
 

© by IRIE ï all rights reserved  www.i -r- i-e.net  1 
    ISSN 1614 -1687  

 
 

IRIE 
International Review of Information Ethics ISSN 1614-1687 

 
 

 

 

 

Vol. 7 (09/2007)  

African Information Ethics in the context of the 
global Information Society  
 
 

 

 

 

 

 

 

Editors  

Prof. Dr. Rafael Capurro (Editor in Chief), 
University of Applied Sciences, Stuttgart, Germany, 

Wolframstr. 32, D-70191 Stuttgart  
E-Mail: rafael@capurro.de 

Prof. Dr. Johannes Britz,  University of Wisconsin-

Milwaukee, USA University of Pretoria, South Africa 
E-Mail: britz@uwm.edu  

Prof. Dr. Thomas Hausmanninger, University of 
Augsburg, Germany, Universitätsstr. 10 , D-86135 

Augsburg, 

E-Mail: thomas.hausmanninger@kthf.uni-
augsburg.de 

Prof. Dr. Makoto Nakada,  University of Tsukuba, 
Japan, Tennodai, Tsukuba, 305-8577 Ibaraki 
E-Mail: nakadamakoto@msd.biglobe.ne.jp  

Dr. Felix Weil, QUIBIQ, Stuttgart, Germany,  

Heßbrühlstr. 11, D-70565 Stuttgart  
E-Mail: felix.weil@quibiq.de 

 

Guest Editor  

Dr. Michael Nagenborg , University of Karlsruhe, 
Rüppurrer Str. 116, D-76137 Karlsruhe 

E-Mail: philosophie@nagenborg.de  

 

Editorial Office  

Marcus Apel  
Rotebühlstr. 145, D-70197 Stuttgart  

E-Mail: MarcusApel@gmx.info 

mailto:rafael@capurro.de
mailto:britz@uwm.edu
mailto:thomas.hausmanninger@kthf.uni-augsburg.de
mailto:thomas.hausmanninger@kthf.uni-augsburg.de
mailto:nakadamakoto@msd.biglobe.ne.jp
mailto:felix.weil@quibiq.de
mailto:philosophie@nagenborg.de
mailto:MarcusApel@gmx.info


IRIE 
International Review of Information Ethics Vol. 7 (09/2007) 

 

© by IRIE ï all rights reserved  www.i -r- i-e.net  2 
    ISSN 1614 -1687  

 

 

Vol. 7 (09/2007)  

Content  

Editorial:  

Editorial: On IRIE Vol. 7 ................................ ................................ ................................ ............................  5 

African Information Ethics:  

Rafael Capurro 
Information Ethics for and from Africa  ................................ ................................ ................................ ........  6 

Johannes J. Britz 

The joy of sharing knowledge: But what if there is no knowledge to share? A critical reflection   
on human capacity building in Africa ................................ ................................ ................................ ........  18 

A.K. Wafula-Kwake and Dennis N. Ocholla 
The feasibility of ICT diffusion amongst African ru ral women: a case study of South Africa and Kenya .........  29 

Mohamed Mesbahi 

The Third World and the paradox of the digital revolution  ................................ ................................ .........  47 

Chibueze C. Udeani 

Cultural Diversity and Globalisation: An Intercultural Hermeneutical (African) Perspective ...........................  51 

Kgomotso H. Moahi 

Globalization, Knowledge Economy and the implication for Indigenous Knowledge  ................................ ......  55 

Kenneth Einar Himma 

The Information Gap, the Digi tal Divide, and the Obligations of Affluent Nations  ................................ ........  63 

Soraj Hongladarom 
Information Divide, Information Flow and Global Justice ................................ ................................ ...........  77 

Franz Martin Wimmer 
Cultural Centrisms and Intercultural Polylogues in Philosophy ................................ ................................ ....  82 

Albert K. Boekhorst 

Towards an Information Democracy: A Research Agenda ................................ ................................ ..........  90 

Charles Ess 

Cybernetic Pluralism in an Emerging Global Information and Computing Ethics ................................ ...........  94 

Azelarabe Lahkim Bennani 

The Public Sphereôs Metamorphosis ï The Triangular Relation Between the NGO,  the State,  
and Globalization ................................ ................................ ................................ ................................ .. 124 

Michael Nagenborg 

Artificial moral agents: an intercultural per spective ................................ ................................ .................  129 

Bernd Frohmann 

Assembling an African Information Ethics ................................ ................................ ...............................  135 

Peter Fleissner 

On the ambivalence of information and communication technologies ................................ .......................  146 

 



IRIE 
International Review of Information Ethics Vol. 7 (09/2007) 

 

© by IRIE ï all rights reserved  www.i -r- i-e.net  3 
    ISSN 1614 -1687  

Information Ethics Issues:  

Patrick Ngulube 

The Nature and Accessibility of E-Government in Sub Saharan Africa ................................ .......................  155 

Toni Carbo 
Information Rights: Trust and Human Dignity in e -Government ................................ ...............................  168 

Jacques C. du Plessis 
The Spirit of Open Access to Information as a Key Pillar to the African Renaissance ................................ .. 175 

John N. Gathegi 

Intellectual Property, Traditional Resources Rights, and Natural Law: A Clash of Cultures ..........................  182 

Peter Johan Lor 

International advocacy for information ethics: the role of IFLA  ................................ ................................  189 

Anthony Löwstedt 

Rights versus Diversity? The Accelerated Extinction of Languages and Cultures as an Aspect  

of Current Globalization Trends ................................ ................................ ................................ ..............  202 

Jacob Emmanuel Mabe 

Security Thought in Africa in the Context of Global Ethics ................................ ................................ ........  209 

Shana R Ponelis 

Implications of social justice for the pricing of information goods  ................................ .............................  216 

Paul Sturges 

What is this absence called transparency? ................................ ................................ ..............................  221 

Marsha Woodbury 
Information Integrity in Africa: Exploring Information Corruption Issues  ................................ ...................  229 

Dennis Ocholla 
Marginalized Knowledge: An Agenda for Indigenous Knowledge Development and Integration  

with Other Forms of Knowledge ................................ ................................ ................................ .............  236 

T V Gopal 
Ethics in Deploying Data to make Wise Decisions ................................ ................................ ....................  246 

Sandra Braman 
The Ourobouros of Intellectual Property: Ethics, Law, and Policy in Africa ................................ ................  253 

Jameleddine Ben Abdeljelil 
The Discourse of Identity in the Maghreb between Difference and Universality  ................................ .........  263 

Netiva Caftori 

African Women and the Internet  ................................ ................................ ................................ ............  267 

Action Items:  

Kendra S. Albrigh 

AIDS and Culture: The Case for an African Information Identity  ................................ ...............................  273 

H.P.P. Lötter 
Are ICTs Prerequisites for the Eradication of Poverty? ................................ ................................ .............  283 

Isaac Milton Namwanja Kigongo-Bukenya 
Towards Professionalism and Commitment in Africa: the case for theory and practice  

of Information Ethics in Uganda ................................ ................................ ................................ .............  295 

Omwoyo Bosire Onyancha 
E-governance in Eastern and Southern Africa: a Webometric study of the Governmentsô websites .............  302 



IRIE 
International Review of Information Ethics Vol. 7 (09/2007) 

 

© by IRIE ï all rights reserved  www.i -r- i-e.net  4 
    ISSN 1614 -1687  

Justine Johnstone 

Towards a creativity research agenda in information ethics ................................ ................................ .....  316 

Sarah B. Kaddu 

Information Ethics: a studentôs perspective ................................ ................................ .............................  326 

York W. Bradshaw, Johannes Britz, Theo Bothma and Coetzee Bester 
Using Information Technology to Create Global Classrooms: Benefits and Ethical Dilemmas ......................  332 

Tassilo Pellegrini 
Co-Production on the Web: Social Software as a Means of Collaborative Value Creation  

in Web-based Infrastructures ................................ ................................ ................................ .................  340 

Jangawe Msuya 
Challenges and opportunities in the protection and preservation of Indigenous Knowledge in Africa  ...........  346 



IRIE 
International Review of Information Ethics Vol.7 (09/2007) 

 

© by IRIE ï all rights reserved  www.i -r- i-e.net  5 
    ISSN 1614 -1687  

Editorial: On IRIE Vol. 7  

The 7th volume of IRIE (01/2007) is dedicated 

entirely to the publication of the proceedings of the 
first African Information Ethics Conference 

(http://www.africainfoethics.org/ ) that was held in 
February, 5-7, 2007 in Pretoria, South Africa. It  was 

co-organized by the University of Pretoria, the 

University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee and the ICIE - 
International Center for Information Ethics and fully 

sponsored by the South African Government. 

Under the heading 'the joy of sharing knowledge' 

and the patronage of UNESCO it brought together 
some 80 policy makers and academic minds from 

Africa and around the world to discuss the impact of 
the use of modern Information and Communication 

Technologies (ICTs) on the African continent and 
formulate a specifically African perspective on the 

challenges involved - locally and globally. 

In addressing the ethical challenges of the inform a-

tion society on the African continent the conference 
was inspired by the Geneva Declaration adopted by 

the Geneva World Summit on Information Society 

(WSIS) of 2003. It was explicitly conceived as part 
of the implementation of Action Line C10 of the 

Geneva Plan of Action. 

Besides the intercultural dialogue between scholars 

from Africa and around the globe that can be r e-
ferred to in the proceedings published in this issue 

the conference produced some tangible results: 

¶ The Tshwane Declaration as adopted by the 

participants of the conference as a genuine 

African contribution to the Code of Ethics for 
the Information Society  

¶ The ANIE - African Network for Information 

Ethics to give African scholars a platform to 
exchange and realize their ideas in the field 

¶ The claim to implement Advisory Boards to 

African Governments to give advice to policy 

makers on the continent regarding the eth i-
cal implications of ICTs. 

¶ The African Reader on Information Ethics - 

consisting of a selection of useful articles of 
this issue translated into main African lan-

guages. 

 

The contributions to the conference published in this 

issue can be divided into 3 categories: 

1. African Information Ethics in the context of 

the global Information Society (articles 1 - 
15) 

2. Information Ethics issues in Africa (articles 
16 - 31) 

3. Action Items for the road ahead (articles 32 

- 39)  

We hope you will appreciate this very special issue 
of IRIE as a valuable input for your academic and 

professional work. 

Yours sincerely, 

the Editors 

http://www.africainfoethics.org/
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Rafael Capurro 

Information Ethics for and from Africa  

Abstract:  

This paper deals in the first part with some initiatives concerning the role of information ethics for Africa such 
as NEPAD, UN ICT and AISI particularly since the World Summit on the Information Society . Information 

Ethics from Africa is a young academic field. Not much has been published so far on the impact of ICT on 

African societies and cultures from a philosophical perspective. The second part of the paper analyses some 
recent research on this matter particularly with regar d to the concept of ubuntu. Finally the paper addresses 

some issues of the African Conference on Information Ethics held in Pretoria, 3-5 February 2007. 
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Introduction 

On behalf of the participants of the African Con fer-
ence on Information Ethics let me thank President 

Thabo Mbeki and the South African Government for 
sponsoring this outstanding event. Let me also 

thank the Department of Information Science at the 
University of Pretoria, the School of Information 

Studies at the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee 
and the members of the International Center for 

Information Ethics for their commitment in organi z-

ing this meeting.   This paper deals in the first part 
with some initiatives concerning the role of inform a-

tion ethi cs for Africa such as NEPAD, UN ICT and 
AISI particularly since the World Summit on the 
Information Society. Information Ethics from Africa 

is a young academic field. Not much has been 
published so far on the impact of ICT on African 

societies and cultures from a philosophical perspec-
tive. The second part of the paper analyses some 

recent research on this matter particularly with 

regard to the concept of ubuntu. Finally the paper 
addresses the issues and outcome of the African 
Conference on Information Ethics held in Pretoria, 3-
5 February 2007.  

The theme of this conference, namely ñThe Joy of 
Sharing Knowledge,ò echoes the core ideas of the 

World Summit on the Information Society  (WSIS), 
as stated in the Geneva Declaration of Principles as 

well as becoming a part of the Tunis Agenda for the 
Information Society. Let me recall you the statement 

of the Geneva Declaration concerning the ñEthical 

dimensions of the Information Societyò: 

ñ56. The Information Society should respect 
peace and uphold the fundamental values of 
freedom, equality, solidarity, tolerance, shared 
responsibility, and respect for nature.  

57.  We acknowledge the importance of ethics 
for the Information Society, which should foster 
justice, and the dignity and worth of the human 
person. The widest possible protection should 
be accorded to the family and to enable it to 
play its crucial role in society.  

58.  The use of ICTs and content creation 
should respect human rights and fundamental 
freedoms of others, including personal privacy, 
and the right to freedom of thought, conscience, 
and religion in conformity with relevant intern a-
tional instruments.  

59.  All actors in the Information Society should 
take appropriate actions and preventive meas-
ures, as determined by law, against abusive 
uses of ICTs, such as illegal and other acts mo-
tivated by racism, racial discrimination, xeno-
phobia, and related intolerance, hatred, vi o-
lence, all forms of child abuse, including paedo-
philia and child pornography, and trafficking in, 
and exploitation of, human beings.ò (Geneva 
Declaration of Principles 2003) 

The participants of the Tunis summit shared the 
Geneva vision with the following words: 

ñ2. We reaffirm our desire and commitment to 
build a people-centred, inclusive and develop-
ment-oriented Information Society, premised on 
the purposes and principles of the Charter of the 
United Nations, international law and multilate r-
alism, and respecting fully and upholding the 
Universal Declaration of Human Rights, so that 
people everywhere can create, access, utilize 
and share information and knowledge, to 
achieve their full potential and to attain the i n-
ternationally agreed development goals and ob-
jectives, including the Millennium Development 
Goals.ò (Tunis Commitment, 18.11.2005) 

President Mbeki reaffirmed this commitment from an 
African perspective in his statement to the second 

phase of the World Summit on November 16, 2005:  

ñOur country and continent are determined to 
do everything possible to achieve their renewal 
and development, defeating the twin scourges 
of poverty and underdevelopment. In this r e-
gard, we have fully recognized the critical i m-
portance of modern ICTs as a powerful ally we 
have to mobilize, as reflected both in our n a-
tional initiatives and the priority programmes of 
NEPAD, the New Partnership for Africaôs Devel-
opment. 

We are therefore determined to do everything 
we can to implement the outcomes of this World 
Summit on the In formation Society and appeal 
to all stakeholders similarly to commit the m-
selves to take action to translate the shared v i-
sion of an inclusive development-oriented in-
formation society into practical reality.ò (Mbeki 
2005) 

The idea of this conference emerged in October 

2004 during the international symposium ñLocalizing 
the Internet. Ethical Issues in Intercultural Perspe c-

tiveò held in Karslruhe (Germany) organized by the 

International Center for Information Ethics and 
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sponsored by Volkswagen Foundation. All the lead-

ing international experts in the field of information 
ethics were invited to participate. It was the first of 

its kind, dealing with information ethics from an 

intercultural perspective. Themes discussed included 
issues such as the impact of the Internet for social, 

political, cultural and economic development, ad-
dressing particularly questions related to privacy, 

access to information, intellectual property rights, 

quality of information, security, advanced capitalism 
and the digital divide. All pa rticipants were aware of 

the intercultural challenge of such a meeting at 
which some fifty scientists from all over the world 

participated. During this symposium it became clear 
that the African continent was not well represented. 

There was one representative from South Africa, 

which happened to be Johannes Britz, one of the 
initiators of this conference, as well as Willy Jack-

son, a representative from Cameroon, and Issiaka 
Mandé, Burkina Faso (the latter two both live in 

Paris). There were of course many reasons why 

more African scholars were not present. Some were 
unknown to other international scholars, and lack of 

funding to attend international events was and still 
remains a serious stumbling block. 

The participants of the ICIE symposia were well 
aware of the urgent need to thoroughly research the 

ethical challenges that the introduction of inform a-
tion and communication technology poses for the 

African continent. They include the problem of 
development, particularly the eradication of poverty, 

the protection and promotion of indigenous know l-

edge, the archiving of African websites, and espe-
cially rights to communicate and to access knowl-

edge in a digital environment so that Africans can 
become part of the emerging knowledge economy. 

We can summarize these issues under the label 

information ethics for and from Africa.  

Information Ethics for Africa 

At the celebratory opening of New Partnership for 

Africaôs Development (NEPAD) offices at the South 
African Council for Scientific and Industrial Re-

search, CSIR President and CEO, Dr Sibusiso Sibisi 
emphasised the unwavering commitment to the 

work done by NEPAD. Dr Ivy Matsepe-Casaburri, 
Minister of Telecommunications of South Africa said 

on this occasion:  

"In this era of the Information Society, ICTs are 
regarded as tools for development. It is incu m-
bent on us to commit ourselves to use these 
tools to create a better life and a more humane 

world (é) I have faith in NEPAD because it is a 
home-grown, ambitious but realisable project of 
the African Union. Gone are the days when peo-
ple solved our problems for us and not with us," 
(Matsepe-Cassaburri 2005) 

The Presidential Commission on Information Society 
and Development (PNC on ISAG) has made major 

contributions to attain this goal in South Africa. It 

explicitly adheres to the WSIS vision of an informa-
tion society as one  

ñwhere everyone can create, access, utilize and 
share information and knowledge, enabling indi-
viduals, communities and peoples to achieve 
their full potential in promoting their sustainable 
development and improving the quality of lives.ò 
(ibid.)  

Another important promoter of a humane inform a-
tion society is the South Africa NGO Network SAN-

GONeT, founded as Worknet in 1987 and devoted to 
involving civil society in the ICT process. 

Since the WSIS, African societies have been keenly 
aware that sustainable socio-economic development 

requires appropriate information and communication 
technologies. This awareness was already evident at 

the African Information Society Initiative (AISI) 

launched in 1996 and coordinated by the UN Eco-
nomic Commission for Africa (UNECA). Its goal is to 

create a pan-African ICT network giving Africans the 
means to improve the quality of their lives and fight 

against poverty. AISIôs focus areas aim at promoting 
sectoral applications of ICT for eradicating poverty 

and improving quality of life.  

This implies: 

¶ E-Strategies: IC Infrastructure at national, 

sectoral, village and regional level, Scan-ICT 
programme 

¶ Information & Knowledge: indigenous c a-

pacity to aggregate and disseminate infor-
mation 

¶ Outreach & Communication: involves all so-

cietal actors 

AISI has already achieved some of these goals. It 

provided support to 28 African countries to develop 
their own national ICT infrastructure. There are 

periodic consultations starting with the Global Con-
nectivity for Africa Conference which took place in 

Addis Ababa in 1998, and the evaluation of ICT 

impact (Scan-ICT Project). AISI organized a Media 
Training Workshop at Addis Ababa as well as a 
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forum on ICTôs, Trade and Economic Growth in 

Addis Ababa in March 2006. Workshops on regional 
information and communication infrastructure have 

taken place since 2004 in Nairobi, Tangiers, Dar es 

Salaam, and Kigali.  

The UN ICT Task Force published a report in 2003, 
edited by Joseph O. Okpaku (2003). His Excellency 

Kofi A. Annan, former Secretary-General of the 

United Nations stated in his contribution, ñCommu-
nication Technologies: A Priority For Africaôs Devel-

opmentò: 

ñClearly, if we are to succeed, the process must 
engage all stakeholders: donors, the private 
sector, civil society organizations, governments, 
and especially those in the developing world it-
self.ò (Annan 2003, xvii) 

In the contribution to this report by Emmanuel 
OleKambainei, Chief Executive and Program Director 

for the African Connection Centre for Strategic 
Planning and Mavis Ampah Sintim-Misa, former 

Chief Executive Officer of this Centre, write: 

ñ(é) there is a need to promote general ICT dif-
fusion and raise awareness and appreciation as 
well as e-literacy among our populations, espe-
cially children and youth. This should be coupled 
with efforts to demystify and de -demonise ICT 
for people to accept it as an everyday tool and 
not an end to itself.   (é) This can be done by 
targeting and ensuring that basic education and 
literacy change from the traditional ñ3Rsò (read-
ing, writing and arithmeticò to a higher standard 
that can be referred to as ñLNCIò or Literacy ï 
reading and writing, Numeracy ï working with 
numbers, Communicacy ï communicating effec-
tively, Innovativeness/Initiative. Success in this 
(é) will give Africaôs education, human resource 
development, as well as research and develop-
ment the ability to ñcheetah-pole-vaultò so as to 
catch-up with the rest of the global community.ò 
(OleKambainei and Sintim-Misa 2003) 

Africa needs, indeed, a ñcheetah-pole-vaultò ICT 

strategy and not just a leap -frog one. 

Joseph O. Okpaku, President and CEO of Telecom 
Africa Corporation, writes in the introduction:  

ñTo a large extent, wealth has a vertical struc-
ture in African society, with most families co n-
sisting of the entire range, from the well -off to 
the most needy. The structure of family oblig a-
tions in traditional Africa makes the pursuit of 
the collective advancement of the entire com-

munity a norm. The disruption of this model, 
through ñmodernizationò, has been a threat to 
reaping the benefits of this tradition for conte m-
porary African development.ò (Okpaku 2003, 11) 

Okpaku offers a vision of a society in which every-

one has a central role to play. This vision corre-
sponds to the original structure of Afr ican society 

based on the pre-eminence of the ñextended family 

and its mutuality of care, concern and support.ò 
(Okpaku 2003, 13). In other words, Africaôs scholars 

and politicians must retrieve their own social trad i-
tions in order to create a humane and a uthentic 

African information society. Some first steps have 

already been taken. The Africa preparatory confer-
ence for the WSIS in Tunis that took place in Accra 

in February 2005 specified that the goal of the 
African information society community must incl ude 

all stakeholders: 

ñBuilding the information and shared knowledge 
society will contribute to achieving the Millenium 
Development Goals to improve quality of life 
and eradicate poverty by creating opportunities 
to access, utilize and share information and 
knowledge.ò (Accra 2005) 

The African Internet Service Providerôs Association 

envisaged in February 2005 the following actions: 

ñGiven that Africa is the most unwired continent 
in the world, and yet is part of the Information 
Society, action should be taken (é): 

- A regional multi-stakeholder coordination body 
be mandated to co-ordinate and ensure collabo-
ration among the numerous existing projects in 
Africa under the New Partnership for African 
Development (NEPAD) 

- Regulators adopt an open and transparent li-
censing and regulatory regime that propels the 
access to and building of ICT infrastructure.  

- The private sector participates in the techn o-
logical dynamics of the development and also 
provides hard investment. 

- Civil society creates interest in consumers to 
demand and ensure service delivery quality and 
return for money.  

Donnors support this development by providing 
and facilitating access to soft financing and ex-
pertise where necessary for PASSIVE infrastruc-
ture 
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- Finally, that all the stakeholders above sub-
scribe to the horizontal layering of the comm u-
nication system in the manner of physical layer 
(infrastructure), followed by the logical layer, 
applications layer, content layer, etc.ò (AfrISPA 
2005) 

A recent study on ñEthics and the Internet in West 

Africaò by Patrick Brunet, Oumarou Tiemtor®, and 

Marie-Claude Vettraino-Soulard, based on field 
surveys of five nations in West Africa two Anglo-

phone, The Gambia and Ghana, and three Franco-
phone, Burkina Faso, C¹te dôIvoire, and Senegal, 

raises key ethical issues that, once identified, should 

ensure the adaptation of Internet technology and its 
integration into the development of African nations 

(Brunet, Tiemtoré, Vettraino -Soulard 2004). Accord-
ing to the authors, certain technologies such as the 

cellular phone might more readily and efficiently be 
developed in Africa and can contribute, for example, 

to the dissemination of medical information and to 

South-South cooperation. In order to avoid the 
digital gap within African societies, African govern-

ments could democratize telecommunications to 
ensure access for the most disadvantaged people. 

But, as the authors emphasise, the Internet is no 

panacea. Their work shows why information ethics 
matters, politically, socially and academically. It 

matters not only fo r Africa but from it.  

