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I. INTRODUCTION

On January 28, 2011, Egypt’s President, Hosni Mubarak, took the dras-
tic and unprecedented step of shutting off the Internet for five days across
an entire nation. His reason for doing so was simple: to halt the flow of
communication and coordinated assembly taking place over social media
platforms, like Facebook and Twitter. That Mubarak took this desperate
step — which cost Egypt an estimated $90 million? and outraged the inter-
national community®> — demonstrates the incredible power of social media.

Mubarak’s decision to shut off the Internet took place after three days of
demonstrations by tens of thousands of Egyptians. Although the demon-
strations were centered in Cairo’s Tahrir Square (or “Liberation Square”),
there were also substantial demonstrations in Alexandria, Mansoura, and
Suez.® The protesters expressed outrage over several issues, including state
corruption, police brutality, and economic oppression.> Their demand was
clear: President Hosni Mubarak must leave the country.®

Various groups, including April 6 Youth Movement, We Are All Khaled
Said, National Association for Change, and Kefaya led a coordinated effort”
using social media platforms, including Facebook and Twitter, to spread a
revolutionary message.® Prior to the first day of protest, 85,000 Egyptians
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pledged on Facebook to attend “Revolution Day.”® Similarly, April 6
Movement had over 90,000 members during the protests,'® and We Are
Khaled Said had over 40,000 Facebook fans.'! In the two weeks leading up
to and including the first few days of the protest, Egyptians created 32,000
Facebook groups and 14,000 Facebook pages.'? It is likely that a substan-
tial number of the five million Facebook users in Egypt'? were in some way
encouraged to attend the protests.

Mubarak’s decision to unplug Egypt’s Internet drew strong criticism
from the international community, which recognized that this was an at-
tack on social media. In the wake of the blackout, President Obama de-
clared, “[Wle stand for universal values, including the rights of the
Egyptian people to freedom of assembly, freedom of speech, and the free-
dom to access information. Once more, we've seen the incredible potential
for technology to empower citizens and the dignity of those who stand up
for a better future.”'* On the same day that Mubarak blocked access, Secre-
tary of State Hillary Clinton told reporters, “We support the universal
rights of the Egyptian people including the rights to freedom of expression,
association, and assembly. And we urge the Egyptian authorities not to
prevent peaceful protests or block communications, including on social-me-
dia sites.”’> Some U.S. officials turned to social media themselves to ex-
press concern. For instance, Press Secretary Robert Gibbs tweeted: “Very
concerned about violence in Egypt - government must respect the rights of
the Egyptian people & turn on social networking and internet.”'¢ U.S.
Department of State spokesman Phillip Crowly tweeted, “[wle are con-
cerned that communication services, including the internet, social media
and even this #tweet, are being blocked in #Egypt.”"

Predictably, Mubarak’s desperate move invigorated the domestic pro-
tests. Following the blackout over one million Egyptians joined demon-
strations across the country, up to a tenfold increase in the number of
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participants.'® The day the Internet was restored, Facebook experienced its
highest number of active users from Egypt ever.'” As the demonstrations
continued, some of the nation’s most prominent public figures came out in
support of the demonstrations. On the sixth day of the protests, a group of
Egypt’s senior judges violated Mubarak’s emergency curfew to join the
demonstrations in Tahrir Square.?® Two days later, Egyptian Preacher Amr
Khaled, one of the most influential people in the World according to Time
Magazine,?' broadcasted in Arabic to his two-million Facebook followers:

I'm in Tahrir Square in the morning and so far, and [sic} I have
seen the wonderful view of civility among young people and the
army, and to summarize what I have seen in two phrases: these
young people are the hope of Egypt, and this army is the security
of Egypt.??

Tens of thousands of Egyptians responded to Khaled’s posts during the pro-
tests.?> On the eleventh day of protests, Amr Moussa, Egypt’s former For-
eign Minister and one of the most popular political figures in Egypt,
entered Tahrir Square to join the protests.>* On the same day, “Mohamed
Rafah Tahtawy, the public spokesman for Al Azhar — the center of Sunni
Muslim learning and Egypt’s highest, state-run religious authority — said
he was resigning to join the revolt.”?

After eighteen days of relentless protest, the unthinkable happened: put-
ting to an end thirty years of authoritarian rule, President Mubarak heeded
the demand of the Egyptian people and resigned from office.?®

The role that social media played in the Egyptian uprising is striking.
Social media brought to the Egyptian people a sense of self-empowerment
— through the capacity to speak and assemble — that was previously not
there. Recently, social media had a similar impact in Tunisia, Libya, and
Iran. This moment in history serves as a prompt to think critically and
broadly about the role that social media can and should play in developing
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nations. What advantages does the proliferation of social media offer citi-
zens of developing nations? Should international policymakers and organi-
zations concerned with economic development and human rights embrace
social media as tools for achieving those ends? If so, how should social
media fit into the broader context of promoting information and communi-
cation technologies (ICTs)?

This paper explores the role that social media might play in addressing
what has been coined “the global digital divide.” The global digital divide
describes the unequal distribution of information and communication tech-
nology across nations, commonly described as the “gap between the infor-
mation haves and have-nots.”?” The contours of the global digital divide
are complex and, although the “digital divide” has become a common po-
litical catchphrase, popular discourse has, for the most part, failed to cap-
ture all of the dimensions of the divide. Within academic circles it is well
established that the digital divide encompasses more than physical access to
ICT. It also a function of how ICT is used.

For this reason, it is crucial for those developing policies and programs
designed to bridge the global digital divide to consider what uses of ICT to
incentivize. In other words, they must ask for their purposes: what consti-
tutes “meaningful use” of ICT? Although there has been limited discus-
sion of the boundaries of meaningful use, it is clear that wherever the
boundaries lie, they must continuously evolve as new technologies emerge,
and as we learn more about the forces driving the divide and the growing
list of benefits that deprived countries are precluded from enjoying. Tradi-
tional discourse surrounding the global digital divide centers on economic
integration and access to education and healthcare information. This paper
advocates for a conception of meaningful use that extends further, and chal-
lenges policymakers and international development organizations to con-
sider the capacity of social media on the Internet to empower individuals in
developing nations. In particular, the popularity and the generative nature
of social media empower individuals in developing nations to combat some
of the main obstacles to bridging the digital divide. Furthermore, social
media empower individuals to express themselves, which in many cases has
meant that individuals are able to make known the human rights abuses
that they suffer from in their nations.

Part II of this paper revisits the discourse surrounding the digital divide
as it has surfaced in popular debate and evolved in academic circles, and
emphasizes the importance of locally relevant content in any attempt to
promote adoption of the Internet. Part III examines the development of the
Internet in three nations — Sri Lanka, Peru, and Egypt — each of which
has faced very different obstacles in achieving widespread integration of
ICT. Part IV of this paper draws on the stories from these nations and
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observes that social media have the capacity to overcome many of the obsta-
cles to ICT adoption and can empower individuals to expose serious human
rights abuses. The challenge is then for policymakers and international de-
velopment organizations to harness the power of social media to further
bridge the digital divide and empower individuals to bring attention to
human rights violations taking place in their country.

