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Abstract

Cyberjaya was heralded in the mid-1990s as the Multimedia Super
Corridor's (MSC) flagship ‘intelligent city' and designed to prepare Malaysia
and its citizens for a giant leap forward into an imagined new ‘information
age’. The urban mega-project constituted a state led response to the much
hyped ‘Siliconisation of Asia’ and was planned to fast-track national
development through investment in information and communications
technologies (ICTs). The thesis seeks to examine how the discursive
architectures of the ‘information society’ were mobilised, by whom, and with
what material consequences as technopole planning practices were
inscribed on the Malaysian landscape. Ten years on from the excessive
high-tech utopianism and urban boosterism that accompanied the city's
launch, the thesis promotes qualitative methodologies to examine the critical
human geographies of the MSC. Specifically, empirical analysis addresses
the uneven socio-spatial consequences and ‘splintering urbanisms’
manifesting in Malaysia’s emerging spaces of neoliberal modernity.
Research methodologies included in-depth interviews with political and
business elites in Malaysia, participant observation with residents and
workers in Cyberjaya, and a critical discourse analysis of the MSC policy and
promotional materials. To this end, the thesis seeks to disentangle the

symbolic and material effects of technopole planning practices in Cyberjaya.

Keywords: Malaysia, Cyberjaya, Technopole, Technology, Symbolism,
Everyday Geographies.
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Chapter 1. introduction

1.1. Introduction

Technopoles have been described by Castells and Hall (1994: 1) as the
‘mines and foundries of the informational economy’. Conceptualised in more
than just technological terms (i.e. networking cities with
telecommunications), technopoles are new urban-industrial complexes
geared towards research and development activities and high value-added
innovation in information technology (I.T.) and multimedia industries.
Technopoles have been planned by state actors across the world to create
‘innovative milieu’ (Castells and Hall 1994) where an imagined knowledge
based, ‘new economy’ (Leadbeater 1999) could be cultivated. Their physical
form consists of futuristic looking, low-rise office buildings dispersed in a
secured campus style layout set in sylvan landscapes physically and
infrastructurally ‘splintered’ (Graham and Marvin 2001) from the rest of
society. Each aspirational project (e.g. technology parks, technoburbs,
science parks, ‘intelligent’ cities etc) has sought to emphasise its purported
‘uniqueness’ through a variety of urban boosterism strategies accompanying
competing claims of becoming ‘wired’, ‘intelligent’, ‘silicon’, ‘cyber’, or
‘techno’ places. However, despite this, each project follows in a long line of
technopoles that aspires to replicate the ‘model’ of Silicon Valley, California,
in an ongoing quest to become both an iconographic exemplar symbolising
national arrival in the ‘information age’ and a global hub for high-tech
industries.

Rather than seek to identify the ‘criteria’ for successful technopole
development, or compare and evaluate the planned versus actual outcomes
of individual projects, the thesis addresses the symbolic and material effects

of technopole planning practices to critically examine: (1) the symbolic-



discursive production of these aspiring high-tech places by international
consultants, policy makers and government officials; (2) the material
reproduction of ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’ discourses through
technopole planning practices; (3) emerging human geographies focused on
the everyday live/work practices of individuals who inhabit these spaces. In
turn, the thesis seeks to advance existing debates concerning the uneven
socio-spatial consequences of technopole planning practices to contest
technologically deterministic, celebratory ‘new era’ accounts of national and
regional development driven by information and communications
technologies (e.g. Ohmae 1991). The thesis examines these processes
through a critical geographical analysis of the Malaysian government's
Multimedia Super Corridor mega-project and its flagship ‘intelligent city’
technopole of Cyberjaya.

1.2. Background

Technopole developments span the world and their presence can be seen in
numerous urban regions from Silicon Valley to Singapore from Boston to
Bangalore. However, these projects have not emerged by chance; rather
they represent attempts by public and private sector actors to respond to
three major socioeconomic trends. Firstly, over the last 25 years speculation
concerning the interrelations between information and communications
technologies (ICTs), globalisation, and urban change often led to
technologically deterministic accounts about the coming of a utopian
‘information society’ (Bell 1976; Lyon 1988; Webster 1995)." A wave of
commentators, business writers, futurists, journalists, novelists, and even
social scientists predicted the coming of a new technological epoch, in which
the increasing penetration of information technology (I.T.) was forecast to
affect all aspects of cultural, economic, social, religious, and political life.
These predictions were often infected by speculative futurology whereby

potential implications of technological change were portrayed as a

' | place the term in inverted commas to signal my doubts about its accuracy (see Chapter 3).




transformative ‘new wave' affecting society on an unprecedented scale
(McLuhan 1964; Toffler 1980).

For example, it was predicted that the ‘old economy’ (industrial,
manufacturing-based, urban, Fordist) was to be replaced by a ‘new
economy’ (knowledge based, innovative, ‘anywhere-anytime’, flexible
accumulation). Such ‘new economy’ discourses promoted the internet (i.e. e-
commerce) and information technologies as a new driver of economic
competitiveness (Gates 1995). In response to these predictions state actors
sought to invest in ICT based economic development and urban
telecommunications policies in readiness for an emerging ‘digital age’
(Negroponte 1995; Gosling 1997).

Secondly, while few can doubt the enormity of such technological changes it
is now widely acknowledged that the ‘information society’ is an increasingly
urban society (Graham 2004a). Paradoxically, despite predictions
concerning the growth of ‘anytime/anywhere’ ‘informationalised capitalism’,
as the global economy expanded it has become organised around specific
cities (or parts within them) which manage, control and coordinate
transnational flows. These ‘command and control centres’ for the ‘new
economy’ (Sassen 1999b; Sassen 2001b) traditionally include global cities
(e.g. London, New York) but also extend to technopoles that have been
optimistically prepared by national governments as ‘fixing points’ (Harvey
1982) for global capital through a range of location incentives, infrastructure

provisions, and place marketing devices.

