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We argue that the One Laptop Per Child (OLPC) can be better 
understood by examining the general history of development 
communication and, specifically, through a historical debate 
between communication scholars Ithiel de Sola Pool and Herbert 
Schiller. Although originally conducted around broadcast 
media, the Pool-Schiller conversation identifies questions still 
relevant to contemporary information and communication for 
development (ICT4D) projects like the OLPC. Our analysis of 
their debate identifies five key questions we can apply to the 
OLPC or any given ICTD4D project: where does change 
happen? How does change happen? What obligations do 
designers and researchers have as change agents? What is the 
role of technology in change? What is the relationship between 
change, technology and international development? Equipped 
with this framework, we argue that one place to see OLPC's 
answers to these Pool-Schiller questions - and, thus, an 
understanding of OLPC development ideologies - can be found 
in a textual analysis of the OLPC software design guidelines. 
This preliminary analysis suggests that OLPC sees the child as 
the agent of change and the network as the mechanism of change. 

I. INTRODUCTION 

The One Laptop per Child (OLPC) program is an initiative 
to address "the problem of bringing true learning possibilities 
to the vast numbers of children in the developing world [by 
supporting] children's innate capacities to learn, share, and 
create on their own" [17]. Rooted in a "Constructionist" 
learning approach [19], the XO laptop (the name given to the 
inexpensive computer developed by the OLPC organization) 
is intended to be a programmable tool for children in 
developing nations to build creative and problem-solving 
skills. 

Constructionism proposes that children best learn about a 
variety of domains when they are engaged in social, informal 
learning environments where they create computational 
objects and systems that act as concrete representations of 
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their cognitive development: the approach claims that as 
learners create and critique technological artifacts in the world 
they simultaneously construct and acquire concepts in their 
minds. Computers become "tools to think with" [19,26]. The 
XO, its applications and the surrounding population of 
software developers and online forums (e.g., 
http://dev.laptop.org and http://wiki.laptop.org) are all 
intended to engender a new kind of technology-supported 
learning community specifically designed for developing 
nations. 

This paper has two broad aims. First, to argue that 
information and communication technology for development 
(lCT4D) projects like the OLPC might best be understood not 
exclusively as technology projects, development projects or 
education projects but, rather, as historically situated 
computerization movements (a particular kind of social 
movement) that achieve ideological goals through the design 
and use of particular technologies. We explicate two 
rationales by which computerization movements may be 
guided and develop a framework - grounded in an analysis of 
an historical debate between communication researchers Ithiel 
de Sola Pool and Herbert Schiller - through which we might 
analyze contemporary ICT4D projects. 

Second, we look for evidence of this distinction in one 
contemporary computerization movement - the OLPC 
initiative - and suggest that this movement's ideological 
mission may be understood through the user experiences it 
prescribes, as described in, among other places, the XO's 
interface design guidelines. Our preliminary textual analysis 
suggests that these guidelines articulate a computerization 
movement heavily dependent upon a particular model of 
children as agents of change and networks as the mechanisms 
of change. 

We suggest that this and other ICT4D projects be critiqued 
not only in terms of their technological feasibility, economic 
rationales or models of education but, more fundamentally, in 
terms of the ideologies they intend their users to enact. 
Although the OLPC's interface guidelines are ostensibly low-



level instructions of interest only to a self-selecting, self
structuring community of open-source designers, they can also 
serve - intentionally or otherwise - as powerful signals to 
policy makers, cultural critics and local communities of the 
particular ideologies intended to be enacted by the XO's users. 

II. THEORETICAL FRAME 

Blumer [2] describes social movements (SMs) as 
"collective enterprises to establish a new order of life." 
Indeed, SMs can come in many different forms. Some target 
specific issues and audiences (e.g. product boycotts) while 
others aim to mobilize broad constituencies through 
collaborations among groups with different shared goals and 
common values (e.g. labor unions). Some movements seem 
particular to a time or place (e.g. the anti-Apartheid movement 
in South Africa or the Civil Rights movement in the U.S. 
South) while others seem to extend across eras and issues (e.g. 
American women's suffrage and feminist movements). 

Although social movements have diverse goals, 
participants, contexts and resources, McAdam, McCarthy and 
Zald [15] argue that they all share three elements: "the 
structure of political opportunities and constraints confronting 
the movement; the forms of organization (informal as well as 
formal) available to insurgents; the collective processes of 
interpretation, attribution, and social construction that mediate 
between opportunity and action" [15:2]. All social 
movements thus involve political opportunities, mobilizing 
structures and framing processes that can be used to analyze 
their origins, mechanisms and effectiveness. 

Do social movements that involve technology have special 
characteristics? Kling and Iacono [11] describe a 
"computerization movement" (CM) as a "kind of movement 
whose advocates focus on computer-based systems as 
instruments to bring about a new social order" [11: 228]. In 
such movements, technologies are not apolitical tools but, 
rather, are "processes deeply embedded in social worlds that 
extend beyond the micro realities of any particular 
organization or setting" [11: 227]. Three elements of CM 
theory are relevant to this discussion. 

This first element is an ecological view of science and 
technology studies [25] in which progress - social or 
technological- is a relational process in which the constraints, 
affordances and capabilities of technologies and humans co
construct what social change means. Computers - and 
technologies more generally - are not simply tools with which 
to enact social goals; rather, in computerization movements 
they act as materials with which people experiment and 
implement visions of social change. 

The second element is the notion that computer-supported 
social change has the potential to influence - intentionally or 
not - a broad set of issues including, among others, class 
division, physical health, democratization, gender bias, 

privacy and security [9: 10-16]. Contemporary CMs can 
affect change beyond the intended scope of their particular 
projects since they often use networked media to propagate 
messages quickly without any central authority or 
accountability. 