II. ContOURs OF THE GLOBAL DiGgrrar Divibpe

The Internet has revolutionized the way most people in the Western
world live. It has become an integral part of our economic, political, and
social lives, altering the way we purchase goods, the way we bank, and the
way we communicate with one another. It has altered not only how we
deliver the news, but also who delivers the news. It has changed our vocab-
ulary?® and it has changed how we check the weather. There should be
little surprise, then, at the incredible rate at which the Internet has grown.
The number of Internet users grew from ten million in 1993, to approxi-
mately forty million in 1995, to more than 670 million in 2002.? Today,
the Internet has an estimated 1.97 billion users.>°

However, despite these astonishing numbers, the Internet’s growth, and
the corresponding benefits, have not been distributed equally across na-
tions. For instance, in 2007, approximately 67% of people living in what
were then the 27 high-income OECD member states — the world’s most
developed, post-industrial nations®® — had access to the Internet.?? In
comparison, only 24.5, 15.9, and 3.8% of the populations in Latin
America, the Middle East, and Sub-Saharan Africa, respectively, had access
to the Internet.>® In total, Sub-Saharan Africa housed only 2% of all In-
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ternet users even though it accounted for 12% of the world’s population.>
Meanwhile, 96% of the secure Internet servers in the world were located in
high-income OECD countries, even though those countries comprised less
than 15% of the world’s population.?> These disparities have led commen-
tators to conclude that “a large segment of the world population misses out
on the tremendous political, social, economic, educational, and career op-
portunities created by the digital revolution.”?¢ The “global digital di-
vide” refers to this inequity in the distribution of information technology
across nations.>’

A.  The Significance of the Digital Divide

Although there is a general consensus that some divide exists across na-
tions, scholars have differing views with respect to the significance of that
divide. Many scholars have suggested that the digital divide is an impor-
tant issue that needs to be addressed. In the words of one scholar, “As the
networks and the equipment attached to them become the preferred mode
of political participation, lifelong learning, employment and commerce, as
well as personal expression, nonaccess and nonconnection could become tan-
tamount to ‘nonexistence.’”’3®

These scholars have suggested that the Internet has the potential to level
the playing field between nations and post-industrial societies for various
reasons. First, the Internet reduces traditional barriers to trade and com-
merce, allowing small businesses in developing nations to sell products di-
rectly to the United States and other developed countries.’® Second, the
informational capacity of the Internet allows developing nations to skip
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ahead in improving basic services. For instance, the introduction of the
Internet will lead to dramatic improvements in the field of education be-
cause the Internet “allow(s} a teacher . . . in Ghana or Calcutta access to the
same database information as one in London or New York,”4 and
“Id}istance learning can widen access to training and education, via open
universities in India, Africa, and Thailand, and language websites for
schools.”*! Further, access to healthcare will improve as “[nletworks of
hospitals and health care professionals in the Ukraine, Mozambique, and
Stockholm can pool expertise and knowledge. . . .74 Finally, scholars argue
that the Internet has independent civic value — “[t}hose who have com-
puters and Internet communications find themselves better trained, better
informed, and better able to participate in democracy.”# In a similar vein,
access to the Internet provides members of developing nations with the
opportunity to bring global exposure to their concerns and to unite with
other disparate social movements.*

It is largely on these grounds that international development organiza-
tions have emphasized the importance of addressing the digital divide. For
instance, during his tenure as UN Secretary General, Kofi Annan empha-
sized the need to “bridge the digital divide.”® During a speech at a
telecom conference in Geneva in 1999, Annan emphasized the importance
of bringing telecommunications to the developed world: “People lack
many things: jobs, shelter, food, health care and drinkable water. Today,
being cut off from basic telecommunications services is a hardship almost as
acute as these other deprivations, and may indeed reduce the chances of
finding remedies to them.”* Annan later published online to the UN’s
website:

The new information and communications technologies are
among the driving forces of globalization. They are bringing peo-
ple together, and bringing decision-makers unprecedented new
tools for development. At the same time, however, the gap be-
tween information “haves” and “have-nots” is widening, and there
is a real danger that the world’s poor will be excluded from the
emerging knowledge-based global economy.’
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Annan’s successor, Secretary-General Ban Ki-moon, has also highlighted
the divide as a major issue in need of redress.”® The leaders of the World
Bank have followed suit: former World Bank President James D. Wolfen-
sohn described the divide as “one of the greatest impediments to develop-
ment”* and current President Robert B. Zoellick urged that the digital
divide “must be addressed before Africa can be connected to the globalized
economy and use ICT to improve public services, overcome poverty, and
enable regional integration.”>® At the Okinawa Summit of 2000, the G8
similarly announced a commitment to tackling the digital divide.>!

Yet, not all agree that the digital divide deserves special attention. The
significance of the digital divide has been challenged on many grounds.
First, some commentators contend that the digital divide deserves no spe-
cial attention because it is simply a symptom of economic disparity across
nations, and thus the lack of access to information technologies in develop-
ing nations merely reflects the impoverishment of those nations. This posi-
tion is perhaps best represented by the comments made by former
Chairman of the FCC, Michael Powell, as he addressed the domestic digital
divide in the United States:

I think the term {digital divide} sometimes is dangerous in the
sense that it suggests that the minute a new and innovative tech-
nology is introduced in the market, there is a divide unless it is
equally distributed among every part of society, and that is just
an unreal understanding of the American capitalist system . . . I
think there’s a Mercedes divide, I'd like one, but I can’t afford it
... I think it is an important social issue . . . but it shouldn’t be
used to justify the notion of essentially, the socialization of the
deployment of infrastructure.>?

Other public figures have expressed similar skepticism over the signifi-
cance of the digital divide. For instance, at a conference centered on the
digital divide, Bill Gates echoed Powell’s metaphor, stating that “most of
the world doesn’t have cars, but we don’t talk about the auto divide.”?
Steve Jobs, cofounder of Apple, has said as much, calling the digital divide
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“just a new sticker we use to cover up a more important word: poverty. . .
We invent terms like digital divide to distract us from the real problem
that must be solved in the world, and that’s poverty.”>*

Second, critics have challenged the relative significance of the divide.
This argument posits that access to information technology pales in signifi-
cance when considered in light of the other needs of poor nations, such as
food, water, education, and healthcare. Here, Bill Gates, again, has been
outspoken:

Do people have a clear view of what it means to live on $1 a day?
.. . There are things those people need at that level other than
technology. . . About 99 percent of the benefits of having {a PC}
come when you've provided reasonable health and literacy to the
person who’s going to sit down and use it . . . People with ele-
phantiasis aren’t going to be using their PCs. I'm suggesting that
if someone’s interested in equity, you wouldn’t spend more than
20 percent of your time talking about computers. It’s almost
criminal more money isn’t spent on curing malaria, which kills 1
million children a year.>

Third, commentators have challenged the urgency of the digital divide,
claiming that the divide is only a temporary phenomenon that will disap-
pear over time.>® This argument points to the rapidly decreasing cost of
information technology, the increasing quality of service, and forecasts that
developing nations will catch up to developed countries on their own.>’

There is no shortage of responses to these criticisms. Namely, challenges
to the relative importance of the digital divide seem to ignore the possibil-
ity that providing access to information technologies might empower devel-
oping nations to solve these larger problems. Proponents of addressing the
digital divide argue that economic depravity, poor education, and deficient
healthcare might be addressed on a structural level by providing developing
nations with infrastructure and skills to compete in the national economy,
in which ICT is undoubtedly an essential tool. Furthermore, while Mr.
Gates is surely correct to point out other symptoms of impoverished nations
that should be taken seriously, this does not in itself negate the importance
of the digital divide.>® The Internet has revolutionized our social, political,
and economic lives and impoverished nations have much to gain from the
opportunities it brings.>®
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In this way, the development of ICT is inextricably linked to the right to
development that has been recognized by the United Nations. The right to
development is “an inalienable human right by virtue of which every
human person and all peoples are entitled to participate in, contribute to,
and enjoy economic, social, cultural and political development, in which all
human rights and fundamental freedoms can be fully realized.”®® The ma-
jority in the UN Declaration of the Right to Development accepted this
definition in 1986 and it was accepted unanimously in the Vienna Decla-
ration and Programme of Action in 1993.2 Realization of this right re-
quires states to pursue

an integrated process . . . based on comprehensive development
programs using all the resources of output, technology and fi-
nance, through national and international policies. The realiza-
tion of human rights is the goal of the programs, and the
resources and policies affecting technology, finance and institu-
tional arrangements are the instruments for achieving this goal.®?