Thirdly, as a consequence there has been growing competition from policy
makers to reposition urban spaces within the nation state as high-tech sites
conducive to a globalising ‘new economy’. Technopole planning strategies
have been mobilised in urban telecommunications policy by state actors as a

means for: (a) creating a real and symbolic node for ‘hooking up’ to the



global economy (Olds 2001) ; (b) utilising the perceived transformative
potential of ICTs for local, regional, and national development; (c) re-scaling
national competitiveness through specific globally orientated networked sub-
economies (Sassen 2001c).

The above processes have been exemplified in East and Southeast Asia
where a number of developmental states were caught up in a race to realise
the benefits of information technology for national development from the mid-
1990s onwards. The region has become the global centre for technopole
planning practices as a number of projects have been self-consciously built -
often in collaboration with Olds’ (1999; 2001) ‘Global Intelligence Corps’ of
multinational planning and consultancy firms - as a means of ‘plugging into’
and shaping a putative ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’. Technopole
development strategies in these regions have not just focused on economic
development, but moreover have emphasised the utopian potential of ICTs
for broader social and cultural modernisation (Uimonen 2001). Flagship
development ‘mega-projects’ include Singapore’'s Science Park and
‘Intelligent Island’ strategy, South Korea’'s Taedok ‘Science City’, Taiwan's
Hsinchu ‘Technology Park’, Japan’s ‘Technopolis’ Programme, Hong Kong's
‘Cyberport’ and Malaysia's ‘Multimedia Super Corridor’.

The growth of technopoles in the region was a process that Jessop and Sum
(2000) labelled the ‘Siliconisation of Asia’ whereby a number of
entrepreneurial developmental states imagined a shift from export-oriented
manufacturing economies to ICT based service economies which would
enable them to ‘leapfrog’ up the next round of economic development. Prior
to the Asian Financial Crisis 1997-1998, the logic of |.T. facilitated
‘developmental catch up' (Burkett and Hart Landsberg 2003) seemed
entirely logical when the runaway success of Asian ‘tigers’ and ‘dragons’
emboldened regional claims of economic supremacy (Yeoh 2005).

Technopole developments were very much in keeping with urban




transformations at the time geared towards the spectacularisation of national
landscapes through a series of ‘urban mega-projects’ (Olds 2001) and the
reimagining of ‘the [once] mystical, sleepy (post-)colonial Orient, as, at once,
a new threat to Euro-American supremacy and a new paradise of economic
opportunity’ (Bunnell 2004: 4-5).

Technopole planning practices attempted to raise ‘global visibility’ (Bunnell et
al. 2002) and redefine national competitive advantage through two
interrelated strategies. Firstly, growing inter-urban competition between
technopole projects to attract global capital, internationally mobile investors
and high quality human talent led to the mobilisation of a range of
entrepreneurial place marketing strategies. This became increasingly evident
as Southeast Asian economies were integrated into regional and global
circuits, and rose to prominence in the mid-1990s, national governments
realised the potential of technopoles for symbolically repositioning the state
as a site for economic investment. Each project was promoted around the
world through various conferences, official tours, and publicity events as
Asia’s “new Silicon Valley’. Subsequently technopoles were heralded as
harbingers of a new high-tech modernity, and positioned as ‘world-class’

state-spaces for technological innovation and globalised live/work practices.

Secondly, states in the region materially reoriented technopole
developments within their national territories as global sites for attracting
foreign direct investment. Technopole planning strategies spawned a range
of ‘spatial products’ (Easterling 2005) - intelligent cities, technology and
science parks, new media districts - creating ‘exclusive’ technologised
spaces which would provide a suitable environment for muiltinational |.T.
companies and the nurturing of a new generation of would-be ‘intelligent’
citizens (Mahathir 1998). As well as providing the usual array of financial
incentives, technopoles created new ‘splintered’ (Graham and Marvin 2001)

governance spaces which combined re-scaled state authoritarianism with




neoliberal strategies for economic growth (e.g. deregulation, liberalisation).
As a consequence, these states ‘rescripted’ national development through
globalisation processes encompassing transnational networks, connections
and affinities that unsettled bounded constructions of the state and created
new ‘splintered’ urban spaces (Graham and Marvin 2001), or ‘neoliberal
calculations' (Ong 2007) that overlap, but do not coincide, with the national
terrain. Concomitantly, these countries have regulated, to differing degrees,
their opening to a ‘global’, read Western, space with what were seen as

potential threats to cultural integrity and economic control (Ong 2000a).

1.3. Foregrounding Malaysia and the Multimedia Super Corridor

The empirical focus of the thesis is on one of the most ambitious technopole
development projects in Southeast Asia; the Multimedia Super Corridor
(MSC). No country more than Malaysia in the 1990s was seduced by a belief
in the unlimited power, boundless mobility, and transformative
socioeconomic potential ICTs could offer. Conceived by the state as ‘more
than just a technology park’, the MSC was launched by the Malaysian Prime
Minister Dr. Mahathir Mohamad on the 1% of August 1996 as a special zone
for the growth of |.T. and multimedia industries that were seen to embody the
power of a ‘new economy’. Moreover, the creation of a proposed ‘innovative
hub’ was to enable the country to ‘leapfrog’ up the development chain and

promote Malaysia as an investible location for global capitalism.