The third element is the view that Western notions of 
progress and change are intimately linked with advancements 
in science and technology. Overtly technological movements 
may confuse product innovation with social progress. As 
Kling states "it is important for advocates and participants in 
computerization projects to have some clear ideas of which 
social practices deserve to be labeled as 'progress,' whether or 
not they are enabled with computer systems" [10: 25]. 

"Computerization movements" thus complicate traditional 
views of social movements by arguing that: technologies and 
humans are collaborating actors that co-construct the social 
meanings of progress; technologies have the potential to enact 
social change beyond the intended scope of a particular 
movement or technology; and, especially in Western 
ideologies, technological innovation can sometimes be 
mistaken for social progress. With this framework in mind, it 
is worth understanding the OLPC as a computerization 
movement located in a long history of technology-supported 
development communication. 

The objective of the historical review is: to describe 
competing theories of technology-supported development 
communication; to contrast the liberal, marketplace model of 
development communication advanced by Pool [20] with the 
critical, structuralist critiques of development communication 
made by Schiller [23, 24]; and to ground an analytical 
framework for evaluating contemporary interventionist 
development communication initiatives in discourse that has 
traditionally structured interventionist development 
communication (IDC) debates. 

IDC projects are motivated by two broad types of 
discourses. The first, called here the Technology Rationale, 
argues that, at certain points in history , Western-developed 
communication technologies reach a point of maturity that 
makes them ready for deployment in less-developed countries: 
they become less expensive, functionally stable and better able 
to enhance or create new economic markets. Such 
technologies are thought to let citizens in developing contexts 
speak with newly empowered voices that are less likely to 
emerge in traditional, regulated environments. This rationale 
is most closely associated with the liberal, free-market logic 
advocated by Pool. 

The second, called here the Development Rationale, holds 
that communication technologies are effective and efficient 
carriers of cultural ideas, tools through which traditionally 
impoverished nations can acquire the content - if not the 
epistemologies - of Western technologists. It argues that 
technology-driven IDCs are not exclusively agents of 
empowerment but, rather, are vehicles that support the 



proliferation of Western ideological hegemonies; they 
reinforce the socio-political status quo by reproducing 
capitalist values in developing countries. This rationale is 
closest to the critical structuralist views of Schiller. 

We aim to explicate these two rationales through an 
analysis of the discourses and debates between the Pool and 
Schiller [21]. The notion of "discourse" used in this paper 
relies on Edwards' [6] account of Cold War techno-social 
development and its purposeful rejection of exclusively 
"technocentric" or "sociocentric" arguments. Instead of 
defming debates about IDC projects in terms of these two 
poles - choosing between the Technology or Development 
rationales - a discourse approach makes possible a multi
faceted investigation of the: 

ideologies that guide projects (e.g. a belief in liberal, 
market-based approaches to communication competition 
versus critical, structuralist frameworks); 

practices supported by projects (e.g. the actions and work of 
the designers, implementers and recipients of development 
communication); 

languages that describe and enable projects (e.g. the 
terminologies, metaphors and contested terms that motivate 
and articulate notions of development); and, 

technologies that aim to support the projects or that are the 
projects themselves (e.g. a functional and design-oriented 
analysis of how different technologies afford the particular 
models of development communication described in the other 
discourse elements). 

It is with this framework in place that we can review 
different development communication approaches and critique 
the Pool-Schiller debate [21]. Specifically, what evidence 
exists in the broad development communication literature and 
in the opposing views of Pool and Schiller for how ideologies, 
practices, languages and technologies have been used to 
rationalize and support interventionist development projects -
and how does this evidence relate to contemporary debates? 

In the late 1940s and early 1950s, development 
communication was largely conceived of as a mechanism for 
Western Allies to mobilize and direct post-war resources. As 
the United States shifted its international focus from an active 
war against fascist regimes to a protracted and multinational 
engagement with the ideals of communism, "the task of 
communication scholarship was to explore public opinion in 
different countries and to develop the tools and technologies 
to ensure that Western values triumphed" [14: 7]. 
Development communication was a mechanism by which 
Western superiority in, among other areas, healthcare, 
education, agriculture could be advertised and a way to 
demonstrate social attitudes, economic practices and worker 
relations that would convince citizens in the "Third World" 
that market-based economies and democratic institutions 
would be most responsive to and representative of their 
individual needs [14]. The mission was two-fold: as social, 

political and economic competencies reached maturity in the 
liberal West, they would be demonstrated and disseminated 
through superior Western communication technologies. Both 
ideas and their means of transport would be exported in the 
struggle against Communism. 

This model of development - and of communication -
stresses a linear transmission approach: a mature concept or 
practice exists and communication technologies act to send 
information from an expert to a less knowledgeable recipient. 
Rogers [22] argues that the consensus among researchers in 
favor of this paradigm (dominant through much of the 1950s 
and 1960s) began to erode as Third World practitioners joined 
development communication conferences, as positivist 
empirical methods began to be complemented with feminist 
cultural inquiries, and as new technologies like inexpensive 
radio transmitters and paper printing became popular: 

Instead of seeing development communication as 
mainly a one-way, mass-media centered process 
from government to people, stressing capital
intensive technological innovations that often lead to 
industrialization and urbanization. contemporary 
development communication approaches are more 
likely to emphasize equality, the 'little media, ' and 
people-participation [22: 68]. 