Information Ethics from Africa 

Information Ethics in Africa is a young academic 

field. Not much has been published on the role that 
African philosophy can play in thinking about the 

challenges arising from the impact of ICT on African 
societies and cultures. Most research on ICT from an 

ethical perspective takes its departure from Western 

philosophy. Let us review very briefly some recent 
works on African philosophy that are relevant in a 

negative or positive sense to the subject of th is 
conference.  

African oral and written traditions of philosophy 
have a long and rich past, going back as far as 3000 

BC with the Egyptian Maat-Philosophy of ancient 
Egypt, the Afro-Hellenic tradition of Greek and 

Roman Antiquity and the early Middle Ages (Amasis, 

Plotinus, Philon, Euclid, Apuleius, Tertullian, 
Augustine), the Afro-Islamic tradition (Al -Farabi, 

Averroes, Ibn Battuta), the colonial break with 
contributions in the amharic language (Zara  Yoqob, 

WaldaHawat, Amo, Hannibal), the anti-colonial 

philosophy (DuBois, Garvey, Césaire, Senghor), the 
ethno-philosophy of the 70s (Kagame, Mbiti), Afro-

socialism (Nkruma, Nyerere), universalistic theories 

(Houtondji, Wiredu, Towa), and contemporary 
representatives of different schools such as herme-

neutics (Okere, Ntumba, Okonda, Serequeberhan, 

Kinyongo), Sage-philosophy (Oruka, Kaphagawani, 
Sogolo, Masolo), and feminism (Eboh, Oluwole, 

Boni, Ngoyi), to mention just a few names and 
schools. These traditions have been recently ana-

lysed by Jacob Mabe in his book on oral and written 

forms of philosophical thinking in Africa (Mabe 2005, 
276-278; Ruch/Anyanwu 1981; Neugebauer 1989; 

Serequeberhan 1996). He has also edited the first 
comprehensive lexicon on Africa in German (Mabe 

2001 and 2004), with more than 1000 ke ywords 
including "media" and "Internet" (Tambwe 2001).  

The Department of Philosophy at the University of 
South Africa has published a comprehensive reader 

Philosophy from Africa, edited by Pieter Coetzee and 
Abraham Roux (Coetzee/Roux 2002). Of the 37 

contributors 33 are Africans speaking for themselves 

on the topical issues of decolonization, Afrocentrism 
in conflict with Eurocentrism, the struggle for cu l-

tural freedoms in Africa, the historic role of black 
consciousness in the struggle for liberation, the 

restitution and reconciliation in the context of A f-

ricaôs post-colonial situation (Eze 1997), justice for 
Africa in the context of globalization, the pressures 

on the tradition of philosophy in Africa engendered 
by the challenges of modernity, the reconst itution of 

the African self in its relation to changing comm u-
nity, the African epistemological paradigm in conflict 

with the Western, and the continuity of religion and 

metaphysics in African thought. The second edition 
contains themes on gender, race and Africaôs place 

in the global context. Although the book addresses a 
broad variety of themes there is no contribution 

dealing specifically with information and commun i-

cation technologies from an ethical or even philoso-
phical perspective, although Paulin Houtondji ad-

dresses the problem of ñProducing Knowledge in 
Africa Todayò (Houtondji 2002). The terms 

'"information" and "communication" are absent, not 

even listed in the index.  

Is there a specific African philosophic and ethical 
perspective with roots in Af rican languages, social 

experiences and values as analyzed for instance by 

John Mbiti, (1969), Chyme Gyekye (1996), Mutombo 
Nkulu (1997), Luke Mlilo and Nathanael Soédé 

(2003) and Jean-Godefroy Bidima (2004)? Yes there 
is, if we follow Mogobe Ramoseôs contribution to this 

reader (Coetzee/Roux 2002) that bears the title 
ñGlobalization and ubuntuò (Ramose 2002), but also, 
for instance, Kwasi Wireduôs contribution on the 

ñconceptual decolonization in African cultureò 
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through an analysis of African languages and termi-

nology (Wiredu 1995; Weidtmann 1998). I am not 
making a plea for ethnophilosophy as criticized for 

instance by Houtondji (1998), but for a dialogue 

between both cultures and languages, and the 
global and the local as envisaged in the 2004 sym-

posium of the International Center for Information 
Ethics (Capurro, Frühbauer, Hausmanninger 2007). 

My position is related to Wireduôs and Oladipoôs 

interpretation as a ñthird way in African philosophyò 
(Oladipo 2002) as well as to Orukaôs ñsage philoso-

phyò (Oruka 1990). My view aims at a critical analy-
sis of the oral and/or written African traditions, as 

analyzed for instance by Anthony Appiah in his 
article for the Routledge Encyclopedia of Philosophy 
(Appiah 1998). I explicitly acknowledge modern 

reason without assuming that its manifestations are 
inviolable, particularly when they serve the purposes 

of colonialization. I locate ethical discourse between 
the particular and the universal. My aim, following 

the Kantian tradition, is universality, but I am aware, 

with Aristotle, that moral and political utterances are 
contingent, subject to different interpretations and 

applications based on economic interests and power 
structures. They are also objects of a critical analysis 

that envisages the good and seeks a humane world 
free from the dogmatic fixations of norms that 

merely reflect, implicitly or explicitly, particular 

points of view. In other words, ethics reflects on the 
permanent flow of human life and its modes of 

empirical regulation that make possible, on th e basis 
of mutual respect, manifestations of humanity in 

unique and multiple forms. We are all equal, and we 

are all different.  

According to Ramose, ubuntu is ñthe central concept 
of social and political organization in African phi-

losophy, particularly among the Bantu-speaking 

peoples. It consists of the principles of sharing and 
caring for one another.ò (Ramose 2002, 643). 

Ramose discuses two aphorisms ñto be found in 
almost all indigenous African languages,ò namely: 

ñMotho ke motho ka bathoò and ñFeta kgomo 
tschware motho.ò The first aphorism means that ñto 
be human is to affirm oneôs humanity by recognizing 

the humanity of others and, on that basis, establish 
humane respectful relations with them. Accordingly, 

it is ubuntu which constitutes the core meaning of 
the aphorism.ò The second aphorism means ñthat if 

and when one is faced with a decisive choice be-

tween wealth and the preservation of life of another 
human being, then one should opt for the preserv a-

tion of life.ò (Ramose 2002, 644). Following this 
analysis we can ask: what is the role of ubunto in 

African information ethics? How is the intertwining 

of information and communication technology with 

the principles of communalism and humanity ex-

pressed in aphorisms such as ñMotho ke motho ka 
bathoò which can be translated as ñpeople are other 

people through other peopleò? What is the relation 

between community and privacy in African inform a-
tion society? What kind of questions do African 

people ask about the effects of information and 
communication technology in their everyday lives?   

One of the few detailed analysis of the relationship 
between ubuntu and information ethics, or more 

precisely, between ubuntu and privacy was pre-
sented by H. N. Olinger, Johannes Britz and M.S. 

Olivier at the Sixth Internatio nal Conference of 
Computer Ethics: Philosophical Enquiry (CEPE 2005). 
They write:  

ñThe African worldview driving much of African 
values and social thinking is ñUbuntuò 
(Broodryk, 2004). The Ubuntu worldview has 
been recognized as the primary reason that 
South Africa has managed to successfully trans-
fer power from a white minority government to 
a majority -rule government without bloodshed 
(Murithi, 2000). The South African government 
will attempt to draft a Data Privacy Bill and 
strike an appropriate balance within the context 
of African values and an African worldview.ò 
(Olinger/Britz/Olivier 2005, 292)  

According to the authors, Ubuntu ethical principles 

have been applied in South Africa in the following 
areas:  

¶ Politics (the African Renaissance) 

¶ Business (through collective learning, 

teamwork, sustainability, a focus on local 

community, and an alternative to extractive 

capitalism )  

¶ Corporate governance (though the attitudes 

of fairness, collectiveness, humility) 

¶ Restorative justice (through the u se of dia-

logue, collective restitution and healing)  

¶ Conflict resolution and reconciliation 

(through the Ubunto ethos of the Truth and 

Reconciliation Commission, TRC) (Olin-

ger/Britz/Olivier 2005, 295).  

The authors emphasise the specificity of the Ubuntu 
worldview as a community-based mindset, opposed 

to Western libertarianism and individualism but close 

to communitarianism. The Nigerian philosopher 
Simeon Onyewueke Eboh has written a profound 

study on ñAfrican Communalismò (2004). Olinger, 
Britz and Olivier remark critically that the population 
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of southern Africa has to rediscover Ubuntu because 

many have not experienced it, and also because 
many live in two different cultures, practicing Ub-
untu in the rural environments and Western values 

in the urban enviro nments. If this is the case, not 
only in South Africa but in other African countries 

then there is a lot of theoretical and practical work 
to be done!  

The authors translate the aphorism ñUmunto ungu-
muntu ngabanye abantuò (Nguni languages of Zulu 
and Xhosa) as ñA person is a person through other 
personsò (Olinger/Britz/Olivier 2005, 293). According 

to Broodryk (2002), Ubuntu is an African worldview 

ñbased on values of intense humanness, caring, 
respect, compassion, and associated values ensuring 

a happy and qualitative human community life in a 
spirit of family.ò This means that personal privacy ï 

being a key ethical value in Western countries ï 
might be considered as less important from an 

Ubuntu-based perspective, even if we accept that 

there are several conceptions of privacy in both the 
West and the East (Ess 2005, Capurro 2005). In a 

comparative study of ethical theories in different 
cultures, Michael Brannigan addresses African Ethics 

with the utterance ñTo Be is to Belongò (Brannigan 

2005). An analysis of this thesis could lead to a 
foundation of African information ethics based not 

upon the abstract or metaphysical concept of Being 
of  some classical Western ethical theories, but upon 

the experience of Being as communal existence. The 
task of such an analysis would be to recognize the 

uniqueness of African perspectives as well as com-

monalities with other cultures and their theoretical 
expressions. This analysis could lead to an interpre-

tation of ICT within an African horizon and corr e-
spondingly to possible vistas for information policy 

makers, responsible community leaders and, of 

course, for African institutions.  
  

Johannes Britz chaired a session on ICT in Africa at 
the Ethics and Electronic Information in the Twenty -
First Century (EE21) symposium at the University of 

Memphis (Mendina/Britz 2004). He said that an 
important condition of Africa's finding a place in the 

twenty-first century is a well -developed and main-
tained ICT infrastructure. Both Britz and Peter John 

Lor, former Chief executive of the National Library of 
South Africa, think that the present north -south flow 

of information should be complemented by a south -

north flow in order to enhance mutual understan d-
ing. They plea for a shift toward the recognition of 

the ñlocalò within the ñglobal,ò following the idea of 
ñthinking locally and acting globally.ò In ethical 

terms, this means respect for different local cultures 

and strengthening their active participation in inte r-

cultural dialogue (Lor/Britz 2004, 18). Although 

Africa is still far from a  true knowledge society, 
there is hope of success on certain fronts, such as 

investment in human capital, stemming the flight of 

intellectual expertise, and the effective development 
and maintenance of IT infrastructure (Britz et al. 

2006). Dick Kawooya (Uganda Library Association) 
stresses the ethical dilemma confronting librarians 

and information professionals in much of sub-

Saharan Africa, namely concerns about general 
literacy, information literacy, and access to the 

Internet on the one hand, and ñdwindling budgetsò 
for educational institutions, particularly libraries, on 

the other (Kawooya 2004, 34). Michael Anyiam-
Osigwe, chief executive of the Africa Institute for 

Leadership, Research and Development, stresses 

the importance of ICT towards attaining s ustainable 
democracy in Africa (Anyiam-Osigwe 2004). Accord-

ing to Coetzee Bester, a former member of parlia-
ment in South Africa and co-founder of the Africa 

Institute for Leadership, Research and Development, 

the problem of ICT in Africa includes all stake-
holders.  

He writes: 

ñA program to reconstruct communities as holis-
tic entities is necessary. This should include 
leadership, followers, agree-upon principles and 
values as well as effective interaction among all 
these elements.ò (Coetzee Bester 2004, 12) 

A value-based reorientation implies personal aware-
ness, an understanding of information, effective 

interactions between leaders and their communities 
without limitations of time and space, and mutual 

confidence in representative leadership. 

In the already mentioned study on ñEthics and the 

Internet in West Africaò (Brunet/Tiemtor®/Vettraino-
Soulard 2004) the authors identify six types of 

ethical issues related to the development of the 
Internet in Africa but also relevant for other cou n-

tries, namely:  

¶ Exclusion and inequity 

¶ Culture (Internet Content)  

¶ Internet costs and financing  

¶ Sociotechnical aspects of Internet integra-

tion (resistance, uses)  

¶ Political power  

¶ Economic organization 

There is no such thing as a morally neutral technol-
ogy. This is not to say just that technologies can be 

used and misused, but to express the deeper insight 
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that all technologies create new ways of being. They 

influence our relation with one another, they shape, 
in a more or less radical way, our institutions, our 

economies, and our moral values. This is why we 

should focus on information technology primarily 
from an ethical perspective. It is up to the African 

people and their leaders to question how to tran s-
form their lives by these technologies. African edu-

cational and research institutions should also reflect 

critically on these issues.  

As Bob Jolliffe, senior lecturer in computer science 
at the University of South Africa, has pointed out 

there is an implicit connection between free sof t-

ware, free culture, free science, open access, and 
the South African Freedom Charter (Jolliffe 2006). A 

major task of information ethics in South Africa as 
well as in other African countries, is to align such 

ideals with concrete social, political, economic and 
technical processes. ICT in Africa should become a 

major contribution for opening ñthe doors of learn-

ing and cultureò to use the wording of the Freedom 
Charter. The space of knowledge as a space of 

freedom is not, as Jollife rightly remarks, an abstract 
ideal. It has a history that limits its possibilities. It is 

a space of rules and traditions of specific societies, 

in dialogue with their foundational myths and ut o-
pian aspirations. We are morally responsible not 

only for our deeds but for our dreams. Information 
ethics offers an open space to retrieve and debate 

these information and communication myths and 
utopias.  

The main moral responsibility of African academics 
is to enrich African identities by retrieving and re -

creating African information and communication 
traditions. From this per spective, cultural memory is 

an ethical task if we want to create a humane 

community based  not just on the number of people 
but on the relations between them, as the German 

Egyptologist Jan Assmann remarks following Frie-
drich Nietzsche in his Genealogy of Morals (Assmann 

2000, Nietzsche 1999, vol. 5, 294-300). Cultural 

memory must be re-shaped again and again to build 
the core of a humane society. This means no more 

and no less than basing morality on memory and 
communication, thereby establishing informat ion 

ethics at its core. The function of cultural memory is 

not just to express what belongs to the collective 
memory of a community, but to engage the will of 

its members to connect themselves through the task 
of creating it. Cultural memory is connective. It is 

related to our myths and to our dreams. We r e-
member Nietzscheôs ambiguous warning: ñYou want 

to be responsible for everything! But not for your 

dreams!ò (Nietzsche 1999, vol. 3, 117). I call this 

warning óambiguousô because Nietzsche, no less 

than Sigmund Freud, was well aware of the limits of 
human will and our tendency to repress or forget 

what we consider painful. The Egyptian god Thot is 

a symbol of cultural memory as a social task. He is 
the god of wisdom and writing as well as messenger 

of the gods, particularly of the sun god Re, and is 
associated with the goddess Maat, the personifica-

tion of justice. Thot, the Greek Hermes, was repr e-

sented as an ibis- (or a baboon) headed man with a 
reed pen and a palette, known in the Western 

tradition through Platoôs criticism of writing in his 
Phaedrus.  

I think that retrieving the African cultural memory 
with regard to information and communication 

norms and traditions is the main information cha l-
lenge for African information ethics. It should re c-

ognize the different strategies of social inclusion and 
exclusion in the history of African societies, including 

traumatic experiences such as slavery and apart-

heid. Since the emergence of the Internet, this 
challenge is discussed under the heading of the 

digital divide. But African information ethics implies 
much more than just the access and use of this 

medium. The problem is not a technical one, but 

one of social exclusion, manipulation, exploitation 
and annihilation of human beings. It is vital that 

thought about  African information ethics be con-
ducted from this broader perspective.  

Prospects 

The final goal of ethics is not just to speak about the 
good but to do the good and to dream about it. We 

owe this insight about the relation between ethical 
thinking and act ion to Aristotle, the founder of ethics 

as a scientific discipline in the Western tradition. Our 

conference brings together scientists and politicians 
to discuss what could and should be thought and 

done to create a good African information society. 
This conference is unique in several respects. First, 

it deals with information ethics in Africa from an 

African perspective. Second, it encourages African 
scholars to articulate the challenges of a genuine 

African information society. Third, our   conference is 
devoted to fundamental ethical challenges as listed 

in our programme:  

Topic 1: Foundations of African Information Ethics  

¶ Respect for human dignity - information 

based rights 

¶ Freedom of expression 

¶ Freedom of access to information  
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¶ Information wrongdoings, i nformation cor-

ruption, information injustice  

Topic 2: Cultural Diversity and globalization 

¶ Protection and promotion of indigenous 

knowledge 

¶ Global security, human security, privacy, 

transparency 

¶ E-Government and related topics 

¶ Cultural diversity and development 

Topic 3: Development, Poverty and ICT 

¶ Using ICT for a better life in Africa: case 

studies 

¶ Internet and exclusion (socio-political and 

economic exclusion) 

¶ North-South flow of information and info r-

mation imperialism 

¶ Flight of intellectual expertise fro m Africa. 

The expected outcome of the conference can be 
summarized as follows: 

¶ To agree on the Tshwane Declaration on 

Information Ethics in Africa . 

¶ The establishment of the Africa Network 

for Information Ethics  (ANIE) ANIE will 
cooperate with international partners such 

as the International Center for Information 
Ethics (ICIE), the International Society for 

Ethics and Information Technology (INSEIT) 

and the University of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. 
ANIE will be housed at the School of Info r-

mation Technology, Department of Inform a-
tion Science at the University of Pretoria, 

South Africa. It will act as a platform for e x-
changing information about African teaching 

and research in the field of information et h-

ics. It will pro vide the opportunity for scho l-
ars around the world who have a shared in-

terest in African information ethics to meet 
each other and to exchange ideas. It will 

provide news on ongoing activities by diffe r-

ent kinds of organizations that are involved 
in African information ethics and related a r-

eas.  

¶ The establishment of the Information S o-

ciety and Development Advisory Cou n-

cil to advise the South African government 
and other stakeholders on ethical issues 

pertaining to the development of an African 

information society. 

¶ To publish a Reader on Africa Inform a-

tion Ethics  that can be used as a textbook 

for students and scholars. It will contribute 

to the development of a distinct field of Afr i-
can information ethics.  

¶ To ensure that African scholars  in this 

field are part of the international scholarly 
community. This outcome will be achieved 

by the creation of a virtual research ne t-
work  linking disparate scholars. It will be 

coordinated and maintained by the African 

Center for Information Ethics.  

¶ The initiation of res earch projects with 

the focus on grant proposals . During the 

conference scholars and practitioners from 
around the world will have the opportunity 

to meet in smaller groups to discuss and 

identify possible research opportunities in 
the field of African inf ormation ethics. It is 

envisioned that foundations such as the 
Gates and Ford foundations will be approach 

for funding. The focus of the research will 

specifically be on the practical implications 
of the ethical challenges associated with the 

use of information and knowledge sharing 
on the African continent.  

¶ The establishment of a Summer School  on 

Information Ethics that will be hosted at the 
School of Information Studies at the Univer-

sity of Wisconsin-Milwaukee. The main pur-

pose of such a Summer School will be to 
train African practitioners and scholars on 

relevant issues pertaining to African infor-
mation ethics. 

¶ To publish the proceedings  of this confer-

ence in the International Review of Inform a-
tion Ethics (IRIE).  

There is a short and a long history of in formation 
ethics in Africa. In the second part of my present a-

tion I have pointed briefly to the short one. The long 

history concerns Africaôs rich oral and written tradi-
tions throughout many centuries about different 

kinds of information and communication practices 
using different moral codes and media based on 

dynamic and complex processes of cultural hybridi-
zation. Critical reflection on this history promotes 

greater awareness of Africa's cultural legacy, which 

provides the foundations of the digital info rmation 
and communication technologies that will create 

unique and genuinely African information societies. 
An information ethics opens a space of critical 

reflection for all stakeholders on established moral 
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norms and values, it provides the catalyst for a 

social process, and is a space for retrieving the rich 
African cultural memory necessary to our field. This 

cultural memory permits to reshape African ident i-

ties and contribute to the world's information and 
communication cultures. 

Let us start this fascinating debate on information 

ethics for and from Africa with a well -known insight 

of Sir William Arthur Lewis: ñThe fundamental cure 
for poverty is not money but knowledgeò Informa-

tion and communication technology can, certainly, 
contribute to the goal of  sharing knowledge in 

Africa. Let us think together about how to share 

knowledge using ICT in Africa for the sake of African 
people. I am convinced that the best way to do it is 

in a mood of joy. By this I mean the kind of joy that 
is uniquely African. The South African Coat of Arms, 

written in the Khoisan language of the /Xam people, 
has a wonderful phrase in its motto:  

!ke e: /xarra //ke  

The /Xam people did not use abstract words such as 

óunityô or ódiversity.ô The motto can be translated as 
"diverse people unite" (Smith 2006). It addresses 

each individual effort to harness the unity between 
thought and action in and for an African communi ty: 

Today, the /Xam language that once was spoken in 
a large part of Western South Africa no longer 

exists. Fortunately, it was recorded by a German 

linguist, Dr. Wilhelm Heinrich Immanuel Bleek, who 
was born in 1827 in Berlin. Dr. Bleek wrote the 

famous Comparative Grammar of South African 
Languages published in London in 1862 and 1869 

(Bleek 1862/1869). By appointment of Sir George 

Grey, Governor of the Cape, Dr. Bleek was elected 
as curator of the South African Public Library in 

1862. He occupied this position until his death in 
1875. Thanks to Dr. Bleek the /Xam language 

survived in 12,000 pages taken down word-for-word 
from some of its last speakers, who gave us the gift 

of their myths, beliefs and rituals. Let us follow the 

example of Dr. Bleek by retr ieving, saving and re-
shaping the rich African cultural memory so neces-

sary to our field.  
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From Karlsruhe to Pretoria: The 
eye of the (knowledge) hippo 

In October 2004 an international symposium on 
Information Ethics was held in Karlsruhe Germany. 

It was organized by the International Center for 
Information Ethics and sponsored by the Volks-

wagen Foundation in Germany. Leading interna-
tional experts in the field of information ethics were 

invited to participate and it was a first of its kind in 

the world. The symposium focused on the new and 
challenging ethical question raised by modern 

information and communication technologies within 
the paradigm of globalization and knowledge 

economies. Themes discussed included issues such 

as privacy, access to information, intellectual prop-
erty rights, quality of information, secur ity, 

spamming, advanced capitalism and the digital 
divide which included the question of the inform a-

tion rich versus the information poor. (ICIE) 1 

It became clear to all present that the African cont i-

nent was not well represented at the symposium. 
There were only a few Africans in attendance, most 

of them expatriates. There were of course many 

reasons why the African scholars were not present. 
Some relate to the mere fact that they are unknown 

to other international scholars. Lack of funding to 
attend int ernational events is also a stumbling block, 

and last but not least, not much research has been 
done on the African continent on this very important 

topic. It seems, in terms of scholarly publications, 

that African scholars did not have much to offer to 
their global counter parts on the ethical challenges 

facing Africa in the era of globalization. Rafael 
Capurro did a search on publications related to 

African Information Ethics by African scholars and 

came across a limited number of publications (Afri-
cainfoethics.org)2. 

 There is therefore an urgent need to integrate 

leading African scholars into the international ethics 

debate on the impact of new information and co m-
munication technologies in Africa. This led to the 

organization of the first ever Africa Inf ormation 
Ethics conference which was held in February 2007. 

