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The Digital Inflection Point - Is There Hope at the End of the Tunnel? 

Anita Gurumurthy & Amay Korjan 

 

Limits of the Tech-Transfer Paradigm   

Today, development agencies and international fora increasingly champion the potential of the new 

technological paradigm to tackle persisting realities of underdevelopment and inequality. The policy 

consensus on the agenda of inclusion and digital infrastructure, including to address systemic crises 

like climate change, reflects a strong determinism; a faith that the digital will liberate ‘a world of 

worry’. 

The prescriptions of the digital policy agenda however betray a deep anachronism. Ideas of 

‘technology transfer’ or ‘knowledge sharing’ – important and pertinent as they may sound, defy the 

dominant logic of digitalisation and development. Unlike an earlier epoch where technology transfer 

facilitated the emergence of manufacturing capabilities in new parts of the world, digital technologies 

operate differently. With ‘digital industrialization’, what we have is a fundamental reorganization of 

existing economic sectors. Here, as scholars have noted, platform firms are able to capitalize on their 

position in the value-chain network, using their capacity for generating digital intelligence through 

large-scale data mining, to function as the ‘brain’ of a particular sector. The platform model has 

unleashed a new dynamic – with efficiencies accruing to first-mover firms that gobble up a massive 

market-share even as they wipe out competition and hollow out local capabilities. We are all-too-

familiar with the Amazonification or Uberization of the economy, a phenomenon that signals a new 

architecture of the crisis we face. The materiality of data, AI and platforms – controlled by powerful 

platform firms – renders ideas of ‘technology transfer’ somewhat peripheral, as knowledge that 

generates value is not just locked-up, and corporatized, but funneled out of nations and places. The 

digital inflection point marks a neo-colonial moment. 

https://www.worldbank.org/en/publication/wdr2021
https://www.itu.int/hub/2021/10/digital-cooperation-is-key-to-our-common-agenda/
https://www.edisonalliance.org/home
https://www.undp.org/blog/seizing-digital-moment-interlocking-challenges-interoperable-solutions
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2022/05/why-digitalization-is-our-best-shot-at-saving-the-planet/
https://hdr.undp.org/content/human-development-report-2021-22
https://hdr.undp.org/content/human-development-report-2021-22
https://hdr.undp.org/content/human-development-report-2021-22
https://documents.worldbank.org/en/publication/documents-reports/documentdetail/472771468340802172/global-integration-and-technology-transfer
https://pathwayscommission.bsg.ox.ac.uk/Dani-Rodrik-paper
https://discovery.ucl.ac.uk/id/eprint/10135287/7/Andreoni_Digitalization,%20Industrialization,%20and%20Skills%20Development%20Opportunities%20and%20Challenges%20for%20Middle-Income%20Countries_VoR_chapter.pdf
https://unctad.org/publication/digital-economy-report-2019
https://itforchange.net/digital-industrialisation-developing-countries-—-a-review-of-business-and-policy-landscape
https://longreads.tni.org/stateofpower/the-intelligent-corporation-data-and-the-digital-economy
https://www.the-future-of-commerce.com/2022/01/28/amazons-e-commerce-dominance-is-the-price-too-high/
https://www.the-future-of-commerce.com/2022/01/28/amazons-e-commerce-dominance-is-the-price-too-high/
https://www.academia.edu/44427907/Capturing_Value_amidst_Constant_Global_Restructuring_Information_Technology_Enabled_Services_in_India_the_Philippines_and_Kenya
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Additionally, as critiques by scholars like Ha Joon Chang and Calestous Juma show us, ‘technological 

transfer’ has been a successful strategy largely when countries already possess strong economic 

momentum, and have the leverage to be able to mandate such transfers as a condition for access to 

their markets. This was true of America in its early development, much as it was of the east Asian 

economies in the 90s. Conversely, in conditions  where countries must compete with each other to 

attract foreign direct investment, we see a race to the bottom with respect to worker conditions, and 

the technological infrastructure becoming an apparatus of extractivism and exploitation. 

In the current context too, the hegemonic digital industrial model continues to entrench such 

extractivism (fine tuning it through data-enabled ‘innovations’). ‘Policy assistance’ through ODA – 

another easy prescription to accelerate digital inclusion, could therefore conceal a more cynical 

agenda – onboarding new populations into existing platforms for data mining and market capture.  