These shifts, Rogers argues, helped shift development 
communication research communities from a homogeneous 
enterprise largely concerned with media-effects models to a 
more fractured pursuit concerned with questions like "[w]ho 
owns and controls communications systems; who gains and 
loses when communication technologies are introduced; what 
is the role of public regulation if media systems are viewed as 
public goods?" [22: 71] 

The end of the Cold War brought another addition to the 
development communication research agenda: a focus on 
creating the economic, social and political institutions ex
Soviet countries needed to construct market-based economies 
and representative democracies: 

Building these institutions ... required once again 
educational or social change programs in the service 
of the creation of new individuals, the capitalist 
entrepreneur, the consumer, and the citizen ... 
Rather than attitude change among the common 
person, the focus had shifted to the managers and 
decision makers that would run businesses, courts, 
regulatory agencies and governments {14: 11]. 

In a sense, if the West had "won" the Cold War - partly 
through its development communication strategy - it now had 
to shift its IDC projects away from simply opposing 
Communist ideologies toward a new kind of constructive 



enterprise that would both support and reveal the information 
[1] and network societies [3] developing rapidly in the West. 

This move from transmission-based considerations of 
development communication - through the Cold War - to 
culturally situated critiques of the power dynamics associated 
with development communication revealed two critical 
theories of particular relevance to the role of information 
technologies in IDC projects - and the debate between 
Schiller and Pool. 

The fIrst theory argues for a tight coupling between notions 
of communication and modernization. It asserts that, if 
communication is a complex and socially-situated 
phenomenon that eclipses the simple transmission model, then 
mass media may be seen as "modernizing intermediaries" that 
do more than simply transfer Western ideas. Mass media 
expose Third World citizens to new places, behaviors and 
cultures that cultivate positive feelings toward the Western 
lifestyles and values depicted by the media. As Western 
media pervade developing countries, they expose people to 
new stories and systems, making it possible for them to 
imagine themselves as equal participants in those stories and 
systems [16]. 

In his review of major ideas in early mass media in relation 
to notions of modernization, Lerner [12] argues that media 
have the capacity to create "mobile personalities" that are 
required and reinforced by notions of Western modernity. As 
individuals view the diversity of places, behaviors and 
cultures brought to them by mass media, they increasingly de
ground their personalities from traditional influences and are 
able to empathize with other contexts. Such empathy, Lerner 
argues, serves two functions: it helps people to develop coping 
strategies in increasingly complex and diverse information 
domains; and, it gives people a psychological mobility they 
can use to change their material circumstances. Critically, 
however, such a coupling of mass media and modernity fails 
to address the mechanisms by which people are able to alter 
their physical positions - that is, people may be able to 
imagine and empathize with scenarios presented in the media 
but they still lack the critical skills, power and resources 
needed to change their material circumstances. 

This confounding of media and modernity led to the second 
relevant theory of development - one that centers on the 
notion of participation. This approach emphasizes broad 
social action as both a means and as an end. It asserts that 
when people take part in processes of community-situated 
social change not only are the results more effective but 
participants develop a kind of "assertive individualism" akin 
to a basic human right: 

the need to think, express oneself, belong to a group, 
be recognized as a person, be appreciated and 
respected, and have some say in crucial decisions 
affecting one's life are as essential to the 

development of an individual as eating, drinking and 
sleeping [5; cited in 16: 138]. 

Melkote [16] argues that although participatory 
communication researchers theorize distributed, grassroots 
models of development, they often leave intact the power 
structures that defme and scope how issues and approaches are 
chosen. Individuals may work to address development issues 
but the basic problems and the domain of possible solutions 
are already determined by formal and (often unaccountable) 
official structures. Missing from this model are notions of 
power and "conscientization" [7] in which repressed 
individuals have the social, political, economic - and, we 
would argue, communicative - competencies to imagine and 
articulate the formulations of problems and their possible 
solutions. Although "participation" is a largely unassailable 
developmental method and end, it should be complemented 
with questions like "participation initiated by whom, for what 
goals, within what social structures, facilitated by what 
processes and accountable to whom?" 

A complete review of development communication theories 
is beyond the scope of this paper. Instead, the preceding 
discussion was designed to highlight a trajectory of traditions 
through which development communication theory has 
moved: from a reliance on transmission models of sender
receiver communications for transferring Western knowledge, 
expertise and values to "underdeveloped" countries to a 
practice-oriented research program in which social contexts, 
institutional agendas and notions of individual empowerment 
gained prominence. It is with this grounded review that we 
can turn to the ideas of Pool and Schiller, and their debate. 

At the 1980 General Assembly of the International 
Association for Mass Communication Research in Caracas, 
Venezuela, communication scholars Ithiel de Sola Pool and 
Herbert Schiller engaged in a rare direct exchange in which 
they debated the assumptions and consequences of each 
other's model of development communication. We cite this 
conversation not as a substitute for reviewing development 
communication literature but as one way of highlighting 
distinctions between contrasting models of technology
supported development. Describing such differences in detail 
lets us extract a general analytical framework that can be used 
to understand particular ICTD4D projects and iterated upon. 

Ithiel de Sola Pool was a pioneering fIgure in many areas of 
communication research and theory, among them technology
supported development communication. In this domain, his 
principal contribution is a complex model of "soft 
technological determinism" in which he argues that "freedom 
is fostered when the means of communication are dispersed, 
decentralized, and easily available" [20: 5]. He argues that 
freedom of communication can only be assured if the 
regulatory responses to new technologies emphasize 
individuals' independence, the power of their unrestricted 



creative expression, and their relational positions within social 
networks. "It is not computers but policy that threatens 
freedom" [20: 226]. 

Pool's model of development communication is predicated 
on liberal notions of individuality, free-choice communities 
and market-based resource regulation. In this model, 
individuals are free to design and realize their own positions 
within society; they choose networks of association that best 
represent their individual views and goals; and they rely on 
constitutional protection of their property rights to allocate and 
distribute the skills and materials needed for personal 
development [20: 226-251]. Tying these notions together, 
Pool argues, is an American faith and ability in technology 
that should guide future communication policy, research and 
practice: 

The commitment of American culture to pluralism 
and individual rights is reason for optimism, as is 
the pliancy and profusion of electronic technology 
(20: 251]. 

