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Abstract. The field of ICT4D has witnessed a crisis of its core assumptions in 
terms of usability of ICTs within development, as well as the meaning of “devel-
opment” itself. Such a pars destruens (deconstructing the main assumptions of 
the field) should in our view be accompanied with a pars construens which em-
braces antifascism, an element of liberation movements opposing violently op-
pressive ideas and systems, as a core value. In this paper we set the epistemolog-
ical basis for an antifascist view of ICT4D, positioning such a view in history and 
illuminating the contribution of antifascism to the core idea of “making a better 
world” that inspires ICT4D research. We contribute to the existing literature by 
spelling out antifascist values in relation to ICT4D, and articulating these with 
respect to research objects and philosophies that the field embraces. 
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1 Introduction 

The field of ICT4D has undergone a substantial philosophical transformation over the 
last two decades. Efforts to trace the genesis of the field position its birth in the late 
1980s, with the establishment of the Information Technology for Development journal 
in 1986 and the first IFIP 9.4 Conference on the Social Implications of Computers in 
Developing Countries in 1988 (Walsham, 2017). The early days of the field relied, with 
greater degrees of explicitness over time, on two core assumptions: first, that “devel-
opment” was to be seen as a positive, overarching goal of progress and prosperity, shift-
ing from a growth-centered to a human perspective (Akpan, 2003; Walsham & Sahay, 
2006). Second, that ICTs were intrinsically able to participate in “development”, plying 
connectivity to the opportunity of achieving goals in terms of education, health and 
income (Sen, 2001). A “tech-for-good” agenda inspired the early days of the field, dic-
tating the themes of early publications (Masiero, 2022). 

Both assumptions have, however, experienced a crumbling turn over the last two 
decades. The idea of “development”, initially seen as an overarching goal, became ex-
posed in its colonial and potentially harmful undertakings: Escobar’s (2011) notion of 
post-development illuminated the shortcomings of the “development” ideology, with 
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its impacts on populations made to receive, rather than participate in, interventions on 
themselves (Qureshi, 2015). The idea of ICTs as a “carrier” of development became 
faced with adverse digital incorporation (Heeks, 2022): that is, the diverse ways in 
which being incorporated in digital systems becomes harmful, rather than beneficial to 
users (Pelizza, 2020; Akbari, 2022). In this landscape, ICT4D research finds itself at 
the crossroads between the rise and fall of its founding assumptions, becoming faced 
with the intellectual dilemma of coming to terms with the crisis of its values and the 
need to regenerate its activities in the light of this. 

In this paper, we propose a view of present and future ICT4D research that is inspired 
and shaped by the values of antifascism. By antifascism we mean, with Gentili (2014), 
an element of liberation movements opposing violently oppressive ideas and systems, 
where opposition results in affirmative ideas of liberation. We proceed as follows: we 
first outline the value crisis of ICT4D, with ideas of “tech-for-good” crumbling in the 
light of data-induced harm perpetrated on people through ICT interventions. We then 
outline the values of antifascist ICT4D following Gentili’s (2014) view of antifascism 
as an assertive philosophy, where liberation is built upon deliberate dismantling of in-
frastructures of oppressive power. We conclude by sketching out a thematic agenda for 
antifascist ICT4D, embracing themes of data-induced harm and illuminating how re-
sistance technologies can contribute to fighting its effects. 

2 Making a Better World with Antifascist ICT4D 

Born as a subfield of the Information Systems discipline (Walsham, 2017), the ICT4D 
field arose in the light of the early uptake of computers in the so-called “developing 
countries” (Qureshi, 2015). Early ideas of “tech-for-good”, informed by technology’s 
potential to “repair” substantial issues in the lives of beneficiaries, became over time 
confronted with a different reality: one in which adverse digital incorporation, meant 
as the negative effects of being incorporated in (rather than excluded from) digital sys-
tems, deeply affected the intended recipients of ICT4D interventions (Heeks, 2022). 
Discussed in present-day ICT4D research, adverse digital incorporation illuminates 
how surveillance, control and, in limit cases, violent policing (Akbari, 2022) are di-
rectly produced from people’s subjection to ICT systems, and become inextricable from 
the infrastructures of care that development programmes involve (Iazzolino, 2021). 

It is in the light of digitally induced harm that we propose an antifascist agenda as a 
core conceptual device to conduct ICT4D research today. Adverse digital incorporation 
makes it impossible to detach social studies of technology from digital harm: on the 
one hand, understanding oppression as a product of artefact politics is crucial to study-
ing the genesis of harm as induced by datafied structures on people. On the other, con-
ceiving antifascism as an element of movements where oppressive ideas are challenged 
with an affirmative vision of liberation offers a substantive way to illuminate what 
“making a better world” (Walsham, 2012) has meant for the field over the last decade. 
In what follows, we offer a research agenda inspired by antifascist ICT4D values, illu-
minating how such values intertwine with the purpose of constructing a “better world” 
in equal and fair terms. 
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3 Antifascist ICT4D: A Research Agenda 

As of Gentili (2014), antifascism is characterised by the duality of (a) opposition to 
violent suppression of ideas and freedom, and (b) creation of the conditions for forming 
societies characterised by freedom of thought and action. This duality of a pars 
destruens opposing violence, and a pars construens creating free societies is mirrored 
in multiple, recent themes of engagement of ICT4D research. In this paper we use po-
litical and human rights activism, LGBTQIA+ issues, and forced migration as themes 
to illustrate how an antifascist lens can be applied to ICT4D topics. 