Revisiting the Development-Technology Conjuncture  

With the fruits of technological progress being monopolized by a small set of actors, there is an urgent 

need to challenge the status quo. Pathways to digital transformation need not need be singular. 

Rather, they must be home-grown, and responsive to local needs for economic regeneration and 

social justice. However, to actually produce such transformation requires strong regulatory 

restrictions on today’s tech giants, as well as a much more comprehensive approach to infrastructural 

capabilities and legislative frameworks so that local innovation can be nurtured. 

Moreover, what goes by the name of industry 4.0 is still an unfolding phenomenon of nebulous 

‘breakthroughs’ - be it with respect to AI and digital technology, synthetic biology or green tech.  The 

ethics and politics of these evolving models and how they may (or may not) be integrated into our 

socio-economic life is a debate that has barely begun. During the Fordist era, manufacturing models 

were more clearly defined, and so the connection to possible development strategies was much 

clearer. As the economist Dani Rodrik put it, the manufacturing paradigm could “absorb large 

numbers of workers with moderate skills, providing them with stable jobs and good benefits”. This 

was an ideal motor for developing countries with large low-skilled labor forces.  

https://anthempress.com/kicking-away-the-ladder-pb
https://agris.fao.org/agris-search/search.do?recordID=US201300021786
https://www.jstor.org/stable/4538924
https://www.twn.my/title2/books/EastAsianDev.htm
https://www.twn.my/title2/books/EastAsianDev.htm
https://digitallibrary.un.org/record/412849?ln=en
http://www.g24.org/wp-content/uploads/2016/01/G24-Policy-Brief-18.pdf
https://www.ecobooks.com/books/biopirac.htm
https://botpopuli.net/davos-2022-and-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/
https://botpopuli.net/davos-2022-and-the-fourth-industrial-revolution/
https://www.brookings.edu/blog/order-from-chaos/2021/10/11/worsening-global-digital-divide-as-the-us-and-china-continue-zero-sum-competitions/
https://projects.itforchange.net/state-of-big-tech/2022-edition/
https://papers.ssrn.com/sol3/papers.cfm?abstract_id=3876103
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41301-021-00287-z
https://link.springer.com/article/10.1057/s41301-021-00287-z
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/2.1.1-45-Gurumurthy%20-Digital%20Public%20Goods.pdf
https://sdgs.un.org/sites/default/files/2022-05/2.1.1-45-Gurumurthy%20-Digital%20Public%20Goods.pdf
https://www.cddc.vt.edu/digitalfordism/fordism_materials/thompson.htm#:~:text=Fordism refers to the system,growth and widespread material advancement.
https://www.economist.com/free-exchange/2011/08/10/manufacturing-a-political-imperative
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In comparison, digitalization and its incredible efficiencies have brought brand new challenges for 

humanity, eviscerating many jobs, and creating a polarization between highly-skilled, white-collar 

tech work and the extreme precarity of the gig economy. The recent turn to a more austere financial 

climate has revealed glaring weaknesses in the business models of the platform economy. Indeed, 

with their stocks plummeting and the faucets of endless venture capital turned off, many of these 

companies are having to scale back dramatically. Major gig economy players like Uber and Airbnb 

have suffered hugely disappointing IPOs in recent years, and reached a scale where they still have no 

clear sight to profitability, even as they see their services falter and cope with scams.  

All this goes to show that in finding ways to tether the use of these technologies to the creation of 

economic value, there is much that has only seemed to work, but is now failing, and we are yet at a 

formative stage in the digitalization of the economy. In fact, recent research has stressed the 

‘rentierism’ that is rampant in much of platform business strategy that actually restricts the 

dynamism of market competition.  

Digital technologies can generate public value only when close attention is paid to how data 

infrastructures may be put to the service of local economies and human capabilities facilitated for 

decent work and meaningful livelihoods. Without appropriate models that link development priorities 

and digitally-enabled value creation, digitalization cannot deliver on the promise for economic 

momentum widely and repeatedly articulated in policy circles. The UNCTAD report on “Industry 4.0 

for inclusive development” attests to this in its recommendation that technology transfer should be 

accompanied with transfer of innovation capabilities i.e., ability to use technology to generate value. 