The event took place in Pretoria (South Africa) and 

                                                

1 ICIE. International Center for Information Ethics. 

Website: http://icie.zkm.de/  

2 Africainfoethics.org. Website: 
http://www.africainfoethics.org/bibliography.html.  

was attended by scholars from more that 21 cou n-

tries, most of them from Africa. The theme of the 
conference was very appropriate: ñThe joy of shar-

ing knowledgeò. 

This lack of contribution by African scholars to the 

debate on information ethics presents, figuratively 
speaking, only the eye of the hippo, as it is sym p-

tomatic of a larger óknowledge problemô facing the 

African continent.  

To a large degree, as I will argue in the rest of this 
paper, Africa is knowledge poor since most of its 

knowledge wealth is still imbedded in its people. It 

is not made explicit and it is not shared with the rest 
of the world. The following two examples will illu s-

trate this point: Only 1% of the global scholarly 
publications originate from Africa ï most of these 

are from South Africa. Also, roughly 60% of all 

adults living in Africa are still illiterate. This makes 
Africa, in terms of its own development, vulnerable 

and dependent, and according to the African Union, 
Africa still lacks in many respects the intellectual 

capacity to address its own problems in a scientific 
manner (Commission for Africa Report, 2005)3. 

Related to this question is the mere fact that if 

Africa does not invest more in education and specifi-
cally in relevant research and development (R&D) 

activities, this continent will not only fall further 
economically behind, but will also run the risk of 

being excluded from the global innovation networks. 

Nearly ten years ago the rector of the United N a-
tions University, Hans van Ginkel commented that if 

Africa does not invest heavily in its own knowledge 
sector it will remain in a dangerously dependent 

position (United Nations University, 1998)4.  

Human capacity building needs therefore to be a the 

top priority of any agenda dealing with Africaôs road 
of becoming an information and knowledge society. 

It is evident that most of the political leaders on the 
continent share this view. This explains why the 

Africa Union explicitly stated that one of its highest 

priorities is to make Africa part of the global info r-

                                                

3 Commission for African Report. 2005. [Online]. 
Available from:  

http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/repor
t/introduction.html . Accessed 19 October 2005 

4 United Nations University. (1998). United Nations 
University: Higher education and knowledge. [On-

line] Available from: 

http://www.unu.edu/africa/00sps -
strengthen.html. Accessed October 17 2005.  

http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/report/introduction.html
http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/report/introduction.html
http://www.unu.edu/africa/00sps-strengthen.html.%20Accessed%20October%2017%202005
http://www.unu.edu/africa/00sps-strengthen.html.%20Accessed%20October%2017%202005
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mation and knowledge society (NEPAD, Three Years 

of Progress, 2004)5. 

The obvious reason being that knowledge forms the 

cornerstone of an information  and knowledge soci-
ety. Not only the use thereof, but more so the ability 

to produce and export it. Knowledge is the main 
facilitator of growth and economic development that 

allows people living on the African continent to 

reach their full potential and to  achieve their human 
well ï being.  

Even though there is no lack of political will in Africa 

the question still remains: How much does Africa 

invest in its people not only to ensure growth and 
prosperity, but also to be able to become an equal 

partner in t he sharing of the global body of know l-
edge?  

From primary education to 
research and development: The 
size of (knowledge) hippo in Africa 

In the rest of this paper I will try to answer the 

question. I will build my argument around the 
different óknowledge initiativesô on the continent that 

are focused on addressing the challenges associated 
with human capacity building.  My focus areas 

include the following:  

¶ education;  

¶ research & development (R&D);  

¶ brain drain and  

¶ information and document drain.  

Education 

Sheer numbers and statistics make a compelling 

argument that some African countries are making 
good and steady progress towards primary and 

secondary educational sectors. I highlight two 
relevant statistics in support of this argument:  

Based on an analysis of the OECD countries (African 
Economic Outlook 2006)6 more that 90% of primary 

                                                

5 NEPAD 2004. NEPAD: three years of progress. 
[Online]. Available from: 

http://www.sarpn.org.za/documents/d0000982/P1

091-NEPAD_3Years_Oct2004.ppt#256,1,NEPAD. 
Accessed 24 July 2005.  

school children are actually attending school in 

Africa. 

In comparison to most develop countries a number 

of African countries, for example South Africa, 
Kenya and Lesotho, allocate more or less the same 

percentage of its GDP towards education (see table 
1). A number of African countries, including Zambia 

and Mozambique, still fall far behind in terms of 

allocation of money to primary education. It is also 
important to bear in  mind that although the pe r-

centage allocated to education might be equivalent 
to developed nations, the dollar amount is signif i-

cantly lower. 

COUNTRY POPULATION % GDP 

for educa-
tion 

TOTAL 

GDP 

Ivory Coast 17 mil 4.6% $ 13.7 
bn 

Kenya  34 mil 6.2% $ 14.4 

bn 

South Africa 45 mil 5.7% $159.9 
bn 

Lesotho  1.8 mil 10% $ 1.362 
bn 

Namibia 2.03 mil 7.9% $15,14 

bn 

Mozambique 19.4 mil 2.4% $6.43 
bn 

Zambia 11.2 mil 1.9% $ 5.351 
bn 

Botswana  1.6 mil 2.1% $18.72 

bn 

                                                                            

6 African Economic Outlook. 2006. OECD Publication. 
Paris: African Development Bank. 

http://www.sarpn.org.za/documents/d0000982/P1091-NEPAD_3Years_Oct2004.ppt#256,1,NEPAD
http://www.sarpn.org.za/documents/d0000982/P1091-NEPAD_3Years_Oct2004.ppt#256,1,NEPAD
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Tanzania 36.5 mil 2.1% $12.12 

bn 

Niger 14 mil 2.3% $3.43 
bn 

 

COUNTRY POPULATION % GDP for 
Education 

TOTAL 
DGP 

USA 300 mil 5.7% $10 949 

bn 

United 
kingdom 

60 mil 4.8% $1795 
bn 

Australia  8 mil 4.8% $522 bn 

Finland 5 mil 6.3% $161.9 
bn 

Ukraine 48,5 mil 4.2% $49.5 
bn 

Korea 48 mil 4.9% $605.3 

bn 

Table 1: comparative statistics on allocation of GDP 
towards education 

http://www3.nationalgeographic.com/places/contine

nts/continent_africa.html  

These statistics are supported by a strong political 

will in Africa to invest in its people and in education. 
It is important to quote Thabo Mbeki, the current 

president of South Africa, which is the most powe r-

ful nation in Africa.  

ñIf the next century is going to be characterized 
as a truly African century, for social and eco-
nomic progress of the African people, the cen-
tury of durable peace and sustained develop-
ment in Africa, then the success of this project 
is dependent on the success of our education 
systems. For nowhere in the world has devel-

opment been attained without universal and 
sound primary education, without an effective 
higher education and research sector, without 
equality of educational opportunityò (Mbeki, in 
Butcher, 2003:11)7.  

This quote is taken from his opening address at the 
Conference on Education for African Renaissance in 

the Twenty First Century. Much of this sentiment is 

reflected in the priorities set by the New Partnership 
for Africaôs development (NEPAD) in 2005. NEPAD is 

a vision and strategic framework for Africaôs re-
newal. The NEPAD strategic framework document 

were developed from a mandate given to the five 

initiating Heads of State (Algeria, Egypt, Nigeria, 
Senegal, South Africa) by the African Union to 

develop an integrated socio-economic development 
framework for Africa 8. Human development, and in 

particular education, is set as one of the top 10 
priorities of NEPAD (NEPAD, Three years of pro-

gress, 2005)9. As part of the Human Capacity De-

velopment strategy NEPAD has also launched an e-
school initiative focusing on teaching school children 

as well as teachers ICT skills (Commission for Africa 
Report, 2005)10. Some African countries also put 

their money where their mouth is and made r e-

markable progress in primary education. I list three 
examples: 

Mozambique succeeded to double the number of 

school enrolment over a period of 5 years (2000 ï 

2005);  

                                                

7 Butcher, N. 2003. Technological inforastructure 
and use of ICT in education in Africa: An overiew. 

Working group on distance education open learn-

ing (WGDEOL). Paris: Association for the Devel-
opment of Education in Africa. 

8 The New Partnership for Africaôs Development 
(NEPAD). Website: 

http://www.nepad.org/2005/files/inbrief.p hp.  

9NEPAD 2004. NEPAD: three years of progress. 
[Online]. Available from: 

http://www.sarpn.org.za/documents/d0000982/P1
091-NEPAD_3Years_Oct2004.ppt#256,1,NEPAD. 

Accessed 24 July 2005.  

10Commission for African Report. 2005. [Online]. 

Available from:  

http://www.commissionforafrica.org/engl ish/repor
t/introduction.html. Accessed 19 October 2005 

http://www3.nationalgeographic.com/places/continents/continent_africa.html
http://www3.nationalgeographic.com/places/continents/continent_africa.html
http://www.nepad.org/2005/files/inbrief.php
http://www.sarpn.org.za/documents/d0000982/P1091-NEPAD_3Years_Oct2004.ppt#256,1,NEPAD
http://www.sarpn.org.za/documents/d0000982/P1091-NEPAD_3Years_Oct2004.ppt#256,1,NEPAD
http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/report/introduction.html.%20Accessed%2019%20October%202005
http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/report/introduction.html.%20Accessed%2019%20October%202005
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Zambia is currently revisiting the current policy of 

free education up to grade 7 and to introduce free 
education up to grade 12;  

Kenya introduced free primary education, success-
fully bringing back 1.2 mil children to school and  

Tanzania build more than a 1000 new schools over 

the past couple of years and in addition 18 000 new 

teachers that have been recruited (G8 Gleneagles, 
2005)11.  

Africa also faces some steep educational challenges. 
Many African countries simply lack resources to 

adequately address their educational needs Accord-
ing to the NEPAD Secretariat weekly newsletter (8 

September 2005) there are more than 40 million 
children in Africa not in school and have never been 

exposed to any formal education. There is an esti-

mated shortage of 3 million teachers on the cont i-
nent. Furthermore Africa is the continent with the 

lowest average school completion rate ï it is on 
average 60% or less and Africa has also the highest 

number of girls not attending school (23 million). 

Another example to illustrate the education crises in 
Africa is the fact that in the year 2000 Nigeria (the 

most populous country in Africa and one of the 
richest in terms of natural re sources) had only the 

capacity to accommodate 12% of qualified candi-
dates for higher education (Commission for Africa 

Report, 2005; World Economic Forum, 2003)12. 

Another drawback is the low level of literacy (Britz, 
et al.: 2006) 13. In the 2005 the average illiteracy 

rate on the African continent was 35%. One sign of 
hope is the fact that the average illiteracy rate of 

people between the ages of 15 and 24 is substan-

                                                

11 G8 Gleneagles. 2005. Policy issues. Africa. [On-

line]. Available from:   
http://www.g8.gov.uk/servlet/Fro nt?pagename=O

penMarket/Xcelerate/Showpage&c+Page. Ac-
cessed 19 September 2005. 

12 World Economic Forum. 2003. Gearing Africa for 

the knowledge economy: African Economic Sum-
mit (2003). [Online]. Available from:  

http://www.weforum.org/site/knowledgenavigator
.nsf/Content/Gearing%20Africa%20. Accessed 13 

October 2004 

13 Britz, J. J., Lor, P. J., Coetzee, E. M. I. & Bester, 

B. C. 2006. Africa as a knowledge society: a reality 

check. International Information and Library R e-
view, 38: 25 -40. 

tially lower at 20% (African Economic Outlook, 

2006:581)14.  

Research and Development 

Although Africa is still facing some serious educa-
tional challenges. One can argue that substantial 
progress is being made, particularly regarding 

primary education. Investing in childrenôs education 

ensures that the next generation will be able to 
effectively generate and utilize knowledge that will 

foster economic growth and development. This 
leads me to the next important question: Who are 

the people in Africa that are actively involved in 
research and knowledge generation? In other 

words: what is the current sta tus of R&D in Africa, 

and who are the knowledge creators on the cont i-
nent and to what extent is Africa able to address 

and solve its problems by means of locally created 
knowledge?  

It is clear that most African countries value R&D and 
understand that is i t crucial to any economic devel-

opment. According to a recent study by the Com-
mission for Africa there are some excellent R&D 

facilities in Africa. Examples included the South 

African Council for Scientific and Industrial Re-
search, the African Economics Research Consortium, 

the Bio Sciences Facility for Central and Eastern 
Africa as well as the Community and Individual 

Development Association (CIDA) City Campus in 

South Africa (Commission for Africa Report, 
2005:138)15. Under the leadership of NEPAD the 

number of Academic of Sciences in Sub-Saharan 
Africa have increased to 10 (Schneegans & Amelan, 

2006)16.  

African political leaders are however weary of the 

fact that not nearly enough money is invested in 
R&D activities. In 2004 NEPAD for example organ-

ized a meeting of African ministers of science. At 
this meeting it was agreed that Africa should i n-

                                                

14 African Economic Outlook. 2006. OECD Publica-
tion. Paris: African Development Bank. 

15 Commission for African Report. 2005. [Online]. 
Available from:  

http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/repor
t/introduction.html. Accessed 19 October 2005 

16 Schneegans, S. & Amelan, R. 2006. The shifting 

fortunes of global science. A World of Science, 
4(2): 2 -7. 

http://www.g8.gov.uk/servlet/Front?pagename=OpenMarket/Xcelerate/Showpage&c+Page
http://www.g8.gov.uk/servlet/Front?pagename=OpenMarket/Xcelerate/Showpage&c+Page
http://www.weforum.org/site/knowledgenavigator.nsf/Content/Gearing%20Africa
http://www.weforum.org/site/knowledgenavigator.nsf/Content/Gearing%20Africa
http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/report/introduction.html.%20Accessed%2019%20October%202005
http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/report/introduction.html.%20Accessed%2019%20October%202005
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crease its spending on R&D to at least 1% of GDP in 

the next decade. The current spending is less that 
0.1% (Science and Development Network, 2004)17. 

This will compare, at least in terms of percentage, 

more favourably to the European Unionôs 1,93% of 
the GDP. Japan and the USA invest more that 2% of 

its GDP on R&D. This call for African countries to 
increase their spending on R&D to at least 1% of 

the GDP by 2010 was reiterated in 2007 at the 

meeting of the African ministers of Science and 
Technology (IISD report, 2007).  

Alarming however is the fact that nearly 60% of all 

R&D activities in Africa are centered in South Africa 

and according to the Commission for Africa Report 
there is in the greater Congo basin virtually ñno 

science at allò (Commission for Africa Report, 2005: 
138)18. 

African political leaders also realized that there is a 
lack of an indigenous base for science and technol-

ogy that hampers the development of Africa. This 
led to the establishment of the African Ministerial 

Council on Science and Technology (AMCOST) in 
November 2003 under the auspices of the New 

Partnership for Africaôs Development (NEPAD) and 

the African Union (AU). AMCOST is a ñéhigh-level 
platform for developing policies and setting priorities 

on science, technology and innovation for African 
development (I ISD Report, 2007)19. The main 

purpose of AMCOST is to provide political and policy 

leadership for the implementation of Africaôs Science 
and Technology Consolidated Plan of Action (CPA) 

which was decided upon in 2003. The CPA 
ñéarticulates Africa's common objectives and com-

mitment to collective actions to develop and use 
science and technology for the socio-economic 

transformation of the co ntinent and its integration 

into the world economyò (IISD Report, 2007). With 
this initiative it seems as if Africa is now trying to 

                                                

17 Science and Development Network. 2003. African 

nations agree on science spending targets. [On-
line]. Available from: 

http://www.scidev.net/News/index.cfm?fuseaction

=readNews&itemid=1095&language=1 . Accessed 
19 October 2005. 

18 Commission for African Report. 2005. [Online]. 
Available from:  

http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/repor
t/introduction.html. Accessed 19 October 2005 

19 IISD Report. 2007. [Online] Available from: 

http:// www.iisd.ca/africa/amcost/ . 
http://www.iisd.ca/africa/brief/briefing0702e.html  

find answers from within and not relying as much on 

answers and solutions from abroad to address the 
unique problems of Africa. Finding answers from 

within implies also that one needs to find the r e-

searchers from within. This leads me to address the 
next knowledge challenge facing Africa, namely the 

brain drain. 

The migration of the (knowledge) 
hippo from Africa: Brain drain 

The economic reality of the brain drain in Africa hits 
the African governments very hard. Based on statis-
tics, as well as initiatives to reverse this brain drain, 

it is clear that Africaôs political leaders understand 

the seriousness of this condition. The migration of 
Africaôs well educated people to the developed world 

is one of the major stumbling blocks for Africa to 
become an information and knowledge society. The 

alarming fact is that the monetary value of the 

exodus of people out of Africa exceeds the value of 
all the development aid that African countries have 

received from the developed world (Britz & Lor, 
2003: 165) 20. It is estimated by the World Bank 

(2002) that more that 70 000 highly qualified Afr i-

can scholars leave the continent on a yearly basis to 
work abroad (World Bank Report, 2002)21. Many of 

them never return and it is estimated that Africa 
spends more that $4 billion annually to replace 

these lost skills (World Market Research Center, 
2002)22.  

Some African countries have introduced some 
radical measures to retain and/or to benefit from 

Africans in the diaspora. I list a few of these initi a-
tives: 

                                                

20 Britz J. J. & Lor, P. J. 2003. A moral reflection on 
the flow from south to north with specific refe r-

ence to the African continent. Libri, 53(3): 160 -
173.  

21 World Bank. 2002. Globalisation, growth, and 

poverty: building an inclusive world economy, a co 
publication of the World Bank and Oxford Univer-

sity Press. New York: Oxford University Press. 

22 World Markets Research Centre. 2002. The brain 

drain: Africaôs Achilles heel. [Online]. Available 
from:  

http://www.worldmarketanalysis.com/InFocus200

2/article/africa_braindrain.ht ml. Accessed 9 July 
2005. 

http://www.scidev.net/News/index.cfm?fuseaction=readNews&itemid=1095&language=1
http://www.scidev.net/News/index.cfm?fuseaction=readNews&itemid=1095&language=1
http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/report/introduction.html.%20Accessed%2019%20October%202005
http://www.commissionforafrica.org/english/report/introduction.html.%20Accessed%2019%20October%202005
http://www.iisd.ca/africa/amcost/
http://www.iisd.ca/africa/brief/briefing0702e.html
http://www.worldmarketanalysis.com/InFocus2002/article/africa_braindrain.html
http://www.worldmarketanalysis.com/InFocus2002/article/africa_braindrain.html
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Intellectual diaspora networks. More that 40 cou n-

tries in Africa are part of these networks (Meyer, 
Kaplan & Charum: 2001)23. The main aim is to 

maximize the use of the skills and knowledge of 

expatriates in such a way that they can contribute to 
the particular countryôs development. This initiative 

is based on the idea that a pool of knowledge must 
be potentially available without the expatriates 

having to permanently return to their home cou n-

tries (Brown, Kaplan & Meyer, 2001)24.  

Transfer of Knowledge through Expatriate Networks 
(TOTKEN). This program was initiated by the United 

Nations Development Program (UNDP). This pro-

gram is closely related to the above mentioned 
initiative and the main aim is to promote the greater 

use of well-skilled expatriates to train Africans at 
home. The focus is however on short term service in 

economic and social development. (TOTKEN Pro-
gram, 2006)25. 

South African Network of Skills Abroad (SANSA). In 
South Africa, a similar programme, known as the 

South African Network of Skills Abroad, has also 
been initiated. The basic idea is to encourage expa-

triate South Africans to make their body of know l-

edge and skills available to continue contributing to 
South Africaôs development without having to return 

permanently to South Africa (S.A. National Research 
Foundation, 2002)26. According to the South African 

National Research Foundation contributions can 

include the activities such as the participating of 
South African scholars in training or research with 

South African counterparts abroad; the transmitting 
of knowledge and information and results of r e-

search which are not locally available as well as the 

                                                

23 Meyer, J. B., Kaplan, D., & Charum, J. 2001. 

Scientific nomadism and the new geopolitics of 

knowledge. International Social Science Journal 
(168): 309 -321. 

24 Brown, M., Kaplan, D. & Meyer, J. B. 2001. Count-
ing brains: measuring emigration from South Afr i-

ca, Southern African Migration Project.  Kingston, 

Ontario: Queenôs University. 

25 TOTKEN Program, 2006. [Online]. Available 

from:   http://www.tokten.org/index.cfm . Ac-
cessed 1 September 2006. 

26 S. A. National Research Foundation. 2002. SAN-
SA: South African network of skills abroad. [On-

line]. Available from: 

http://sansa.nrf.ac.za/interface/AboutSANSA.htm. 
Accessed 1 September 2002. 

facilitation of business contacts abroad (SANSA, 

2006)27.  

Another initiative to change the threat of brain drain 

into an opportunity is the ñRenewing the African 
Universityò project. African universities, in associa-

tion with the Association of African Universities and 
the Association of Commonwealth Universities 

played a leading role in initiating this project and the 

main aim is to enhance higher education in Africa. 
Renewing the African University is a ten-year part-

nership programme and the cost is estimated at 
$500 million per annum. The G8 Commission on 

Africa Report strongly recommends that the intern a-

tional community support this initiative (Renewing 
the African University, 2005, Commission for Africa 

Report, 2005:138)28.  

These initiatives by Africans and others abroad to 

not only counter the brain drain, but also to change 
this threat into an opportunity must certainly be 

applauded. However, the successes of these initia-
tives are not yet determined and very little data is 

available reflecting the achievements (success or 
failure) of these projects. The Renewing the African 

Universities project is also very ambitious and costly 

and it is uncertain where the necessary funding will 
come from to ensure the success thereof. 

The starving of the (knowledge) 
hippo in Africa: Information and 
documentation drain 

Another contributing factor to Africaôs inability to 

share in the joy of sharing knowledge relates to the 
international trade in information and document a-

tion. By information and documentation trade I 
specifically refer to the interna tional flow of scientific 

and scholarly publications. It is a well known fact 
that only a small proportion of the worldôs scholarly 

and scientific literature published in high -ranking 

journals and indexed in key research tools originate 
from developing nat ions. Africa, for example, is 

                                                

27 SANSA South African Network of Skills Abroad. 

2006. [Online]. Available from: 
http://sansa.nrf.ac.za/Default.aspx?Instruction=A

boutSANSA. Accessed 1 September 2006. 

28 Renewing the African University. 2005. [Online]. 

Available from: 

http://www.aau.org/gc11/adocs/pdf/eng/aau -acu-
sauvcaprog.pdf. Accessed 13 October 2004. 

http://www.tokten.org/index.cfm
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responsible for the publication of only 1% of the 

worldôs scholarly publications (Britz & Lor, 2003; 
Gibbs, 199529 and de Koker, 199530).  

A contributing factor to this lack of publications is 
the fact that the majority of Afric an scholars and 

scientists are facing obstacles when they wish to 
contribute to the international body of scientific and 

scholarly knowledge. Based on the finding of a 

previous article that I published with Peter Lor 
(2003) I summarize a number of these ba rriers.  

Scientific research that is done in African countries is 

sometimes viewed as of lesser quality or inferior. 

Apart from prejudice, it is unfortunately also true 
that some of the research undertaken by African 

scholars is indeed of poor quality. A number of 
factors contributing to this state of affairs include 

poor training/education and/or a lack of equipment 

and an inability to command English and/or French. 
Much of the research done in Africa therefore end 

up being published in the grey literature  and can, 
due to poor bibliographic control amongst other 

factors, remain inaccessible to the global scientific 
community. What aggravates this problem even 

further is the fact that the number of academic 

journals in Africa is declining, and academic libraries 
around the world are reluctant to subscribe to these 

journals because of the fact that they are poorly 
managed (Rosenberg, 2002:51, 54, 55)31. Most of 

these journals are also not indexed in the major 

indexing databases. This has furthermore led to the 
perception that these journals are not up to sta n-

dard and that the content is of a lower quality.   