In today’s global economy, where computers and the Internet are so funda-
mental to production and participation, it is clear that if the right to devel-
opment is to be taken seriously, that right must encompass the
development of ICT infrastructure and skills.

In a related vein, it is important to consider the support that closing the
digital divide might provide to human rights organizations worldwide. In
fact, many scholars have identified human rights organizations as some of
the chief beneficiaries of the ongoing discourse surrounding the digital di-
vide.%* As one scholar observes, “[alccurate and timely information is an
indispensable tool and an essential precondition for effective responsive ac-
tion and the promotion of human rights.”®> “In the South, the past few
decades have seen the rapid expansion of such groups and their growing
importance as national and domestic actors. . . . For these groups, [ICTs]

. are seen as a useful tool for organizing and communicating their mes-
sage.”%¢ In addition to the ease of communication and information dissemi-
nation, human rights NGOs have benefitted from the difficulty of state

60. Declaration on the Right to Development, G.A. Res. 41/128, U.N. Doc. A/RES/41/128 (Dec.
4, 1986).

61. Id.

62. See Vienna Declaration and Programme of Action, 10, , U.N. Doc. A/CONF.157/23 (June 25,
1993).

63. Arjun Sengupta, On the Theory and Practice of the Right to Development, 24 Hum. Rts. Q. 837, 874
(2002).

64. See, e.g., Brendan Luyt, Who Benefits From the Digital Divide?, First MONDAY, VOL. 9, No 8
(Aug. 2, 2004), http:/firstmonday.org/htbin/cgiwrap/bin/ojs/index.php/fm/article/viewArticle/1796/
1676; Jamie F. Metzl, Information Technology and Human Rights, 18 Hum. Rts. Q. 705 (1996).

65. Metzl, supra note 64, at 706.

66. Luyt, supra note 64.



2011 / The Power of Social Media in Developing Nations 195

supervision of the Internet.” As a result, ICTs “have rapidly become key
tools of the human rights movement.”%®

For instance, organizations like Amnesty International and Human
Rights Watch now rely heavily on the Internet to communicate with and
collect information from regional contacts, and for “[ml}obilization of
[their} members in order to deal with particular cases of human rights
abuses.”® In a project entitled “Eyes on Darfur,” Amnesty International
disseminates high-resolution satellite imagery on the Internet of the atroci-
ties committed in Darfur.”® Scholars have identified countless examples of
ICT being used to pursue human rights progress in nations across the
world, for instance in Burma,”! East Timor,’? and Indonesia.”> The success
of this utilization of ICT has led scholars to conclude that ICT has had
“enormous consequences for the international human rights movement as
an aid to its efforts to collect, interpret, and disseminate information and to
push for appropriate action in response to violations.””4

Finally, even assuming that the gap in accessibility to information tech-
nology will solve itself over time, waiting for that to happen is an undesir-
able solution. As scholars have observed, the longer that these nations are
left out of the divide, the more difficult it might be for them to integrate,
as they will be entirely left out from setting the standards and designing
the architecture of ICT.”> However, if ICTs are to be used meaningfully
within developing nations, the larger flaw with the sit-back-and-wait ap-
proach is that addressing the digital divide concerns more than just provid-
ing physical access and affordability; it also involves overcoming a cultural
gap. The following two subsections describe how this preoccupation with
merely providing physical access to the Internet has been pervasive in popu-
lar discourse and how content and culture are vital aspects of the divide.

B.  The Digital Divide and Physical Access

Popular discourse and early scholarship have defined the digital divide
almost exclusively in terms of a gap in physical access to ICT.7¢
“IMlarketers, media, and governments often report only the number of
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people who have access to the Internet””” in conveying the problem to the
public. Take for instance, the U.S. Department of Commerce’s description
of the digital divide in 2000:

[Some individuals} have the most powerful computers, the best
telephone service and fastest Internet service, as well as a wealth
of content and training relevant to their lives . . . Another group
of people don’t have access to the newest and best computers, the
most reliable telephone service or the fastest or most convenient
Internet services. The difference between these two groups is . . .
the Digital Divide.”®

International development organizations have followed suit in their repre-
sentations of what constitutes the digital divide. For instance, the United
Nations has frequently defined the digital divide exclusively in terms of
connectivity and access.”

This paper emphasizes that physical access is only one aspect of the digi-
tal divide. The preoccupation with physical access in discourse and scholar-
ship can be explained by various factors. First, providing physical access is
undoubtedly an essential step in creating an inclusionary digital society.®°
Put simply, if the “have-nots” are to become “haves,” then they must have
physical access to technology that can connect them to the Internet. Sec-
ond, physical access is an attractive feature to focus on at least in part be-
cause the metrics used to measure physical access — possession of
computers, number of Internet users, connection speed — are among the
easiest to measure and, therefore, the most readily available. Third, al-
though the term “digital divide” was coined well after the development of
the Internet, the problem has its roots in earlier efforts to measure the dis-
parity in the distribution of technology, for which metrics tied to physical
access were sufficient. As far back as 1970, Hans Singer coined the phrase
“international technological dualism,” which he used to describe “unequal
developments in the area of science and technology, between rich and poor
countries.”®! In studies measuring the disparity in the use of older technol-
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ogies, like telephones, it was sensible to use physical access as the chief
indicator of use because the telephone had a single clearly defined use —
communicating with the person on the other end. Because the telephone
had a single use and the benefits stemming from that use were straightfor-
ward, physical access and use could more reasonably be treated as synony-
mous. In contrast, however, the Internet has many possible uses —
communication, research, commerce, social networking, etc. — and the
benefits of surfing the Internet may be far less obvious to people in develop-
ing nations than in the case of making telephone calls. For this reason,
physical access is distinct from actual use in the context of the Internet.

The discourse surrounding the physical access problem has been rich,
spawning debate over the best way to deliver information technologies to
developing nations that lack the requisite infrastructure, and to the rural
populations within those nations. Further, in positing solutions to the gap
in access, scholars have addressed how ICT can be made more affordable for
individuals in those nations®? and wrestled with the extent to which such
development should be driven by private competition or by government
programs.

These solutions have not gone unheeded. Hundreds of initiatives have
attempted to develop infrastructure to connect developed nations to the rest
of the world. As Professor Yu acknowledged, one of these efforts to bring
connectivity was Africa One, a project that “aim{ed} to put a 32,000 kilo-
meter optical fiber necklace around the entire continent {of Africa} by
2002.78 Although the Africa One project dissolved by 1997, the primary
goals of the project were realized by SAT3/WASC/SAFE, which placed
27850 km of fiber optic cable around Africa, connecting western Africa and
South Africa to Portugal, Spain, India, and Malaysia.3* The success of
SAT3/WASC/SAFE has led to the East Africa Submarine Cable System
(EASSy), funded in part by the World Bank, which will directly connect
eastern Africa via fiber optic cable.®> EASSy, one of three submarine fiber-
optic cables slated to become operational between 2009 and 2010,%¢ com-
pleted construction in April 2010.” Numerous other projects have at-
tempted to further the goal of providing physical access to developing
countries by making ICT more affordable in those countries. For instance
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India’s Simputer,®® MIT Media Lab’s One Laptop Per Child,®® and Brazil’s
People’s Computer® were all efforts to bring affordable ICT access to devel-
oping nations.