A Disastrous Digital-Ecological Turn  

Complicating the crisis of digitalization and development are the attendant environmental costs of 

the current techno-economic shift. Here, apart from the massive consumption of energy that the 

digital economy runs on, there are also strong concerns around the environmentally disruptive 

extraction of minerals that are needed for building the technology, and the huge quantities of digital 

waste we continue to accumulate.  

https://www.theatlantic.com/technology/archive/2023/03/silicon-valley-bank-venture-capital-start-up-collapse/673381/
https://techcrunch.com/2023/04/03/tech-industry-layoffs/?guccounter=1&guce_referrer=aHR0cHM6Ly93d3cuZ29vZ2xlLmNvbS8&guce_referrer_sig=AQAAABULCK_f657lkhi_wFPVqFKQTepLrUvtFALsRWpBXmnAKVZBRxoWEXAwKz78o2Hwbu0LhileZhgeSsRRFIHkqRaNzvX96AxQHQELFMUDJBId4rdL5mI5lN-4uYPPI9wes3Ao89IS9tS7UlKdciXtmH2SoWWeXpPEW7H3DTAVo9lq
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jonathanponciano/2020/12/15/airbnb-down-25-since-ipo-three-billionaire-cofounders-lose-5-billion-in-3-trading-days/
https://www.forbes.com/sites/jimosman/2021/12/13/two--half-years-later-uber-remains-below-its-ipo-price-the-ceo-is-buying-heres-why-the-stock-can-gain-50/?sh=27bf2853eccd
https://pluralistic.net/2021/08/10/unter/#bezzle-no-more
https://www.hertelier.com/post/airbnb-booking-com-scams
https://www.tni.org/en/article/there-are-no-markets-anymore
https://onlinelibrary.wiley.com/doi/abs/10.1111/anti.12595
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/dtlstict2022d4_en.pdf
https://unctad.org/system/files/official-document/dtlstict2022d4_en.pdf
https://theshiftproject.org/wp-content/uploads/2019/03/Lean-ICT-Report_The-Shift-Project_2019.pdf
https://up-magazine.info/en/planete/ressources-naturelles/55976-cobalt-le-cout-humain-et-environnemental-de-lor-bleu-de-nos-transitions-energetiques/
https://up-magazine.info/en/planete/ressources-naturelles/55976-cobalt-le-cout-humain-et-environnemental-de-lor-bleu-de-nos-transitions-energetiques/
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240024557
https://www.who.int/publications/i/item/9789240024557
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The contradictions of digital transformation in relation to the ecological question are gathering acute 

urgency, made graver by the measures adopted to deal with them. From Big Tech’s attempts to take 

the lead over decarbonization efforts, to their movement into ‘digitalizing’ fossil fuel production for 

greater efficiency, and larger trends around ‘climate smart agriculture’,  ‘geoengineering’ and ‘carbon 

credits’, steps to ostensibly mount a battle against climate change clearly seek to uphold profit 

motives, and obscure the harms they generate. Private sector showmanship ellides the move to more 

radical pushes for decarbonization and distracts from environmentally catastrophic supply chains of 

rare-earth mining that underwrites their expansion. Similarly, ‘climate-smart agriculture’ is backed by 

large industrial interests, and often includes destructive practices such as large-scale monoculture, 

factory farming, or GMOs, leading to a dynamic that strengthens the very agribusiness and seed 

companies responsible for destroying farmers’ livelihoods and agricultural biodiversity, and 

contributing to, rather than, solving, the climate crisis. Likewise, it is increasingly apparent that 

reckless experiments in geo-engineering could be disastrous for our biodiversity, and that the carbon 

trading markets are simply becoming a hotbed of greenwashing.  Research by the ETC group captures 

how green projects are increasingly turning into a site for the expansion of financialization, 

particularly through the digitalization of agriculture. A  proliferation of ‘green’ financial instruments 

and assets seeks to enable new modalities of speculation while perpetuating carbon-intensive 

technologies. As the research puts it, such arrangements lock farmers into practices dictated by 

corporations, undermining their rights and autonomy.  

What is of concern in these rapid developments is the policy agnosticism about the ethics and 

governance frameworks of corporate-led digitalization. As the scaffolding infrastructure of market 

power, digital technologies have deepened the democratic deficit in the international development 

order, dangerously subsuming local knowledge and development priorities within the workings of 

global capital.  