One of the world’s largest ever planned urban development projects, the
corridor stretched 15 kilometres wide and 50 kilometres long linking Kuala
Lumpur City Centre (KLCC) in the north to Kuala Lumpur International
Airport (KLIA) in the south in a proposed high-tech zone that would bind
Malaysia and its citizens into the global ‘information society’.? Built on a
rationale of ‘intelligent living’, the MSC has attempted to integrate ICTs into

every aspect of its urban environment through a series of flagship

2 Though as Chapter 4 notes, the notion of MSC as a bounded spatial milieu is contested.







Guarantees’ was offered by the government to entice companies to relocate
to Cyberjaya which included tax breaks, freedom to source foreign labour
and capital, and no internet censorship. In return, the government expected
that companies awarded ‘MSC status’ and allowed to locate in Cyberjaya
would be research intensive and would transfer skills and technologies to
local companies. All this would take place in an exclusive garden city locale
that was to “hot-house” a culture of innovation and creativity. Secondly,
Cyberjaya was planned as a ‘wired’ city and constructed with a specialist
100% digital fibre optic backbone (5-10 Gigabits per second) and promoted
as a national ‘test bed’ for the integration of ICTs into everyday life. A series
of ‘Flagship Applications’ (Figure 2) were intended to facilitate ‘intelligent’
live/work practices and position the city as an ‘exemplary’ urban space for a
globally orientated, Malaysian ‘information society’. In turn, the MSC was
frequently referred to by Mahathir as Malaysia's ‘gift to the world’ and

envisioned as an experimental site for technopole planning practices.

Flagship Application Objective

1. National Multipurpose Smart Card Multipurpose identity card also enabling

electronic commerce in MSC.

2. Electronic Government Paperless e-government in Putrajaya

enabled through muitimedia technologies.

3. Worldwide Manufacturing Webs MSC to" function as regional hub for
networks of R&D, manufacturing and

distribution.

4. Borderless Marketing Centre Multimedia Development Corporation as
one-stop-shop  for  prospective MSC

companies worldwide.

5. Smart Homes/Schools ICTs to manage home environment and
multimedia technologies as central to

education.

6. Telemedicine Remote consultation, diagnosis and

treatment in Malaysia’s healthcare system.

7. Research and Design Cluster Cyberjaya the planned locale for the synergy
between global multimedia companies and




multimedia university.

Figure 2: Summary of the MSC's Seven Flagship Applications

These utopian development plans, in-tandem with the MSC’s global
marketing campaign, promoted the project as a neoliberal economic space
for high-technology industries and multinational research and development
communities. However, beneath the hyperbolic sloganeering, the MSC is far
from a politically neutral global space operating in a vacuum detached from
its national context. In particular, racial politics permeates the “MSC story”
just as it does in other discursive and material spaces elsewhere in
Malaysia. Contested notions of racial identity and divisive race relations can
be traced to the colonial period and the intervention of the British in the
Malay archipelago (Harper 1999; Abraham 2004) in the eighteenth century.
Critical historians observe how the linkage of race with socio-economic
function in the British colonial economy still resonates in Malaysian society
today with the Malays functioning as the political elite, Chinese as a capitalist
class and Indians as agrarian labour. The thesis endeavours not to rehearse
well-trodden debates amongst Malaysianists concerning the role of race and
religion in the production of a socially and spatially diverse nation state since
independence in 1957. Rather the thesis engages with, and is analytically
sensitive to, the complex and often divisive racial politics that has
characterised Malaysia's contested geographies of nation building in the
context of the. MSC’s development. While empirical material interrogates
racial identity across multiple MSC field sites (Chapters 4-8) the objective of
the thesis is not to provide a comprehensive account of Malaysia's racial
politics through the MSC.

Elsewhere, the cultural geographer Tim Bunnell has written at length about
the planning and development of the MSC in relation to Malaysia’s complex
racialised politics. Despite the promotion of the MSC as an ethnically and
territorially integrated space, Bunnell highlights how the project represented

a reordering of Malaysian society for a new ‘intelligent’ phase of national




development that was bifurcated along racial lines according to who was
included and excluded from the project. Bunnell, who conducted his doctoral
fieldwork in 1996 prior to the majority of the MSC being built, exposed two
early myths concerning the Malaysian state’s utopian high-tech
developmentalism. Firstly, he observed that despite Mahathir's claims of
universal national benefit, the majority of MSC construction projects were
allocated to individuals or Malay companies directly linked to the ruling
government United Malay National Organisation (UMNO) Party. In this light,
the MSC was cast as a site for the pursuit of Malay interests and for the
realisation of a new kind of technologically savvy Malay subject in keeping
with Mahathir's ethno-nationalistic economic policies. Second, Bunnell's
main empirical enquiry addressed the evictions and subsequent relocations
of plantation workers and indigenous groups from land allocated for MSC -
development prior to 1997. Research highlighted the case of the mainly
Indian-Tamil Perang Besar plantation estate workers who were deliberately
excluded and physically removed from lands allocated to MSC development.
Both within and outside MSC territory individuals and groups were positioned
according to ‘their ability to realise themselves in “intelligent ways” through a
number of social and spatial dividing practices at a variety of scales’ (Bunnell
2004: 7). Bunnell describes these socio-spatial divisions as the ‘moral
geography’ of the MSC landscape and observes how these processes have
historical resonances with old colonial divisions of labour and space
combined with new bio-political regimes of state authoritarianism (see Ong
2000a).