Although the importance of providing ICT infrastructure should not be
discounted, it is important to recognize that it addresses only one piece of
the global digital divide. “For a great number of countries, in order to
realize many of the objectives related to the right to development, making
more effective use of existing resources may be more important than the
additional flow of resources.”®' As developing nations build such infra-
structure and become physically connected to the rest of the world, it be-
comes crucial to consider how that technology is and should be used within
those nations.

C. The Digital Divide and Use

More sophisticated accounts of the digital divide have distinguished be-
tween formal access to ICT and effective use of that technology.®? “Al-
though in theory the formal provision of ICT facilities in community sites
means that all individuals living locally have physical access to that tech-
nology, such access is meaningless unless people actually feel able to make
use of such opportunities.”??

Mark Warschauer, Professor of Education and Informatics at the Univer-
sity of California, Irvine, has given perhaps the most comprehensive analysis
of the social factors that lay beneath the digital divide in Technology and
Social Inclusion®* Professor Warschauer emphasizes the tendency among
scholars to reduce the digital divide to a binary division between those who
have access and those who do not.?> As Professor Warschauer observes, the
divide is better viewed as a gradation:°¢ There are distinct differences be-
tween the American professional who uses high-speed Internet as part of his
daily life, the Korean who accesses social networking sites in local cyber-
cafés, and the Indonesian who receives Internet printouts from a local
NGO.”

This way of distinguishing between access and use is useful not only
because it makes clear that the divide is about more than mere access, but
also because it makes clear that the end goal need not be equal distribution
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of physical access. The digital divide “overlaps with the concept of socio-
economic equality but is not equivalent to it. There are many ways that the
poor can have fuller participation and inclusion even if they lack an equal
share of resources.”?® Viewed through this lens, the question is transformed
from “how do we increase the speed of connections to match the high-speed
connections of developed nations?” to “how do we encourage local commu-
nities in developing nations to participate meaningfully using their current
connections?”

D. The Centrality of Content

Central to encouraging the adoption of the Internet in developing na-
tions is ensuring that content that is useful to people in those nations exists
and is accessible. Although this may seem obvious, early discourse sur-
rounding the digital divide almost entirely neglected the centrality of con-
tent to use of the Internet.?* In 2000, the Children’s Partnership, a
nonprofit organization, studied the barriers to Internet adoption among
low-income and underserved Americans.!® Their report concluded that
there were four significant barriers to Internet adoption: lack of local infor-
mation, literacy barriers, language barriers, and lack of cultural diversity of
content.!®! Low-income users wanted information that was relevant to their
communities, their social issues, and their values.'®? They also wanted con-
tent that was in their native tongue.'®> The study urged government, com-
munity leaders, and private investors to develop and incentivize the creation
of content that serves the needs of users in unique and particularized
communities.!*4

The same problems — and solutions — surround the digital divide on
the global level. Those who have studied the success of ICT access points in
developing nations have heavily emphasized the need to involve local com-
munities in the design process,'®> cater ICT solutions to specific needs
unique to those communities,'° and keep content relevant to local needs
and concerns.'®” This section focuses on two features that have been major
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barriers to Internet use even where physical access exists: the availability of
content in local languages and the availability of content that is relevant to
the local culture.

1.  Language

English is the unofficial language of the Internet. A 2002 report by the
World Economic Forum found that three-quarters of all websites are in
English.'% An obvious result of this language disparity is that the Internet
is more accessible to English-speaking people.'” One study conducted by
Emlyn Hagen examined fifty-four African countries over a span of twelve
years''© and found a positive and significant correlation between the preva-
lence of the English language and Internet development.''' Another study
found that the strongest positive influence on dial-up Internet subscription
across nations is the presence of English as an official language in a
country.''?

In contrast, the lack of online content in languages other than English
has limited Internet development in nations where English is not the pri-
mary language. Hagen’s study of African nations revealed that the predom-
inance of French and Arabic has a negative influence on the Internet
development of a country.!'> Another study found that the lack of content
in native languages discourages use of the Internet in South Asia.''4

There are multiple reasons why communities might be reluctant to em-
brace the Internet as an English dominant technology. Communities may
see the dominance of English as a threat to their local culture. This has
been a major trend in Islamic countries where, despite having relatively rich
communications infrastructure, development of the Internet has been stag-
nant.!'> Although there have been many explanations provided for this re-
luctance to embrace the Internet, the official reasons given have been a
desire to protect Islamic culture and prevent “immoral” information from
entering the country.’'® A more fundamental reason for the reluctance to
embrace the Internet as an English technology is that many people in these
nations do not understand English. People will not use the Internet if they
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cannot understand its content, and even those who can understand multiple
languages are more comfortable surfing the web in their native language.!'”

As a result, the development of content in local languages is central to
successful ICT adoption.''® “Helping a nation develop its own website
contents in the local languages and supplying software and instructions,
might boost the acceptance of internet technologies in non-English speak-
ing nations, as well as saving and promoting the cultural heritage of Af-
rica’s original languages.”''? Initiatives focused on the adoption of ICT in
developing communities must then consider innovative strategies that in-
volve creating content that is in that community’s native tongue.

To the extent that online web page translators — such as Google Trans-
late or Yahoo! Babel Fish — have been offered as a solution, they are likely
inadequate. In many cases webpage translation does not exist for the local
language spoken in developing nations. For instance, while these services
now offer free full-webpage translation from English to Arabic and Swa-
hili,’?° there is no comparable service available for less prevalent languages
like Singalese or Tamil. Second, while the quality of automatic translation
has certainly improved, the experience of surfing the web by relying on
automatic translators is still suboptimal. There are still many inaccuracies
in these services and many concepts are lost in translation. Finally, even if
these translation services offered perfect translation, the solution would
likely still be inadequate because the content rendered — although fully
understandable — might not be culturally relevant to communities in de-
veloping nations.

2. Cultural Relevance

Today, Internet traffic is highly concentrated on a small number of web-
sites.!?! Private companies create and sort much of the content on the In-
ternet and these companies target their content at a particular audience.!??
Pippa Norris writes, “[Tthe pioneering and cooperative spirit of alternative
politics characteristic of the chat rooms, bulletin boards, and MUDs found
in the university community of online users in the early 1990s may have
been overtaken by a more commercially dominant corporate-interest shop-
ping-mall Web of eBay and Amazon.com today.”'?> The result has been a
“commodification of attention,” where the major players in Internet con-
tent and search “play{ 1 a pivotal role in channeling users’ attention toward
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some contents and away from others.”'?4 As a result, the interests of com-
munities in developing nations, which generally do not provide attractive
markets,'”> go unheeded and, even with physical access to ICT, they lack
access to content that is relevant to their lives.

Professor Warschauer has pointed to a few initiatives that have success-
fully delivered relevant content to developing communities, such as the M.
S. Swaminathan Research Foundation’s efforts in communities in southern
India.’?¢ This Foundation has attempted to assist rural farmers by collect-
ing data relevant to small-scale farmers, translating it into local languages,
and making it available at various kiosks'?” known as “village knowledge
centers.”'?® Susan O’Donnell has suggested a similar approach to promot-
ing Internet adoption among disabled people and women in Europe. She
suggests that civil society organizations have a key role to play in the digi-
tal divide.'? Because these organizations understand the needs and inter-
ests of the underdeveloped community, they can play a role in narrowing
the digital divide by filtering content relevant to members of the commu-
nity.'3® They can also help to ensure that information that is relevant to
disadvantaged communities is published online.’3* As O’Donnell observes,
this can expand awareness of and trust in ICTs among the underdeveloped
population.'??