In an international development context, Pool's notion of 
communication privileged an American, liberal faith in the 
marketplace that agreed with Western, Cold War-era efforts to 
resists Communist communication initiatives). Comor [4] 
argues that Pool's program fit well with the era of 
development communication that - intentionally or otherwise 
- confounded modernization ideologies, communication 
technologies, marketplace practices and individual freedoms. 
This synthesis that Pool advocated allowed Western 
governments - and corporations - to use communication of 
and for development [27] to ensure that the social, political 
and economic conditions of "transitional" countries aligned 
with liberal notions of progress and development. 

Underlying this program is a basic assumption about the 
source of Western social stability: it is the actions of 
marketplace-driven corporations and minimally regulating 
governments that create the institutions, technologies and 
freedoms that ensure the standard of living most Westerners 
take for granted [4]. 

This is a fundamentally different view of progress and 
stability than that articulated by Pool's major intellectual 
opponent, Herbert Schiller. In contrast to Pool's liberal, free
market approach to development communication - and its 
relationship to technological development - Schiller argues 
that IDC projects are most often a reflection of Western 
priorities and conceptions of progress. That is, development 
technologies and the rhetorics that accompany them are 

) It is worth noting that Pool was "a member of the COImcil on Foreign 
Relations and acted as an adviser to the U.S. government during the Cold War 
through his association with the RAND Corporation. Pool also worked for 
the CIA-supported propaganda radio stations Radio Free Europe and Radio 
Liberty" [4: 24]. 

vehicles for a kind of "cultural imperialism" in which 
"[m]ade-in-America messages, imagery, life-styles, and 
information techniques are being internationally circulated 
and, equally important, globally imitated" [24: 3]. Schiller 
argues that, when used to structure the symbolic and industrial 
relations underlying media systems, liberal markets become 
power structures that encode for and perpetuate Western-style 
values and beliefs. Markets are not, he argues, open and 
equitable spaces of reform - instead, he says, they encode a 
concept of cultural imperialism which 

{tJoday best describes the sum of the processes by 
which a society is brought into the modern world 
system and how its dominating stratum is attracted, 
pressured, forced, and sometimes bribed into shaping 
social institutions to correspond to, or even promote, 
the values and structures of the dominating center of 
the system {24: 9]. 

Schiller views media institutions not, as Pool might, as 
organizations facilitating empowerment through laissez-faire 
liberalism. Instead, he sees them as powerful mediators of 
symbolic systems that regulate the cultural work of their host 
societies and that are made possible principally through 
Western governments' subsidization of - and preference for
complex technological systems. He argues that the West's 
preference for market-based approaches for creating 
communication infrastructures and cultural economies relies 
on a notion of capitalist profit and shareholder accountability 
- not equitable participation among citizen constituencies -
that is exported to developing nations in tandem with 
communication technologies. 

In essence, communication technologies are not just carriers 
of ideas. They are also evidence of how "successful" Western 
nations have been in mixing market-based economic 
motivations with the technological systems designed to 
support cultural exchange. In this model, communication 
networks and devices are not technologies of "freedom"; they 
instead often act as objects of oppression whose very 
production and use reinforce the notion that market-based 
solutions work for both economic and cultural products. 

The logic is such: Western economies work, in part, 
because they value innovative, technology-focused products 
and services. Such products and services create the 
infrastructures that enable the design and growth of rational 
and "successful" communication networks and practices. 
Such networks and practices work because they make possible 
the innovation that creates new technology-focused products 
and services which, in turn, support novel communications 
systems. The foundation of the West's entire system of 
technology-supported communication, Schiller argues, rests 
on a set of interconnected capitalist rationales that embed 



themselves in the values, beliefs and actions depicted by 
media. 

When we deploy Western communication systems to 
developing countries we do more than export technologies, we 
export ideologies. "The content and style of ... programming 
. . . bear the ideological imprint of the main centers of the 
capitalist world economy" [24: 10]. Communication systems 
instantiate not only ideologies for commanding and 
controlling individuals, defense infrastructures and fmancial 
trading for the purpose of influencing world information 
economies (cj Wiener's [28] cybernetics). Effectively 
exported, communication systems can also become 
infrastructures that enable a kind of cybernetic imperialism in 
which Western nations command and control the forces that 
shape the identities and values of development nations. 

We can more completely characterize and understand the 
tensions underlying Pool and Schiller's approaches through an 
analysis of a 1980 moderated debate [21] in which they 
discussed their empirical and normative differences. It is in an 
analysis of the discourse elements of this exchange that we 
might see evidence of the Technology Rationale and the 
Development Rationale. 

A close reading of the debate transcript reveals five themes 
that structure the Pool-Schiller conversation and serve as 
evidence of Edwards's [6] discourse model. 

The first theme addresses the fundamental assumptions 
underlying their respective programs, revealing differences in 
each researcher's sites of analysis, ideologies and languages. 
In response to a question asking about the values and 
normative positions underlying their work, Pool responded in 
terms of individualistic notions of responsibility and social 
action. He states that communication is a 

way of looking at human behavior. I'm not 
particularly interested in studyingjust the institutions 
that are organized to disseminate mass media 
iriformation. I'm interested in the totality of human 
behavior [21: 172]. 

Schiller instead assumes a more communitarian position, 
framing his work as an effort to understand and realize his 
hope that communication is fundamentally a social process. 
In response to Pool's statement, he said: 

I have a very strong belief in the possibility of human 
fraternity, in the possibility of community, in the 
sense in which human beings can treat each other in 
a way in which respect and dignity are offered [21: 
172]. 