The fact that local journals from Africa are not 

always well managed and in many cases not in-
dexed in the prestigious international indexing and 

abstracting databases led to an inclination by many 
African authors not to publish in their local journals 

(Britz & Lor, 2003:164) 32. This trend poses further-

                                                

29 Gibbs, W. W. 1995. Lost science in the Third 

World. Scientific American, 272(2): 92-99. 

30 De Koker, B. 1995. August editing science. 

Scientific American, 272(2): 95-96. 

31 Renewing the African University. 2005. [Online]. 

Available from: 
http://www.aau.org/gc11/adocs/pdf/eng/aau -acu-

sauvcaprog.pdf. Accessed 13 October 2004. 

32 Britz J. J. & Lor, P. J. 2003. A moral reflection on 
the flow from south to north with specific refe r-

more a serious threat to the survival of African 

based journals. Many scholars and scientists from 
Africa furthermore choose to publish in high ranking 

international journals because it is more advanta-

geous to their own professional development and 
careers (Fernandez,1999:2333; Cao and Suttmeier 

,2001:96834).   

The inadequate flow of scientific literature from the 

developed world to Africa makes it also difficult for 
researchers in Africa to gain access to the cutting 

edge of research in their respective fields. One of 
the main reasons for this inadequate flow is high 

costs. Access to high-quality scientific journals is 

very expensive and most research libraries in Africa 
cannot afford to subscribe to these journals.  

These factors have led to asymmetric power rela-

tionships. For many African scholars and researchers 

to access and use their own scholarly and scientific 
knowledge they need to access the international 

indexing and abstracting services. These services 
are mostly situated in the developed countries 

thereby making scholars residing in African countries 
dependent on these countries to access their own 

scientific knowledge. 

Closely related to the above mentioned issue is what 

Peter Limb referred to as the so-called document 
drain (Limb, 2002:52 35). Document drain refers to 

the initiatives by some major research libraries in 

the developed world (mostly the West) t o purchase 
materials published in Africa and other parts of the 

developing world. These well resourced libraries 
include the Library of Congress; the Melville J 

Herskovits Library of African Studies, Northwestern 

University, Evanston, Illinois; the Centre for African 
Studies Library at Leiden University, the Nether-

lands; and the School of Oriental and African Studies 
Library, University of London, England (Britz & Lor, 

                                                                            
ence to the African continent. Libri, 53(3) : 160-

173. 

33 Fernandez, L. 1999. Scholarly communication in 

the science: a Third World perspective. Internet 

Reference Service Quarterly, 4(4): 19-27. 

34 Cao, C. & Suttmeier, R. P. 2001. Chinaôs new 

scientific elite: distinguished young scientists, the 
research environment and hopes for Chinese 

science. China Quarterly, 960-984. 

35 Limb, P. 2002. Ethical issues in southern African 

archives and libraries. Innovation: Appropriate 

Librarianship and Information Work in Southern 
Africa, 24: 51-57. 
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2003)36. The implication of this trend is again clear: 

Scholars from Africa and other developing countries 
will find more comprehensive and better preserved 

collections of their own body of knowledge in these 

libraries than in their own countries.  

Africans and also the larger international research 
community are aware of the scale of this prob lem 

and some initiatives have been to make scientific 

and scholarly research more accessible to African 
researchers. I will discuss two of these initiatives. 

The first relates to a local African initiative and the 
other is an international effort to make h ealth care 

information more accessible.  

The local African initiative is the African Journals 

Online Project (AJOL). It was launched in 1998 as 
an effort to make Africaôs own body of scientific and 

scholarly knowledge more accessible to, not only 

Africans, but also the rest of the world. As a service 
AJOL displays the tables of contents of African 

journals and provides an article delivery service to 
scholars. This is done free of charge for African 

scholars. The project is run on Open Source soft-
ware, is now managed from South Africa in partne r-

ship with National Inquiry Service Center (NISC). It 

covers currently over 220 titles. The NISC also 
launched the NiPAD database that provides access 

to more that 2 million African records in 40 dat a-
bases, some with full text links (NISC, 2006)37.  

The international project aiming to make research 
on healthcare more accessible to African scholars is 

the Health InterNetwork Access to Research Initia-
tive (HINARI).  

HINARI is an initiative of the World Health Organisa-
tion (WHO). Its main focus is on the distribution of 

health information to developing countries, in pa r-
ticular Africa. As a service it provides free or highly 

subsidised access to major journals in biomedicine 

and related fields to non-profit organisations such as 
universities, medical libraries, hospitals, and gov-

ernment offices in developing countries that meet 
eligibility criteria based on per capita gross domestic 

product (GDP) (HINARI, 2005). African countries 

                                                

36 Britz J. J. & Lor, P. J. 2003. A moral reflection on 
the flow from south to north with specific refe r-

ence to the African continent. Libri, 53(3): 160 -
173. 

37 National Inquiry Service Centre (NISC). 2006. 

Africa wide: NiPAD. [Online]. Available from: 
http://www.nisc.co.za . Accessed August 31 2006. 

such as Ethiopia and the Sudan are eligible for free 

access but South Africa, as a richer nation based 
pays a fee based on GDP (Aronson, 200338).   

Six major international journal publishers joined 
HINARI in 2001. These were Blackwell, Elsevier 

Science, John Wiley, Springer Verlag, Wolters Klu-
wer Internat ional Health Science and Harcourt 

Worldwide STM Group. More publishers joined 

during the last couple of years and the current 
number stands at 70. The total number of titles 

available currently exceeds 2000 and includes some 
full text articles.  

Conclusion 

In this paper I looked into the current status of the 
knowledge sector in Africa. I asked the question, 

ñTo what extent is Africa able to become an infor-

mation and knowledge society to thereby being an 
equal partner in the sharing of global knowledge?ò I 

focused particularly on four knowledge categories 
namely education, research and development, brain 

drain and information and documentation drain. In 
my analysis I came to the following broad concl u-

sions: 

There is a clear understanding in Africa that its 

future lies with education;  

Most African leaders have a strong political will to 

invest in human capacity building on the continent;  

Much has been done, particularly with primary 

education, and African will most definitely benefit 
from these efforts in the long run;  

There seems to be very few short or medium term 

solutions that will successfully address the lack of 

local R&D activities in Africa; 

Brain drain is a reality. It must be accepted and the 
current initiatives to reach out to Africans in dia s-

pora must be supported to ensure success; 

The information and document drain can be partially 

turned around if enough resources are made avail-
able and if the distribution cost of information 

products and serves can be substantially reduced. 

                                                

38 Aronson, B. 2003. Improving online access to 

medical information for low income countries. New 
England Journal of Medicine, 350(10): 966-968. 

http://www.nisc.co.za/
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The feasibility of ICT diffusion amongst African rural women: a case study 
of South Africa and Kenya  

Abstract:  

This study explores whether ICT use is feasible in the rural areas of South Africa and Kenya by using largely 
survey research method. The survey involved interviewing 400 women aged between 16-60 from both Kenya 

and South Africa. The multistage sampling data was obtained from Census household data of the magisterial 
districts of Umlalazi i.e. Eshowe, Amatikulu, Gigindlovu and Mtunzini (South Africa), and from the sub -

divisions of the Kaplamai Division in Trans-Nzoia district, i.e. Kimoson, Sinyerere, Sitatunga and Makutano 

(Kenya). The survey results signify that problems of access and exclusion are still predominant. For instance, 
while a meagre average of 11(5.4%) of the respondents in South Africa use modern technologies such as the 

computer/internet, more than half (115: 57.5%) of the respondents faced problems ranging from affordabil i-
ty to distance and time. Additiona lly, there is a marked correlation between educational level, type of ICTs 

accessed on one hand and information need and purposes on the other. It is observed that alone, ICTs are 
insufficient for significant benefits to emerge. Information ethical challen ges are identified and recommenda-

tions made. 
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Introduction 

Although definitions as to what Information and 
Communication Technologies (ICTs) differ widely, 

they do bear some similarities. A fairly authoritative 
definition of ICTs is provided by The European 

Commission (2001:3), which states that ICTs include 

"a wide range of services, applications and 
technologies, using various types of equipment 
and software, often run ning over telecommuni-
cations networks." The EC enumerates such 
technologies "to include well-known telecom-
munication services such as telephony, mobile 
telephony and fax. Applications include video-
conferencing, tele working, distance learning, 
management information systems, and stock-
taking. Technologies can be said to include a 
broad array ranging from old technologies such 
as radio and TV to new ones such as cellular 
mobile communications. Networks may com-
prise of copper or fibre optic cable, wireless or  
cellular mobile links, and satellite links. Equip-
ment includes telephone handsets, computers 
and network elements such as base stations for 
wireless service. Software programs are the life-
blood of all these components, the sets of i n-
structions behind everything from operating sy s-
tems to the Internet." The EC sums it up ad e-
quately by stating that "ICTs are enabling and 
facilitating technologies. Individuals, community 
groups, business or government departments 
with access to affordable communications and 
computers can use them to save time and 
money and improve the quality of their work or 
home lives".  

The benefits of ICTs are difficult to gauge in most 

African countries, particularly in the wake of po v-
erty, hunger and disease. For example, UNCSTD (in 

Marcelle, 2000:1) stresses that 

"ICTs do not offer a panacea for social and eco-
nomic dislocation, and these may lead policy 
makers to give lower priority to the need to cr e-
ate effective national ICT strategies. However, 
on the basis of the evidence, it is apparent that 
the risks of failing to participate in the ICT rev o-
lution are enormous. Failure to give priority to 
ICT strategies that enable developing countries 
and countries in transition both to develop their 
national infrastructures and to join the GII 
(Global Information Infrastructure) will exace r-
bate the gap between rich and poor. There is a 
growing need to evaluate the social and eco-

nomic impacts of ICTs and to create opportun i-
ties for capacity building that will ensure their 
beneficial use and absorption within national 
economies and civil society."  

Needless to say, views on the role and usefulness of 

ICTs in African development initiatives are diverse 
and occasionally contradictory. For instance, Kenney 

(1995) argues that access to ICTs is dependent on 

education and income distribution, while Moyo 
(1996) stresses the inevitability and pervasion of IT 

in all sectors of the economy. Some authors, like 
Chowdhury in Adeya (2002:1), are of the opinion 

that " the poor cannot eat high-speed Internet", 

while others like Barlow in Adeya (2002:1) maintain 
that " Africa should skip industrialism entirely and 
leap directly into the information era ". 

Generally, viewpoints on the role of ICTs in rural 

development can be grouped into four major cat e-
gories, namely: politi cal, economic, social and 

technological (PEST).  

Economic implications primarily focus on the impor-

tance of science and technology (Basson: 1996). 
Basson stresses the need for African governments to 

utilize science and technology and compete in 
commerce and industry. This is in keeping with 

Rathgeber (2000), who identifies poor infrastructure 
- including telecommunications infrastructure ï and 

the lack of skilled manpower as Africaôs major 

challenges. Rathgeber observes that newly industri-
alized Asian countries took on this challenge and 

offered foreign investors both skilled labour, and an 
excellent infrastructure. In 1995, ICTs accounted for 

more than 25% of all exports from East Asian 

economies (Crede and Mansell in Rathbeger, 
2000:3). According to the Wo rld Bank (1998/99:20), 

this capacity for ICT production has immensely 
contributed to East Asian economic growth. The 

World Bank further asserts that the óknowledge gapô 
in many developing countries is a contributory factor 

to poverty. According to their re port, there is no 

better way to bridge this divide than through the 
use of ICTs. Due to their ability to decouple or 

separate information from its physical repository, 
ICTs are excellent channels of communication. This 

view is supported by Pohjola in Bedi (1999:4), who 

argues that this decoupling characteristic is órevolu-
tionaryô as large bodies of information can be ac-

cessed by individuals, irrespective of time and 
space. Bedi (1999) adds that the use of ICT net-

works enables e-mail access to a vast number of 

individuals.  
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One of the most innovative breakthroughs of the 

20th Century was the Internet, whose effects are 
changing how traditional technologies are used, and 

how wireless technologies are deployed. According 

to Marker, Wallace and Macnamara (2002: 14), the 
Internet dramatically reduces the costs associated 

with making information available to others and 
accessing global information and knowledge re-

sources. The authors further add that satellites and 

other advanced technologies make new things 
possible; i.e., recent innovations in hand -held de-

vices, in mobile telephony, and in satellite communi-
cations have led to cutting edge information and 

communication tools specifically relevant to the 
needs of the poor. In some developing countries, 

rural health workers are now using small hand-held 

devices to record health data from their clients.  

The social implications of ICTs are also highly re-
garded. Studies by Marker, Wallace and Mcnamara 

(2002:9-13) maintain a positive approach towards 

the role of ICTs in development, and affirm that 
ICTs do in fact have an impact on the standards of 

living and on poverty alleviation at various comm u-
nity levels. Examples of ICT access by the African 

rural poor in addressing their information needs are 

largely drawn from health, agriculture, community 
mobilization, and education and training.  

When citing political  implications, a narrative by 

Mudhai (2004:2-4) in the World Summit on Inform a-

tion Society (WSIS) held  in Geneva, Switzerland, 
underscores the importance of ICTs in uniting 

African countries in development. Mudhai reflects on 
the latest developments initiated by African gover n-

ments to leap into the óinformation ageô and gives 
examples of achievements in Nigeria, where there is 

an increase in fixed telephone lines from 300,000 to 

720,000, and a rise in mobile phone subscribers 
from 500,000 to 2.5 million over the last two years. 

Other examples, provided by Mudhai, are: Egypt, 
which stresses the importance of the E-Africa Con-

nection project within NEPAD; and Mozambiqueôs 

and Rwandaôs Heads of State, who reiterate that 
Africans have gone beyond the dilemma of choosing 

between ICTs and other development priorities. 
Mozambique has established a high-level multi-

sector task force for ICTs, while Rwanda (a land-

locked country) has "an ambitious ICT programme" 
poised to make it East Africaôs technological hub, 

with broadband fibre -optic and wireless access to all 
schools within three years. Equally encouraging is 

Botswana, which is investing in ICTs as an impera-
tive industry wi th the proposed US$ 300million East 

African Submarine Cable System (EASSy). This cable 

systemôs intended docking points are situated in 

Kenya, Tanzania, Uganda, Mozambique, Madagas-

car, Djibouti and South Africa.  All these efforts are 
no doubt a step in th e right direction for Africans, as 

ICTs can and will provide a new window for Africa to 

accelerate sustainable human development, which 
would inherently benefit rural women.  

The significance of the role women play in develop-

ment is crucial, given that wome n represent slightly 

more than half of Africaôs population. However, it is 
lamentable that although these women are agents 

of production, growth and change, most are impo v-
erished and live in economically fragile areas 

(Momo, 2005:2; Amoake in Soltane 2002:1; 

Adhiambo, 2001:1). 

The UNDP (2001:3-16) argues that harnessing ICTs 
for human development requires raising awareness 

and constituency building across all levels of society. 

As maintained by the UNDP, the link between ICTs 
and many development challenges is not always 

obvious, especially in countries with high levels of 
illiteracy, low levels of basic telecommunications 

infrastructure and electrification, and high levels of 
debt.  

Similarly, several other authors cite examples in 
which these shortcomings are clearly spelt out. For 

instance, Marker, Wallace and McNamara (2002:9-
14) argue that problems underlying rural develo p-

ment in most African countries include issues of 

access and exclusion, which are still quite signifi-
cant. By the same token, Bridges.org (2001), illu s-

trate that óreal accessô to technology is one of the 
key elements necessary for integrating technology 

into society. This organisation further describes 

access with the term, óphysical accessô. In other 
words, is the technology in question available, 

physically accessible and affordable?  

Reports from authors such as Harris (2004:35) and 

the World Bank (2002) stipulate that poverty, and 
not ICTs, is the primary bottleneck to ICT develo p-

ment initiatives in most developing countries. A c-
cording to these authors, ICTs act as an amplifier 

for such underlying processes, and what makes 

development function well, can be made to function 
better using ICTs. Needless to say, ICTs are de-

pendent on national policy, the regulation of broa d-
casting licenses, and on the ensuing skills required 

to use and manage this industry. This situation is 
still wanting in many developing countries, as there 

is a lack of enthusiasm on the part of decision-

makers to embark on ICT projects. For instance, as 
opposed to South Africa, which does have a national 

ICT policy framework, the ICT policy debate in 
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Kenya still awaits parliamentary approval, after 

numerous years of trial, discussion and debate. 

Given their multiple roles in society as mothers, 

wives and workers, women's voices are insufficiently 
heard. To this end, the International Technology 

Development Group [ITDG] (2005) has expressed 
the view that women rarely contribute to the policy 

debate surrounding poverty as most are often 

illiterate, lack confidence and mobility. Related 
problems and challenges have also been noted in 

studies by Ngimwa, Ocholla and Ojiambo (1997) on 
Kenya, Jiyane and Ocholla (2004) on South Africa, 

Ikoja ï Odongo on women entrepreneurs in Uganda 

(2002), and Mooko (2002) on Botswana.  

This study is largely informed by Info ï mobilisation 
theory. In the light of the aforementioned concepts 

of systems and STS theories, Harris (2004) de-

scribes Info-mobilisation as an organic process of 
change in which collaborative groups discover and 

explore problems and address solutions together. 
Harris explains that Info -mobilisation is a form of 

interactive development that caters for a collabor a-
tive learning process, based on the evolving needs 

of a community. Thus, in his view Info -mobilisation 

involves adaptive learning, community learning, and 
the alignment of social and technological systems, 

participative values, and social and stakeholder 
groups. The overall view by Harris (2002) suggests 

that the development community should look t o-

ward the corporate worl d in order to understand the 
paths that they have traversed in adopting ICT. 

According to the author,  

ñit is the program that must be developed and 
ICT placed within context, rather than the fami l-
iar idea of óbuild itô and the applications will 
naturally f low; or, build it and then let's see 
what evolves serendipitouslyò (Harris, 2002:1). 

Accordingly, the concept of "community" is under -
stressed and not given the attention it deserves. To 

this end, Harris (2004:35-38) focuses and expounds 
on three important  approaches in which he analyses 

and gives insights into the info -mobilisation theory:  

1. Info mobilisation is concerned with the i n-

formation requirements of communities. It 
addresses the design, delivery and utilisa-

tion of community information systems 

(Harris: 2004:38).  

2. ICTs can only have optimal impacts in rural 

communities if they are imbedded within 
other community development initiatives 

(Harris, 2004:38).  

3. The success of ICTs in rural development 

yields better results when social, political 
and economic factors, and varying modes of 

communication, are taken into account, and 

used during implementation (Harris 
2004:35-36). 

This study set out to investigate and identify ICTs 
that provide access to, and use of, information, 

enhance quality of life, and impr ove the economic 
standards of rural women by conceptualising a 

model for the development, management, exploit a-
tion and use of ICTs in an African rural environment. 

As the study is a comparative analysis of Kenya and 

South Africa, this aim is conceptualised with the two 
countries in mind, although the accruing principals 

could be applied to rural set-ups in any African 
environment.  

The study answered the following questions: How 
does ICT development, policies and strategies in 

Kenya and South Africa compare? What are ICT 
information needs and e-services of rural women in 

areas such as health, education, agriculture, social 
welfare, entertainment, commerce and industry, in 

both Kenya and South Africa. What are the ICT 

training needs of rural women in K enya and South 
Africa.  What are recommendations and the implica-

tions of these findings to information ethics?  

Methodology 

A survey method was used to collect data from a 
cross section of female members of the South 
African and Kenyan population in order to determine 

their current status in relation to information and 

the use of ICTs.The study was carried out in two 
countries, namely Kenya and South Africa. In South 

Africa, the study narrowed its focus down to the 
uMlalazi (KZ 283) municipality. According to the 

Uthungulu Distict Municipality report (2003), most of 
the population within the Umlalazi sub -region is 

migrant, resulting in larger female numbers in the 

region. Umlalazi sub-region/municipality is mostly 
rural in nature, with only a few urban settle ments 

This municipality is located in Uthungulu District in 
the province of Kwa-zulu Natal (KZN), South Africa. 

Uthungulu has the third highest population in the 

province, after the Durban Metropolitan Council and 
the uMgungundlovu District Municipality. KZN has 

the largest population per province in South Africa - 
approximately 9.3 million (South African Statistics 

(http://www.statssa.gov.za/ :2001). While 43% live 

in urban areas, 57% reside in the rural areas (Kwa -
Zulu ï Natal, 2001). In Kenya, the study focused on 
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the Transnzoia District, which is situated in the Rift 

Valley province of Kenya. The Rift Valley province is 
one of eight provinces in Kenya and has a popula-

tion density of 7 million people (Opondo and Sekou-

Ochieng, 2000).The Rift Valley province is one of 
the largest and most economically vibrant provinces 

in Kenya. Trans ï Nzoia Disrict is an administrative 
district of the Rift Valley Province, Kenya, and is 

located between the Nzoia River and Mount Elgon. 

Although the area has mainly been inhabited by the 
Kalenjin community, Kenyaôs independence in 1963 

saw many of the farms vacated by white settlers 
and bought by individuals from other ethnic groups 

in Kenya (Wikipedia - the free Encyclopaedia, 2005) 

The study used non-probability (purposeful ) and 

probability (simple random) sampling techniques to 
create a sampling frame. In order to achieve the 

desired representation from various sub-groups in 
the population, purposive sampling was first applied. 

This sampling technique allowed us to initially 

identify suitable regions in Kenya and in South Africa 
which possessed high population densities. Using 

random sampling technique, suitable wards/divisions 
had an equal chance of being selected. This sam-

pling technique also helped to prevent bias in the 

selection process. By using the snowball technique, 
women directly and indirectly connected to each 

other were interviewed. In stage 1, the study pu r-
posefully selected provinces in South Africa and 

Kenya with similar characteristics. As the units of 
study were the rural women of both South Africa 

and Kenya, stage 1 of the study selected popula-

tions that were homogeneous in nature. For i n-
stance, the choice of the KwaZulu Natal province in 

South Africa, and the Rift Valley province in Kenya, 
was based on the foundation that they are both 

densely populated. Additionally, most of the popul a-

tions in both these regions reside in the rural areas. 
In South Africa, the first stage was achieved with 

the help of demographic data adopted from the 
Umlalazi Integrated Development Plan (UIDP, 

2002:1). In order for the sample size to be repr e-

sentative of the mixed racial population found in 
South Africa, the study purposefully selected suit-

able wards from this frame list. This was done by 
identifying wards with not only the highest popula-

tion densities, but also a population with a fair mix 
of all four races i.e. Black, White, Indian and Col-

ored.  

In Kenya, the first stage was achieved with the help 

of Census data from the Population and Housing 
Census of 1999. By the same token, the study 

selected suitable sub-divisions with high densities.       

In stage 2, the study adopted the simple random 

technique to select its population from both cou n-
tries. This method was deemed suitable because of 

the distances between respondents in rural areas. It 

was therefore important to minimize and control 
bias and cut down time and cost related to this 

survey. 

In South Africa, wards 11, 12, 13,15,16,18 and 25 

of the Umlalazi Municipality served as good starting 
points from which to draw four wards In order to 

avoid bias in the selection of suitable wards, the 
above wards were placed in a box from which four 

wards were randomly drawn, namely: Eshowe, 

Amatikulu, Gigindlovu and Mtunzini.  

In Kenya, the sub-divisions of Kaplamai Division, 
namely Kimoson, Motosiet, Sinyerere, Sitatunga, 

Makutano, Biribiriet, Kapsara and Kapolet, served as 

suitable starting points from which to draw four 
subdivisions. Having placed these subdivisions in a 

box, four sub-divisions were drawn, namely: Kimo-
son, Sinyerere, Sitatunga and Makutano.  

In stage 3 of the sampling, the snowball technique 
was applied, whereby women respondents con-

nected to one another through direct and indirect 
links were identified and consequently interviewed. 