These approaches reflect the importance of creating content that is rele-
vant to developing communities in order to foster use of ICTs. However, as
I point out later in this paper,'?> the centralized nature of M.S.
Swaminathan’s and O’Donnell’s models suffers from two flaws: limitations
in the scale at which content can be created and requiring a centralized
determination of what is “relevant.” Creative solutions are needed to em-
power individuals in underdeveloped communities to develop their own
content.
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III.  Accgess, CONTENT, AND USE IN PRACTICE

A. E-Sri Lanka and the Nenasala

The e-Sri Lanka program is perhaps the best example of an initiative that
has adopted a holistic approach that fosters community level involvement.
The e-Sri Lanka program is administered by the Government of Sri Lanka
and aims to promote ICT within the country. The project has been funded
in part by $53 million in loans from the World Bank.'** An integral part
of e-Sri Lanka is the “1000 Nenasala Programme.”'*> This program aims
to develop one thousand Nenasalas — or “knowledge centers”'36 — across
all parts of Sri Lanka to introduce ICT to rural and semi-urban popula-
tions.'”” These Nenasalas “are multi-service community information cen-
tres, providing internet access, telephone and other key services such as
photocopy, faxes, scanning,”'*® and ICT literacy training'*® to communi-
ties. Although there are multiple models for these centers, in general, those
who want to open Nenasalas apply to the government for support. If se-
lected, the government provides the operator with computers and free In-
ternet for two years, followed by two years of subsidized access, and the
operator covers all other costs.'4

As of 2010, there are over 600 Nenasalas in operation.'#! According to a
report prepared on behalf of the World Bank, Sri Lanka’s Nenasala program
“is one of the largest and most sophisticated programmes for supporting
public access to ICTs in the world.”*%> However, this report also found that
despite working Internet connections, a relatively low cost of access, and a
voucher-system that subsidizes Internet use by the poor, public use of the
facilities for Internet remains lower than expected.'® Among the causes of
the low usage rates identified in the report, social issues were predominant.
One of the most pressing issues identified was the lack of local content and
applications available to visitors of the Nenasalas.'* Additionally, the re-
port highlighted a lack of awareness of relevant online resources'*> and lan-
guage difficulties because Sinhalese and Tamil, the languages spoken by
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most Sri Lankans, are not in widespread use on the Internet.'¥ The report
found that some Nenasalas lacked browsers with support for Sinhalese and
Tamil fonts.'” Another study conducted shortly after the opening of the
500th Nenasala found “the numbers of visitors to the centers [ 1 to be low”
and recommended that the government “encourage Nenasala operators to
create awareness about Nenasala activities in the community level.”!48

The relevant development indicators are consistent with these studies.
Despite the successful construction of hundreds of Nenasalas, the country’s
most recent nationwide computer literacy report showed only minor in-
creases in computer literacy.' Further, the number of Internet users in Sri
Lanka has increased only marginally, from 1% of the population in 2000, to
6% of the population in 2008."°° This puts Sri Lanka behind the average
growth rate of South Asian countries and other countries of comparable
income.'>!

In the wake of these studies, e-Sri Lanka has placed new emphasis on
developing locally relevant content. Sri Lanka’s Minister of Science and
Technology has publicly acknowledged that ICT in Sri Lanka continues to
suffer due to lack of relevant content.’”> In 2009 and 2010, e-Sri Lanka
hosted the e-Swabhimani awards, which honored content developers across
the country.’>> The awards focused on various categories, including e-busi-
ness and commerce, e-culture and entertainment, e-learning and education,
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and e-inclusion.’> Furthermore, the government has recently rolled out
LankaGate, a country portal available in Tamil, Sinhalese, and English.!>
LankaGate functions essentially as a customizable homepage, where users
can log in and add various “portlets,” or widgets, that display information
such as the news, weather, and holidays in these local languages.'>® This
newfound emphasis on developing local content provides reason to be opti-
mistic about Sri Lanka’s Internet development going forward.

B. Cabinas Publicas in Peru, and Lan Houses /# Brazil

The framework for access to ICTs in Brazil and Peru differs substantially
from that in Sri Lanka. Both of these nations have had substantial success
with the cybercafé model. In Peru, users access the Internet via cabinas
piiblicas de Interner, thousands of access points across the country that have
emerged without any support from the State.!>” The cabinas were originally
conceived of by a Peruvian journalist who came up with a profitable model
for operating Internet access points and taught people how to open them.!>®
Over 100,000 people attended his classes, and “[alny attendee who could
afford the capital expenses and could arrange for the DSL lines could start
one.”'” Today, these cabinas “are available all along Peru, even in small
towns in the Andes and the Amazon region.”'® In 2005, Organismo Super-
visor de Inversion Privada en Telecomunicaciones, a Peruvian regulatory author-
ity, estimated that there were 33,635 cabinas across Peru.'¢!

Access-related statistics provide some evidence of just how successful the
cabinas have been. According to World Development Indicators, the num-
ber of Internet users in Peru increased from about 800,000 in 2000 to
approximately 7.1 million in 2008.'°2 More than eighty-five percent of
users in Peru access the Internet in cabinas.'®> World Bank officials have
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deemed Peru’s cabinas “the most viable model” for universal access to ICT
in developing countries.'®4

The cabinas cater to various audiences. Unlike the traditional cybercafé
found in other developing countries, the cazbinas are largely a center for do-
mestic consumers,'® primarily young adults who flock to cabinas in order to
use social networking sites or play video games, such as “World of War-
crafe.”'%¢ Since the development of the czbinas in Peru, the use of com-
puters and Internet in schools has become common and has been credited
for improving the quality of education.'”” Additionally, Peruvians are
much better connected to the outside world, and the czbinas have evolved
into community centers that offer training and other important services,
such as tax payment assistance.'®®

The Peruvian government — which had previously taken a completely
hands-off approach — has recently turned its attention to the cabinas be-
cause of their popularity.'® In 2005, the government passed a law “guar-
anteeing that people with disabilities have equal access to cabinas
publicas.”'7® In response, owners of cabinas have set up their own associa-
tion.'”! Scholars have called for the government to implement developmen-
tal policies surrounding the cabinas.'7?

The story of ICT development in Brazil is similar to that in Peru; how-
ever, in Brazil, the government has already taken an active approach in
regulating privately run Internet access points. Out of a population of ap-
proximately 195 million, over 72 million Brazilians have Internet access.'”?
This makes the Brazilian people the largest population of Internet users in
Latin America and the fourth largest in the world.'”* Of these users, almost
half access the Internet through privately run facilities, called lan houses.'”
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The lan houses are very much like the cabina piblica of Peru: privately run
access points, featuring a cluster of computers that are networked together
and connected to the Internet.!’® The Jan houses ofter Internet access for
rates as low as $0.40 per hour.'”” As a result, like the czbinas, the presence
of lan houses is widespread, and they have provided access points for poor
communities living in Brazilian favelas (shantytowns).!”® For instance, in
Rio de Janeiro’s Maré favela, which has a population of approximately
130,000 people, there are an estimated 150 lan houses.'’® “A quick stroll
around Rocinha, one of the biggest favelas in the world, will allow one to
count around 130 lan-houses.” !5

The demand for Jan houses is large, and users gather in Jan houses largely to
play video games and access social networking sites like MySpace and
Orkut.'®" The success of lan houses, then, has been accompanied by an ex-
plosion in the use of social media among Brazilians. “Global surveys of
internet use tend to place Brazilians at or towards the top of country rank-
ings for time spent online, use of social network sites, reading and writing
blogs or uploading photos or videos.”'®? For instance, Orkut was visited by
twenty-one million users in Brazil in a single month in 2008, with each
visitor spending an average of over eight hours on the website over the span
of that month.'®> Similarly, Brazil is ranked second in the world in terms
of Twitter subscribers, with more than 10 million accounts.!8

