace of ICT in Africa has contributed to the spread of ideas that have
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re-shaped and are still reshaping the political, economic, business and govern-
mental landscapes as well as the security architecture of Africa. Whether for
good or bad, it may be said that the embrace of ICT will ensure that Africa can-
not be the same old continent again. ICT have brought several salutary results to
Africa.

First, ICT have succeeded in linking the continent to the rest of the world
through high bandwidth submarine fibre optic cables linking Africa (from Nige-
ria and other countries) to Europe through a 7000 kilometre-long distance from
Portugal. This put an end to decades-long isolation of Africa from other conti-
nents [34]. It is expected to affect positively, every facet of African life.

Second, ICT has contributed towards deepening and entrenching democracy
in Africa by providing media for citizen actions to stand up against authoritarian
and autocratic governments. The governments of such countries characteristi-
cally shut down communication networks at critical periods in their countries’
histories, sometimes for selfish political reasons. Examples of countries where
this happened include Uganda, Chad, Republic of Congo, Zimbabwe, DRC, Bu-
rundi and even Ghana with its democratic credentials that makes it to be re-
garded as a model of democracy on the continent [35]. Others in this category
include Tunisia under former President Zine Ben Alli and Egypt’s Mubarak who
imposed media blackouts in the wake of the Arab Spring in 2011 but were re-
moved by popular actions powered mainly through the use of ICT. Similar inci-
dents also occurred in several countries of the Middle East at the end of the first
decade of the twenty-first century. In spite of governments’ actions, activists uti-
lized the internet and social networks to inform and mobilize people for the de-
fence of democracy in such countries, thus bringing to pass Raiti’s [22] expecta-
tion that African tele-centers could become sub-Saharan Africa’s versions of the
French salons.

In order to appropriate the benefits of ICT to the fullest, however, there is a
need for education and literacy, and Habermas was also emphatic on this point.
In making the point that the literature often overlooks these requirements for
ICT usage, Raiti [22] becomes suspicious that most western and some African
literature on democratization (such as Berger, 2002) [36] may be merely an ex-
tension of academic and political imperialism even as Africa struggles to stabilize
and consolidate her tottering democracies. Therefore, Raiti queries whether de-
mocracy is an end goal in itself or a means to an end? He queries the ethical
foundations of the desire of corporations and their shareholders to reap financial
benefits especially from rural Africa by making telephony and ancillary services
available to the rural poor without fulfilling the requirements for doing so. These
include the “critical junctures” of literacy and growing education. Thus, more
than education without ICT can induce “schooling without learning”, the provi-
sion of ICT to the rural folk without literacy, education and nationalistic orien-
tation can induce misguided zeal. This scenario has escalated the threat of ter-
rorism globally and especially in Africa as ICT devices become increasingly

available to dispossessed, disenfranchised, displaced, disoriented and disgruntled
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individuals and groups. Both are potentially catastrophic and unfortunately,
represent the reality in Africa today. Interrogating these issues is directly related
to ICT for development on the continent.

Third, if current growth rates are sustained and built upon, ICT will likely
help to raise Africa’s productivity factor in the near future. Projections by
GSMA, an association of mobile telephone operators suggest that by 2020, there
will be in Africa more 700 million smart-phones in Africa, more than twice the
projected number for North America and close to the projected figure for Eu-
rope. Mobile telephony is expected to contribute 8% to Africa’s GDP by 2020
while the Internet could potentially contribute 10% of GDP to African countries
by 2025 [37].

Fourth, ICT is already helping to contribute to the ease of doing business in
Africa, thus bringing more investors into the continent provided the issues of
corruption and the power sector are well handled and government policies
create investor-friendly environments in Africa. Already, e-commerce is grow-
ing while mobile financial services are on the rise, showing signs of a better
business environment in Africa. Within these, there is the probability of finding
better markets for Africa’s resources, finding better uses for their raw materials
as well as greater capabilities to turn them into semi-finished products with
higher values. Overall, digitization efforts will bring more businesses and gov-
ernments online in Africa and the economy will improve.

In spite of the benefits, however, there are numerous challenges confronting
the development of ICT which may affect the continent’s chances of reaping
maximum benefits from its development in Africa.