The empirical enquiry is sensitive to Malaysia's racial politics and the
geograph‘ies of exclusion that characterised the MSC’s development. The
thesis seeks to bring the “MSC story” up to date with research conducted ten
years after Bunnell's preliminary fieldwork. The objective of the study is to
map the MSC’s utopian development plans against a more grounded

assessment of the material and symbolic consequences of technopole
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planning practices in Cyberjaya. Specifically, the thesis seeks to highlight a
range of disjunctures evident in the planning of Cyberjaya as a space for
asserting ‘intelligent’ national development through a ‘deterritorialised’ mode
of neoliberal economic globalisation. For all its purported uniqueness, the
MSC mimicked existing technopole exemplars (notably Silicon Valley) and
was directly influenced by the global diffusion of consultants, real estate
interests and . multinational corporations (MNCs) who imagined the
production of ‘intelligent’ urban spaces as essential ingredients for global
economic success (Graham and Marvin 1999). More than ten years after its
initial launch the thesis engages with the transnational processes by which a
unique form of high-tech utopianism was inscribed on the Malaysian
landscape through the MSC mega-project and promotes analytical sensitivity

to the experiences of people who now inhabit these high-tech spaces.

1.4. Research Aims and Questions

While there has been a large amount of academic and policy research on
technology parks, science cities, ‘intelligent’ corridors they have only
provided a partial understanding of these dramatic and costly processes of
urban restructuring (Rogers and Laursen 1984; Castells and Hall 1994;
Saxenian 1994; Indergaard 2004; Roper and Grimes 2005; Searle and
Pritchard 2005). There has been a shortage of critical, empirically informed
research to address: (a) the politically infused, symbolic role of ICTs in
technopole place marketing; (b) the compatibility of (neoliberal) technopole
urbanism vis-a-vis broader national development goals; (c) the critical
intersections between power, networked infrastructures and their
implications for everyday life. Beyond the significant contribution of Bunnell
(2002a; 2002b; 2003; 2004) work on the MSC has been at best descriptive if
not specifically promotional in nature (lbrahim and Goh 1998; Mazelan
1999). In this light, the thesis is informed by three main aims:
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To respond to a paradigm challenge within urban geography over how
to conceptualise the relationship between technology, society, and
urban form. The thesis provides a conceptual critique of
technologically deterministic technopole planning practices by
focusing on their urban material consequences in a specific place at a
specific time.

To illuminate emerging spaces of neoliberal modernity in Southeast
Asia through a case study of the MSC mega-project. The thesis
engages with ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’ discourses and
addresses the political-symbolic work these discourses enact in

promoting privatised ‘high-tech’ enclaves within national spaces.

To promote an analytical sensitivity to the locality in which technopole
planning practices are mobilised in order to critically unpack their
everyday geographies and uneven socio-spatial effects.
Consequently, the project seeks to highlight counter-hegemonic

narratives produced by individuals who live and work in Cyberjaya.

The thesis seeks to examine four main research questions through

qualitative methodologies. Each question is divided into a series of sub-

questions which guides the critical enquiry.

Question 1: What is the nature of the Malaysian ‘information society’?

Sub-questions

What is the MSC and what are its critical constituents?
Why did a unique form of high-tech developmentalism manifest itself in
Malaysia in the mid-1990s?

Who are the main ‘ideological agents’, and how did they discursively frame
the MSC across different scales?
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Question 2: How are the discursive architectures of the ‘information
society’ inscribed on the Malaysian landscape?

Sub-questions
e What is the ‘intelligent city’ and its critical components?
e How is the ‘information society’ (re)constructed at the urban scale through
technopole planning practices in Cyberjaya?

o How is Cyberjaya mobilised through transnational planning strategies?

Question 3: To what extent does Cyberjaya’'s discursive framing map
onto its existing everyday geographies?

Sub-questions
o What are the disjunctures between Cyberjaya’s symbolic positioning as
‘intelligent city’ and its material consequehces?
o What socio-spatial dividing practices are evident in Cyberjaya, and what are
their urban ‘splintering’ effects?

Question 4: How is everyday life technologically mediated in
Cyberjaya?

Sub-questions
e What is the nature of the lived experience in Cyberjaya?
e What are the textures of everyday ICT usage in Cyberjaya?

e How do technologies mediate online and offline spatialities in Cyberjaya?

1.5. Structure of the Thesis

The thesis addresses the research questions in the following chapters.
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Chapter 2 is the methodology chapter which outlines a practical framework
for how the empirical research was conducted. The chapter is written in two
parts. The first part outlines the research strategy discussing the case study
approach and issues of positionality, reflexivity and generalisability. The
second part introduces and evaluates the main research methodologies of

discourse analysis, in-depth interviews and participant observation.

Chapter 3 introduces the conceptual framework and provides a critical
overview of relevant theoretical literatures as they relate to the thesis. The
first part contextualises the MSC in terms of the discursive architectures of
the ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’. The second part illuminates the
main spatial concepts of ‘deterritorialisation/reterritorialisation’ and ‘sticky
places/slippery space’ which inform the theoretical argument of the thesis.
The third part discusses technopole planning practices. The fourth section
provides a critique of technological determinism. The final section promotes
an analytical sensitivity to the places in which these processes are

embedded to allow counter-hegemonic narratives to emerge in the field.

Chapter 4 is the first of four empirical chapters and addresses research
question 1 to interrogate the nature bf the Malaysian ‘information society’
and its critical constituents. The chapter provides an extended geo-historical
framing of how the discursive architectures of the MSC have been
constructed, by whom and to what effects. The chapter dissects how the
MSC has been produced as an ideological-textual space for (re)imagining
the nation and its citizens in a putative ‘information society’. The chapter
identifies the main ‘ideological agents’ responsible for constructing MSC
futurology and examines how these discourse have been inscribed across
national, regional and global scales. The latter half of the chapter contrasts
this discursive mobilisation with the everyday workings of the MSC through a
walking tour of the physical ‘urban corridor’.
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Chapter 5 examines research question 2 concerning how the discursive
architectures discussed in Chapter 4 have been inscribed on the landscape
through technopole planning practices. The chapter examines how
Cyberjaya has been planned as both technological utopia and garden city to
produce intelligent forms of living and being in Malaysia. The ch'apter argues
that the city has been mobilised through modernist transnational planning
practices and envisaged as a ‘global exemplar’ for technopole development.
The chapter observes that despite the rhetoric of producing a national ‘test
bed’ for ‘intelligent-led’ development, the project can be reappraised as an

exclusive urban enclave.