The Brazilian government has responded to the /an house revolution with
strict regulation. For instance, some states in Brazil require that lan house
owners record the name and address of every user and require parental con-
sent for youths.'®> In another state, a bill was introduced to ban lan houses
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within one kilometer of schools.'®® The government has favored access to
ICT through its government-operated telecenters. However, unlike the
open lan houses, the government-owned telecenters limit how the Internet
can be used, banning activities thought to be a “waste of time,” such as
playing video games and social networking over Orkut.'®” Consequently,
despite the accessibility of these telecenters, Brazilians have continued to
favor accessing the Internet in Jan houses; only four percent of Brazilians
access the Internet through publicly owned telecenters, down from six per-
cent the previous year.!88

C. Egypt, the April 6 Youth Movement, and the 2011 Uprising

The Internet was introduced in Egypt in 1993'% and was commercial-
ized in 1996, after which the Internet in Egypt underwent a period of sub-
stantial growth.'”® However, just as in the case of Sri Lanka, language
quickly became a significant obstacle to widespread adoption and use of the
Internet in Egypt.!t Although Arabs make up five percent of the world’s
population, less than one percent of global online content is available in
Arabic.'?2 This problem is partly technological in nature: there was no
single standard for Arabic-language computing and, as a result, Arabic con-
tent developers had to render images in order to guarantee that their con-
tent would be readable.’”> Additionally, use of the Internet in Egypt
originated among professionals and educated people who spoke English
and, thus, English became the dominant language of the Internet within
Egypt.1** These pioneers built web pages that were available exclusively in
English.'”> As a result, Internet usage reached a plateau in the early 2000s,
leaving out the 97% of Egyptians who did not speak English.!%¢

The story, however, began to change in the early 2000s when it became
significantly easier to publish Arabic content. Popular blogging platforms
like Blogspot began allowing users to publish Arabic content to the web
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with almost no technical literacy.'”” Activists from political groups like
Kefaya, which sought to force President Hosni Mubarak to step down and
hold competitive elections, formed Egypt’s first core of bloggers.'*s Al-
though the first set of these bloggers published content in English directed
in large part to friends and to English speakers in the western world, be-
tween 2003 and 2005 many blogs emerged that were published exclusively
in Arabic and directed at an Egyptian audience.'® In the short period be-
tween 2003 and 2007, the number of blogs had increased from approxi-
mately forty?® to over 1400,%°' with the balance shifting to Arabic content.

As Courtney Radsch writes, the political climate in Egypt led to a series
of demonstrations in Egypt that “propelled the Egyptian blogosphere into
an active realm of contention, making activists into bloggers and bloggers
into activists.”2°> These bloggers developed credibility and attention by
covering incidents of sexual assault and other brutality that took place at
the hands of government officials.2> Blogs in Egypt became a real source of
information that was not censored or manipulated by the traditional state-
controlled media.?04

The use of Internet media for discourse and political activity within
Egypt has not been limited to blogs; users have also gathered around social
networking platforms, photo-sharing websites, and video-sharing websites.
For instance, blogger Wael Abbas received a good deal of attention for
videos he posted to YouTube that depict Egyptian citizens being abused,
tortured, and sodomized in Egyptian police stations.?> One of the most
striking uses of the Internet for political activism took place over the social
networking site Facebook. Twenty-seven year-old?°® Esraa Abdel Fattah
Ahmed Rashid joined Facebook for non-political reasons: “to keep up with
friends; she joined groups for fans of the Egyptian singer Mohammed
Mounir and the national soccer team, another for discussions of the Koran
and others that offered updates on the latest styles in pajamas and modest
wedding dresses.”°” However, in March of 2008, she was informed that a
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group of workers in El-Mahalla El-Kubra, an industrial town, were plan-
ning a strike that would take place on April 6. Rashid—who spoke very
little English?°® and was not previously a political activist—used Facebook
to create a page promoting the April 6 strike.?® Over 76,000 people
joined Rashid’s Facebook group.?'® On April 6, thousands of workers gath-
ered for a political demonstration in El-Mahalla El-Kubra, tearing down a
billboard of President Mubarak. Many were arrested, including Rashid her-
self, and at least three people were killed.?!!

This political activism did not come without resistance from the Egyp-
tian Government. For instance, the Government-controlled media tried to
discourage Egyptians from using Facebook, referring to it as a harmful ap-
plication,?'? and government officials joined the April 6 Facebook group
warning people not to participate in the strike.?!> In response to Abbas’
YouTube videos, the Egyptian Government banned the use of mobile
phones in police stations and bloggers like Abbas have received continuous
threats from the Egyptian Government.?!4

The Government’s indirect attempts to curb social media were largely
ineffective. If anything, they made obvious social media’s immunity from
government censorship. The Government’s battle became even more diffi-
cult in 2009 when Facebook released support for Arabic script, confronting
directly the language barrier that inhibited so many Egyptians.?'> The re-
lease of Arabic was particularly significant in two ways. First, it gave
Egyptian Facebook users the ability to engage in expression and dialogue
that was not restricted by their competency in English. Second, it gave
social media activists a substantially larger audience with which to
communicate.

These developments laid the foundation for the 2011 Egyptian uprising
that led to President Mubarak’s desperate measure of shutting off Egypt’s
Internet and ultimately President Mubarak’s resignation, discussed in the
introduction of this Note.

IV. RETHINKING “MEANINGFUL USe”

Taking for granted that physical access and use are necessary elements to
addressing the digital divide, those designing policy and programs focused

208. Id.

209. Id. at MM35.

210. Id. at MM37.

211. Id.

212. Ecyprr’s FAcEBOOK FACEOFF, supra note 208.

213. Shapiro, supra note 207, at MM36.

214. Ecypr’s FACEBOOK FACEOFF, supra note 208.

215. For instance, Facebook recently became available in Arabic. Ghassan Haddad, Facebook Now
Available in Arabic and Hebrew, FACEBOOK BLOG (Mar. 11, 2009, 12:07 AM), http://blog.facebook.com/
blog.php?post=59043607130.



2011 / The Power of Social Media in Developing Nations 211

on bridging the divide must seriously consider which uses of ICT should be
promoted. In other words, what constitutes “meaningful use” of ICT in
developing countries? Michael Gurstein, has broadly defined meaningful
use as “[tlhe capacity and opportunity to successfully integrate ICTs into
the accomplishment of self or collaboratively identified goals.”?'® Thus far,
both popular discourse and academic scholarship have focused almost exclu-
sively on a limited set of goals: encouraging the use of ICT for economic,
political, educational, or healthcare purposes. Certainly, these uses are im-
portant, but they should not constitute the entirety of the goals pursued.
Other, perhaps facially less serious uses of ICT—namely social media—
have been largely disfavored and neglected in discourse surrounding the
digital divide. However, the stories of ICT usage in Sri Lanka, Peru, Brazil,
and Egypt illustrate the capacity for these uses of ICT to promote social
adoption of ICT, stimulate content creation, promote ICT skills, and en-
courage democratization in developing nations.

A.  Social Media, Generally

In focusing exclusively on the most serious uses of the Internet, discourse
on the digital divide has disregarded and even expressed aversion to some of
the uses of ICT that might be most impactful in bridging the digital di-
vide. Among these uses are social media, which have intrinsic value to
people in developing nations and complement efforts to integrate ICT into
communities to which ICT has been socially resisted.

Before understanding the role that social media might play in fostering
digital inclusion, it is important to understand what particular uses are
described by “social media.” There are various types of social media; the
most relevant to this discussion are social networking websites, blogs, and
picture and video sharing websites.