First is the challenge of the relevance of Africa’s national ICT policies to the
African situation. As Momoh [38] argues, “to combat an endemic psychology of
“under-developed man and culture”, should be one of the main thrusts of an in-
formed national communication policy in an African country”. He opined fur-
ther that “it is indeed crucial that any enlightened national communication pol-
icy in an African society ought to have the goal of decolonization as its central
focus”. Another observer makes the point more clearly and more forcefully

when he argues that:

If, in the process of acquisition of modern technology and scientific outlook
that goes with it, people of developing countries acquire and perpetuate a
sense of inferiority and loss of confidence vis-a-vis current sources of tech-
nology, the gap between developing and developed nations will continue to
widen [39].

This is a warning to African countries and their governments not to see the
embrace of ICT as an end in itself or a solution to the many problems of Africa
and its peoples. Rather, African countries should see it as a means to the end of
dependency on the West for virtually everything. This includes but is not limited
to technologies for exploiting Africa’s natural resources, cultural resuscitation

and renewal, entrenchment and consolidation of democracy as well as urban
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planning, growth and development. The critical question is “what are the goals
and objectives of Africa’s ICT policies?” and “who is and who is not consulted in
their drafting and approval?” ICT policy drafting and adoption in Africa should
not be the exclusive preserve of government, the bourgeoise capitalist entrepre-
neurs and representatives of foreign capital alone. It should adopt a bottom-up
process involving collaborative governance that is reminiscent of the new net-
work society that we now live in.

Second, although African governments have adopted the multi-stakeholder
approach towards ICT governance and is yielding result, they should demon-
strate greater commitment to ICT development through greater funding, more
collaboration with stakeholders, better regulation that recognizes no sacred cow
(of operators) and other oversight functions to stabilize the sector for sustained
growth and benefits. African governments will need more political will, com-
mitment and practical action to meet the needs of the continent’s growing ICT
market that is populated mainly by young people. According to the Internet So-
ciety [31], “Africa needs a coherent strategy for capacity development at all le-
vels, and this strategy needs to look first at ICT as a discipline and secondly as a
cross-cutting enabler of other disciplines”.

Third, there is the challenge of increased cybercrimes and privacy concerns
but this is a global rather than an exclusively African problem. As Serracino-In-
glott [40] and Crosston [28] inform, there has been a remarkable lack of con-
sensus on establishing unified norms of cyber behaviour and the global political
system is seen as having utterly failed to protect civilians from cyber crimes, at-
tacks and abuses of human rights online. In a development that shows the wea-
kening powers of the state globally, cyber vigilantes acting self-righteously with-
in self-imposed boundaries of morality and operating outside of the law now
take upon themselves the duty of cyber protection and cyber crime fighting.

Fortunately in a show of determination and solidarity, the African Union
(AU) has developed a Convention on Cyber Security and Personal Data Protec-
tion aimed at committing member states to establish legal frameworks for
e-transactions, data protection and punishment of violators [31]. The AU is also
involved in AXIS and dot Africa projects to combat cyber abuses while it is in-
cluding the control of cybercrimes and privacy concerns in the continent’s fif-
ty-year plan, 2063 Agenda to secure the cyberspace. The continental organiza-
tion also has an African Internet Governance Forum to address several cyber
security related issues [40]. However, since experience shows that many interna-
tional protocols and agreements are breached at will once there is no monitoring
organ to enforce compliance and there are no penalties for default, it is recom-
mended that the AU should empower a committee to monitor compliance and
impose fines on defaulters.

Fourth is the challenge of flagrant abuse of human rights on digital media
platforms such as face book, twitter, whatsapp, etc especially when contested po-
litical, social and economic prizes and value allocations such as elections are in-

volved. Although digital media platforms have the capacity to serve positive
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purposes such as checkmating dictatorial tendencies in political leaders (such as
happened during the Arab Spring around year 2011), several developments have
combined to raise the issue of control of digital media platforms to the front
burner of public discourse using the instrumentality of the United Nations to
advance common understanding and solutions to online abuse of human rights.
Examples include the use of online media to discredit political opponents and
spread hatred in speech and action during the Nigerian presidential elections of
2015. That election was eventually lost by the Peoples Democratic Party (PDP)
that had ruled the country for four unbroken terms totaling sixteen years.