Approximately 400 respondents were sampled from 
both Kenya and South Africa. The selection of the 

sample size was based on Gayôs (1996:125) guide-

lines. According to Gay: (i) the larger the population 
size, the smaller the percentage of the population 

required to get a representative sample; (ii) for 
smaller populations (N<100) there is little point in 

sampling; (iii) if the population size is around 1500, 

20% should be sampled; and (iv) beyond 5000, the 
population size is irrelevant and a sample size of 400 

is adequate. The sample size was deemed suitable 
because the sample population approximated the 

qualities and characteristics of the general popula-
tion. The main categories sampled for the study 

included women between the ages of: 15 -20 years; 

21-30 years; 31-40 years; 41-50 years and 51-60 
years. 

Data was collected using a structured questionnaire, 
whereby the questionnaire was used to interview 

the respondents. In situations where the respo n-
dents were unable to understand English, the re-

gionôs national languages, namely Swahili (in Kenya) 
and iSizulu (in South Africa), were used to commu-

nicate with the respondents. The completed ques-

tionnaires from 400 respondents formed the basis of 
data analysis and interpretations for survey r e-

search. A total of approximately 400 questionnaires 
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were administered and divided under the following 

categories: 

¶ Section one: personal information;  

¶ Section two: the information needs and 

seeking behaviour of rural women: This i n-

cluded: 

1. Health information needs, purposes, 

sources and ICTs used 

2. Educational information needs, pur-

poses, sources and ICTs used 

3. Social  welfare information needs, pur-
poses, sources and ICTs used 

4. Agricultural information needs, pur-
poses, sources and ICTs used 

5. Commerce and trade information needs, 
purposes, sources and ICTs used 

¶ Section three: enhancement of quality of  

life and social welfare 

¶ Section four: hindrances to ICT tools and 

services 

¶ Section five: training needs. 

A coding scheme was developed and input into the 
Statistical Package for Social Science (SPSS). Data 

was then analyzed using descriptive statistics where 

frequencies, percentages, and means were calcu-
lated, and data presented accordingly. Relationships 

among variables were compared and interpretations 
made. 

Results 

Demographic profile of the respondents 

Respondents were asked questions that sought to 
ascertain personal information such as their age, 

field of occupation and educational attainment. 
These structured questions were meant to deter-

mine relationships between demographic character-

istics and the purposes and uses of ICTs. The over-
all response rate of the respondents was 100%, as 

the researcher and research assistantsd adminis-
tered the survey.   

Regarding age group, data obtained from rural KZN 
indicates that the highest number of respondents 

were between the ages of 31-40 years (66; 33.0%), 
followed by respondents in the 13-20 year age 

group (41; 20.5%). Respondents between the ages 

of 41-50 and those over 50 ranked third and fourth, 
with 35 (17.5%) and 37 (18.5%) respectively. The 

lowest number consisted of 21 (10.5%)  respondents 

between the ages of 21-30 years.  Coming to Kenya, 
the highest number of respondents were between 

the ages of 31-40 years (83; 41.5%), followed by 

respondents between 13-20 years (58; 29%). 
Respondents between the ages of 41-50 and those 

over 50 came third and fourth, with 29 (14.5%) and 
19 (9.5%) respectively. The lowest number co n-

sisted of 11 (5.5%) respondents between 21 -30 

years.  

The P-Value for age group levels in both Kenya and 
South Africa indicates that there is a significant 

difference between rural women in the age groups 

of 13-20, 21-30, and those over 50 in South Africa 
and Kenya. More specifically, while there are more 

respondents between the ages of 13-20 residing in 
the rural areas of Kenya, there are more respon-

dents between the ages of 21 ï 30 residing in the 
rural areas of South Africa. Alternatively, there is a 

larger percentage of respondents over the age of 50 

residing in the rural areas of South Africa than in 
Kenya. 

Analysis by levels of education revealed that  in rural 

Kwa-Zulu Natal (KZN) [SA],  most respondents (81; 

40.5%) had acquired secondary education, while 62 
(31.0%) had primary education. However, only 34 

(17.0%) respondents had acquired tertiary -
college/varsity education, with 23 (11.5%) respo n-

dents reportedly having no schooling at all. There-

fore, an average of 72 (35.8%) respondents had 
acquired basic education.  

In rural Rift Valley Province (RVP) [Kenya], survey 

results indicate that most respondents (71; 35.5%) 

had primary education, 66 (33%) had secondary 
education, and 33 (16.5%) had obtained tertiary -

college/varsity education. 30 (15%) respondents 
had no schooling at all. On average, 69 (34.2%) 

respondents had obtained basic education.  

The P-Value for education levels in both Kenya and 

South Africa revealed that there is no significant 
difference between the education levels of rural 

women in South Africa and Kenya. While an average 

of 34% have basic education in both Kenya and 
South Africa, well over 10% of the respondents in 

both countries have no schooling at all.  

In terms of the occupations of rural women in KZN 

(S.A), it was established that 58 (29.0%) re spon-
dents are small-scale traders, followed by those who 

work as housewives/homemakers (48; 24.0%). 
Other categories are farm workers (25; 12.5%), 

domestic workers (18; 9.0%), educators/teachers 
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(16; 8.0%) and students (15; 7.5%). 3 (1.5%) 

respondents were entrepreneurs owning large-scale 
enterprises, i.e. a guesthouse, a sugar cane planta-

tion and a fruit farm. Only 9 (4.5%) respondents 

worked as clerical and community development 
workers (6; 3.0%). There were two preachers (2; 

1.0%). In RVP (Kenya), the studyôs empirical results 
indicate that 68 (34%) respondents are small -scale 

traders, followed by: housewives, 29 (14.5%); 

educators/teachers, 27 (13.5); farmers, 26 (13.0); 
and students, 11(5.5%). Domestic workers and 

preachers accounted for 10 (5.0%) each.   This is 
closely followed by farm workers (6; 3.0%); large -

scale entrepreneurs (5; 2.5%); nurses (4; 2.0%); 
clerical workers (2; 1.0%) and community develo p-

ment workers (2; 1.0%).  

According to the study, the single largest occupation 

of the respondents in both Kenya and South Africa is 
that of small -scale traders. 

The P-values for the occupations of rural women in 
South Africa and Kenya indicate that with the excep-

tion of traders and preachers (in which percentages 
for Kenya are higher), there is a highe r percentage 

of housewives, farm workers, domestic workers, 

students, educators/teachers, entrepreneurs, clerical 
workers and community development workers in 

South Africa than in Kenya. The study further illu s-
trates that whereas Kenya has a fair share of farm-

ers and nurses, South Africa has no record of these 

two occupations amongst its rural respondents. 

ICTs frequently used to access/receive 
educational, business/ trade, health, agricultural 
and social welfare  information in Kenya and 
South Africa 

The survey took into account the possibility that an 

individual could use a combination of different 
technologies while accessing or seeking information. 

Respondents were therefore at liberty to name all 
ICTs used to access information, whether traditional 

or modern. By capturing these responses, the 

survey was able to ascertain the ICTs that the 
respondents accessed and frequently used. Notably, 

the respondents also use other sources to obtain 

information, such as printed material, libraries, 

friends, neighbours etc. (see table 1).  

Within the field of education, the information needs 

of the respondents in rural KZN (SA) varied from 
student services/colleges (48.8%), to course 

work/research topics (25%), further studies (7.5%) 
and funding sources (7.5%), occupati onal informa-

tion (5%), social work (1.3%) and business ma n-

agement (1.3%). Reasons for yielding educational 
information ranged from personal welfare and better 

living standards, to study assignments, counselling, 
further studies and job opportunities. The t able 

above reveals that radio broadcasts are still highly 

prevalent as a source of information (160; 80%). 
The use of TV is relatively low (82; 41%). While 32 

(16%) respondents also use film to access educa-
tional information, a similar number of respondent s 

25 (13%) use the cell -phone and telephone. Videos 
are also common (30; 15%). In comparison to other 

sectors, the educational sector has the highest 

number of respondents using the computer/internet 
(22; 11%). Only 8 (4%) respondents use mobile 

cinemas and CD-ROMs (2%) to access educational 
information.  

In rural RVP (Kenya), the information needs of 
respondents ranged from course work/research 

topics (23.5%), to student services/colleges (22%), 
occupational information (12%), pre -school/primary 

school information (11.0%), further studies 

(10.5%), business education/financial management 
(9.5%), teaching (8.5%) and curriculum studies 

(3.0%).  

Reasons for yielding educational information ranged 

from personal welfare and better living standards, to 
study assignments, counselling, child welfare, job 

opportunities, study assignments and future careers. 
The table above reveals that the radio is also highly 

prevalent among users (154; 77%). The TV is used 
by 81 (41%) respondents. While 25 ( 13%) respon-

dents use films as a source of information, there are 

more respondents who use the cell phone (24; 
12%) than the telephone (7; 4%). Video is used by 

7 (4%) respondents. An equal number of respo n-
dents (5; 3%) use the computer/internet and the 

mobile cinema respectively.
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Table 1 ICTs frequently used to access/receive educational, business/ trade, health, agricultural 

and social welfare information in Kenya and South Africa. [n=400]  

 

With regard to health, the information needs of the 

respondents from rural KZN (S.A) ranged from 

respiratory illnesses e.g. TB and asthma (21.3%), to 
HIV/AIDS (21.3%), arthritis (10.6%), terminal and 

chronicle diseases such as cancer (6.3%), water-
borne diseases (6.3%), diet/nutrition (6.3 %), 

rheumatism (5.0%), family planning (5.0%), rabies 
(4.0%), snake bites (3.8%), sexually transmitted 

diseases (3.8%),  dentistry (3.8%), and fits (2.5%). 

Reasons for obtaining this information ranged from 

personal welfare, to children's welfare and general 
awareness. The radio scored highly as a source of 

information, as survey results revealed that 162 
(81%) respondents use it to access information. The 

TV is equally important, as 88 (44%) respondents 
use it on occasion to source their health information. 

 

ICTs 

Education  Health  Business  

 

Agricultur e Social Welf a-
re  

      AV  

P-
Value 

 
 

K 

% 

 

SA 

% 

 

K 

% 

 

SA 

% 

 

K 

% 

 

SA 

% 

 

K 

% 

 

SA 

% 

 

K 

% 

 

SA 

% 

 

K 

% 

 

SA 

% 

 

Radio 

 

Television 

 

Films 

 

Cell-phone 

 

Telephone 

 

Video 

 

Computer/ 

Internet  

 

Mobile 
cinemas 

 

CD-ROM 

 

77 

 

41 

 

13 

 

12 

 

4 

 

4 

 

3 

 

 

3 

 

- 

 

80 

 

41 

 

16 

 

13 

 

13 

 

15 

 

11 

 

 

4 

 

2 

 

88 

 

33 

 

24 

 

20 

 

3 

 

5 

 

- 

 

 

4 

 

- 

 

81 

 

44 

 

20 

 

18 

 

4 

 

6 

 

6 

 

 

5 

 

2 

 

65 

 

36 

 

7 

 

7 

 

4 

 

3 

 

1 

 

 

3 

 

- 

 

55 

 

34 

 

18 

 

13 

 

5 

 

6 

 

3 

 

 

1 

 

1 

 

65 

 

36 

 

9 

 

7 

 

4 

 

5 

 

- 

 

 

3 

 

- 

 

71 

 

35 

 

26 

 

14 

 

12 

 

1 

 

1 

 

 

3 

 

- 

 

77 

 

43 

 

20 

 

18 

 

5 

 

6 

 

1 

 

 

3 

 

- 

 

80 

 

43 

 

16 

 

17 

 

17 

 

11 

 

6 

 

 

6 

 

- 

 

74.4 

 

37.8 

 

14.6 

 

12.8 

 

4.0 

 

4.6 

 

1.0 

 

 

3.2 

 

- 

 

73.4 

 

39.4 

 

18.2 

 

15.0 

 

10.2 

 

7.8 

 

5.4 

 

 

3.8 

 

1.0 

 

0.8200 

 

0.7430 

 

0.3315 

 

0.5252 

 

0.0000 

 

0.0000 

 

0.0000 

 

 

0.2092 

 

- 



IRIE 
International Review of Information Ethics Vol.7 (09/2007) 

 

© by IRIE ï all rights reserved  www.i -r- i-e.net   37  
    ISSN 1614 -1687  

While 40 (20%) respondents use film to access 

health information, there are more respondents who 
use the cell-phone (35; 18%), than the telephone 

(8; 4%). An insignificant number of respondents 

(12; 6%) use the computer/internet and video (12; 
6%) for accessing health information. Only 10 

(5.0%) use the mobile cinema, while 3 (2%) use the 
CD-ROM.  

With regard to the health information needs of rural 
respondents from RVP (Kenya), the information 

needs ranged from family planning/gynaecology 
(32.5%), to tropical  diseases e.g. malaria (24.0%), 

HIV/AIDS (17.0%), respiratory illnesses/coughs 

(7.0%), cancer (2.5%), Sexually Transmitted Infe c-
tions (3.5%), snake bites (3.0), waterborne diseases 

(2.5%), diet/nutrition (1.5%), diabetes (1.0%), 
dentistry (3.5%), and fits (2.0%).  

The reasons for obtaining this information ranged 
from personal welfare, to child and family welfare, 

and in some instances, for general awareness. The 
radio came first as a source of information (176; 

88%), followed by the TV, which is only used b y 65 
(33%) respondents. While 47 (24%) respondents 

use films as their source of information, 40 (20%) 

respondents use the cell phone and only 5 (3%) use 
the telephone. Likewise, 10 (5.0%) respondents use 

the video, and only 7 (4.0%) respondents use 
mobile cinemas. Notably, there are no respondents 

who use the computer/internet and CD -ROM for 

their health information needs.  

In the area of business and trade, areas in which 
respondents in RVP (Kenya) required information 

ranged from starting up a business (3 0.0%), pri c-

ing/marketing (14.0%), finance/book -keeping 
(12.5%), planning/management (10.5%), su p-

plies/purchasing (8.0%), animal husbandry (7.0%), 
poultry keeping (7.0%), craftsmanship (5.5%), and 

exchange rates (5.5%). Reasons for obtaining this 
information include stocking, embroidery, financial 

management, business techniques, better living 

standards, profit making, income generation and 
family welfare.  

Survey findings for business and trade reveal that 
while 130 (65%) respondents use the radio, 71 

(36%) use the TV for their information needs. 
Notably, 13 (7%) respondents use films as their 

source of information, while 14 (7%) use the cell 
phone. Only 8 (4%) use the telephone, compared to 

a slightly higher number of respondents (14; 7%) 

who use the telephone. The use of the com-
puter/internet is negligible, with only 2 (1%) r e-

spondents using it as their source. None of the 

respondents use the CD-ROM. The video is used by 

6 (3%) respondents, while mobile cinemas are used 
by 5 (3%).  

In KZN (SA), respondents required information 
ranging from starting up a business (46.3%), to 

cookery (13.8%), pricing/marketing (10%), pu r-
chasing/supplies (10%), stock management (7.1%), 

financial management/book-keeping (6.3%), horn ï 

covering/tourism (2%),  hair and beauty salons  
(2.5%) and poultry and animal husbandry (2%). 

These needs seem to be closely related to the 
findings of a study by Ikoja -Odongo (2002). Rea-

sons for obtaining this information ranged from skills 

enhancement, embroidery, stocking, financial help, 
financial management, business techniques, income-

generation, seeking customers and family welfare.  

Survey findings for business and trade reveal that 

while 110 (55%) respondents use the radio alone 
for their information requirements, 68 (34%) use 

the TV. The number of those who use film to obtain 
business information is 9 (18%). Notably, although 

not necessarily unusual in modern times, there are 
more respondents who use the cell-phone (25; 

13%), than the telephone (10; 5%). Videos are also 

accessed by 12 (6%) respondents for business 
related needs. A negligible number of respondents 

(6; 3%) use the computer/internet to obtain info r-
mation. There were two respondents who used the 

mobile-cinema, and one who used CD-ROMs. 

The agricultural information requirements of th e 

respondents from KZN (SA) included farm in-
puts/new technology (28.8%), crop type/diseases 

(22.5%), soil types/fertility (18.8%), livestock 

keeping (13.8%), herbicides/fencing (10.0%), and 
gardening/crop management (6.3%). This inform a-

tion was required fo r good harvests, enhancing 
animal fertility, preventing crop and animal diseases, 

improving sales, aesthetics and spiritual offerings. 
Most of those interviewed (142; 71%) used the 

radio, while less than half of this number 70(35%) 

used the TV. Cellïphones stood at 28 (14%), while 
the telephone was used by 23 (12%) respondents. 

Only 6 (3%) respondents use the mobile cinema, 
while two (1%) respondents use the co m-

puter/internet and video respectively.  

The agricultural information needs of the respo n-

dents from RVP (Kenya) ranged from animal hus-
bandry (35.5%), farm inputs/new technology 

(47%), soil type (5.5%), crop type/diseases (4.5%, 

1.5%) and gardening/crop management (6.0%). In 
turn, this information was required for good ha r-

vests, farming, enhancing herd fertility, prevention 
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of diseases, aesthetic values and for health. Most of 

those interviewed (130; 65%) use the radio for their 
information needs, while 71 (36%) use the TV. 

While 17 (9%) respondents use films for their 

information needs, there are more re spondents who 
use the cell-phone (14; 7%), than those who use 

the telephone (8; 4%). The video is used by 10 
(5%) respondents for agricultural information 

needs. Only 5 (3%) respondents use mobile cine-

mas. Notably, there are no respondents who use the 
computer/internet and CD -ROM. 

Social welfare information needs in rural KZN (SA) 

ranged from water resources and pit latrines 

(42.5%) to music/religious gatherings (23.8%), 
travel/holidays (10%), and community pr o-

jects/women group activities (8.8%), pension 
(8.8%) and shopping/movies (6.3%). Reasons for 

obtaining this information ranged from leisure 
activities, entertainment, spiritual growth and r e-

laxation and improved standards of living. Once 

again, the radio as a source of information scored 
high (160; 80%) . The TV (86; 43%) was equally 

useful. Films (32; 16%) were also used as a source 
of information. The use of the cell -phone and the 

telephone stood at 34 (17%) and 32 (16%) respe c-

tively. The video is used by 22 (11%) respondents 
to source information, compared to 12 (6%) r e-

spondents who use the computer/internet for their 
information requirements.  

In Kenya, the need to acquire social welfare info r-
mation ranged from community projects/social 

meetings (154; 77%), water resources/pit latrines 
(11; 5.5%), spiri tual matters (21; 10.5%), sports (4; 

2%), shopping/travelling (3; 1.5%) and pe n-
sion/housing (7; 3.5%). Reasons given for accessing 

this information ranged from leisure activities, 

spiritual growth, womenôs empowerment, improved 
standards of living, relaxat ion and for health re a-

sons. The radio as a source of information came 
first, as 153 (77%) respondents use it to access 

social welfare information. The TV is used by 85 

(43%) respondents. Films, on the other hand, are 
used by 39 (20%) respondents, while the  cell-phone 

is used by 36 (18%) respondents. Notably, the 
telephone is used by only 9 (5%) respondents. The 

computer/internet plays no significant role, as only 2 

(1%) respondents use it for their information needs. 
While 6 (3%) respondents use mobile cinemas, 

there were no respondents who use the CD-ROM. 

On the whole, the radio is evidently highly accessed 

and is used by approximately 73% of the rural 
women in South Africa, particularly for education, 

health and social welfare needs. The TV plays an 

equally important role in accessing information, as 

39% of the respondents use it for their information 
requirements. The cellïphone has a clear advantage 

over the telephone, as 15% of the respondents use 

it, compared to 10.2% who use the telephone. 
Those who are mostly in the field of education (30; 

15%) and social welfare (22; 11%) use videos. 
Although the computer/internet maintains a dismal 

average of only 5.6%, it is mostly used by those in 

the field of education (22; 11%).  

Kenyaôs empirical results indicate that radio and 
television are the most commonly used ICTs 

amongst rural women in Kenya. An average of 

74.4% use the radio for their information needs, 
while the TV is used by an average of 37.8%. The 

cell-phone has a comparative advantage over the 
telephone as it is used by 12.8% of the respo n-

dents. The latter is used by only 4.0%. Notably, the 
use of films as a source of information is on average 

higher than the cell -phone and the telephone, as 

14.6% use it to source information. While 4.6% of 
the respondents use the video, 3.2% use mobile 

cinemas. Invariably, data indications are that the 
computer/internet and the CD -ROM have no value 

amongst rural women in Kenya.  

On the whole, the radio is evidently highly accessed 

and is used by approximately 73% of th e rural 
women in South Africa, particularly for education, 

health and social welfare needs. The TV plays an 

equally important role in accessing information, as 
39% of the respondents use it for their information 

requirements. The cellïphone has a clear advantage 
over the telephone, as 15% of the respondents use 

it, compared to 10.2% who use the telephone. 
Those who are mostly in the field of education (30; 

15%) and social welfare (22; 11%) use videos. 

Although the computer/internet maintains a dismal 
average of only 5.6%, it is mostly used by those in 

the field of education (22; 11%).  

Kenyaôs empirical results indicate that radio and 

television are the most commonly used ICTs 
amongst rural women in Kenya. An average of 

74.4% use the radio for their informati on needs, 
while the TV is used by an average of 37.8%. The 

cell-phone has a comparative advantage over the 

telephone as it is used by 12.8% of the respo n-
dents. The latter is used by only 4.0%. Notably, the 

use of films as a source of information is on average 
higher than the cell -phone and the telephone, as 

14.6% use it to source information. While 4.6% of 

the respondents use the video, 3.2% use mobile 
cinemas. Invariably, data indications are that the 
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computer/internet and the CD -ROM have no value 

amongst rural women in Kenya.  

From the above results the study can safely deduce 

that an average of 74% of the respondents from 
both South Africa and Kenya use the radio as a 

medium of information access. Correspondingly, an 
average of only 38% use the TV for the ir inform a-

tion needs. Whereas 10.2% of the respondents in 

KZN (SA) use the telephone, only 4% from RVP 
(Kenya) use the telephone. In both countries, the 

use of modern technologies such as the com-
puter/internet is negligible.  

Alternative sources of information for 
educational, business/trade, health, agricultural 
and social welfare information amongst rural 
women in Kenya and South Africa. 

In this question, respondents were at liberty to 
mention all or any other sources of information that 

they used in their  quest for information, aside from 

ICTs. This question aimed to gather information that 

would help determine the effectiveness and eff i-
ciency of rural information systems in the rural 

environments of Kenya and South Africa. 

In table 2, survey results indic ate that family 

(53.2%), friends (43.3%) and neighbours (38.0%) 
form the bulk of alternative sources of information 

amongst the respondents in RVP (Kenya). This is 

closely followed by community leaders (38.6%), 
books (30.9%), exhibitions/trade fairs (20.8% ), area 

leaders (15.8%), educators (10.8%) and s o-
cial/extension workers. Other sources such as 

traditional healers (7.8%), information centres 

(4.9%), newspapers (2.4%), magazines (2.4%), 
farmerôs cooperatives (1.5%) and nurses/midwives 

(1.5%) are less used as sources of information. 