Social networking sites allow users to have an online presence where
they might share personal information about themselves, search for other
users and communicate with those users, sometimes asynchronously and
sometimes synchronously. The world’s most common social networking
website, Facebook, currently has more than 500 million active users, each of
whom has an average of 130 “friends” that they have connected with over
the website.2!” Although communication through social networking sites
may take many different forms, the model adopted by Facebook and many
other networks largely involves communication from one user to another.
However, the message is often visible to other friends or to the public at
large, allowing them to join the conversation.
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1107/1027.

217. Facebook Statistics, FACEBOOK, http://www.facebook.com/press/info.php?statistics (last visited
Nov. 10, 2010).



212 Harvard Human Rights Journal | Vol. 24

Blogs serve a different function, allowing users to publish content—
often commentary on a subject of interest—and broadcast that content
publicly over the Internet. Blogs are sometimes centered on a particular
theme, but are often just a collection of whatever commentary the particu-
lar user, or blogger, wishes to express.

Multimedia-centered social media allow users to publish images,
videos, and music to the Internet and often allow other users to view and
comment on each. YouTube, the most prominent video-sharing website,
allows users to publish video content to the Internet for other users to view
and discuss. According to YouTube, “People are watching 2 billion videos
a day on YouTube and uploading hundreds of thousands of videos daily. In
fact, every minute, 24 hours of video are uploaded to YouTube.”2!8

Although most social media have a primary use that falls into one of the
categories listed above, many social media websites have incorporated fea-
tures from multiple categories. For instance, Twitter is a micro-blog that
includes features more common to social networking. Similarly, Facebook
incorporates blogging and multimedia features into its social networking
platform.

B.  The Meaningfulness of Social Media

In the context of the digital divide and especially in light of development
initiatives that have commonly failed due to a lack of interest, lack of local
content, or lack of skills, these less serious uses of the Internet have much
potential. Policymakers and development organizations should consider the
capacity of social media to attract a wide user base, stimulate content crea-
tion, promote basic ICT skills, and foster participation and democratization
in developing nations. Each of these benefits is addressed, in turn, below.

1. Capacity to Attract a Wide Audience

The explosion of social media sites and their usage around the world is
illustrative of their potential to attract wide audiences to ICT. For instance,
Facebook reports that it has over 500 million users, seventy percent of
whom reside outside of the United States.2'® Orkut, another social
networking website, was visited by twenty-one million users in Brazil in a
single month in 20082?° and has experienced similar popularity in India,
where it received 12.8 million visits in a single month in 2008.22' You-
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Tube claims to receive two billion visits per day from over two hundred
countries.???

There are many characteristics of social media that make them particu-
larly apt to attract wide audiences. First, although some social media appli-
cations have been targeted to specific groups of people,?®* in general, the
concept of social media is not “targeted” at a specific market in the way
that more traditional online content has been.22* Rather, social media have
been made available simply as channels for communication. Therefore, the
appeal of social media is not dependent on an interest in content published
by some proprietary entity. Rather, it simply requires an interest in com-
municating with others and self-expression. Second, social media, and so-
cial networks in particular, have been developed with simple affordances,
requiring little if any knowledge of or familiarity with technological under-
pinnings in order to publish content to the web. Therefore, in contrast
with some of the more advanced uses that have been emphasized by past
development initiatives, social media require far less formal training in ICT
skills. Third, social media—in particular the most popular sites like
Orkut, Facebook, Blogger, Twitter, and YouTube—have been made availa-
ble for free. Thus, social media are generally accessible as soon as there is
physical access. For the same reasons, social media have also largely been
able to transcend socioeconomic and racial barriers. For instance, a recent
study by the Pew Institute illustrates that low-income American teens are
in fact more likely to use social networking than high-income American
teens®?> and that participation in the popular social networking site Twitter
does not vary by race or ethnicity.?? Similarly, in 2009, the social
networking giant Facebook released data illustrating that the diversity
among Facebook users in the United States is reasonably representative of
the Internet-using population of the United States.??”

The capacity to attract a wide user base is relevant to digital inclusion for
various reasons. Most obviously, the sustainability of ICT development
projects is often dependent on having a large consumer base. The success of
the cabinas and lan houses in Brazil is reflective of the traffic generated from
the huge segment of the Peruvian and Brazilian populations who seek In-
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ternet access in order to communicate over Orkut. Second, having a wider
audience of users increases the incentive for businesses — local and foreign
— to target content at that market. Finally, having many people online
means that more people are creating content via social media and more
people are developing simple ICT skills; these two benefits are addressed in
turn, below.

2. Scalable Content Creation

Social media empower individuals to create their own content. In social
media applications, content is created each time one user communicates
with another — by posting on someone’s Facebook wall, publishing a video
to YouTube, or tweeting — and, as a result, the content is inherently rele-
vant to those users’ local interests. This feature distinguishes social media
as a developmental tool from other, more centralized approaches to generat-
ing content that is relevant to developing communities. For instance, while
the M. S. Swaminathan Foundation’s village knowledge centers in rural In-
dia undoubtedly provide information that is useful to farmers, the informa-
tion is published by a central entity.??® This central entity determines what
information to disseminate to the various kiosks.??

This centralized approach differs from the model offered by social media
in two important respects. First, the amount of published content is limited
to the amount of content that the central entity is able to or chooses to
create. By contrast, because social media empower individuals to create
their own content, the rate at which content is created is a function of the
number of users in the system. Second, in the centralized approach, content
is created on behalf of the users, rather than created by the users themselves.
Thus, the system requires an outside party to determine what content is and
is not relevant to the ultimate users of the programming. In contrast, when
users are empowered to create their own content, the relevance of the con-
tent to the user is inherent. The limitation of systems based on centralized
decision-making has been recognized previously in the context of the
human right to development.?*® In fact, the quality of “empower[ing} the
beneficiaries” has been recognized as a basic element for any program to
implement the right to development.?’!

The scalable nature of social media in generating content is reinforced by
their capacity to attract wider audiences and is driven by many of the same
factors that attract wide audiences. In particular, social media substantially
reduce barriers to publishing content to the web. Blogging applications
dramatically simplify the process of publishing to websites or online jour-

228. See supra notes 126-28 and accompanying text.
229. Id.

230. See Sengupta, supra note 63, at 883, 886.

231. Id. at 883.



2011 / The Power of Social Media in Developing Nations 215

nals.?>?  Similarly, social networking websites make self-expression and
communication much easier and, therefore, much more accessible.

Further, social media have been at the forefront of overcoming the In-
ternet’s language barrier, which has made Internet adoption difficult in
many developing nations. Blogging and social networking applications
have taken the lead in solving the technical challenges behind the language
barrier and have begun to support more languages.?*> Additionally, social
media allow individuals to express themselves in forms beyond textual char-
acters, allowing them to post videos, photos, and pictures to the web.

In sum, social media harness the generative aspects of the Internet, al-
lowing users to become “active participants” instead of “readers, listeners,
or viewers.”?>* The significance is that the Internet no longer comes across
as a static technology where you might search for things that are relevant to
you, but a dynamic space in which you can play a role.

3. Promoting Basic ICT Skills

Although illiteracy in the more traditional sense is undoubtedly a prob-
lem that needs to be addressed throughout the developing world, social
media provide an opportunity for developing nations to keep up with the
“new literacy”?*> that has emerged with the Internet. The ease of use of
most social media make them an attractive tool for promoting basic ICT
skills.