However, human rights abuses online are being addressed at the continental
level through an aggregation of concerned organizations who launched the
African Declaration on Internet Rights and Freedoms in 2014. Its objectives in-
clude the promotion of online respect for human rights in Africa; openness in
Internet and ICT policy making and implementation in Africa [40]. Again, there
is need for collaborative efforts by all stakeholders including network operators,
network engineers, industry players, civil society, individual and corporate end
users. Governments must be involved because they have the instruments of en-
suring compliance, redress and punishment in cases of breach. However, gov-
ernments, intelligence agencies, criminals and corporations are also involved in
cyber surveillance; hence the need for a collaborative approach to cyber-right
watch in order to have an Internet of opportunities rather than of apprehension.
How that can be achieved can be the subject of another research.

Other challenges to ICT utilization in Africa include inadequate and aging in-
frastructure that causes congestions; the need for funding to upgrade equipment
to desired levels; lack of basic infrastructure like access roads and electricity to
drive the ICT revolution and the high cost of ICT services that raises the chal-
lenge of affordability for Africa’s teeming poor populations. On cost, for in-
stance, the Internet Society [40] reports that “currently ... users in Africa pay up
to 30 or 40 times more for Internet access than their peers in developed coun-
tries”. Although Africa currently has over 30 Internet exchange points (IXPs),
each country and each of the five geographical regions should have at least one
to catalyze the build-out of terrestrial infrastructure in order to make access to
the Internet faster and cheaper for everyone [40]. Achieving this is a question of
funding.

The African ICT space is dominated by foreign competitors whose practices
may not promote the national and indigenous values of their host countries such
as local language content. And African governments sometimes shut down ICT
facilities for punitive political purposes or values. Given that many African in-
vestors shy away from the ICT sector, there is therefore the challenge of how to
rein in Africa’s entrepreneurs so they can invest in ICT as this may help drive
the objectives of national ICT policies faster. There is also a need to bring into
the ICT threshold many Africans who currently operate in the informal sector.

Many of the challenges of ICT adoption and utilization in Africa can be ad-
dressed through dedicated national ICT policies, especially if the drafting and
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implementation of such documents follow the collaborative, bottom-up model
of public policy making and implementation. The collaborative or multi-stake-
holder model has prospects for group thinking (or “thinking together”) with un-
limited capacities for problem-solving among stakeholders in a mutually-rein-
forcing manner. Although the challenges are enormous, the collaborative model
has a capacity to throw up useable new heuristics that may lead to prob-
lem-solving as individuals and groups work and think together over common
problems. For example, the ICT industry in Kenya is now practicing the infra-
structure-sharing policy that allows several networks to use a single mast [41], a
practice that can be experimented in other countries.

Different African countries have various qualities and features several high
performers in the ICT, e-commerce and e-entertainment and ICT funding sec-
tors whose experiences can be leveraged upon to promote Africa’s ICT devel-
opment. For instance, while Nigeria has the best ICT market potential in the
continent, South Africa has the best ICT infrastructure and education while
Kenya has a very good ICT policy. Again, some high performers in Africa’s ICT
and allied sectors include South Africa’s MTN and M Pesa mobile money; Nige-
ria’s Globacom and the Jumia Group; Kenya’s iHub and Tanzania’s Savannah
Fund Investment. African must leverage on the experiences and strengths of
these and many other continental players not only to develop the ICT sector
further in Africa, but also to indigenize or “Africanize” it. However, this cannot
happen in a vacuum.

To achieve the above, Pejout [12] has outlined four priorities while there is a
gender perspective [42] to the enhancement, acceleration and “Africanization”
of the second new economy in the continent. An expansion of Pejout’s priority
areas in line with current realities would possibly include the following:

1) Building and enhancement of appropriate telecom/IT (to widen and im-
prove coverage) and other basic infrastructure (like electricity, access roads, etc)
without which ICT cannot thrive;

2) Building of appropriate institutions to facilitate fair competition among
players; a strong and efficient regulatory regime to curtail operator abuses and
excesses; and the democratization of access by building more Internet public
access and training points. This can be achieved through collaboration with lo-
cal, national and international stakeholders;