3.1 Political and Human Rights Activism 

The preservation of political and human rights is central to the making of the “better 
world” that ICT4D research seeks to achieve. In the last two decades, social media have 
emerged as central to the engagement of political activism across the globe: advancing 
solidarity and resistance movements, social media have acted as amplifiers of ideas of 
freedom from authoritarian and oppressive regimes (Kamel, 2014; Joia, 2016). Apply-
ing an antifascist lens to the study of digitally mediated activism involves, on the one 
hand, the pars destruens of opposition to violent regimes suppressing freedom and lib-
eration (Milan & Treré, 2019). A relevant example is the recent “Woman, Life, Free-
dom” movement in Iran: with multiple engagements of digital technologies, the move-
ment opposes a violent regime that had sought to ply digital tools to authoritarian ob-
jectives (Akbari, 2023). 

At the same time, the pars construens of antifascism notes how human rights move-
ments exist to create free societies from the ashes of oppression. The engagement of 
technologies in the Black Lives Matter movement, sparked by the murder of George 
Floyd in 2020, has illustrated the importance of solidarity in building societies free from 
police violence, in which social media played an important coordinative role (Wade et 
al., 2021). In the rise of #MeToo, the movement born in 2017 with a view to build 
awareness of sexual harassment, collective action has been largely channeled through 
social media: beyond denouncing harassment, such an action fosters liberation from it 
through the upholding of societal rules (Boyd et al., 2022). Contended between author-
itarianism and resistance, social media offer an important example of how an antifascist 
lens, with its duality of opposition and liberation, can unpack important dynamics of 
ICT4D research. 

3.2 LGBTQIA+ Issues 

Despite efforts made regarding LGBTQIA+ rights over the last decades, progress in 
many places seems to have slowed down, or even regressed. As we write this piece, 
legislation has been passed in Uganda introducing the death penalty or life imprison-
ment for “certain same-sex acts” (The Guardian, 2023). From such rights-denying laws 
to conversion therapy for gay people and the “don’t say gay” bill and book banning’s 
in Florida, it is clear that LGBTQIA+ rights are under attack in many places. In the US 
alone, 555 anti-trans bills have been introduced in 2023 “that seeks to block trans people 
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from receiving basic healthcare, education, legal recognition, and the right to publicly 
exist” (Trans Legislation Tracker, 2023). In a study conducted at the Williams Institute 
at UCLA it was found that transgender people are over four times more likely than 
cisgender people to be victims of violent crimes such as rape, sexual assault, and ag-
gravated or simple assault (Flores et al., 2021). 

 
In the light of the violence perpetrated through such acts and laws, an antifascist lens 

denounces, on the one hand, the violent suppression of rights that such legislation en-
tails. It is, at the same time, in the remit of antifascism to create the societal conditions 
for such violent actions not to be enabled, and for such oppressive laws not to be passed 
and implemented. In the light of the Uganda’s same-sex acts criminalisation bill, Wyers 
(2023) has called organisations who collect, manage and share personal data to take 
responsibility measures in handling these, so to safeguard people’s right to freedom 
and, indeed, to life in the light of oppressive law. Responsible data management 
strongly mirrors the pars construens of antifascism: it takes stock of the violent effects 
of data-based oppressive policies on vulnerable people, at the same time devising tools 
to overcome it. 

3.3 Migration and Refugees 

According to the UNHCR, 103 million people are forcibly displaced worldwide, a num-
ber that has rapidly increased over the last decade (UNHCR, 2022). War, climate dis-
asters, famine, and more causes lead to large groups of people being forced to relocate 
to survive. ICT4D research has engaged the role of ICTs as routes connecting refugees 
to host societies: Gomez et al. (2016; 2017) have studied the sense of belongingness 
fostered by ICT-based connection, also involving the ability for forced migrants to 
maintain connection with home countries (Vannini et al., 2020). At the same time, re-
search has illuminated the perverse effects of connectivity over migrants: the datafica-
tion of refugee identities, as well as tracings enabled through mobile devices and data 
fumes, has resulted in capture, deportation and even death for people in the course of 
migration (Newell et al, 2016; Pelizza, 2020). 

An antifascist lens sees an important application to the study of datafied migration. 
The duality of a pars destruens and a pars construens is again present: on the one hand, 
technologies of datafication are denounced as oppressive tools, which convert the mi-
grant into bundles of data that make them traceable by policing authorities. On the 
other, digital technologies also create scope for liberation, with the creation of solidarity 
movements (Pelizza et al., 2021) through which migrants associate, creating the condi-
tions for liberation. The duality of oppression and liberation framed in an antifascist 
perspective again configures itself as a research paradigm that can unpack important 
aspects of ICT4D research. 
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4 Conclusion 

This paper has taken stock of the identity crisis of the ICT4D field, born in the light of 
“tech-for-good” assumptions which were disattended by failures over time. Against this 
backdrop, we have advanced an antifascist view of ICT4D as a route to “making a better 
world” by challenging violent oppression, through a paradigm that affirms liberation as 
a political act with which digital technologies are impregnated. With an agenda cen-
tered on activism, LGBTQIA+ issues, and migration issues in an ICT-based surveil-
lance space, we have provided conceptual glimpses of the shape that an antifascist 
ICT4D paradigm can take. As we advance this research-in-progress work, we expect to 
contribute to the existing literature by further articulating such a paradigm, around top-
ics that - including AI, blockchains, smart cities, infrastructures of care and surveillance 
- permeate the current landscape of ICT4D, combining awareness of digital harm with 
a clear liberation agenda. 
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