Table 2 Alternative sources of information for educational, business/ trade, health, agricultural 

and social welfare information amongst women in Kenya [n=200] and in South A frica [n=200]  

 

Sources of Information  

Education  Health Business Agriculture Social Welfare Av  

 

 

P-Value 

SA 
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f  

SA 

f  
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f  

SA 

F 

K 

f  

SA 

f  
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SA 
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K 

f 

SA 

%  

K 

%  

Newspapers  5 5 3 2 5 8 5 4 15  5 3.3  2.4  0.0469  

Magazines  5 5 3 2 5 8 5 4 15  5 3.3  2.4  0.0469  

Family  160  54  133  110  43  88  43  111  83  169  46.2  53.2  0.1623  

Friends  103  73  100  81  133  65  93  69  113  145  54.2  43.3  0.0298  

Neighbours  90  64  88  79  128  73  73  86  105  78  48.4  38.0  0.0364   

Books  68  46  75  72    58  91  43  69  53  31  29.7  30.9  0.7941  

Information Centres  8 11  5 6 8 10  23  18  -  4 5.5  4.9  0.2305  

Community Leaders  60  41  30  97  13  55  25  80  83  113  21.1  38.6  0.0002  

Area Leaders  -  -  -  -  -  -  3 5 13  68  4.0  15.8  0.0000  

Traditional healers  -  -  13  11  -  11  15  16  25  24  8.8  7.8  0.0081  
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Social/Ext. Workers  10  6 43  46  -  12  30  25  3 4 10.8  9.3  0.0000  

Educators  90  60  13  14  5 11  23  10  -  13  16.3  10.8  0.1089  

Farmers Ass/co -operatives  -  -  -  -  -  -  -  3 -  -  -  1.5  -  

Exhibitions/ Trade Fairs  -  -  5 -  23  54  10  29  -  -  6.3  20.8  0.0000  

Nurses/Mid -wives  -  -  23  1 -  -  -  -  23  2 11.5  1.5  0.3025  

Local/City councils  8 -  -  -  3 -  8 -  8 -  3.3  -  -  

Schools  3 6 -  3 -  -  3 -  -  3 1.5  2.0  0.1890  

 

Similarly, friends (54.2%), neighbours (48.4%) and 

family (46.2%) are highly favoured as alternative 
sources of information amongst the respondents 

from KZN (SA). Other sources include books 
(29.7%), community leaders (21.1%), educators 

(16.3%), social/ext ension workers (10.8%) and 

nurses/midwives (11.5%). Information centres 
(5.5%), magazines (3.3%) and newspapers (3.3%) 

are not popular sources of information amongst the 
rural women in South Africa.  

The P-Value for alternative sources of information 
for educational, business/ trade, health, agricultural 

and social welfare information amongst women in 
Kenya and in South Africa illustrates that there is a 

higher use of alternative sources of information, 

such as newspapers, magazines, friends and 
neighbours, in rural KZN (SA) than in RVP (Kenya). 

However, community leaders, area leaders and 
trade fairs/exhibitions play a more significant role in 

RVP (Kenya) than in KZN (SA). 

Comments on the use and availability of ICTs in 
rural KZN (South Africa) and rural RVP (Kenya) 

In table 3, respondents were asked to give their 
personal responses to an open-ended question 

regarding the use and availability of ICTs in their 
community. The aim of this question was to capture 

varying opinions and attitudes related to ICT use  

and accessibility in their community. Data was then 
analyzed using content analysis. The survey re-

vealed that a significant number (57; 28.5%) of the 
respondents in KZN (SA) felt that ICTs were not only 

unavailable and inaccessible to them, but also 

difficult to use. Similarly, 25 (12.5%) respondents 
felt that ICTs are costly and unaffordable. Coinci-

dentally, the number of those who found ICTs to be 
handy (20; 10%) and those who felt that ICT ce n-

tres should be established near rural women (20; 

10%) were similar. 9 (9.5.0%) respondents were of 
the opinion that ICTs were easily available and 

accessible, while 18 (9.0%) felt that ICTs are a f-
fordable. A few respondents attuned to problems 

with infrastructure, such as lack of power (13; 
6.5%) and poor TV and rad io networks (10; 5.0%).  

Table 3 Comments on the use and availability of ICTs in the community. N=200 (South Africa)  

Comments  Frequency  Percent  

Unavailable, difficult to use 

ICTs are costly & unaffordable 

ICTs are handy 

Establish ICT centres near rural women 

Easily available and accessible 

ICTs are affordable 

Lack of power 

Great improvement in ICTS 

Poor TV& Radio networks 

There's no trust in ICTs 

57 

25 

20 

20 

19 

18 

13 

10 

10 

8 

28.5 

12.5 

10.0 

10.0 

9.5 

9.0 

6.5 

5.0 

5.0 

4.0 

Total  200  100  
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In table 4, results from Kenya indicate that a large 

number of the respondents (63; 31.5%) believed 

that ICTs were unaffordable, followed by 48 (24%) 
stating them as unavailable, and 28 (14%) as ina c-

cessible.  

Therefore on average, the survey portrayed that 

139 (69.5%) respondents felt that ICTs were either 

too far, too costly or entirely unavailable. Only 16 

(8%) respondents acknowledged the usefulness and 

availability of ICTS, citing that they were ñhandyò 
(2; 1%) or "improved access to informationò (14; 

7%).  

Table 4 Comments on use and availability of ICTs in the Community. (Kenya) N=200  

 Kenya  

Comments  Frequency  Percent  

Would like  affordable ICTs 63 31.5 

ICTs should be made available 48 24 

ICTs should be made accessible 28 14 

There is improved information access with 
the use of ICTs 

14 7 

Use of ICTs depends on ones lifestyle 11 5.5 

ICTs are very handy 2 1 

There is need for ICT centres in rural areas 15 7.5 

TV/ Radio networks are poor 2 1 

Lack of power hinders use of ICTs 15 7.5 

Total  200  100  

 

How ICTs have enhanced the rural womenôs 
quality of life 

A number of arguments have been raised as to 

whether or not ICTs contribute to improving a 
society's quality of life. With this in mind, a stru c-

tured question making use of the likert scale was 

designed. Respondents were expected to answer 
the question based on areas in which ICTs have 

served them best. In this question, the scale of 4 
denoted a high and favourable response, (i.e. "a l-

ways"), followed by 3 (i.e. "often"), 2 (i.e. "som e-
timesò), 1 (i.e. "never") and a "not applicable" scale. 

By calculating the average for each area listed, the 

study was able to arrive at conclusive remarks. 

Evidently, ICTs enable most women to keep abreast 
of current affairs. Many rural women underscored 

the role ICTs play in daily news broadcasts. Most 

(91.5% in South Africa and 91.0% in Kenya) r e-

spondents felt that ICTs, particularly the radio and 
TV, helped them socially enrich their lives. This was 

followed closely by the need to keep in touch with 
family and friends (81.0% in South Africa and 

87.0% in Kenya). To most respondents, the mobile 
phone was particularly useful in this regard. Under 

entertainment, the respondents listed the ability to 

listen to music and other entertaining programs as 
important. With the help of ICTs, this service r e-

corded the highest result overall, with 94.0% for 
Kenya and 71.5% for South Africa. Interestingly, 

although the use of the fax machine (44%) stood 

out as an important activity, particularly in South 
Africa, it scored dismally in Kenya (16.0%).  

Additionally, the P-Value on how ICTs have en-

hanced the rural women's quality of life illu strates 

that respondents in both RVP (Kenya) and KZN (SA) 
feel that ICTs help them in accessing/receiving news 

items and keeping in touch with family and friends. 
There is, however, a higher percentage of respon-
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dents in RVP (Kenya) than in KZN (SA) who feel that 

ICTs enhance their lives through entertainment, for 

research purposes and for distance education. 

Table 5 How ICTs have enhanced the women's quality of life in South Africa  (n=200) and  

Kenya (n= 200).  

 

Activity  

 

Always  

 

Often  

Some - 

Times  

 

Never  

 

N/a  

Av=%  

4+3+2  
 

 
P-
Value  

 

SA 

 

K 

 

SA 

 

K 

 

SA 

 

K 

 

SA 

 

K 

 

SA 

 

K 

 

SA 

 

K 

 

To listen to 
news  

 

157 

 

121 

 

12 

 

35 

 

14 

 

26 

 

12 

 

12 

 

5 

 

6 

 

91.5 

 

91.0 

 

0.8596 

 

In touch with 
family and 
friends  

 

160 

 

85 

 

2 

 

35 

 

8 

 

54 

 

24 

 

20 

 

6 

 

6 

 

85.0 

 

87.0 

 

0.5647 

 

Enter tai n-
ment  

 

88 

 

117 

 

35 

 

42 

 

20 

 

30 

 

47 

 

6 

 

10 

 

5 

 

71.5 

 

94.5 

 

0.0000 

 

To fa x doc.  

 

41 

 

11 

 

17 

 

5 

 

30 

 

16 

 

90 

 

162 

 

22 

 

6 

 

44.0 

 

16.0 

 

0.0000 

 

Data proc.  

 

38 

 

9 

 

5 

 

6 

 

15 

 

31 

 

115 

 

147 

 

27 

 

7 

 

29.0 

 

23.0 

 

0.1721 

 

For r esearch 
purposes  

 

20 

 

7 

 

15 

 

13 

 

18 

 

73 

 

130 

 

103 

 

17 

 

4 

 

26.5 

 

46.5 

 

0.0431 

 

E-com merce/ 
Trade  

 

10 

 

10 

 

13 

 

4 

 

18 

 

20 

 

118 

 

160 

 

41 

 

6 

 

20.5 

 

17.0 

 

0.3704 

Contact 
business 
Support 
Agen.  

 

25 

 

12 

 

3 

 

14 

 

10 

 

46 

 

138 

 

123 

 

24 

 

5 

 

19.0 

 

36.0 

 

0.0002 

 

Inter net/ 
related serv.  

 

20 

 

3 

 

6 

 

7 

 

12 

 

34 

 

160 

 

152 

 

2 

 

4 

 

19.0 

 

22.0 

 

0.4578 

 

Dista nce 
Education  

 

28 

 

11 

 

5 

 

20 

 

6 

 

46 

 

134 

 

120 

 

27 

 

3 

 

16.5 

 

38.5 

 

0.0000 

 

Evidently, ICTs enable most women to keep abreast 
of current affairs. Many rural women underscored 

the role ICTs play in daily news broadcasts. Most 
(91.5% in South Africa and 91.0% in Kenya) r e-

spondents felt that ICTs, particularly the radio and 

TV, helped them socially enrich their lives. This was 
followed closely by the need to keep in touch with 

family and friends (81.0% in South Africa and 
87.0% in Kenya). To most respondents, the mobile 

phone was particularly useful in this regard. Under 
entertainment, the respondents listed the ability to 

listen to music and other entertaining programs as 
important. With the help of ICTs, this service r e-

corded the highest result overall, with 94.0% for 

Kenya and 71.5% for South Africa. Interestingly, 
although the use of the fax machine (44%) stood 

out as an important activity, particularly in South 
Africa, it scored dismally in Kenya (16.0%).  
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Additionally, the P-Value on how ICTs have en-

hanced the rural women's quality of life illustrates 
that respondents in both RVP (Kenya) and KZN (SA) 

feel that ICTs help them in accessing/receiving news 

items and keeping in touch with family and friends. 
There is, however, a higher percentage of respon-

dents in RVP (Kenya) than in KZN (SA) who feel that 
ICTs enhance their lives through entertainment, for 

research purposes and for distance education. 

Training needs for Kenya (n=200) and training 
needs for South Africa (n=200) 

In the table below, respondents were expected to 
answer a question based on the "type of training 
they would require in order to assist them in acces s-
ing ICTs more often".  In this question, the scale of 4 
denoted a favourable response, i.e. very essential, 

followed by 3 (i.e. essential), 2 (i.e. quite essential), 
1(not very essential) and a "not applicable" scale. By 

calculating the average for training needs under 

scales 4, 3 and 2, the study was able to arrive at 
conclusive remarks.  

Survey results indicate that 19% of the respondents 

in KZN (S A) and 25.5% of the respondents in RVP 

(Kenya) felt that basic education was essential. 

Similarly, while 26.5% have a need for basic educa-
tion in KZN (SA), there was an average of 45.0% in 

RVP (Kenya) who also felt that they needed secon-

dary education. Notably, 42.0% of the respondents 
in KZN (SA) and 45.5% of the respondents in RVP 

(Kenya) felt that adult education was essential. 
Interestingly, from all the enlisted training needs, 

computer/internet training scored highly, as 66.5% 

in KZN (SA) and 81.5% in RVP (Kenya) felt that this 
training would be essential. This was followed by 

50.5% in KZN (SA) and 62.5% in RVP (Kenya) 
indicating that vocational training would be of 

foremost importance to them.  

The P-Value on training needs for Kenya and South 

Africa illustrates that the with the excep tion of basic 
primary education and adult education, there is a 

significant difference in the training needs for Ke n-
yan and South African rural women. 

On the whole, results from both countries indicate 

that there is a definite need for the [inte r-
net/comput er] training of rural women in order to 

assist them in accessing ICTs more often. 

Table 6 Training needs for Kenya (n=200) and Training needs for South Africa (n=200)  

 

 

Training 
Needs  

Very  

Essential  

(4)  

 

Essential  

     (3)  

   Quite  

Essential  

     (2)  

Not very  

Essential  

     (1)  

    

 N/A  

 

Average %  

(4+3+2)  

 

 

 

P-Value  

SA 

 

K 

 

SA 

 

K 

 

SA 

 

K 

 

SA 

 

K 

 

SA 

 

 K 

 

 SA 

 

K 

f f f f f F F f f f % % 

Basic Primary 
Education  

25 36 5 9 8 6 98 144 64 5 19.0 25.5 0.1189 

Secondary 
School Educ a-
tion  

50 47 - 14 3 29 100 105 47 5 26.5 45.0 0.0001 

Computer 
/Internet 
Training  

98 77 15 51 20 35 35 32 32 5 66.5 81.5 0.0007 

Vocational 
Training  

68 41 15 46 18 38 38 70 61 5 50.5 62.5 0.0159 

Adult educ a-
tion  

73 48 8 23 3 20 23 106 93 3 42.0 45.5 0.4809 
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Discussions and Conclusions 

Essentially, while there are more respondents be-
tween the ages of 13-20 residing in the rural areas 

of Kenya, there are more respondents between the 
ages of 21 ï 30 residing in the rural areas of South 

Africa. Alternatively, there are a larger number of 
respondents over the age of 50 residing in the rural 

areas of South Africa than in Kenya. Secondly, in 
terms of education, the study indicates that there is 

no significant difference between the education 

levels of rural women in South Africa and Kenya. 
More specifically, while an average of about 34% 

have basic education in both Kenya and South 
Africa, well over 10% of the respondents in both the 

two nations, have no schooling at all. It was also 

noted further that with the exception of traders and 
preachers (in which percentages for Kenya are 

higher), there is a higher percentage of housewives, 
farm workers, domestic workers, students, educa-

tors/teachers, entrepreneurs, clerical workers and 

community development workers in South Africa 
than in Kenya.  It is further illustrated that whereas 

Kenya has a fair share of farmers and nurses, South 
Africa has no records of either of these occupations 

amongst its rural respondents. Thirdly, ICTs most 
commonly used by rural women indicate that an 

average of 74% of the respondents from both South 

Africa and Kenya use the radio as a medium of 
information access. An average of only 38% use the 

TV for their information needs. In both KZN (SA) 
and RVP (Kenya), the cellïphone has a clear advan-

tage over the telephone. While the cell phone is 

used by 15% of the respondents in KZN (compared 
to 10.2% who use the telephone), it is used by 

12.8% of the respondents in RVP (Kenya), com-
pared to 4.0% who use the telephone. In both 

countries, the use of modern technologies such as 
the computer/internet is negligible. Family, friends 

and neighbours form the bulk of alternative sources 

of information in both RVP (Kenya) and KZN (South 
Africa). Additionally, there is a higher use of altern a-

tive sources of information, such as newspapers, 
magazines, friends and neighbours, in rural KZN 

(SA) than in RVP (Kenya). However, community 

leaders, area leaders, trade fairs/exhibitions play a 
more significant role in RVP (Kenya) than in KZN 

(SA). Fourthly, a large number (57; 28.5%) of the 
respondents in KZN (SA) felt that ICTs were not only 

unavailable and inaccessible, but also difficult to 

use. 25 (12.5%) respondents felt that ICTs are 
costly and unaffordable. Coincidentally, the number 

of those who found ICTs useful (20; 10%) and 
those who felt that ICT centres should be esta b-

lished near rural women (20; 10%) were similar. 9 

(9.5.0%) respondents were of the opinion that ICTs 

were easily available and accessible, while 18 
(9.0%) felt that ICTs are affordable. A few respo n-

dents attuned to problems with infrastructure, such 

as lack of power (13; 6.5%) and poor TV and radio 
networks (10; 5.0%).In Kenya, a large number of 

respondents (63; 31.5%) indicated that ICTs we re 
unaffordable, followed by 48 (24%) stating them 

unavailable and 28 (14%) inaccessible. Fifthly, there 

is an indication that respondents in both RVP 
(Kenya) and KZN (SA) feel that ICTs help them in 

accessing/receiving news items and keeping in 
touch with  family and friends. There is, however, a 

higher percentage of respondents in RVP (Kenya) 
than in KZN (SA) who feel that ICTs enhance their 

lives through entertainment, for research purposes 

and for distance education. In so far as training is 
concerned, results from both countries indicate that 

there is a definite need for the [internet/computer] 
training of rural women in order to assist them in 

accessing ICTs more often. 

Recommendations and 
information ethical issues 

In order for women to benefit most fr om ICTs, the 
following issues need to be addressed: 

Literacy 

a) Due to high levels of illiteracy in computer 
technology and in basic education amongst 
rural African women, there is a need to i n-

tegrate ICT with literacy education in many 

areas.  

b) In order to cr eate a demand-driven ICT 
consumer community in rural areas, hin-

drances to accessibility must be significantly 

reduced either before or during the prov i-
sion of the technology. This necessitates 

training and skills enhancement initiatives 
amongst other parti cipatory development 

programs such as focus group discussions, 
direct interviews and workshops.  

c) The development of professionals and 
teachers as viable intermediaries in bridging 

the digital divide experienced by low-literate 
or illiterate youth in school  education pro-

grams in the rural areas is also of crucial 

importance. 
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Cost 

Cost issues of ICT access particularly affect women 
due to their family responsibilities, e.g. health and 

the education of their children. It is therefore nece s-
sary to effect and im plement policies that involve 

connectivity and take into account the constraints 

facing the marginalized. According to the World 
Bank, competition between telecommunication 

companies can slash service costs and improve 
access to the said technology. Since large telecom 

operators tend to limit their operations to high 

income urban areas, privatization should be ex-
tended in order to allow small entrepreneurs to 

supply telecomm services to rural areas. Through 
regulation and subsidies, private operators can be 

invited to bid for the provision of services in areas 

that are not commercially viable in return for a 
subsidy financed with a universal access fund. 

Training 

As rural women generally experience lower levels of 
education than men and a lack of proficiency in 
English, ICT training for women would need to be 

gender-sensitive and offered by women trainers 

wherever possible. There is also a need to support 
programs that provide hardware, modems and 

online access to women's NGOs and women's cen-
tres in organizations and institutions which are 

embedded in appropriate women's support and 
distribution systems. It is also important to support 

the implementation of ICT technical training pr o-

grammes for women, and women's access to high-
er-level training in technical expertise and repair 

services by examining the role that existing local 
and national level women's NGOs can play in ICT 

distribution, training, and support in partnership 

with technology providers.  Women need to be 
encouraged to feel confident in their abil ity to use 

ICTs by focusing on thematic ICT activities that 
provide tangible benefits of participation. These 

include: 

i. Health information and advocacy for women 

and children (especially concerning repro-
ductive rights and AIDS)  

ii. Women's rights and legal frameworks sup-
porting the education of women and girls  

iii. Business and entrepreneurial information 

Time 

Women generally have heavy responsibilities, par-
ticularly those involving their families, which result 

in time constraints. It is therefore imperative that 
ICTs are incorporated not only according to the 

information needs of women, but also in light of 

other activities and projects aimed at empowerment, 
e.g. women's NGOs, health centres, educational 

institutions, self -employment and entrepreneurial 
centres, and even churches. In this way, women 

would be able to experience the tangible use of 

ICTs. 
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We, the people of the Third World, greeted the 

revolution in information technology with great 
enthusiasm, perceiving it as the harbinger of an 

equalitarian and democratic society and the encap-

sulation of a new humanism. The question is 
whether or not this new utopia has effectively 

brought an end to the great divide regarding access 
to information and knowledge.  

In principle, access to information has been opened 
up thanks to the adv ent of worldwide networks to 

the extent that it escapes any religious, political and 
social control. The internet has had a leveling effect 

and put different people on an equal footing, en a-

bling them to engage in dialogue amongst the m-
selves.  

Thus, we can say that the digital revolution has 

brought about a new phenomenon: the oneness of 

Reason. This oneness seems to be very close to 
Averroes' concept of "Virtual or potential Intellect". 

Virtuality in the context of the Internet is digital. 
Though ubiquitous, it cannot be located anywhere 

or be assigned one place or any particular place. It 
operates as an empty signifier that is detached from 

any signified or referent and has no anchor. It is in 

other words, a void, which paradoxically has ful l-
ness.  

The new "Virtual Reason" encapsulated by the 

Internet is also similar, in many aspects, to the 

Enlightenment Reason, in the way that both of them 
encourage progress, innovation and create its public 

domain. It should be noted, however, that the new 
"Virtual Reason" consists mainly of programs and 

technological procedures and not only of the apriori 

principles, as in the Enlightenment Reason.  

New Technologies of Information and Communica-
tion (ICT) have brought about a new mode of life 

for human beings that should n ot be confined to the 

world of computer science and other related techn o-
logical domains.  

This new mode of life is not shared by all humanity. 

Far from bringing about the worlds' unity, ICT 

increase differences and hierarchies both between 
the first and th e third world and within each one of 

these worlds. 

The appearance of the Digital Divide urged us to 

review our optimistic enthusiasm about the digital 
utopia that promised to unify humanity as far as the 

right of information and development is concerned. 
In fact, the information and communication revol u-

tion, like all revolutions, carried along with it a new 

and more important gap between social classes and 

nations. The Divide in the capacity to buy a com-
puter and new technological equipments, the facility 

to access the world of internet, the ability to unde r-

stand its complicated programs, the skillfulness of 
interpreting their data and pose the suitable que s-

tionsé : these are only the apparent face of the 
digital informatics Divide. Therefore, we start to se e 

the limited influence of the digital revolution to 

bridge the gap between social classes and between 
individuals. The following indicators of the digital 

divide (such as the Tele-density Indicator, Technical 
Progress Indicator, Technical Achievement Indicator, 

Network Readiness Indicator, Media usage Indica-
tor, Information intelligence Quotient, Standard 

Number of Digital Accessé) inform us that the 

divide between nations and within the same nation 
is increasing, for instance the percentage of internet 

users in the Arab World has reached only 5%.  

We cannot deny, of course, that the logic of the 

Worldwide Networks of the new technologies does 
not acknowledge the existence of borders between 

nations, cultures and civilizations. This is so because 
these technologies all try their best to nibble at the 

nations' sovereignty over their cognitive and info r-

mation space in favor of the worldwide market. 
Despite the resistance of the third world to ICT, the 

ongoing technological revolution will eventually 
affect our part of the world and change it from a 

semi-industrial, semi-agricultural world into a co m-
puter-driven world, geared to advertise and sell its 

products. This affords us an opportunity to achieve 

progress and close this digital divide. 

Even if the world has witnessed the birth of new 
technologies for more than four decades, the spread 

of the information knowledge in the nations of the 

south is still very limited. Concerning the African 
nations, apart from the use of Internet in public 

institutions, industri al sites and private information 
services, the educational institutions, illiteracy in the 

electronic information remains wide spread among 

people. This illiteracy is not due only to the difficulty 
of acquiring the new technological revolution tools 

(hard and soft) or the sophisticated ability to use 
them, but it is also a consequence of illiteracy and 

poverty (moral and material).  

Some people think that people's lack of responsive-

ness to the digital revolution products lies in the fact 
that the spread of this revolution in Africa and the 

third World started first in the security departments 

of these countries. This fact has, consequently, led 
some people to think that the use of these tec h-

nologies in general is linked to falsification and 
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oppression of political beliefs and freedom, and this 

of course made people turn away from these tech-
nologies. Whatever the pressure of globalization 

may be, the domains of use of these technologies in 

our countries have been limited to health, education 
and finance, and for those searching for jobs either 

in or outside the same country, or carrying out 
researches.  

We cannot deny that digital technology has indeed 
affected economy, employment structure and even 

the way of thinking and feeling among the young 
generation. Even though this influence was not 

visible enough to reduce the impact of poverty 

among people, we cannot reject the success of 
different experiments led by a number of associa-

tions and organizations of the civil society in pene-
trating the countryside (e.g. handcraft). These 

associations have developed light industries, busi-
ness and other services that aim to ensure human 

development in the end.  

