POSITION PAPER on E-Reseach!
by José-Luis Coraggio

Introduction: My pesonal itineray with computers

| ama socialscientist,anthusthe views andissuesraisedbelowwill be permeatedby that
position.| startedusing computes in 1975at the Instituto Di Tella, in BuenosAires. Our

first computerwas one of a few availablein Argentina,and occupieda whole room. Its

main contributionwasthe capacity to processa huge massof data.In threeyears of work,

andafter carefully checking the validity of the data, we reeneredthe outputdata of seweral

Population,Manufacturirg, Commerceand Agricultural censuss (it was impossibleto

havedirect accessto input data).We were embarkedn processig a pioneerirg daia base
crossedwith informationfor al firms with morethan 100 employees,in orde to describe
the functioning and dynamics of the regional systemscomposedby more than 2000
localities in Argentina. Communicationtechnol@ies were far behind. | had to leawe

Argentinain 1976. The research processwas neer finalized beauseit was very costly

(and risky) to send me the Ige piles of printiig sheetsrbm Argentina to Mexico.

My next personalexperiere with computerswas in Nicaragua, in 1981, when big
“portable” computersveredonatedby someU.S. NGOsto the cente where | wasDirector
of Researh. | usedgreen screencomputes astext processorandto createa databasethat
wasusedto preparea chronology of 10 yeas of the Sandinista Revolution.This time, the
task was completed.l left Nicaragua befare endirg the project, took with me a set of
diskettes with the information and continued to work in it elsreh

From thenon, while depending on other stdf to processdata(note that, by now, we can
acessandreprocessprimaly databaseswithout violating secrecy regulations),l staredto
produceandedit my own writings from thefirst dréft to thefinal version.As | write alot, |
have spent good ckal of thes last 25/eas in front of acomputer.

By 1993l was still communicating from & York with my university in Argentinamainly
by phoneandfax. E-mail enteredn my life in 1994, whenfew peoplein the Southusede-
mail for regular communicationCurrently | spendabouttwo hoursa day to dealwith e-
mail, althoughmostof the institutionalmail it is handledandfiltered by anassistant.| am
a memberof seveil discussiongroupsand have my own persomal web page. | navigate
very little on my own, andrely on an assistanto processdata or to seach for materialsin
the web. As a resultof all thesecharges,my produdivity hasincreasedbut my working
days have been extendedand becomemore intense.As time goesby, more and more
unwantednformationcomesthrough the e-mail, thusbecominganadditionalburdento my
alread heaw workload.
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Some ideas for discussion at the Workshop

1. The ystem d scientific knowkdge is as a lghly hierarchical conrectedset of activities
of collection, production,exchame, repraluction, appropration (free or at a cost, passive
or active) and use (as a produwctive input or as a final consumption)of information,
concepts scremes,theoriesand methods.This system has global, regional, national and
intra-nationalor local spacesof interaction, and hasmary typesof agentsandresourcs,

organizedin differentways. It hasa technol@ical and economicbase,unevenly accessd

anddevelopedhroughoutthe world. It is structuredaacording to disciplinesand charging

or well-establishedmultidisciplinar fields, and also accading to empirical objects of

interestand application. Many virtual scientific communitiesapper, consolidatebecone

fossilizedor evaporataalongwith old andnewinterests,andany scientistmay try to starta

new such communities.

2. As a consegence,we can be over stimulatedwith new opportunitiesand find it
difficult to concentate on a specific project without the risk of getting isolatedfrom the
virtual scientific “market”. In any case,the behavior of aveiage reseachersis markedby
the new symbolic representationsand habitus that are assocated with this social and
technologecal revolution, produed by a combination of the modern Information and
CommunicationTechnologies(ICT) industry, the competitive processand its values -
which havebeeninterralized during the last thirty years by the scientific communiy (the
built need to be part of meinitiatives) — and the neneedsand demandposdonresarch
communities themselves.

3. As all technologcal revolutions, new ICTs are beginning to shakethe system of
scientificknowledye, with a high potential for change, not only its underlying structureand
personal habits and vas, but also its social and political biases.

4. Givenits novely andthe speedof charge, it is too early to anticipateall the positive
effects that ICTs will have on reseach. The same is true for the undesiable ones.
Neverthegss, there are many reasonsto doubt that the main problemsfaced by social
scienceresarchtoday andin the future will be solvedby ICTs. They may be part of the
solution, but also part of the problem.