Chapter 6 addresses research question 3 and highlights the disjuncture
between the discursive framing of Cyberjaya and its everyday geographies.
The chapter questions Cyberjaya’s development plans to produce a new
‘innovative milieu’ by replicating the Silicon Valley ‘model’ to create a global
I.T. hub. In the first half, the chapter outlines how Cyberjaya is place
promoted and discursively framed as a ‘sticky place’ where local skills,
infrastructure and capital attracts |.T. companies and research and
development activities. The second half highlights the disjuncture between
this urban boosterism and the prosaic reality of Cyberjaya as ‘slippery space’
characterised by the presence of low value-added, disconnected, back-office

activities.

- Chapter 7 addresses research question 4 by examining how everyday life in
Cyberjaya is technologically mediated. In the first part, the chapter examines
technologically mediated everyday work practices in the back-offices of
Cyberjaya’s multinational corporations. In the second part, the chapter draws
upon in-depth interviews with smart home residents to examine everyday
encounters with technology in the home. Through the critical lens of the
everyday the chapter brings to the fore the practices of globalisation as they

are experienced, and socially produced, in specific places, at specific times.
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Chapter 8 concludes the thesis with a summary of the main arguments from
the thesis and draws out the wider academic and policy implications from the
empirical findings.
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Chapter 2. Methodology

2.1. Introduction

The chapter adopts an ‘auto-ethnographic’ approach in outlining the
research strategy and methodological context for the thesis. It is written in
two parts: the first part outlines the research strategy and the second part
introduces and discusses the main methodologies. The thesis employs an
ethnographic approach to the case study of Cybe'rjaya examining both social
practices (“what people do”) and social discourses (“what people say”).
Social practices are examined through broadly ethnographic research
methodologies including participant observation, fieldwork diaries, ‘time-
space diaries’ (Zimmerman and Wieder 1977; Latham 2003), and ‘go-along
interviews’ (Kusenbach 2003). Discourse analysis and in-depth interviewing
will examine the latter, attending to how the project is symbolically framed
through the discursive practices of the project’s main ideological ‘architects’
and subsequently understood by the ‘users’ living and working in Cyberjaya.
The political and ethical implications involved in mobilising these
methodologies are also explored in the chapter.

The thesis is informed by a ‘reflexive turn’ (Emerson 2001) in geography
which followed the ‘crisis of representation’. Spurred by debates in post-
structuralism, post-colonial, and feminist critiques, such developments have
shaken authorial claims to truth and objectivity across the social sciences.
This is summed up by Clifford (1986: 3) who asks ‘how is unruly experience
transformed into an authoritative written account?’. In turn, the research here
is premised by the assumption there are multiple realities and therefore
multiple truths. Drawing upon the intellectual traditions of critical theory, post-
modernism, and post-structuralism | do not seek to ‘capture reality’ but to
offer one interpretation of it which is ‘partial’, ‘situated’ (specific to the
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research milieu), ‘performative’ (produced in, and through action) and

relative (to the researcher’s world-view and value system) (Haraway 1991).

Accompanying these recent shifts are claims that research practices have
failed to keep pace with ‘theoretical talk’ (Latham 2003; Crang 2005). The
thesis seeks to address this ‘methodological timidity’ (Thrift 2000) in human
geography through innovative methods - time-space diaries, go-along
interviews, and narrative style fieldwork diaries. The empirical enquiry
responds to a critique from Thrift (2000: 3) regarding the narrow use of
qualitative techniques fixated on the notion of ‘bringing back data and
representing IT (nicely packaged up with illustrative quotations) and the
narrow range of sensate life they register’. The research therefore sought to
innovate methodologically in order to make existing techniques ‘dance a
little’ (Latham 2003).

The methodologies utilised in the project are qualitative in nature stemming
from a humanistic critique in social science of scientific methods with its
emphasis on ‘objective’ measurement of observable phenomena and their
interrelations. Such methods are not wholly appropriate to social science
research as people are ‘purposeful agents whose own understandings of
their actions in the world must be incorporated into, and even allowed to
challenge, research accounts of them’ (Whatmore 2003). This challenges
the ‘God trick’ that presupposes an outside standpoint from which the.
researcher can neutrally read and narrate social reality (Herbert 2000).
Within human geography the bodily presence of the researcher is now
acknowledged (Crang 2002) and recent work has sought to emphasis their
corporeal performances (Dewsbury and Naylor 2002; Nairn 2002; Routledge
2002). Following these developments, fieldwork can be re-defined as ‘a
discursive process in which the research encounter is structured by the
researcher and the researched’ (England 2001: 210). To claim this as ‘pure

knowledge’ lapses into essentialism and denies the diversity of viewpoints
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and experiences of other people in the research (Said 1978). Qualitative
methodologies offer an embodied account sensitive to the co-production of

power relations between the researcher, respondents and audiences.