Even in their personal beliefs, Pool and Schiller articulate 
the ideologies of free-market liberalism and communitarian 
structuralism, respectively. Pool values the individual as the 

site of productivity and as the origin of social progress while 
Schiller adopts a more collective approach, seeing the 
community qua community as a valid unit of analysis and 
action. To Schiller, the community is a critical site of analysis 
and meaning-making, not only an aggregated, coordinated 
collection of individuals. 

In addition to their explicitly stated assumptions, it is worth 
interrogating the language each uses. Pool talks about 
"behavior," downplays the role of institutions and sees media 
as tools for semiotic dissemination (not participatory 
production or cultural expression). Schiller expresses a hope 
for "fraternity," argues for the possibility of equality, and sees 
the human as a social being always in relation to other 
individuals. 

The second theme speaks to the kinds of research that these 
assumptions entail. Pool acknowledges that he selects his 
research topics according to "many criteria, including value 
issues" and argues that his emphasis on the individual as a site 
of change and action necessitates a research program that 
focuses on "questions of participation ... in advanced 
countries [ and in] developing countries through the use of new 
media (Pool & Schiller, 1982: 172). Pool thus emphasizes 
participation as a practice facilitated by novel technology. 

Schiller instead sees the structuring of social relations as the 
primary issue of concern in developing countries, and as the 
principal practice addressed by his research: 

I don't believe that human beings are in any way 
human if they are not social... Consequently, the 
notion that a person can be totally free as an 
individual, to me, is a senseless proposition [21: 
172]. 

Furthermore, in contrast to Pool's emphasis on new media 
as the technologies of personal empowerment that aggregate 
to enable collective progress, Schiller instead sees the 
institution as the primary site - or "technology" - of societal 
progress that overrides any purely individually or 
deterministic models of change: "I reject any type of 
hereditary explanation, so we are left only with social 
institutional explanations" [21: 172]. 

The third theme explains how each sees his role - and, by 
extension, his philosophy's role - as an agent of world change. 
In an effort to understand the kind of personal responsibility 
Pool and Schiller feel for encouraging and enacting social 
change, the debate moderator asked both scholars to respond 
to Marx's statement that "philosophers should not only 
explain the world but help change it". 

Pool separated the philosopher's professional role from his 
right to individual choice as a citizen. He stated that 
philosophers can best change the world by creating more 
complex understandings that help people to arrive "at a closer 
approximation to the truth" but he resisted Marx's argument 



that philosophers have obligation to make change: "[I]f one is 
a philosopher, one does have an obligation to clarify whatever 
one is working on, not to confuse it by one's political 
preferences" [21: 174]. In essence, Pool sees social change as 
the result of individual initiatives, and research as an analytic 
activity that is purposefully separate from political conviction. 

Schiller's response argues that inaction perpetuates 
hegemonies: "if you don't believe your task is to change the 
world, then you have to believe your task is to maintain the 
world" [21: 174). He agrees with Pool that there is a great 
deal of "pointless" academic work undertaken but says that 
the academic's position is one of unique privilege that brings 
with it an obligation to act with intentions and to change the 
world. In Schiller's view it is not irresponsible or 
unprofessional to engage in a kind of "action research"; rather, 
he argues that 

if one is lucky enough to have a position in which you 
are entitled to select, or at least have some small 
maneuverability in selecting, an area for your 
analysis and inquiry, it would seem to me that you 
would try to have pointedness, relevance, which 
would contribute to change [21: 174]. 

This portion of the exchange between Pool and Schiller 
suggests that each is operating not only under different 
research ideologies and practical emphases. In addition, each 
sees these ideologies and practices as having different 
potential effects on the world. 

Pool seems content to view his style of research as 
somewhat independent of the social change with which it is 
concerned. He is a true observer - in essence, an individual 
who has chosen to make a particular kind of contribution, 
negotiating a particular distance from his object of study. 
Adopting a more anthropological stance, Schiller blurs the 
participant-observer roles, seeing the individual as a socially 
situated change agent with obligations to be a relevant actor 
not only to fellow philosophers but also to his communities of 
study. 

The fourth theme addresses the role of technology as 
decision-makers and agentive organizers of information 
surfeits. The moderator asked both Schiller and Pool to 
comment on their impressions of technology as a force of 
change and as a mechanism by which societies can manage 
increasingly complex information environments. 

Pool agreed that there is an increasingly rapid diffusion of 
information - much of it "garbage information" - and that 
new communication technologies can help us catalogue, 
organize and select only that information which is relevant to 
our needs as individuals and societies. Speaking long before 
widespread use of the Internet, Pool imagines a world where 
technologies "give people more power to handle what would 
otherwise be an unimaginable overload" [21: 178]. In 

essence, a sociological problem - too much information of 
dubious value - is solved through personal adoption of 
organizational technologies. 

Schiller strongly rejects Pool's model and says that the 
focus of research and action should not be on better 
understanding how to manage surfeits but on critiquing the 
practices that "deliberately encourage the institutions which 
are the major culprits of in the production of ... anti
information" [21: 178]. Schiller thus again shifts away from 
the individual as the site of analysis, arguing that powerful, 
capitalist Western institutions (e.g. marketing and advertising 
agencies) focus not on understanding the information needs of 
their message constituents but on disseminating as much 
information as possible in the hope of creating new markets. 
They thus confuse the production of anti-information with 
being productive, exporting to developing countries not just 
technologies of productivity but also notions that productivity 
requires unfettered information production. 

