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introDuction
The Fiankoma Project was a development awareness (DA) initiative run by the Video Educational
Trust aiming to link the small rural community
of Fiankoma (Ghana) with people and institutions
in Brighton UK through Information and Communication Technologies (ICT). People in both
settings produced accounts of their lives using
digital media that were turned into a Web site for
cultural exchange and development education.
A parallel research project Understandings of
education in an African village: The impact of
information and communication technologies1
studied the effects of the intervention on the Ghanaian community, seeking to gain the perspective
of rural Africans on ICT and development and
particularly education. Ethnographic and participatory methods enabled the research to achieve
an unusual perspective on these issues (Thomas
& Ahmed, 2004; Chambers, 2003).
The research drew on data collected by Fiankoma Project workers as well as the mostly Ghanaian researchers in the Understandings team. “Data
chains” were used to make more explicit the moves

from field experience to textual outcomes. Visual
material often formed the first link in the chain,
prompting reflection on the issues of interest and
a stimulus for dialogue in the shape of informal
interviews. The chain was continued by discussions between insider and outsider researchers of
the previous links, interpreting existing data, and
generating narratives derived from researchers’
experience and understandings of the context.
This linked with other data to guide further lines
of inquiry (see Pryor & Ampiah, 2004 for a full
methodological discussion).
Fuller accounts focusing on educational issues in Ghana are published elsewhere (Pryor &
Ampiah, 2003; Pryor, 2005, forthcoming). This
article discusses ICT and development issues,
reporting on attitudes before the intervention,
describing the approach to using digital media
and its effect on attitudes towards community
development. This is analysed and placed within
an emergent framework for considering how ICT
use might impact beneficially on rural people in
disadvantaged contexts.
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bAckgrounD
Before intervention from the Fiankoma project,
villagers had little experience of electronic media,
but paradoxically these were having a profound
effect. Inexperience was due to the remoteness
of the village and its lack of electricity, in itself
a point of contention. Some months previously
the village elders had proclaimed a levy to bring
electricity to village. Any sum of money is difficult to find in rural Africa, but the levy appeared
to be well within people’s capacity to pay. The
researchers conducted a ranking exercise, which
confirmed that most people in the village considered electricity to be the one thing that would most
improve their lives and bring economic benefits.
Nonetheless, many had refused to pay. Interview
data suggested that reluctance to pay was due not
to poverty, but because of the weak social fabric
of the village. Fiankoma is not a community to
which its occupants owe allegiance, but a settler
community. People live there because from the
1930s onwards, they or their parents left their
homes to carve out farms in the forest. Despite
many years residence, people felt more connected
to their places of origin. Their attitude towards the
electricity fund was reflected in their reluctance
to contribute to anything locally—including the
schools that their children attended. Recent work
suggests that this situation is common in Ghana
and elsewhere in sub-Saharan Africa with ruralrural migration leading to less stable populations
than has been thought the case (Litchfield &
Waddington, 2003).
Villagers’ most frequent encounter with electronic media was radio mainly used for music.
FM reception was poor and AM output did not
use the local language. This also confined TV
viewing mainly to infrequent Akan language soap
operas and soccer matches. In a village of some
hundred households up to five TV sets were in
use at any one time, run from car batteries that
had to go by taxi to be recharged. Nonetheless,
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everyone watched TV occasionally, although few
had any power over what and when. A traveling
video showing Nigerian action-packed blockbusters, high on violence especially towards women,
played to quite large audiences. During the project
the village elders banned these shows, which were
seen as corrupting the young, an action validated
by Leach, Fiscian, Kadzamira, Lemani, and Machankanja (2003) who report boys’ claims elsewhere
in Ghana that sexual molestation of girls took
place “to practice things in films” (p. 37).
The village had no telephone, few people had
used one, though they knew about them from
television, and it was placed very low in the ranking exercise. Computers were unfamiliar, as they
did not feature in televised dramas. Although the
senior secondary school syllabus includes some
“hands on” experience, the few students who attended reported that this had failed to materialize.
Very few had heard of the Internet.
Attitudes and understandings are ultimately
more important than hardware and infrastructure
issues (Leonard & Dorsey, 1996). Villagers’ reactions to the project’s work yielded important
insights about their image of ICT. It had been
anticipated that understanding the purpose of
the project and the notion of cultural exchange
would be problematic, so much effort went into
explanations. Nevertheless two misconceptions
surfaced.
The first, that the project was to provide development aid, occurred throughout the fieldnotes
and was dominant in interviews. Development and
its outcomes are familiar concrete ideas, whereas
cultural exchange is abstract and unfamiliar.
Moreover the very idea of cultural exchange presupposes experiences of a cultural “other,” which
is difficult to grasp for people whose experience
of other cultures is hazy. “Obruni” (strangers,
white people) might be benevolent, but that they
wished to learn from villagers was incomprehensible. Recognising a power differential between
the two parties, where difference in wealth was a
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