2.2. Research Strategy

2.2.1. Case Study Design

A case study approach is chosen as the research strategy to examine a
single project (MSC-Cyberjaya) and a single community (Cyberjaya’s
residents and workers) in a specific place and time.? Qualitative methods sit
well with case study approaches where an intensive, detailed examination of
a specific case is required utilising muitiple data sources. According to Yin
(1984), case studies have three characteristics: they investigate
contemporary phenomena within their real life contexts; they use multiple
sources of evidence; and they focus on events where the boundaries
between the phenomena under study and the context are not clearly evident.
As a result the case study approach constitutes an intensive form of
qualitative research allowing the researcher to get closer to social

phenomena that survey data can’t reach.

‘The distinctive need for case studies arises out of the desire to understand
complex social phenomena... [and] allows an investigation to retain the
holistic and meaningful characteristics of real life events.’

(Yin 1984: 4)

The case study strategy is adopted for two main reasons. Firstly, Cyberjaya
is chosen as a global exemplar and critical case to examine technopole

planning practices more closely. The city was launched in 1996 as the

3 As May (2001) argues, many of the best known studies in social science are case studies, allowing
the researcher to gain insights into complex situations not possible via other types of research design.
However, case studies have been critiqued for their lack of empirical rigour, their lack of
generalisation, and the length of time taken to produce a case study.
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flagship ‘intelligent city’ for the Malaysian state’s MSC mega-project. The
development was purpose-built to create an ideal environment for living and
working with ICTs and promoted by the state to facilitate a transition to a
‘new economy’ and ‘information society’ in order to accelerate national
development. The MSC project is chosen for analysis because it exemplifies
the hyperbole, futurology, and urban boosterism that has characterised the
discursive construction, and place promotion of technopole projects.
Moreover, the marketing of MSC-Cyberjaya is bound up with the symbolic
(re)construction of the entire nation and its citizens. The project brought
about one of the largest urban development projects ever undertaken in
Asia-Pacific with its plan to transform a 50 km by 15 km tract of plantation
land into high-tech city.

Secondly, the MSC-Cyberjaya is approached as an analytical ‘test bed’
where certain debates are evident and spéciﬁc research questions can be
answered. Rather than seeking to prove or disprove a specific hypothesis,
the research seeks to prompt new theorisations which can be generalisable
in specific contexts. The single case study is justified because it seeks to
examine sets of decisions (over a period of time) which shaped the
conceptualisation and planning of Cyberjaya; it explores how such decisions
were implemented; and with what material and symbolic consequences. The
methodologies mobilised in this project sought to interrogate these
consequences across multiple scales at a number of empirical sites from
everyday geographies of the workplace and home to the promotional
speeches given by former Prime Minister Mahathir since the project’s
launch. Fieldwork was conducted in two periods from May 2006 to
December 2006 and October 2007 to December 2007. Prior to this
secondary documentary analysis was conducted and a list of field contacts
drawn up and contacted.
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The case study design perhaps misrepresents the research process as a
linear unproblematic process of theorising followed by data gathering
followed by drawing clear conclusions; otherwise known as ‘deductive
theory’. This raises questions about ontology and assumes that reality is
something that can be hypothesised, tested, and confirmed.* The field
functions as a ‘spatial imaginary’ (Massey 2003); something which we try
and grasp, and manipulate from our desks with the materials of the field laid
out in front of us to make sense of. However, as my research experience
suggests the field is always in motion and ‘ceaselessly self-transforming’
(Clark 2003: 38). The field is not a bounded space but in a state of becoming
whereby ‘doing research’ is akin to a process of continuous experimentation.
This involves following leads ‘wherever they may take us’ (Allen 2003)
whereby new theorisations are induced from empirical data. Reading
methodology text books would have the reader beliéve that the research
process is orderly, where potentially any anomalies are accounted for and
disaster always averted.

2.2.2. Practicing the Field

Doing overseas fieldwork is a central component of the geographical
tradition, as evidenced in publications such as National Geographic. These
contribute to ideals of ‘romance’ and ‘exoticism’ about the field. This was
something that | had to contend with amongst my peers who were envious of
my year long fieldwork stint in tropical Southeast Asia. However, in reality
cross-cultural research presents many significant problems. This includes
feelings of alienation that inevitably come from ‘practicing the field’ in a
foreign setting. In addition, during overseas research the researcher enters a
new cultural setting with different norms, sensibilities, and sensitivities

compared to the ‘home’ country. When undertaking fieldwork overseas

4 This is in direct contrast to work by Jacques Derrida, Gilles Deleuze and post-structuralist school
which denies the existence of any objective reality as ‘out there’. For them, all knowledge is partial,
situated, and the world is never entirely unknowable.
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researchers need to be sensitive to local attitudes and customs (Nash 2000).
In Malaysia this required avoiding any discussions or interview questions on
the topics of race and religion. These two “sensitive issues” were prohibited

for discussion as a condition for receiving a research visa from the state.

Specifically, undertaking intercultural research overseas raises issues
concerning reflexivity in theory and positionality in practice. These debates
have become increasing important in human geography research, influenced
by post-colonial and feminist theory (Pile 1991; Kobayashi 1994; Merrifield
1995; Rose 1997). Such conceptual moves examine the nature of the
relationship between what one is researching, when one is researching and
how one is researching it to illuminate the power relations in the places and
spaces where research is carried out. | do not want to fall into a critique that
‘divides positionality formulaically into being insiders (good but impossible)
and outsiders (bad but inevitable)’ (Crang 2003a: 296). As much work in
recent human geography has shown such a binary opposition is untenable
and not reflected by experiences of the field (Dowler 2001; Mohamrhad
2001; Valentine 2002). Despite the best intensions of reflexivity, the goal of
establishing commonality between the researcher and researched therefore
becomes a “mission impossible”.’ Nor do | want to revert to the ‘facile
delights of self-exploration’ (Bourdieu 2003: 282) evident in overly auto-
ethnographic narratives of the self. Moreover, | argue that research is bound
up with numerous inescapable paradoxes and often unresolved ethical
dilemmas that are unavoidable components of the research process. As
Rose (1997) observes, while it is easy to talk about reflexivity, putting it into
practice may be impossible to achieve, and is bound to ‘end up in failure’.