In spite of this, the effect of digital technology, 

which can help to achieve this development, is still 
very restricted because of the computer illiteracy 

and poverty, as mentioned before. This illiteracy 

does not prevent in a way the large use of the cell 
phone, which has been proved efficient so far.  

 The knowledge society does not leave any room for 

illiterate people. An example of this can be seen 

through the persistence of illiteracy in the Arab 
World (where the percentage is more than 45% of 

the population, that is about 111 million, 74 million 
of these are women). The propagation of poverty 

and lack of suitable informatics programs concerning 

education and training workers, farmers, free tra d-
ersé all these factors make the emergence of a 

knowledge society very difficult in our countries. If 
we add to this the violent reaction of Islamic fu n-

damentalist against the ICT, we will understand the 
extension and danger of the problem of the Digital 

Divide.   

This does not mean that we are inviting people to 

reject ICT as it leads to more cognitive discrimina-

tion. On the contrary, we believe that it is an oppo r-
tunity that  we must seize so that we can develop 

new and suitable ways to reduce the effects of any 
severe and negative results of ICT on individuals 

and society. We can also consider these technolo-
gies as a tool that will help reconsider the distrib u-

tion of mental a nd material wealth all over the world 

(for example ICT can be used, in a way, to counter 
illiteracy, control administrations, train or re -train 

professionals and also take care of the citizens' 

healthé). 

All that has been mentioned above reveals that the 

digital divide is not only a mere difference between 
those who can or cannot afford to buy and use a 

computer but a total and complex phenomenon that 
requires total treatment. These techniques urge us 

to re-examine the human, cultural, economic and 

political development process, taking into considera-
tion man as a starting point to any development 

process. Thus if we do not find solutions to the 
problems of poverty, illiteracy, unemployment, 

education and lack of democracy (i.e. if we do not 

revaluate the status of men) we can never profit 
from the advantages of ICT in general. In other 

words, putting an end to the digital gap starts with 
the abolition of all the gaps: social, cultural, health 

and employment gaps. The digital revolution is not a 
"magic wand" t hat can solve all our complex and 

permanent problems. It is essential to find solutions 

first to the structural problems in order to provide 
suitable conditions that would allow us to profit from 

the advantages of the information and communic a-
tion revoluti on. Introducing computers at schools 

and universities will not lead automatically to a 

better level of education unless we restore and 
improve the educational system. Otherwise, this 

introduction of computers may in a way cause the 
level of students to go down. Similarly, equipping 

administrations with computers cannot give an 
effective result if employers are not re -trained or 

promoted culturally and materially so that they can 

cope with the new culture brought by these new 
machines. Spreading the culture of computer and 

new technologies must start in primary schools, 
youth organizations, and local authorities and not 

only in ministries and public administrations.  

A total view does not require regarding the ICT 

accidentally, that is not to consider these te chniques 
only as an instrument to resolve our temporary 

economic and social problems, but it implies regard-

ing them as a strategic instrument to build a know l-
edge society based on abundant information. In 

short, we have to pose the human element in the 
centre of any development concerning the ICT.  

The ICT revolution has created its own culture and 
values. Our devotion to this culture is necessary to 

our adherence to the environment of the web, 
provided that we remain cautious and vigilant to the 

leveling and anarchy that it creates. The passage 

from the traditional and particular system of values 
and conventions to the universal system, that the 

web imposes, has to be smooth; otherwise, the 
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"informatics antibodies" will attack this new culture 

and demand to impose restraints on the new space, 
which is to prevent citizens from having free access 

to the world of knowledge. The implantation of this 

new culture in our countries implies the reconsider a-
tion of all our educational and cultural systems. 

However, this does not mean that we call for the 
standardization and eradication of cultural diversity, 

or for believing in the necessity of tutelage on the 

informatics space, but we only call for being open to 
the universal without ignoring local cultures.  

The principle of transparency is essential for the 

information ethics, because we cannot fight corru p-

tion, violence and exclusion if there is an informatics 
blackout. Unfortunately, Africa has got a very bad 

rank concerning the level of transparency and 
democratic participation.   

We believe that the entrance of the informatics 
discourse in our culture can refresh our develop-

ment discourse so that it can go beyond its artificial 
contradictions. This is so because the informatics 

discourse does not raise any objection to joining 
opposites such as modernity and tradition, reason 

and revelation. However, our greatest and enduring 

problem is that our past is so voluminous, but if we 
apply informatics programs to this rich heritage, we 

can dominate and reconcile it with th e new culture 
of ICT.   

What is strange about this is that though there are 
more than 233 universities in the Arab World, 10 

million students, and more than 1000 centers of 
scientific research, yet they cannot transform these 

scientific capacities into efficient capabilities in the 

world of ICT. We notice that even if the Arab World 
is rich in written and oral heritage, it cannot convert 

this heritage into a cultural industry. This does not 
imply that the Arab World does not appear on the 

geo-cultural informatics map, but it means that its 
contribution and participation are not transformed 

into a knowledge society.  

The digital revolution has not only revealed our 

economical, political and cultural deficiencies, and 

given us a rare opportunity to catch up wi th the 
march of progress. It has also done more than this 

as it is trying to re -construct the human mind so 
that it can be fit and take up the new challenges of 

progress. In this context, is our African reason, 
though deeply rooted in heavy tradition and o b-

sessed by fundamentalist and nationalist dema-

gogies, able to be transformed in the light of the 
new methods and approaches of "virtual reason"? 

The answer is still to be found. And it is incumbent 

upon us to endeavor to find it.  
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Introduction 

One of the central aspects of globalisation today is 
the issue of cultural diversity. More than ever before 

the different cultures of the world are culturally 
drawn so closely on different levels. This proximity 

makes not only the issue, but also the challenges 
and in lesser cases, the chances of cultural diversity 

within the process of globalisation more conscious. 
This awareness of cultural diversity has led to di-

verse opinions and reactions within the global 

community. Scholars differ on the prospects and 
implications of this development.  

Globalisation, Africa and Cultural 
Diversity 

The issue of globalisation is certainly an issue of 
development both politically, technologically, eco-

nomically culturally etc. There is a link between 

culture and development. This is especially when 
development is seen more broadly. This link be-

tween culture and development could be seen from 
the point of view that culture can serve as ultimate 

catalyst or even hindrance for development. Consid-
ering the position of Africa today within the process 

of globalisation, this would entail, examining the 

relationship between culture in terms of cultural 
diversity and globalisation from an African perspec-

tive. For Africans globalisation in its present form 
implies an ever-increasing process of marginaliza-

tion.  

A closer look on Africa from the perspective of 

cultural diversity reveals that there is an inherent 
and intrinsic relationship between Africa and cultural 

diversity which could be likened to the identity -

relationship between the snake and lengthy body. 
Cultural diversity is a central part of the African 

collective identity. This central aspect of the African 
identity has not always proven to be a blessing for 

Africa in dealing with herself and also in her history 

especially in her encounter with the rest of the 
world. This is due to, among other things, the fact 

that the intrinsic African cultural diversity is dom i-
nantly an ethinicised cultural diversity. This im plies 

that the respective African cultures are specifically 
bounded and integrated mostly within particular 

groups. These define different parts of the continent 

in contradistinction to one another, emphasizing 
more of the differences and local contextuali ties at 

the expense of the collective Africa perspective. 

The African ñregional cultures were broken up and 

destroyed (or at least radically altered) primarily by 
the European and Islamic incursions going back 

some 500 years. The slave trade, introduction of 

new diseases, forced colonization, foreign language 
and religious impositions, and alien administration 

threw most of the continent into social, religious, 
political, and cultural confusion. Some of these 

regional cultures once had great civilizations and 

Kingdoms but a minimum of texts survived to record 
their ideas and achievements. What remains of 

them are fragmentary pictures: icons from ritual life, 
histories of smaller communities passed on orallyé. 

A true recovery, however, of these regional cu l-
tureséof a pre-colonial (sic) Africa, is extremely 

problematicðand this is made even more problem-

atic by the nature of developments in the postcol o-
nial experience.ò1 

 In the global age of today ñlocal contexts in the 

world are more and more dissolving into a  world-
wide network of interaction under the influence of 

technological innovations that have reduced to 

virtually zero the costs (in terms of time and money) 
of communication and information. Globalization 

was, in the first instance, observed with regard t o 
transnational movements of capital along electronic 

media but in the meantime turns out to have impo r-

tant cultural dimensions.ò2 Globalisation in its pre-
sent form and stage strongly promotes a ñmeta- 

local world culture, without local specificity and loc al 
validityé and hence devastating for any localizing 

cultural identity like the African one.ò3  This makes it 
all the more necessary to pose the question of 

cultural diversity and globalisation from an African 

perspective. 

Cultural diversity here has to be seen from two 
sides: the diversity intrinsic within the African cu l-

tural landscape and the diversity of cultures with 

which Africans are now being more intensively 
confronted within the process of globalisation. 

Globalisation, as stated above, is not simply an 
economic phenomenon but also ña new stage in the 

                                                

1 Bell, R.H., Understanding African Philosophy ï A 
Cross-Cultural Approach to Classical and Contem-

porary Issues,  New York & London, Routledge, 
2002, p. ix.  

2 Van Binsbergen, W., ñCan ICT belong in Africa, or 
is ICT owned by the North Atlantic region?ò 

http://www.shikanda.net/general/WIM_ICT_situati

ng.pdf retrieved 03 . Jan. 2007 p. 118 

3 Ibid, 123  

http://www.shikanda.net/general/WIM_ICT_situating.pdf%20retrieved%2003
http://www.shikanda.net/general/WIM_ICT_situating.pdf%20retrieved%2003
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evolution of humankind and hence of creation as a 

whole. As it constitutes a new way of being in terms 
of the whole and hence relationally, the issue b e-

comes that of living with all the peoples and cu ltures 

of the world.ò4  In Africa particularly globalisation, 
through its trespassing on cultures undermines 

acculturation and human relations and creates a 
conflicting situation. 5 This is a hermeneutical chal-

lenge for Africa. Africa is called upon to address, 

understand and interpret both her own and the 
global predicaments and cultural diversity for herself 

within the context of our todayôs global age. ñSuch 
contextualisation (like the issue of conflicts in Africa) 

implies, among the rest, that é Africans (sic) them-
selves provide the definitions of the criteria neces-

sary to deal with conflict, together with the suppor t-

ing structures needed to prevent, manage and 
resolve conflicts in Africa.ò6 For Africans this herme-

neutical task entails understanding and interpreting 
the two forms of cultural diversity within the frame 

of globalisation, global age and ñvillageò in terms of 

their own possibilities. 

On Intercultural Hermeneutics 

Hermeneutics grew up as an effort to describe more 

subtle and comprehensive patterns of comprehen-
sion, more specifically the ñhistoricalò and ñhumanis-

ticò modes of understanding. As the study of inter-
pretation and understanding of texts, it ñinvolves 

two different and interacting focuses of attention: 
(1) the event of understanding a t ext, and (2) the 

more encompassing question of what understanding 

and interpretation as such are.ò7  

Though hermeneutics is not a household word be it 
in philosophy or literary criticism, not to talk of 

common areas of human activities, most of the 

human daily actions could be termed hermeneutical. 

                                                

4 McLean, G.F., Hermeneutics for a Global Age, 
Washington D.C., The Council for Research in Val-

ue and Philosophy, 2003, p.2. 

5 Dalfovo, A.T. ñFrom Global Interests to Cultural 
Values.ò in: Blanchette, O. et al (eds) Philosophical 

Challenges and Opportunities of Globalization. Vol. 
1 p. 267. 

6 Ibid. P. 268 

7 Palmer R.E. Hermeneutics ï Interpretation Theory 

in Schleiermacher, Dilthey, Heidegger, and Gada-

mer, 
   Evanston 1969, p.8 

Most of these are efforts towards or processes of 

interpretation and understanding. One needs to 
consider the ubiquity of interpretation and the 

generality of the usage of the term interpretation. In 

fact, from t he time we wake up in the morning until 
we sink into sleep, we are ñinterpretingò. On waking 

we glance at the bedside clock and interpret its 
meaning: we recall what day it is, and in grasping 

the meaning of the day we are already primordially 

recalling ourselves the way we are placed in the 
world and our plans for the future; we rise and must 

interpret the words and gestures of those we meet 
on the daily round. Interpretation is, then, perhaps 

the most basic act of human thinking; indeed exis t-
ing itself may be said to be a process of interpret a-

tion.8 

In our global world of today, existence in itself could 

be understood as a ñconstant process of interpreta-
tionò. ñThe science of hermeneutics as an act of 

interpretation and understanding undergoes a 

fundamental change in todayôs global contexté and 
it experiences an unprecedented widening of its 

horizonséò9  The issue might then boil down to the 
question of what kind of interpretation do one need 

today to grasp the dynamics of globalisation espe-

cially with regards to African cultural diversity.  

The foregoing indicates that we need a new form of 
approach when it comes to understanding within the 

context of African cultural diversity today. The kind 

of hermeneutics needed here is the intercultural 
form. This is due to the fact that, among others, 

what is involved here entails a laying open of a 
culture or cultures, a laying out that implies ñrea-

sonable explanationò and translation not only within 
a single culture but from one cultural world into the 

other.10 ñThus in approaching Africaéwe must work 

hard to determine what is significant from the point 
of view of its people. Understanding anything is 

always tied to its surroundings, which include la n-
guage, customs, geography, iconic traditions, and 

especially the ordinary practices of its people.ò11 

The above also applies when one tries to under-

stand ones own culture and the otherôs culture For 
Africa this would imply that it involves the process of 

bringing African cultures and equally non-African 

                                                

8 Ibid  P. 8f 

9 Mall A.R. Intercultural Philosophy, Lanham, p. 15 

10 Palmer R.E., p.13 

11 Bell, Ibid.p.1  
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cultures to the under standing of Africans and non-

Africans in such a way that they would be in  a 
position to serve as catalysts for Africans within the 

process of globalisation. This is more so for what 

applies to the understanding between Africans and 
non-Africans apply equally to Africans among them-

selves and between the different local African cul-
tures. 

The hermeneutic entailed here involves a type of 
mediation and ñmessage bringingò process for 

Africans for themselves; from African cultures, 
through Africans, to themselves and to non-Africans 

on the one hand and on the other hand letting other 

non-African cultures address the African cultural 
worlds especially within the context of globalisation. 

There is need for a ñlaying openò of the African 
cultures to Africans themselves and non-Africans. 

This will imply a discursive process in understand-
ing. Africa here has to assert herself and her cul-

tures. This leads to a ñlaying outò i.e. explaining it to 

both parties involved. This implies three dimen-
sions. Firstly the culture in question African or non-

African has to express itself. This is a stage where it 
will be left for this particular culture in its peculiar i-

ties to express itself as such. This is not an issue of 

instrumentalising the cultures, be it by its members 
or external agents to achieve any other purpose. 

The central purpose must be that of making this 
particular culture be appropriately understood. 

Hence an honest effort towards objective self ex-
pression of the culture in question is presupposed.  

Subsequent to this is the phase of explanation. 
Explanation emphasizes the discursive aspect of 

understanding a culture. It makes the explanatory 
rather than the expressive dimensions in cultural 

encounter the main focus. The primary goal here is 

to explain a culture, rational ize on it and make clear 
both to its members and non -members. Here that 

which is brought to expression in the first phase,  in 
our case a particular African culture for instance, will 

have to be made intelligible not only to the culturally 

other or cultura l outsider but also to the members of 
the particular African culture in question. This i n-

cludes an introduction into, and invitation to partic i-
pate in the intrinsic logic, values, judgments, co n-

clusions etc, of this particular culture in question.  

This is followed by the phase of translation. Among 

other things, translation brings the particular African 
culture to a kind of clash with itself through its 

members and also with the cultural world of the 

non-members. The already expressed and explained 
particular African culture gets translated into the 

cultural framework of the real (spatial and temporal) 

contextuality of its members and to non -members. 

This gives room, among others, for critical self 
reflexion, dialogue and what would be an unde r-

standing of t he culture in question.  

Cultural diversity within the context of Globalisation 

from an intercultural hermeneutical (African) pe r-
spective would, at the long run, mean a laying bare 

of African and non-African cultures, a laying out that 

implies an explanation not only to the outsiders but 
also to ourselves coupled with a translation from the 

African cultural into the non -African world and vice 
versa.  This will go a long way in reversing the 

negative dynamics of the intrinsic African cultural 

diversity and make the diverse African cultures serve 
as ultimate catalyst for development of Africa in our 

global age. 
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Introduction 

According to Mazrui,1 there are three distinct ways 
that globalization is interpreted: as economic inte r-

dependency across vast distances; information 
availability and movement across vast distances; 

and reduction of the world into a global village. 
Mazrui further states that 2 forms of globalization 

can be identified: economic globalization and cul-
tural globalization. Globalization is also viewed as 

the opening up and interconnectedness of the 

world. This openness and interconnection has been 
given impetus by the need to open up economic and 

trade markets as well as developments in informa-
tion and communication technologies culminating in 

the so called  ñknowledge economyò.  Many people 

assert that globalization is characterized by a mis-
match of political and economic power, and that it is 

the more powerful countries in the north that ben e-
fit from globalization.  

It has been stated in some quarters that colonialism 
can be viewed as the first stage of globalization. 2 

Mazrui agrees with this sentiment and states that 
although the term globalization is new, the actual 

process started centuries ago fueled by 4 major 

engines of religion, technology, economy and em-
pire building.  Colonialism was about empire build-

ing, finding raw materials and new markets 3. To do 
this effectively, the colonizers used religion to u n-

dermine the rich cultures of the colonized people. At 
the same time, many people were displaced from 

their cultural lands to make ways for settlers and for 

development; cultural objects and artifacts were 
plundered and carried away from the colonized 

countries; indigenous knowledge of communities 
was at the same time denigrated as it was appropri-

ated to create new products and ideas by the colo-

nizers.  

Misappropriation of indigenous knowledge and other 
products and artifacts is therefore not a new thing 

and has been going on for many centuries. It was 

only in the 20 th Century that issues of the intellec-
tual property of communities from which the IK 

originates who were mostly in developing countries 

                                                

1 Mazrui, Ali: Pan Africanism  and the Origins of 
Globalization 

2 Saul, Samir: Colonialism. 

3 Mazrui, Ali: PanAfricanism and the Origins of 
Globalization 

was given any thought. These issues are still being 

debated and grappled with, and it is contended that 
globalization and the knowledge economy necessi-

tates the protection and promotion of IK  - a move 

that has ethical implications. 

Indigenous knowledge and its 
importance 

Many writers have defined indigenous knowledge as 

the knowledge, ideas and practices that are peculiar 
to a particular community and embody the comm u-

nityôs identity and ways of surviving and maintaining 
the environment they find themselves in. Jones and 

Hunter maintain that there are varied meanings to 

indigenous knowledge and these emanate from the 
fact that  IK itself is ñembedded in the cultural fabric 

woven with the social, economic, technical, and 
scientific threads of a people developed and refined 

over timeò.4 However, some definitions of IK are 

based on the fact that it is derived from commun i-
ties that are indigenous to a region or place. These 

may include the Maori of New Zealand, Basarwa of 
Botswana, American Indians and the indigenous 

people of Canada. But also, IK is often associated 

with rural based communities that possess limited or 
no education and who still live as one with nature, 

using IK to survive the vagrancies of nature. Ho w-
ever, it is the contention that IK is not only a pr e-

serve of indigenous people or rural communities; IK 
is the knowledge that is held communally by com-

munities that have lived in a particular area a sig-

nificant amount of time. These communities may be 
indigenous, rural or urban. IK therefore represents a 

strategy that is used by communities to deal with 
everyday issues of life, be it food production, health, 

education, the environment, etc. Kiggundu disti n-

guishes between indigenous knowledge and indige-
nous knowledge systems (IKS). He states that IK is 

also referred to as folklore; and IKS refers to the 
techniques and methods used by communities to 

harness the IK5. 

Most IK, especially in developing countries, is not 

documented and is transmitted orally from gener a-
tion to generation. As such, it is vulnerable to gra d-

                                                

4 Jones, Michael & Hunter, Joshua: Enshrining 
Indigenous Knowledge in the National Science 

Curriculum. 

5 Kiggundu, J. Intellectual Property Law and the 
Protection of Indigenous Knowledge. 
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ual disappearance due to the influence of globaliza-

tion and as individuals who lived life in the old way 
depart this life. Arguments have been raised that 

undocumented IK is considered to be in the public 

domain and therefore available for all with the 
possibility of being easily misappropriated. It is for 

these reasons that the documentation of IK has 
been advocated; the creation of digital libraries is 

seen as a way that ownership of IK can be artic u-

lated and the databases used to check whether the 
IK is new or has always existed and therefore can-

not be patented to individuals wishing to own it.  

The importance of IK has been acknowledged as 

crucial for health, agriculture and for commercial 
value in many other products. Arts and crafts em a-

nating from indigenous knowledge have also at-
tracted a lot of attention. The products of IK ther e-

fore are part of a multi milli on trade and investment 
in the world. Moahi, quoting Sahai notes that: ñThe 

global market for herbal products is exploding; it is 

estimated to touch 5 trillion by 2020. Four out of ten 
people in the US are using what they call alternative 

medicine, even when the cost is not covered by 
medical insuranceò6. The issue is that since such 

information is undocumented and is thus in the 

public domain, it has been used to produce goods 
and products from which the communities who own 

the IK have not benefited. It is  for these reasons 
that people have advocated documentation to guard 

against the disappearance and misappropriation of 
IK. In spite of this interest and the money that is 

being made from IK, communities who own it are 

sliding further and further into pover ty. 

According to Daes7 IK is also a very important 
resource for communities because it is very much 

tied to the socio-economic, spiritual and cultural 

aspects of the ownersô lives. He concludes therefore 
that the protection of IK cannot be divorced from 

rights to land, culture and to adequate livelihood for 
communities who own IK. At the same time IK is 

also important for the world as a whole, and should 

be shared as long as communities are consulted and 
acquiesce to its use and most importantly, benefit 

from such use. 

                                                

6 Moahi, Kgomotso H: Documenting Indigenous 
Knowledge Systems: Prospects and Challenges 

7 Daes, Erica-Irene: Some Observations and Current 

Developments on the Protection of the Intellectual 
Property of Indigenous People 

IK as a public good and 
globalization 

Economic globalization is characterized by transna-
tional and multinational corporations seeking to 
extend their markets and sources of raw materials 

and ideas. Generally they tend to look for such in 

less developed countries. Indeed, Luna writes that 
there is a great rush to the worldôs forests to learn 

of the potential of medicinal plants 8. This according 
to Mudiwa9 is due to the fact that biological r e-

sources are the mainstay of manôs survival and 
these are mostly found in developing countries. 

Although the contention is that biological resources 

are meant for the good of the entire world, the irony 
is that the finished products such as drugs are 

patented and are out of reach for poor countries 
and communities.  

Negating IK  

Cultural globalization can contribute to the erosion 
of peopleôs languages and culture. This may have an 

effect on IK as the tendency is to be dismissive of 

undocumented, unscientific knowledge. Develop-
ments in media and information com munication 

technologies contribute to this state of affairs. The 
effect has been to engender a negative attitude in 

most of the people towards all things indigenous, 

such as traditional practices relating to health, 
education, agriculture, etc. The major a rgument 

advanced is that such practices have no scientifically 
proven basis. Indigenous information is regarded as 

inferior and not backed and validated by scientific 
methods. 

Individualization and 
commercialization of IK 

Globalization has commoditized and privatized 

knowledge, resulting in the knowledge economy. 
Indigenous knowledge has not been exempt from 

this privatization. Knowledge that was in the public 
domain, owned by communities and passed down 

                                                

8 Luna, Jonathan: Bioprospecting or Biopiracy, the 

Complex Relations of the Appropriation of Indi-
genous Knowledge 

9 Mudiwa, Morries. Global Commons: the Case of 

Indigenous Knowledge, Intellectual Property 
Rights and Biodiversity 
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from generation to generation, has been privatized 

by applying intellectual property rights that confer 
rights on individuals, effectively robbing whole 

communities. Daes states that globalization is a two 

edged sword: on the one hand it has opened up the 
world so that there is a free flow of ideas; whilst 

however, a few voices, and global corporations have 
drowned out other voices10. It is therefore not a 

surprise that IK is said to be under threat.  