In a retort to Schiller, Pool suggests that a focus on 
institutional solutions will result in dangerous official cultures 
of censorship. Pool argues that this approach will give 
inordinate power to librarians and censors - not individuals -
to decide what constitutes valuable information. "My 
answer," Pool says "is to fmd devices that enable every person 
to decide this for himself' [21: 179]. 

Two features of Pool's response are of note: ftrst, his 
opposition of the individual to the institution (not seeing them 
in a dialectic but in conflict); and second, his separate 
treatment of the use of technologies from the literacies that 
enable their use. This classic liberal, free-market ideology to 
information management privileges technology, separates 
practice from tool, and sees institutions as forces of citizen 
control, not evidence of citizen conversation. 

Finally, the ftfth theme reveals differences in how each 
scholar wishes to see these ideas and practices applied to 
developing countries. It is in this discussion that the 
Technology Rationale and Development Rationale are most 
clearly visible. Pool stresses that international development 
will most powerfully proceed through tools that support 
personal empowerment, expression of voice, individual 
choice, and free-market information exchange. Schiller 
rejects this view, arguing that without the participation of 
developing countries in articulating models of progress and 
advancement, technologies of freedom are doomed to replicate 
hegemonic Western ideologies. 

Pool and Schiller make several explicit statements that are 
critical to understanding how each scholar views IDC projects 
and the entire motivation behind technology-supported 
development communication. Pool states that the most critical 
element of any IDC initiative is ensuring each person has a 
particular kind of "control": 



When I talk about development, I'm talking about 
giving control over their lives to millions of people 
who are now deprived of any irifluence in their 
society, deprived of the ability to be effective. They 
are deprived by lack of food, by lack of money, by 
lack of education, and by lack of political freedom. 
By development I am talking about moving toward a 
participant society [TJhe particular 
communications developments that are important for 
Third World countries ... are those that give voice to 
those people who do not now have a voice [21: 179]. 

Pool favors development projects that focus on the 
individual as the locus of change. It is when everyone in the 
community has the skill and opportunity to act in their self 
interest, he argues, that development will proceed. New 
media are the tools that "give peasants the opportunity to be 
heard, to express themselves - not just on political matters, 
though on those, too" [21: 179]. In a sense, Pool endows 
communication technologies with the ability to implement a 
positive rights model of free expression: in essence, we not 
only have the right to be free from the interference of others 
when we articulate a perspective - rather, we also have the 
right to enjoy a set of social conditions that will encourage the 
expression of those opinions and attitudes. Technologies of 
freedom create those social conditions. 

Schiller takes "a completely different view" [21: 180] from 
Pool. He instead wants to see two foci of development 
communication. First, he is skeptical of placing too much 
faith in a purely participatory model of development that 
assumes individually motivated "grassroots" actions will 
aggregate into widespread social development. He instead 
favors IDC projects that first begin with understanding the 
social contexts in which technologies might operate and the 
power structures they will affect, and the costs associated with 
adopting new technology. 

Second, Schiller asks development projects to be critical of 
themselves, genuinely anticipating the costs associated with 
their actions and goals. Although he acknowledges the 
potentially positive impact of new technologies on certain 
kinds of development practices, Schiller asks that technologies 
not be considered in isolation from their potentially damaging 
effects. To be critical of this export regime is to look critically 
at both technologies and Western notions of progress: 

all of these kinds of new communication technology 
may have - though I doubt it - in their present forms 
some hopeful potentials of the character Ithiel Pool 
speaks about. But at this moment, given the existing 
distribution of power, given existing arrangements of 
control, and given the dynamics of how the Western 
model operates to extend its influence, in my 
judgment, the new electronic technology serves 

exclusively as a conduit for pumping into the 
developing world all of the various messages and all 
of the values which, in the long run, iriflict the kinds 
of damage to people that I have heard my colleague 
here say he deplores [21: 180]. 

Schiller highlights a presumed hierarchy in the relationship 
between Western and "developing" countries in which 
Western notions of progress - not just Western technologies -
are superior and indicative of a more advanced society. 
Schiller is not a Luddite, a social determinist or a 
technophobe; he is, however, deeply critical of technological 
promises that neglect existing social and institutional contexts. 
Likewise, Pool is not a complete technological determinist or 
an absolute technophile; his is, however, deeply optimistic 
about the power of technologies to create new social 
arrangements. 

TABLE I 
SUMMARY OF POOL-SCHILLER DEBATE IN TERMS OF ICT4D FEATURES 

Schiller Pool 
Where change Change occurs mostly Change occurs mostly 
happens within and among within and among 

institutions, individuals. 
communities. 

How change Change happens Change happens 
happens primarily through social primarily through 

relationships and technology-supported 
community action. actions of 

communicating 
individuals. 

On researchers "If you don't believe "[I]f one is a 
and designers' your task is to change philosopher, one does 
obligations as the world, then you have have an obligation to 
change agents to believe your task is to clarifY whatever one is 

maintain the world" [21: working on, not to 
174] confuse it by one's 

political preferences" 
r2l: 1741. 

The role of Communication Communication 
technology in technologies should technologies should 
change encourage the critique categorize, organize and 

of institutions and the select information 
information they create. relevant to the needs of 

individuals and 
societies. 

The Without the For international 
relationship participation of development projects to 
between developing countries, proceed most 
change, Western hegemonies efficiently, individuals 
technology and will be perpetuated. need to be empowered 
international to make personal 
development change. 

In a sense, each scholar locates progress in different analytic 
sites. Pool sees individuals, markets and Western liberal 
ideology as instruments of personal empowerment and social 
action. Schiller instead views communities, institutions and 
critical theory as the tools of material change and cultural 
transformation. Neither scholar completely rejects or 
completely embraces technology as a panacea; in a sense, the 



conversation about technology-supported development 
communication is not really about technology at all. It is, 
instead, a dialogue driven by models of progress. 