Although much of the research on the impact of social media on skill
development and education is in its infancy, initial reports suggest that
social media and, in particular, social networking sites, are effective in de-
veloping ICT skills among users. Dr. Christine Greenhow has examined in
depth the impact of social networking sites on youth in the United States.
In one study, Dr. Greenhow found that teenagers’ participation in the social
networking site MySpace

required knowledge of a range of information and communica-
tion technologies, including: the ability to search out, preview,
select, incorporate, and share audio and video files; the ability to
create, edit, copy, find, upload, tag, and arrange image files; the
capacity to strategically monitor, respond, multitask, and navi-
gate multiple communication channels (e.g., instant messaging,
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MySpace email, wall posts, blog comments, tagged photos, video-
shares, etc.), and more.?3¢

Dr. Greenhow found that teenagers learned these skills informally,
through their use of MySpace, and also formally by visiting online forums
and asking friends.?’” These teenagers learned to work with images, audio
files, and videos, and some learned from their peers how to manipulate
actual HTML code.?*® “Through the cognitive activity of guiding other
MySpace users in learning how to manipulate, troubleshoot, and transfer
technology skills from one application to another, students are simultane-
ously developing their own conceptual knowledge and sense of compe-
tency.”?3 Researchers who have studied social media in developing nations
have made similar findings. One researcher commented, “the skills and
capabilities . . . learned through the use of Orkut are key elements in the
development of cyberliteracies.”?4

It is worth noting that the more traditional economic, educational, and
healthcare-related purposes for bridging the digital divide require that users
have the skills to navigate the web and find information online. As Profes-
sor Eszter Hargittai, a leading scholar in ICT skill development, has found,
the capacity of a user to find information online is correlated to the prior
experience that the user has using the web.?4! It is very likely that using
the web to communicate and searching for content within social media ap-
plications improves the capacity of users to find information on the web
generally, and even those concerned exclusively with more traditional pur-
suits should consider social media as an avenue for developing the requisite
ICT skills.

4. Participation and Democratization

Perhaps most meaningful is the capacity for social media to foster partic-
ipation and democratization in developing nations. In the Wealth of Net-
works, Professor Yochai Benkler provides thorough analysis of the
democratizing capacity of the Internet. Professor Benkler contends that, at
least relative to the traditional mass-media public sphere, the Internet is a
liberalizing technology.?®> Professor Benkler refers to the emergence of the
“writable web” — innovations that “make Web pages easily capable of
modification through a simple interface”?** — and its capacity to convert
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users from mere listeners to active participants in public debate: “Individ-
uals become less passive, and thus more engaged observers of social spaces
that could potentially become subjects for political conversation; they be-
come more engaged participants in the debates about their observations.”244

The chief example that Professor Benkler uses to represent the writable
web is the blog. Professor Benkler observes that blogs changed the Web in
two significant ways: first, by allowing users to publish content in “journal-
ism time” as opposed to the slower-moving web page culture that preceded
them and, second, the blog model allows for a weighted conversation be-
tween blogger and commenter.?*> However, as Professor Benkler acknowl-
edges, blogs are part of a larger set of web technologies that share the
common quality of enabling participation in the public sphere.?% It is
clear that other social media, including social networking sites and picture
and video sharing sites, also share these qualities that transform the public
sphere. This democratizing aspect of social media is reflected in the story of
Egypt's April 6 strike. Rashid, who joined Facebook merely to socialize
and network, ultimately used Facebook as a tool to stimulate political dis-
cussion and organize political demonstration. Video sharing media have led
to similar empowerment to join public discourses, as evident from Abbas’
invocation of YouTube to stimulate discussion on torture in Egypt and,
more famously, the role of YouTube in the 2009 Iranian election.??

The democratizing impact of social media is particularly relevant in na-
tions with authoritarian regimes because state censorship of social media is
a particularly difficule task. It is for this reason that Egypt was initially
forced to take more indirect and ineffective routes, such as discouraging the
use of social media, arresting activists, and banning mobile phones in police
stations and ultimately to take the drastic step of shutting down the in-
ternet. Controlling public use of the Internet requires authoritarian gov-
ernments to entirely “forgo the benefits of being connected” or, at the very
least, to spend enormous political capital by blocking entire sites.?*® Ethan
Zuckerman, a researcher at Harvard’s Berkman Center for Internet and So-
ciety, has referred to this as the “cute cat theory of digital activism.”?%°
Zuckerman observes that, the Web 2.0 nature of social media prevents au-
thoritarian governments from blocking political activity without also cut-
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ting off access to pictures of cute cats.?>° “The government can’t simply
shut down Facebook, because doing so would alert a large group of people
who they can’t afford to radicalize.”?!

V. CoNCLUDING REMARKS

Our conception of the digital divide should evolve reciprocally with our
understanding of what constitutes “ICT” and what constitutes meaningful
use of that ICT. As former FCC Chairman William Kennard noted, “[tlhe
landscape of communications is changing dramatically. Being connected
will not just be about having phone and perhaps Internet service. It will
mean broadband delivery of increasingly converging services such as inter-
active voice, data and full motion video.”?>? Accordingly, our conception of
how to respond to the digital divide has evolved from considering mere
access to effective use. We should now expand our conception of use to
consider more than the traditional instrumental uses that seek immediate
economic, educational, health-related gain. There are important differences
between the Brazilian who uses the Internet to access Orkut in a Jan house
and the American Professor who uses the Internet to read scholarly articles.
Each of these uses is meaningful in its own way. Social media attract wide
audiences that reinforce the sustainability of development initiatives, foster
the adoption of ICT by empowering individuals to create content that is
locally relevant and understandable, and promote basic ICT skills that can
support the more traditional end goals of ICT adoption — economic inte-
gration and access to educational and healthcare information. Moreover, as
the recent stories of blogs, YouTube, and Facebook in countries like Egypt
suggest, social media carry serious democratizing potential.

Accepting social media as meaningful use of ICT alters our evaluation of
development efforts: programs that result in communities gathering at ac-
cess points to use social media applications, like those in Peru and Brazil,
do not represent failure, but success and opportunity. And, consequently,
policymakers should be disinclined to regulate in a way that would discour-
age the use of social media, as the Brazilian government has done. Rather,
policy should recognize the centrality of locally relevant content to the suc-
cess of ICT initiatives, as in the e-Sri Lanka initiative, and incentivize the
use of social media.

One might think Mr. Gates’ challenge to the significance of the digital
divide relative to the more serious food and health crises facing these na-
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tions?>® becomes stronger when ICT is being used for social media. How-
ever, as previously noted, the line that Mr. Gates draws is largely artificial
— we should not dismiss the digital divide simply because other divides
exist. Not every developing nation faces the problems that Mr. Gates iden-
tifies. The democratizing nature of social media provides an additional rea-
son to believe in the capacity for ICT to solve the very problems that Mr.
Gates would prioritize. Consider, for instance, Amartya Sen’s observation
that “no substantial famine has ever occurred in any independent and dem-
ocratic country with a relatively free press.”?>* Although Egypt — which
has a history of famine and has suffered from recent food crises — is not yet
by any means a “democratic country,” the democratizing nature of social
media generated the pressures that underlie Sen’s observation. Blogs,
Facebook, YouTube, and Twitter empowered the Egyptian people to organ-
ize and speak out, and the inherent difficulty in censoring social media
spawned a “relatively free press” where there was none before. Through this
new press, the Egyptian people put serious pressure on the Egyptian gov-
ernment to respond to the suffering of its people, and ultimately overthrew
President Mubarak.

The story of social media in developing nations so far is one of individual
empowerment. Social media not only connects deprived nations to the
outside world, but provide the power to shape the Internet in a way that is
relevant to their peoples’ lives, the power to organize in scale, and the
power to speak. These features make social media incredible tools that
should be embraced by anyone with an eye towards development.
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