IK as a knowledge system worth 
having 

Developments in information and communication 
technologies have fuelled what is now commonly 

referred to as the knowledge economy. The basis of 
this economy is that we live in a world where the 

major currency is information and knowledge just as 
much, if not more than capital and land. It is posited 

that whoever has access to information and know l-

edge and uses it effectively can expect to develop 
and generate wealth. A major argument is that 

developing nations are not progressing because they 
do not have access to knowledge that they would 

use to improve production and generate wealth. 

However, knowledge is available for use by develop-
ing countries, but it is not attractive because it is 

said to be unscientific, and can only be useful if 
subjected to the scientific methods which are mainly 

a western construct that the rest of th e world ad-
heres to. The development of information commun i-

cation technologies has however, brought IK into 

focus as a knowledge system worth having ï hence 
the clamor to obtain IK and develop products and 

services of value. 

The paradox of intellectual 
property rights 

The knowledge economy has had a number of 
influences and impact on indigenous knowledge and 

communities who own it. Thomas and Nyamnjoh 11 
have succinctly spelt out the ways in which both 

globalization and the knowledge economy have 

                                                

10 Daes, Erica-Irene: Some Observations and Cur-

rent Developments on the Protection of the Inte l-
lectual Property of  Indigenous People 

11 Thomas Pradip & Nyamnjoh Francis: Intellectual 

Property Challenges in Africa: Indigenous Know-
ledge Systems and the Fate of Connected Worlds 

impacted IK. First, in the knowledge economy, 

intellectual property has been given a very high 
profile and represents greater economic value. 

Indeed, much of the intellectual property of know l-

edge products is not vested in those who created it, 
but rather in global cor porations that become the 

content providers and therefore command the 
greatest profits. The efforts being made to apply 

intellectual property rights, which are by nature 

individualistic, to knowledge that is communally 
owned, such as IK, has created a myriad of prob-

lems, especially for the communities who own the 
IK.  Thomas and Nyamnjoh further state that some 

elements of IK such as ñmusic, weaves, symbols, 
artifacts, knowledge of natural resources, dance 

steps, motifs ï are steadily becoming privatized and 

have become part of  the circuits of knowledge 
production, distribution and consumptionò. 12 The 

effect has been commercialization of these products 
with the result that they become trivialized and 

loose their sacredness and meaning. Indeed, as 

stated before, the communities whose baskets, etc 
are commercialized do not benefit to the extent that 

global capital does ï women may weave baskets in 
Botswana, sell these to a middleman who conducts 

brisk trade in supplying some global partner who 
then makes much more money than the women will 

ever see from products of their own knowledge and 

hands. Thomas and Nyamnjoh state that as the 
knowledge economy spreads its tentacles, it begins 

to displace IK from the hands of its owners, the 
communities. The knowledge is then ñreconfigured 

in response to the asking and dictates of global 

capitalò.13 

Dispossessing Communities of IK 

Globalization or neo-colonialism as some refer to it, 

has played a large role in dispossessing communities 
of their knowledge and identity. Many ideas and 

knowledge have been removed from communities 
through agreements for bilateral aid. Research 

organizations and governments in developing coun-

                                                

12 Thomas Pradip & Nyamnjoh Francis: Intellectual 

Property Challenges in Africa: Indigenous Know-
ledge Systems and the Fate of Connected Worlds 

 

13 Thomas Pradip & Nyamnjoh Francis: Intellectual 

Property Challenges in Africa: Indigenous Know-

ledge Systems and the Fate of Connected Worlds 

 



IRIE 
International Review of Information Ethics Vol.7 (09/2007) 

 

Kgomotso H. Moahi  
Globalization, Knowledge Economy and the implication for Indigenous Knowledge   59  

tries benefit from donor funding as long as they will 

accept foreign students and researchers to come 
and conduct research and invariably take home all 

the data and findings which eventually find their 

way back to developing countries as products devel-
oped in the West and patented there. Clearly there 

is dire need for intervention aimed at protecting IK 
and ensuring that the economic gains of communi-

ties and the protection of their sacred and confide n-

tial knowledge is assured. 

Ethical Dilemmas of not Protecting 
IK 

Despite the problems of protecting IK, there are 

however some ethical dilemmas of not protecting i t 
and Ngôetich14 points them out clearly. Many com-

munities that own documentation are slowly disa p-
pearing and their way of life is changing. It is ther e-

fore crucial that IK should be preserved through 

documentation. Second, although there are issues 
with Western technology through multinational 

corporations bankrolling the appropriation of IK, it is 
a fact that this technology is required as many 

communities do not have the means to facilitate the 

appropriation. Third, not documenting IK means 
that it is tak en to be in the public domain to be 

picked up and used by anyone who has the means, 
documenting it means that there is a database 

against which patent claims can be checked. Fourth, 
knowledge and information have been shown to be 

the means to development and economic benefits, 

protecting IK secures IK for appropriation by the 
communities themselves through what  Ruiz15 refers 

to as contracts and know-how licenses that regulate 
access to IK and establish terms under which such 

IK can be used as well as how communities should 

benefit. 

                                                

14 Ngôetich, Kibet A: Indigenous Knowledge, Alterna-
tive Medicine and Intellectual Property Rights 

Concerns in Kenya 

15 Ruiz, Manuel: Policy Briefs: National and Regional 
Laws to Protect IK related to Genetic Resources 

Issues of protecting and 
promoting IK 

According to writers such as Chisenga16 developing 
countries, especially Africa contributes a minimal 
amount of knowledge or content on the Internet. 

The Internet is completely dominated by the US, 

Europe and Asia. Such writers have insisted that 
these countries need to put their own indigenous  

information on the global network so that they not 
only look to foreign, westernized information to 

solve their problems, but also have access to their 
own. The argument is that such countries do have 

knowledge that is indigenous to their situation and 

therefore can assist them in surviving and generat-
ing wealth, and this information can be a means of 

bridging the knowledge divide that seems to exist. 
However, there are problems and issues to deal 

with.  

First, is the failure of governments to harness IK 

even as they acknowledge that sustainable devel-
opment can be abetted by integrating IK. There is 

talk of the importance of IK and the need to protect 

it, but governments have not done much, with a 
very few exceptions such as South Africa, India, 

Brazil, etc. The vacuum that is therefore created by 
the governments tends to be filled by other intern a-

tionals organizations and researchers who may do 

so legally and illegally. Where international organiza-
tions provide support to efforts by government to 

harness and document IK, there are agreements 
that are made which provide access to external 

forces to the IK, sometimes without consultation of 
communities.17   

Intellectual property rights agreements and conve n-
tions have been signed which according to owners 

of IK propose measures that run counter to the 
beliefs and cultures of the communities and tend to 

take a non-holistic approach that does not consider 

the rights of IK owners to land, biodiversity, and self 
determination, i.e. consider in situ IK protection: 

ñIndigenous peoples have called for approaches for 
protection of rights over IK to be holistic, reflecting 

their holistic worldviews, where knowledge is ine x-

tricably linked to traditional territories, resources 

                                                

16 Chisenga, Justin: Indigenous Knowledge: Africaôs 

Opportunity to contribute to Global Information 
Content 

17 Thomas Pradip & Nyamnjoh Francis: Intellectual 

Property Challenges in Africa: Indigenous Know-
ledge Systems and the Fate of Connected Worlds 
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and cultureò. Also Swiderska & Argumedo,18 re-

viewed a number (8) of UN agenciesô activities in 
protection of IK. They found a common thread of 

weaknesses in the work of all these agencies that 

lend credence to the criticism leveled against these 
organizations by communities owning IK and other 

interested parties. These include creating an artifi-
cial boundary between IK, biodiversity and folklore 

and crafts; Treating IK in isolation from human 

rights of the communities that own IK, there is need 
for more recognition in this regard, and it has been 

missing; Membership is typically made up of gov-
ernment representatives, and communities are 

hardly represented and therefore are excluded from 
making decisions that affect them.  

Second, there is reliance on Western science and 
technology to transform IK and produ cts into value 

added products, and once this is done, communities 
tend to loose control of the product and not benefit 

from the profits that are made ï and yet the know l-

edge originated from them.  Also according to 
Kawoooya, African scholars, researchers and scien-

tists are said to be reluctant to digitize IK because 
the very tools of the information society make it 

easy for such knowledge to be misappropriated. 

Others have argued that documenting IK, exposes it 
to the public when some communities would pref er 

to keep their own IK to themselves rather than 
expose it. Some communities may have own laws 

and regulations about what information may be 
disclosed and under what circumstances. This may 

be at variance with the establishment of national IK 

repositories or even IPR. Other arguments are that 
putting IK in the public stage may disadvantage 

communities that are rural and poor who may be 
unable to defend their knowledge and resources 

once they are out there from misappropriation.  

Third, it is argued that IK can be protected by sui 
generis laws where the state legislates on behalf of 
the communities who own IK. Writers have e x-

pressed concern at this stating that it is undermining 

indigenous peoplesô right to self determination and 
control of their own resource s, and in some in-

stances, may result n the exploitation and marginal i-
zation of such communities. Organizations such as 

WIPO and WTO advocate the use of existing or 

novel sui generis measures to protect IK.  WIPOôs 
Model Provisions for National Laws on the Protection 
of expressions of Folklore against Illicit exploitation 

                                                

18 Swiderska, Krystyna & Argumendo, Alejandro: 

Towards a Holistic Approach to Indigenous Know-
ledge Protection 

and other Prejudicial Actions provides a sui generis 

model for countries to adopt. 19 In spite of this, few 
countries have sui generis protection, particularly in 

the African context.  

Fourth it has been argued that access to the Inte r-

net will enable the developing countries to put their 
own content on to the Internet. However, Daes 

argues that for indigenous people, it will then be a 

struggle to keep their most sacred and private 
knowledge out of the Internet. òAt the touch of the 

finger, volumes of confidential material will be 
placed irreversibly on the global public domain ï the 

global commons-, where it can then be transformed 

and commercially exploited by othersò.20 Questions 
do arise: who will be responsible for putting content 

on the Internet? Will communities be able to access 
their own content? What powers will communities 

have to control access and use to that content? 
These are very real issues that must be addressed if 

IK is to come into its own and drive the develo p-

ment process. 

Suggested approached to protect 
and promote IK 

Given the weaknesses found in international efforts 
at protecting IK, there is a need for home grown 
solutions that will take into consideration the holistic 

rights of communities and involve them in policy 

making, decision making and implementation. At 
present, governments in the developing countries, 

particularly in Africa, have not expended their ene r-
gies on the issue of protecting IK. If there are any 

activities, they are restricted to universities and 
research institutions without the participation of 

governments in devising policies and legislations 

governing bioprospecting , research and trade in IK, 
biodiversity and artifacts.  

According to Moahi21, Governments can and should 

take more active interest in matters concerning IK.   

                                                

19 Kawooya, Dick: Copyright, Indigenous Knowledge 
and Africaôs University Libraries: the Case of 

Uganda 

20 Daes, Erica-Irene: Some Observations and Cur-

rent Developments on the Protection of the Inte l-
lectual Property of  Indigenous People 

21 Moahi, Kgomotso H: Documenting Indigenous 

Knowledge Systems in Africa: Prospects and Chal-
lenges 
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They should do this by setting the national agenda 

through developing national IK policies and formul a-
tion of legislature that would protect and promote 

the use of IK for the national interest.   

In taking an active position regarding IK, gover n-

ments should do so in consultation with the various 
communities that own IK; there has to be collabor a-

tion and agreements on how, for example, sacred IK 

is to be treated; how communities  must be con-
sulted and play a active role in the protection, 

promotion and use of its IK, and in ensuring that IK 
protection is done in a holistic manner that takes 

into consideration all aspects of IK. In considering 

what should be done to protect and pro mote IK in 
Botswana, Kiggundu22 suggests the University of 

Botswana should take the lead and should therefore 
educate communities about indigenous knowledge 

rights. This would be a good approach and it is the 
contention here that governments should move to 

designate organizations to protect and promote IK, 

whilst at the same time educating communities 
about the importance of IK in IK rights.  

Governments can also act by supporting and cham-

pioning IK resource centers or repositories to act as 

clearinghouses for collecting, documenting and 
disseminating IK by sponsoring and encouraging 

research into IK in the same way that governments 
in South Africa, India, Brazil are doing. They can 

involve communities in IK documentation exercises 

to ensure that holistic documentation is maintained.  

Another form of promoting and protecting IK is 
documenting IK in databases and websites to estab-

lish prior existence and deter fraudulent claims of 

IP. This should be done in consultation with com-
munities where responsibility of pu tting IK in dat a-

base is clearly articulated and access issues are 
taken into consideration and measures put in place 

to ensure proper use of the IK. According to Ki g-
gundu23, once IK is documented in digital form it 

becomes easier to market it for the benefi t of com-

munities and to prevent what he terms ñunauthor-
ized and surreptitious exploitationò. This has been 

done in countries such as India and Brazil.  

                                                

22 Kiggundu, J. University Education and Intellectual 
Property in the Digital Era: Whither Botswana? 

23 Kiggundu, J. University Education and Intellectual 

Property in the Digital Era: Whither Botswana? 
2007 

Government should also in consultation and collabo-

ration with communities put in place sui generis 
legislation to govern the flow and use of IK in bid to 

protect it from misappropriation on the grounds that 

it cannot be patented because it does not have 
novelty value. This can be done by adding legisla-

tion within the existing laws that govern intellectual 
property rights. Kiggundu24 gives an example of how 

this may be done especially with regard to IK in 

areas of food, drinks and medicine. He states that 
such knowledge can be protected by geographic 

indications where patenting may not be possible. 

Conclusion 

This paper has shown how globalization and the 

knowledge economy has affected Indigenous 
Knowledge. Globalization and the knowledge econ-

omy have exposed IK for the potential and actual 
value it has yielded to the worldôs most powerful 

multinational corporat ions. At the same time too, 

globalization has negated IK by viewing it as untried 
and untested unless it is processed by Western 

technology. IK has also been individualized and 
commercialized to the point where symbols that are 

held sacred by communities are trivialized as slo-

gans and logos that are used and patented. From 
the above, it is very clear that efforts must be 

expended to protect IK, if only to mitigate the above 
issues. This paper has considered a number of ways 

that have been used to protect IK : enacting sui 
generis laws; documenting IK; seeking contract 

licensing, etc. However, in order for the above to 

work, governments will have to take a more proa c-
tive stance and be at the forefront instead of bac k-

ground. 

Despite the above, there are many initiatives in the 

developing world that are aimed at providing the 
much needed intervention to protect and promote 

IK in the face of globalizations. South Africa for 
example, has an IKS policy that was adopted in 

2004 and supports research into IKS. Nigerians were 

recently urged by Obasanjo to set up a training and 
research institute in the field of traditional medicine. 

South Asian countries are poised to create a digital 
library of the regionôs traditional knowledge and 

develop laws against misappropriation. India has 
had its own traditional knowledge digital library 

which has been used as a benchmark by other 

countries. 

                                                

24 Kiggundu, J. Op Cit. (note 23) 
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The global distribution of material resources should 

bother any conscientious person.  One billion of the 
worldôs six billion people live on less than $1 per 

day, while 2 billion live on less than $3 per day.  

Poverty in the affluent world is largely relative in the 
sense that someone who is ñpoorò simply means he 

has significantly less than what others around him 
have.  But since wealth is, unfortunately, frequently 

associated in the West with moral worth, it is impo r-

tant to realize that relative poverty is a genuinely 
painful condition.  People who live in conditions of 

relative poverty are generally treated with less 
respect ï and hence are denied something that is 
essential to human well -being.

1
 

In the developing world, poverty and the suffering it 
causes is considerably worse.  Here poverty is 

characteristically ñabsoluteò in the sense that people 
do not have enough to consistently meet their basic 

needs.  People in absolutel poverty lack consistent 
access to adequate nutrition, clean water, and 

health care, as well as face death from a variety of 

diseases that are easily cured in affluent nations.  
Indeed, 15 million children die every year of maln u-

trition in a world whe re the food that is disposed of 
as garbage by affluent persons is enough to save 

most, if not all, of these lives.  

Fortunately, life-threatening poverty has begun to 

attract the attention of parties and organizations 
that hold passionately conflicting views on many 

other pressing moral issues.  Liberals and conserva-

tives in the U.S. might disagree about, say, abortion 

                                                

1 Nevertheless, poverty is becoming more serious in 
countries like the U.S., where a recent study 

shows an increase in the percentage of the popu-
lation in ñsevere poverty,ò shich is defined as hav-

ing an income less than half of that defined by the 
federal poverty line.  The number of people living 

in severe poverty increased by 26% from 2000 to 

2005.  See, e.g., Tony Pugh, ñMore Americans 
Falling Deeper into Depths of Poverty,ò Seattle 
Times,  February 26, 2007;  available at 
http://archives.seattletimes.nwsource.com/cgi -

bin/texis.cgi/web/vortex/display?slug=poverty26&

date=20070226&query=poverty .  Moreover, there 
is some absolute poverty in the U.S., as there are 

now more than 750,000 persons who are home-
less.  See Stephen Olemacher, ñOfficial Count: 

754,000 people believed homeless in U.S., Seattle 
Times, Wednesday, February 28, 2007; available 

at 

http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/nationworl
d/2003592874_homeless28.html.  

rights; but everyone seems to agree that something 

should be done about absolute poverty. 

It is hard to overstate the significance of this em erg-

ing consensus on absolute poverty.  People in the 
U.S. commonly believe the only moral obligations 

that we owe to other people are negative in the 
sense they require only that we refrain from pe r-

forming certain acts; for example, we are obligated 

not to  shoot other people, but not to do something 
to save someoneôs life.  That citizens in the U.S. are 

converging on a desire to help the absolutely poor 
given this unfortunate view of moral obligations is 

quite remarkable. 

In this essay, I would like to do t hree things.  First, I 

would like to provide a broad and brief overview of 
the effects of absolute poverty in creating an info r-

mation gap and a digital divide and the effects of 

these gaps in perpetuating absolute poverty.  Sec-
ond, I would like to show tha t ordinary case intui-

tions, normative ethical theories, and theological 
considerations converge in entailing a moral obliga-

tion to help those in poverty.  Third, I would like to 
argue, all too briefly, that although this surely 

involves making donations of both cash and food ï 

free of the sorts of conditions that are frequently 
imposed by organizations like the IMF and World 

Bank ï it also involves donations of a sort that are 
specifically targeted to close the information and 

digital divides. 

The argument for this latter conclusion will be 

grounded in two considerations.  First, it will be 
grounded in certain basic principles that have gov-

erned ñglobalizationò ï the process by which trade 

barriers between countries have systematically been 
reduced over the last couple of decades ï usually to 

the advantage of affluent nations and to the disa d-
vantage of developing nations.  Second, it will be 

grounded in certain claims about the most effic a-
cious way to satisfy our collective and individual 

obligations to alleviate the conditions of life -

threatening poverty.  I will conclude that (1) these 
measures should be borne both individually and 

collectively by taxpayers in affluent nations; and (2) 
corporations should waive certain intellectual prop-

erty rights that up to  now they have been extremely 

reluctant to waive in order to prepare developing 
nations for a global economy that satisfies basic 

principles of fairness. 

http://archives.seattletimes.nwsource.com/cgi-bin/texis.cgi/web/vortex/display?slug=poverty26&date=20070226&query=poverty
http://archives.seattletimes.nwsource.com/cgi-bin/texis.cgi/web/vortex/display?slug=poverty26&date=20070226&query=poverty
http://archives.seattletimes.nwsource.com/cgi-bin/texis.cgi/web/vortex/display?slug=poverty26&date=20070226&query=poverty
http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/nationworld/2003592874_homeless28.html
http://seattletimes.nwsource.com/html/nationworld/2003592874_homeless28.html
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The Bi-Directional Relationship 
between Absolute Poverty and the 
Digital and Information Divides 

There are gaps in access to information and infor-
mation communication technologies (ICTs) within 

nations and between nations.  Within the US, for 
example, there are such gaps between rich and poor 

citizens, whites and blacks, and urban dwellers and 
rural dwellers.  According to the Department of 

Commerce (1999): 

The 1998 data reveal significant disparities, in-
cluding the following: Urban households with i n-
comes of $75,000 and higher are more than 
twenty times more likely to have access to the 
Internet than rural  households at the lowest in-
come levels, and more than nine times as likely 
to have a computer at home.  Whites are more 
likely to have access to the Internet from home 
than Blacks or Hispanics have from any location.  
Black and Hispanic households are approxi-
mately one-third as likely to have home Internet 
access as households of Asian/Pacific Islander 
descent, and roughly two-fifths as likely as 
White households.  Regardless of income level, 
Americans living in rural areas are lagging be-
hind in Internet a ccess.  Indeed, at the lowest 
income levels, those in urban areas are more 
than twice as likely to have Internet access than 
those earning the same income in rural areas.   

Other things being equal, poor people in the US are 

less likely to have access to online information and 
the ICTs that makes access possible than affluent 

people. 

Similar gaps exist between the affluent developed 

world and the impoverished developing world.    
Although Internet access is increasing across the 

world, it is still the case that a comparatively small 
percentage of the developing worldôs poor has 

Internet access.   A 2005 UNESCO report indicated 
that only 11% of the worldôs population has access 

to the Internet, but 90% of these persons live in the 
affluent industrialized developed world.

2
  

                                                

2 Matias Ponce, ñUNESCO Report Highlights Digital 
Divide,ò (November 4, 2005); available at 

http://english.ohmynews.com/articleview/article_v

iew.asp?article_class=4&no=256818&rel_no=1.  
Accessed February 16, 2007. 

Although these differences in access to ICTs and 

information correlate with differences in wealth, 
there is a causal relation between them.  Obviously, 

people who are too poor to fully meet their immed i-

ate survival needs cannot afford either ICT access 
and the training that prepares one to take adva n-

tage of such access.  But not being able to afford 
such training and access is likely to perpetuate 

poverty in a global economy increasingly requiring 

the ability to access, process, and evaluate informa-
tion.  Lack of access owing to poverty is a vicious 

circle that helps to ensure continuing poverty.  

The Moral Dimensions of the 
Information and Digital Divides 

As there is confusion and disagreement about the 
concepts of digital and information divi des, I would 
like to provide a brief explanation of these notions 

as used in this paper.  A digital divide between 

groups A and B refers to a gap in meaningful access 
to ICTs, which requires the ability to use ICTs to 

economic and cultural advantage.  On this concep-
tion, someone who has the relevant ICTs but can do 

no more with them than download music from 

online sharing sites has access, but not meaningful 
access, to ICTs because she does not have the 

ability, opportunity, or disposition to use them in a 
way that promotes her cultural knowledge or ec o-

nomic well-being.   

An information gap between groups A and B refers 

not only to a gap in access to information that can 
potentially improve a memberôs cultural knowledge 

and economic well-being, but also refers to a lack of 
ability, opportunity, or disposition to use that info r-

mation in a way that contributes to that memberôs 

cultural knowledge and economic well-being.  
Someone who can find information that can ground 

economically productive activity, but lacks the ability 
(perhaps because of underdeveloped analytic skills) 

or opportunity to put it to use would suffer from an 

information gap relative to someone who is su c-
ceeding in the ñinformationò or ñknowledgeò society. 

These kinds of divides are typically characterized as 

problems to be remedied, but the ethical issues are 

more complex than is commonly assumed.  Some-
one who thinks that such gaps unambiguously 

present a moral wrong that must be rectified focus 
primarily on the benefits of ICTs and their meani ng-

ful use.  Having meaningful access to ICT, which 
includes the skills to be able to process information 

in a way that creates marketable value, results in 