Therefore, | seek to embrace the critical politics of power/knowledge

8 Crang (2003: 493) has critiqued claims of reflexivity reliant upon ‘problematic notions of a stable,
tightly defined, unchanging research project conducted by a singular researcher, with one stable
essential identity, both between locations and over time, and suggests the latter is also true of the
researched'.
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production and develop an awareness of its implications in my own critical

ethnographic work.

Detailed accounts on positionality and the politics of identity in relation to
practicing the field have been undertaken elsewhere (Sparke 1996; Madge
et al. 1997). Undertaking research as a white, British, male inevitability
brought into play certain power relations. The project does not seek to speak:
for a marginal ‘other® but rather takes their voices seriously by promoting in-
depth methodologies that make visible the often overlooked everyday
geographies of high-tech urbanism in Malaysia. This is fraught with ethical

and political dilemmas.

‘Though fieldwork is often portrayed as the classic colonial encounter in
which the fieldworker lords it over his/her respondents, the fact of the matter
is that it doesn’t usually feel much like that at all. More often it is a curious
mixture of humiliations and intimidations mixed with moments of insight and
even enjoyment as you begin to imagine the world you have chosen to try
and inhabit.’

(Thrift 2003: 106)

In this light, the generation of research materials ‘is produced, not found, and
(that) the activity of producing them is not all vested in the researcher
(Whatmore 2003: 90). Therefore, the research process can be conceived as
a ‘co-fabrication’ process, working together with those whom we are
researching. Such a ‘position’ produces a view of the world ‘from specific

locations, embodied and particular, and never innocent’ (Rose 1997: 308).

In the light of these debates, the project is attentive to ethical research
practices. Firstly, | strive to make visible the relationship between the
researcher and the researched. Complicated and shifting power

relationships were an inevitable component of the fieldwork process and

® Debates over voice and authority have been explored elsewhere (McDowell 1992; Kobayashi 1994).
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worked both to my advantage and disadvantage in the field. | was often
treated with suspicion by interviewees who were unsure of my presence in
the research setting: “why did | choose Malaysia?” “Why Cyberjaya?” “What
were the intentions of my research™? Doing fieldwork and being accredited
by the state was sometimes a doubled-edged endorsement in the eyes of
respondents because | was still an “outsider” both as an academic
researcher and as a non-Malaysian. In these situations | felt relatively
‘powerless’ as a researcher.

In certain cases being an “outsider’ made people more receptive to my
position as a foreign researcher. Some interviewees greeted me with a
warmth and openness | had not anticipated when starting out, inviting me
into to their home, to eat with their families and offering to assist in any way
possible. Whether driven by genuine warmth or the exoticism of a new
cultural encounter, people in ‘everyday settings’ were open to cooperation.
Once participants overcame initial scepticism, or suspicion, | found people to
be of great help and | left the field with many new, unexpected friendships.
However, there was still a great distance between myself and my
participants by virtue of the material or analytical power of the researcher
(Moss 1995). There are no guarantees that cultural commonality would have
made access easier, or created a power neutral relationship.

Secondly, | received informed consent from all participants involved in the
project. | informed participants as fully as possible about the implications for
participating in the research. | guaranteed to treat their information as
confidential and offer anonymity in the research process. | have also tried to
avoid privileging Anglo-American theorisations in the ‘non-Western’ context
of Malaysia. Ethno-centrism is associated with incompleteness,
oversimplification, a lack of historical understanding, or suppression and/or
exaggeration in explanation (Williams 1986). Through extensive literature

reviews and immersion in the research setting for a period of 15months | feel
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that | have developed a detailed, though by no means complete,
understanding of Malaysian culture, society and history. This time served to
break down any binary modes of thought which may have positioned an
imagined ‘exotic’ away versus ‘home’. This is not to suggest that | have
erased any trace of ethno-centricity, but these factors may have reduced the
damage of any ‘crude ethno-centrism’ (Pickvance and Preteceille 1991).

In terms of representation, | am required to send copies of my thesis to the
Malaysian government to satisfy the conditions of the research visa.
Findings will also be circulated to those who requested feedback during
empirical work (e.g. companies, other government ministries, personal
contacts). Such ‘interpretive communities’ will produce multiple readings of
the material (Pryke 2003).

2.3. Participant Observation

Participant observation is one of a number methods in the project
constitutive of an ethnographic approach to the research setting. Following
from Appadurai (1996: 191-196): ‘the task of ethnography now becomes the
unravelling of a conundrum: what is the nature of locality, as a lived
experience, in a globalised, deterritorialised world?” Such a conundrum can
only be examined through critical focus on, and prolonged engagement in
the everyday milieu. As Latham (2003) argues, everyday life and cultures
are two of the ‘great frontiers’ for contemporary human geography for
unpacking ‘tissues of relationships and events’ as they unfold in the research
setting . These local cultures cannot be ‘ring-fenced’ from broader political,
social economic processes because the global is not ‘out there’ but instead
always ‘in here’ - in the everyday. The value in shifting focus to examine
these taken for granted life worlds is discussed by Taussig (1991: 148) who

notes:
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‘Quite apart from its open invitation to entertain a delicious anarchy,
exposing principles no less than dogma to the white heat of daily practicality
and contradiction, there is plurality in everydayness. My everyday has a
certain routine, doubtless, but is also touched by a deal of unexpectedness,
which is what many of us like to think of as essential to life, a metaphysics of
life, itself’

Work done by Thrift (1997; 1999; 2000) in human geography has been
pioneering in recognising the importance in everyday practices that shape
human beings in specific sites. Thrift has highlighted human geography’s
current unease with work on the everyday due to its obsession with
representation and a lack of critical focus on how power works through the
everyday. In numerous publications he has argued: (1) time-space is
fundamental to human life; (2) time-space comes into being through social
practice; (3) these practices generate subjectivities through which the world
is lived and experienced; (4) that subjectivities are the products of complex
mixtures of human and non-human agencies. Following these critical
theorisations the participant observation technique seeks to examine
everyday practices and human geographies in emerging spaces of

globalisation and urban transformation in Malaysia.