With these framings in mind - an understanding of 
computerization movements as technologically enabled social 
movements and a historically grounded distinction between 
technology and development rationales in ICT4D projects -
we can now use the Schiller-Pool debate to motivate a series 
of questions to ask ofthe OLPC project. 

Specifically, these questions become the lenses through 
which to understand the project's ideological character as 
expressed in the user experiences it prescribes. We analyze 
the XO's interface design guidelines asking what, if any, 
ideologies guide its execution and where we might fmd 
evidence for them. The guidelines were chosen because they 
may characterize the ideologies that OLPC to enact 
(intentionally or otherwise). 

III. TEXTUAL ANALYSIS 

In the spirit of Freidman et al.'s [8] "value sensitive design" 
framework, we argue that that forms and functions of 
technologies do more than simply afford or constrain 
particular actions - they also signal the ethical value of 
actions: 

That is, a given technology is more suitable for 
certain activities and more readily supports 
certain values while rendering other activities and 
values more difficult to realize. {8: 351J 

In this analysis we focused on the human interface 
guidelines OLPC published [18] to guide the software design 
activities of its technical development community. Both 
authors independently used Pool-Schiller debate framework 
(see Table 1) to guide an analysis of these published 
guidelines, looking for textual evidence for the answers to the 
following questions: 

1. Where, if anywhere, do the interface guidelines 
assume change happens in the OLPC project? That 
is, which individuals or groups are the targets or 
agents of change? 

2. How do the interface guidelines assume change 
happens in the OLPC project? That is, how does 
change within or among individuals or groups 
happen? 

3. What obligations, if any, do the interface guidelines 
describe for researchers and designers involved in the 
OLPC project? 

4. What technological goals for change, if any, are 
described by the OLPC interface guidelines? 

5. What, if any, overarching relationships between 
change, technology and international development 
are described in the interface guidelines? 

We found textual evidence within the interface guidelines to 
support answers to the first two questions posed by the Pool
Schiller debate. That is: where and how do the interface 
guidelines assume change happens in the OLPC project? 

1. Where Change Happens: Within the Child 
The first of the Pool-Schiller debate issues we analyzed the 
OLPC human interface guidelines for was the location of 
change. That is, where might we expect to see the changes 
ascribed to the OLPC occurring? 

The OLPC interface guidelines see the child as the principal 
target and agent of change. That is, the guidelines presume 
that an individual child - as opposed to a family, siblings, a 
classroom, a community or other local constituency - receives 
a laptop, that she is its primary owner and user, and that she is 
the unit of action and the initiator of change. 

The interface guidelines further state that the "laptop 
focuses around children's activities," that designers should 
create experiences that are "wholly intuitive for children," and 
that the activities designers program should have "an intrinsic 
quality of the learning experience we hope the children will 
have when using the laptop" [18]. 

The interface guidelines and the XO's "zoom metaphor" 
(see Figure 1 below) acknowledge the social environment 
within which the child performs laptop-supported activities 
but the child is at the center of a 4-level hierarchical view that 
nests the child's activity within a home, groups and 
neighborhood. 

The initiation of laptop activities also relies on the actions 
of an individual child: 

"All of the members of the selected group - a child's 
friends, for instance - receive invitations whenever 
the child starts an activity from the Groups view, 
making collaboration implicit" {18]. 

The interface guidelines thus see the individual child as the 
initiator of a group activity, informing her group members that 
she is interested in a collective experience and assume the 
resulting meeting to be in some way collaborative. 

We do not dispute the value of children individually 
initiating group collaborations or the potential learning power 
of such experiences. We only aim to highlight that the OLPC 
interface guidelines locate the child - as the laptop's sole 
owner - at the visual and metaphorical center of activities. 
The guidelines rely on the individual child - as opposed to the 
family, school, community or other such institution - to 
imagine and initiate collaborations. 
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Fig. l. Top: the XO interface's "home view" with the child at the center of a 
set of activity icons. Bottom: four different nested zoom levels defme the 

child's view of the laptop. (OLPC,2007b) 

Such an emphasis on the individual as the agent of change 
within these guidelines helps us understand where the OLPC 
project assumes changes. Although they readily acknowledge 
the presence of other collectives (albeit under somewhat vague 
labels of "home", "group" and "neighborhood") and the 
potential effects of individual actions on them, the guidelines 
seem to reject Schiller's assertion that change occurs mostly 
within and among social institutions and communities and 
instead adopt Pool's liberal development ideology that change 
occurs primarily within and among individuals. The OLPC 
site of change seems focused on the individual child who 
receives a laptop, initiate activities and observes the effects of 
her behavior on her home, groups and neighborhood. 

2. How Change Happens: Through Networked Activity 
The second Pool-Schiller debate issue we analyzed the OLPC 
human interface guidelines for was mechanism of change. 
That is, how might we expect to see the changes ascribed to 
the OLPC occurring? 

The OLPC guidelines stress that change - located 
principally within and among individual children - happens 
through networked activity. The activities that the guidelines 

consider core to the child's experience require the child's 
participation and representation in the XO's "mesh network." 
Such a network depends on constant communication among 
laptops, excluding children from the networked activities 
considered to be the core of the child's experience if their 
laptop is not connected to the mesh network. 

There are several sources of evidence for this observation 
both in the XO interface guidelines and in the underlyin~ 
architecture the guidelines describe. 

In describing the starting point in the XO's "zoom 
metaphor," the guidelines stress the centrality of the child at 
the center of networked activities: 

As the first screen presented to the child at startup, 
[the home view] serves as a starting point for the 
exploration of both the mesh network and also of 
personal activities and objects [18]. 