5. There are no basesfor producirg reliable hypothesesabout universal relationships
between CTs andscientificresarch,not only becauseof culturalandsccial differercesin

acess but also becaus of the idiosyncratic elenents that differentiate reseachas. Of

course, there are other more meso and macro elementsof differentiation, such as
institutional insertion, disclmary matrices,schoolsof thought, epistemologial paradigms,
etc. In any case,at oddswith the ICT industy andsomeof its global supportergsuchas
the World Bank), massiveand acceleated acessto ICTs pusted from the outsideinto

differentcultures ocommunities of practeis not recommendadl

6. As the questionof pertinerte and relevance of social reseach is also a political
guestion, thempactof differentialaccesgo ICTs could play arole in forcing the agendaof



the North and of Westernculturesat a global level. We may witnessa new roundof ICT-
assistedbiased priorities, paradigms, methodologiesand criteria to allocate research
resoures (mainly through the mechanismof “comparativestudie$ able to accessfresh
financial esoures) comirg from Western@entific sphees.

7. Oneof theproblemswe facein socal resarchis the gap betweenreseach agendasand
socialneedsof useful knowledye. Thisis partly dueto the freedomof resarchrequiredfor
the advanementof science,mainly in the caseof basicreseach; to the existenceof an
autonomousagendaof donas; to the deceasimg lack of interestin critical socialreseach
on the part of goveenmentsand private firms; and last but not least,to the difficulties of
civil sociey to articulate a set of demandsand priorities in terms of useful knowledge.
Someillusions associatedvith modernICTs may worsen, rather than help solve, this
problem.

8. Another problem is the recuring conflict between quantitative and qualitative
approacksto the understading of social processesICTs facilitate quantitativereseach,

and may thusreinforce suchbias. Howewer, what is neededs a mix of both quantitative
and qualitative appraches. Qualitative appraches require communication between
reseacheas andthe subjeds of study in face-to-facedialogical and practical relationships.
E-mail and the Internet create the illusion of immediatenessand of real time

communication.(Of couse, althowh it is a legitimate and much neededfield of study,

most of social studies are not agissed tdnternet usersand their pactices.

9. While we uselCTs, we shouldbe examiningtheir subjgctiveimpacton reseachers:on
their dispositionsprientationspurposesimeaningand scopeof their endeavorsj.e.in their
reseach practices. This requiresan ethnaraphic apprach combinedwith surveys and
other instruments to produce prirgalata’®

10. Although they are often placed on an equal basis,thereseemsto be lessemplasison
innovations in Information processingthan in Communication Technol@ies. The
capaities to store and processin little spaceand time, and with redued costs, huge
amountsof information(mainly quantitativedata)or to run simulationof modelshasa big
impact on resarch. We can shae and easily manipulatehuge databasesat the risk of
losing track of fundamental problemsaboutthe validity of the empirical coneptsusedas
well as of the statistical signifane of the numbrs manipulated.

11.1CTs saw resarch time but also gengate new demandson our resakch time. An
obviousimpactof ICTs in comgetitive culturesis the tendemy to be up-to-dae in a given
field, always searchirg for the last contribution,acaimulatinginformation and docurnrents
that cannot be properly digestednor elaboated. Finding, accumulatirg, updatirg and
classifying information to be retrieved when neecd, may easily becomeobjectives in

2 In March 2002, after receivingthe invitation to attend to this seminarin Maastrict, we appliedthe suvey
kindly providedby the Intemationd Institute of Infonomics, to the Faaulty of the UniversidadNacionalde
GeneralSamiento (UNGS) in Argentina. Only 34 peoplereplied (many found the surivey too long and did
not seeits usdulness, which says samething of the survey and/or of the scientific culture). A preliminaly
analsisshaws tha we obtained no ve meaningful data to understad or to orient our instittional policies.



themselves(acquisitive vs. inquisitive behavior). The problem is amplified given the
pressureto paticipate in seweral groupsand projects which no longer seem to require
physical preserme. On the other hand,thesetendenes may stimulatecrossfertilization of
disciplinary fields and empiral problems, thus enrichgnour learning pracesses.

12. Thereare cognitive differenaes between browsirg, readirg and re-reading a printed
book or its equivalentin an electonic archive. The instrumentalcapacity to seach for
wordsis not equivalentto the processof seaching for ideasin a text. Of course, different
reseachas have different attitudes. Howeer, it is safe to assumethat a worrisome
gererationalcharge may be emerging orientedtowardsquick readiry, little reflecting,and
“cut and pasteproduction.