3) By deliberately creating a “second new economy” or ICT industry plan to
improve Africa’s broadband infrastructure network and to inculcate the digital
culture into Africa’s educational systems. The New Partnership for Africa’s De-
velopment, governments at various levels and the philanthropic private sector
and non-governmental organizations took up this challenge in the past and got
results; now the challenge is to build on its achievements for future expansion.
Also, the e-schools initiative is succeeding as many pupils in Africa are already
computer literate. Already, there are many e-learning programmes in Africa’s
schools while many examination bodies like Nigeria’s Joint Admissions and Ma-

triculation Board (JAMB) are gradually shifting to e-examinations. In light of the
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ICT revolution, Babalola [43] argues, it has become clear that without ICT/digi-
tal education, Africa’s children may get schooling without learning. Such an
education would not prepare its beneficiary for gainful employment;

4) Consequent upon the polarization of Africa’s labour market by the ICT
revolution, there is a need to prevent unemployment from rising higher by faci-
litating multi-layered skills development strategies to enable many Africans
(even with the basic skills) to find opportunities for gainful employment in the
new, ICT-led economy, from which they can develop their skills further;

5) Telecommunication serves as a catalyst in human and social development
by providing timely access to data and information. Therefore, access to ICT can
be regarded as a determinant feature of gender relations, women’s empower-
ment [42] and productivity. Given that women constitute over 50% of Africa’s
1.2 billion population [32] and that they are an indispensable force for economic
advancement in many African cultures, the gender perspective must be brought
to bear on ICT planning and development in Africa in order to reap its fullest
benefits;

6) Finally, Africa’s ICT development must be public policy-driven for several
reasons. These include the need to direct it towards meeting African rather than
foreign needs in terms of acquisition, domestication, financing, costing and de-
mocratization for the sake of sustainability, application or utilization to address
Africa’s high impact development priority areas rather than attempt to catch up
with the developed world who in any case, are not waiting for any region to
catch up with them. Policy must also address regulation, local control and own-
ership, coordination, harmonization (or at least, integration) and encourage-
ment of synergy in ICT development between the public and private sectors of
African economies. While the public sector can provide mainly the legal and
regulatory environments for ICT development in Africa to address the conti-
nent’s unique challenges, the private sector can provide funding and expertise to
drive the process of ICT development smoothly with an eye for quality service,

affordability and guided control to avoid inefficiencies as much as possible.

8. Research Contributions, Innovation and Limitations

The major contribution of the research is its emphasis on the many ways in
which all stakeholders in ICT development in Africa can cooperate not only to
“domesticate” ICT adoption and usage but also to enhance its benefits to Africa
using the instrument of public policy. Its innovation lies in its conceptual
framework using ideas of the “cyber-square” and “cyberspace policy” and link-
ing these with the modern utility and reality of Jurgen Habermas’ concept of the
public sphere and its significance for liberal, representative democracy that most
nations practice today. It is particularly relevant to the African political enter-
prise where sit-tight regimes continue to hold sway in many countries ostensibly
with an air of invincibility. The deployment of ICT in the cyber-square extends
the frontiers of political communication in liberal democracies with the increas-

ing use of electronic and digital media to register political dissent, embark on
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cyber protests and to influence voters during electoral campaigns. This means
governments alone no longer hold all the aces where political expression is con-
cerned.

The main limitations to the study are its limited tri-disciplinary foundations
(limited as it is to political science, public policy and philosophy) rather than a
multidisciplinary approach to the development of ICT for development (ICT4D)
which Raiti [22] canvasses. However, research is continuous and this effort can
be improved upon by introducing fresh perspectives from other disciplines like
sociology, mass communication and security studies. Such new perspectives may
constitute areas for further research into ICT and Africa. The second limitation
is its greater reliance on secondary than primary data. On the first limitation, the
research can be seen as an improvement on existing monolithic However, this
does not impact negatively on the findings of the study because the author had

many opportunities to cross-check facts and data that were used for the study.

9. Conclusion

This paper has examined the challenges and prospects of the Information Com-
munications Technology (ICT) revolution against the historical backgrounds to
globalization in Africa. It identifies the ICT revolution as a consequential exten-
sion of capitalist development that no country can ignore. It therefore argues
that in spite of the disadvantaged historical political and economic positioning
of Africa vis-a-vis the developed world who are the custodians of most forms of
modern technology, African countries can still latch on to the ICT revolution to
take an economic leap forward in the historical future. The paper recommends
several means of achieving this including the adoption of collaborative synergy
in ICT policymaking and implementation at the local, national and international
levels. This means such approach must necessarily involve all stakeholders in
order to reap the fruits ICT for Africa’s economic, political and cultural leap

forward.
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