From this view the child can zoom out through a group 
view to a neighborhood - or "mesh" - view (see Figure 2) in 
which 

individuals are shown clustered around their 
currently active activities, providing a direct visual 
representation of the popularity of an activity, since 
group size is immediately perceptible [18]. 
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Fig. 2. In the neighborhood - or "mesh" - view, all children on the mesh 
network are depicted around activities, the popularity of which corresponds to 

the number of grouped children. (OLPC,2007b) 

In this model, the child is the site of change - where the XO 
aims to have its effect - but primarily if she and her activities 
exist within a network structure. Although the XO 
architecture and interface guidelines describe private activities 
- noting that all activities begun at the "home" zoom are 
private by default - they provide far greater guidance on how 
software developers can create programs that let children 
share, join and invite others to their activities. (Even the 
instructions to designers on how to name bundles of activities 



stress the use of collective verbs within networked 
environments: "draw with my friends," "browse with my 
friends," "chat with my friends" and "edit text with my 
friends" [18]. 

The goal here is not to argue the merits of individual versus 
collective action but, rather, to highlight that the OLPC's 
human interface guidelines explicitly stress the importance of 
networked activity. The specifications provide a great deal of 
guidance on how to imagine and realize software projects in 
which individual children join and act within group activities 
but little support for how to design for single children working 
alone, privately or on an independent project. The OLPC 
project thus seems to view children as the sites of change -
i.e., the actors who initiate and manage change - but sees the 
primary mechanism of change as children acting within 
networked structures. 

IV. CONCLUSION 

The preliminary textual analysis presented here cannot 
stand alone as a defmitive statement on the development 
ideology guiding the OLPC project. We have only sketched 
answers to the first two questions raised by the Pool-Schiller 
debate and, in doing so, have relied heavily on the textual 
evidence that exists within only one document. To understand 
more fully the relationship between the goals of the OLPC 
organization, the design guidelines they publish, the 
motivations and actions of their open-source software 
development community, and how the XO and its software 
impacted children and their communities would require an 
extensive mixed-method project using, for example, multi
sited ethnographic analysis (Marcus, 1995). This project 
needs to be done if the OLPC computerization movement is to 
be better understood. 

Our goal here - in casting the OLPC as a computerization 
movement, in reviewing the structure and content of the Pool
Schiller debate, and in analyzing the OLPC interface design 
guidelines for their stances on the Pool-Schiller questions - is 
to begin a critical conversation by demonstrating its potential 
richness and importance. 

When we critique the claims of technology-enabled, 
interventionist development communication projects we may 
learn the most if we resist adopting either the Technology 
Rationale or the Development Rationale. Rather, we may best 
contribute to both scholarship, design practice and activism if 
we examine the notions of development that underlie projects 
and view technologies as both agents of instrumental, material 
change and as symbolic representations of progress and 
sophistication. Technologies are not neutral tools for enacting 
particular models of development nor are they deterministic 
carriers of foreign ideologies impervious to local critique. 
Technologies like the XO are instead sites in which designers, 

users, policy-makers and evangelists of all stripes perform 
ideology - explicitly or otherwise. 

Our overarching goal here is to argue that there is an 
important but often neglected site in which to observe the 
goals and potential effects of ICT4D projects: the low-level 
guidelines and design instructions intended primarily for 
engineers and designers. It is there that we might see concrete 
evidence of the interaction rituals through which a 
computerization movement like the OLPC aims to achieve its 
technological, economic and educational aims. 

Negroponte's assertion that the OLPC is "an education 
project, not a laptop project" [17] is accurate but incomplete. 
The OLPC is an ideological project in which a set of artifacts 
(e.g., the XO and software design guidelines), practices (e.g., 
the design decisions of OLPC, its partnering organizations and 
it community of open-source developers) and values (e.g., the 
idea that children acting within networks should be agents of 
change) enact a particular model of international development. 

This paper leaves open several questions, both normative 
and empirical: do we want ICT4D projects that see individual 
children as the units of change? Do we want projects that 
value networks over other social arrangements as sites of 
change? How do the writers of low-level and seemingly 
apolitical design guidelines appreciate the potential power of 
their specifications to instantiate ideologies? How can 
infrastructure organizations like OLPC work - at the outset of 
the design process - with local communities to create 
guidelines that afford local ideologies, or that transparently 
state their ideological goals? How do software developers 
working within such specifications understand themselves as 
ethical actors and their creations as political artifacts? How do 
they as an open-source community design and enforce 
professional guidelines and, if so, what are their relationships 
to the technical guidelines written by hardware and 
infrastructure providers? 

In his essay "Do Artifacts Have Politics?" Langdon Winner 
[29] argues that technologies can be political in two different 
ways: as flexible material forms that afford or constrain the 
distribution of power; and as intractable, opaque objects that 
instantiate institutional ideologies. In this spirit, we argue that 
our job as ICT4D researchers and designers is not to ignore 
the ideological elements of our technologies or to stubbornly 
see them as simply apolitical. Rather, when we invent or 
encounter a new technology we have a responsibility to use 
our most powerful lenses - and to develop new ones as needed 
- to ask whether it is an adaptable system that can support and 
reflect our intentions or whether it is a static architecture 
meant to deliver a particular ideology. In essence we need to 
simultaneously ask the important empirical and normative 
questions "what is it and why does it matter?" 

Our aim in this paper is to start such a conversation around 
the OLPC program and the XO laptop. We should not 
casually dismiss this project - or any similar project - as an 



example of exported Western technology nor should we 
optimistically embrace it as the natural next step in 
international development technology or educational 
innovation. We should instead deconstruct its design, 
understand its motivations, observe its impact, see it within its 
historical context and be both critical and supportive of it 
when we have an obligations and opportunities to do so. 
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