13. ICTs hawe changed the technical base and the models of scientific communi@tion.
Nonethelessthere remains a huge gap between the possibilities and the capacities to use
newICTsfor collectivework. In fact, ICTs are oftenusedin awrong or inefficientmanner,
maybe beausewe are fascinatedby themor pressedo usethemto avoid being labeledas
“old-fashioned, or because it sems that we an lean-by-doing.

| have paticipated in various teleconérerces, some of them organized by powerful
internationalorganizationswhereCTs were poorly manaed and macde more noisethan
contributionto the substancef communicationno true dialogue, muchtime spenttrying
to solve technical problemandatendemry to a show-likescenaio rathe thanto creatirg a
collective workirg environment.

Lack of a basic platform of services and infrastructue appopriated to the specific
instrumentor technoloy is alsoa problem.Wonderful Powe Point presentationsnay fail
due to excessor shortae of light, or due to the assumptionthat the participantshawe
unlimited vision at a distance.This results often in lack of communication,loss of
concentation, and the like.

One more casein point is the new possibilitiesof listservesand e-mail baseddiscussion
groups.Mary peopleare not aware that evey time they usethe “reply” function their
messag reachesevayonein the group,not only the personwho they try to reply to. As a
result,mary get tired of receiving what they conside e-gabage and leave the e-graups.
Thusthe needto betrainedor to investmoretime in learning aboutthe instrumentandthe
conditions under whichCTs mg be moe dfective and #icient than taditional means.

14. Lately there hasbeena blossomingof alternativeways to produe local knowledye
using more prticipatol approahes, suclas action-oented eseach, experiere-exchage
meetingsor face-toface workshopswhere resarchers and sccial agents interact. The
economicsof reseach pushesfor cost-dficieng. This may thus induce donas to
encourge virtual fora. ICTs can enhance and sustainresarch networking when used
wisely, but neithe the quality of the processnor the results can match face-to-fa@
participatoy reseach.

15. Despiteits tremendougpossibilities,Interretis a limited instrumentfor thoughtandfor
collective reflection. It can gererate the illusion of dialogue, substituting true joint



productionof meanirg and learnirg-by-doing. Even innovative experiereslike thoseof
Silicon Valley and Bologna show the needfor real interaction of whole personsand
institutions talking and looking at each other while charging reality, engaged in the
developmentof an idea, oriented by a common collective project within a common
territory.

16. ICTs introdue a bias towardsglobal knowlede: they enlage itsgeagraphi@al scopeof
circulation, but e-participation createsa sub-culture of its own amorg. Howe\er, closing
the gap between theoly andpractice vis a vis the sccial questionrequires, morethanever,
enhaned local processesof encounte amorg various forms of codified and tacit
knowledge, in a colletive leaning processThis processs optimizedwhenparticipantsare
engaged together in changng their immediae reality. The emegene of the so-caled
"knowledge sociey", if anything, stresseshe needto articulate the procesgs of learning
with the processed doing (reflectively changing reality).

17. Realsocialdevelopments a coopeative andcorflictive proaessinvolving a pluralistic
array of groups,communities,sectorsand levels of government,social organizationsand
collectiverepresenations,all of which change with developmentitself. As arich souice of
charge, conflicts must evolve within a relationshipwhere disconrection is a last resort.
Internet facilitatescommunicationrand encounterput it alsofacilitateseay disconrecting
as soon as someoreefs thratened ounsatisfied, thus avoidinconflict.

You candecide not to participat in barrio or communiy meetirgs, but you hawe to walk
the streetsand face the peopleand experiene their reactionto your attitude. Howeve,
behindthe computeronecanjust deleteunwantedmessgesor block unwantedsendersand
walk through thelnterret highway without beirg noticed.

More profoundly: What will be the effects on the sef and on the will to engage in
collective action unde the influence of this combination of possible multiple and
simultaneousor discontinuousrelationshipsin different communitiesof resarch and
discussiof?

18. Finally, andtriggered by the term Infonomics (this seminarwas organizedby the
Internationallnstituteof Infonomics),it mustbe stressedhat there is no single school of
thoughtregarding the econony. Therefore we should make an issue of what economic
theorly and methodol@y is bestsuitedto do resarchon ICTs. Neoclassial economicss
proneto be asseiatedwith thesetechnolayies becaiseit is itself quantitative-orientedit
seemdo be exact,andit usessimple and elegant models.Howe\er, unlesswe frameour
studieson Political Econony, we may nicely combineand model the relationshipbetwesn
economicsandICTsbutwe will hardly understandheir impacton the structue andon the
scientific system and on its potential developmentsMoreower, the complexiy of the
questionstriggered by the technologcal revolution requre not only infonomics but also
infociology, infopology, infocology, infolaw, etc., and a multidiciplinary apprach. Of
course, the saere®rvations apyl to the paadigm adopted withinach discipline.