Can the Digital Inflection Point Lead to Equality and Justice? 

So how, then, can we proceed? What is to be done if technology, while being linked to development 

potential, is hopelessly mired in the hegemonic development order?  Putting back old ideas of 

people’s sovereignty at the center of the new debate is non-negotiable. Development also 

https://sustainability.google/
https://sustainability.google/
https://gizmodo.com/how-google-microsoft-and-big-tech-are-automating-the-1832790799
https://www.worldbank.org/en/topic/climate-smart-agriculture
https://blogs.worldbank.org/climatechange/geoengineering-possible-climate-change-insurance-policy
https://www.southpole.com/carbon-offsets-explained
https://www.southpole.com/carbon-offsets-explained
https://botpopuli.net/digital-justice-is-a-matter-of-environmental-justice-or-at-least-it-should-be/
https://www.tni.org/en/article/there-are-no-markets-anymore
https://www.tni.org/en/article/there-are-no-markets-anymore
https://www.etcgroup.org/content/statement-dakar-2-summit
https://www.etcgroup.org/content/statement-dakar-2-summit
https://www.etcgroup.org/content/no-climate-geoengineering-open-call-cbd-parties-and-cbd-secretariat
https://www.theguardian.com/commentisfree/2023/apr/02/the-guardian-view-on-carbon-offsetting-an-overhaul-is-overdue
https://www.google.com/url?q=https://www.etcgroup.org/content/cashing-climate-crisis-through-agricultural-digitalisation&sa=D&source=docs&ust=1681068571295684&usg=AOvVaw2ZtrzNSpls_QCM17SgD4Je
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presupposes policy autonomy for all nations to have the space to tailor their technology and 

development trajectories and to determine how techno-social systems can be envisioned, designed 

and governed in particular contexts towards socially just outcomes.  

Such an approach would broadly be in line with a capabilities orientation to encourage local 

ecosystems of innovation, as opposed to the philosophy of expansionism –  a race to adopt existing 

models uncritically. The role of international development assistance then, including through IFIs, is 

to create a virtuous dynamic in local/national economies - where investments and infrastructure 

create the ability to respond to local challenges over time through local actors. Digital infrastructures 

to equip the local economy are indeed important, but they must be embedded in public digital 

ecosystems in which all kinds of enterprise models (including Social and Solidarity Economy) are 

valued. Instead of vacating the space for Big Tech to set the rules of the game, it is vital for the state to 

proactively foster enabling conditions and shape the development of technology infrastructures and 

regulatory frameworks in ways that then subsequently allow private actors to take up the baton of 

innovation and job creation.  

As has been argued here, the novelty of the digital/AI paradigm, persisting power asymmetries, and 

the imperatives of environmental concerns, all create a complex of difficulties that will need to be 

overcome through diligent engagement. However, they will also need firm and robust legislative 

interventions at both the national and international levels. As the ETC Group argues, the costs of 

market-led digitalization for biodiversity, the environment and peoples’ rights are unsustainable, and 

point to the need for reparation from countries of the Global North and transnational corporations for 

community-based mitigation and adaptation actions. From preventing Big Tech impunity, to ensuring 

that new taxation frameworks are instituted in the digital economy, governing the resource of data 

and AI for global justice and peace, safeguarding environmental justice in the pursuit of digitalization, 

and reining in the financial markets, bold interventions are needed. Indeed, these may be 

diametrically opposed to current orthodoxies, but they are likely to effect a sea change for the 

majority who are at the margins of the current paradigm. Whether public reason will prevail and be 

able to catalyze the political will to make these measures a reality is the most immediate and 

significant challenge to a genuine synergy between technology and international development.  

https://itforchange.net/sites/default/files/add/ITFC_Digital%20Transformation%20for%20Development.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2022-12/EP.6_Anita%20Gurumurthy.pdf
https://www.unwomen.org/sites/default/files/2022-12/EP.6_Anita%20Gurumurthy.pdf
https://www.etcgroup.org/content/cashing-climate-crisis-through-agricultural-digitalisation
https://projects.itforchange.net/state-of-big-tech/taxing-big-tech-policy-options-for-developing-countries/