Participant observation is a research practice that attempts to “get at” the
“‘everyday-ness” of experience. It is one of the most accessible, yet under
utilised research methodologies. According to Cook and Crang (1995: 4):
‘the basic purpose in using these methods is to understand parts of the world
as they are experienced and understood in the everyday lives of people who
actually act them out’. The origins of participant observation can be found in
three traditions: anthropology (Malinowski 1922; Evans-Pritchard 1937); the
Chicago School of sociology (Park et al. 1925); and humanist geography
(Tuan 1974; Buttimer 1979; Seamon 1979). The basic premise for such a
method is that long-term engagement with the field is required in order to

gain rich and complex understandings. However, while the ethical and
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political implications of the method are well debated (Katz 1992; Denzin
1997) there exists no clear ‘practical handbook’. As a result, early
ethnographer's were encouraged to ‘fly on their own’ (Hughes 1980) or
simply ‘play it by ear’ (Evans-Pritchard 1937).

Participant observation is a processual methodology which comes into being
through research as it is practiced (Laurier 2003). Research questions are
seen to arise out of the phenomena and setting which the researcher is
investigating. Therefore the methodology relies on participation, living in the
world alongside those who you are seeking to research. It was for this
reason that | spent a year in the research setting where | was observing,
participating, and documenting everyday life with the residents and workers
in Cyberjaya on a daily basis. Length‘y periods of participant observation
were combined with frantic note taking session as and when possible.

In the early period of fieldwork a large amount of my time was spent
endlessly strolling around Cyberjaya, and then intermittently pausing to for
observation sessions at fieldwork sites. This was true especially in my initial
weeks of fieldwork when | was keen to make new contacts and survey
Cyberjaya on foot. This research practice seemed to amuse local residents
who couldn’t understand why | would voluntarily walk around in the daily
heat and humidity of a tropical climate. Consequently, at the end of the day
during fieldwork | was often left feeling physically exhausted not by virtue of
the amount of miles | had walked but more due to the climatic extremity.

The goal of participant observation was not to gain complete coverage of a
delimited space, but rather to understand better of the ways in which people
interpret the world and organize their lives. My role as a researcher was to
participate in people’s daily lives for an extended period of time, watching
what happens, listening to what is said, asking questions and: ‘collecting

whatever data are available to throw light on the issues that are the focus of
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the research’ (Hammersley and Atkinson 1995: 1). In doing so | constantly
asked myself a series of questions: “what is happening?” “When is it
happening?” “Where is it happening?” “Who is (and is not) engaging in what
kind of activities?” “How are people responding to what is happening?” Such
prompts were concerned with not what is represented, but instead what is
done in the research setting. Walking practices took me into the corporate
campuses of MSC companies, into gated communities (upon showing the

guard my research pass), along streets, and into parks.

Alongside walking practices | focused on several key sites for participant
observation practices which would bring me into contact with a diverse range
of people. As | explore in the following section, some of thesé contacts
participated in semi-structured interviews to provide more detailed transcripts
of their experiences. Firstly, my main ethnographic site was the Cyberia
smart home complex. This was where | recruited and observed a large
number of Cyberjaya residents and workers’. Secondly, | spent a great deal
of time at Cyberjaya’'s ‘Street Mall' shopping complex. This was the main
commercial and transport hub and contained a number of restaurants and
cafes. Street Mall was frequented mostly by local residents, but also by staff
of Cyberjaya companies during lunch times, and evenings during breaks in
the night shift. It was therefore a conducive milieu for listening to and
observing people. Thirdly, | had planned to undertake a large amount of
observational analysis at Cyberjaya’s city command centre (CCC), which
was billed in the promotional materials as Cyberjaya’s ‘interactive community
hub’. However, on my first visit to the CCC | soon realised the building was

virtually empty, and few residents used its facilities (Chapter 5).

As Junker (1960) has outlined, there are multiple roles the researcher can

adopt during participant observation. Upon visiting these research sites my

7 The street mall contained 4 restaurants, 2 cafes and numerous other shops and small businesses. It
was an open plan shopping area therefore a research site to which access did not have to be
negotiated.
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role shifted according to the situation and circumstance of the research
setting. While observing staff in the offices of MNCs | was a complete
observer avoiding interaction with participants in order to observe everyday
work practices in Cyberjaya. Observation was prioritised as a means for
documenting these practices as they occurred ‘naturally’ without the
interference of a researcher constantly asking questions. At other times |
was an observant participant actively engaged in social interaction with
participants in social settings (e.g. the local café, or park) in Cyberjaya.
Whatever the role, | was always an active player in the research setting,
therefore affecting the dynamic of the setting. As | was attempting to
understand the research setting through the eyes of the participants being
covert allowed for more naturalised conversations and observations to occur
albeit raising the usual ethical dilemmas. | didn’'t feel a constant need to tell
people in casual conversations, or during chance encounters who | was, and
what my purpose was. If the researcher-participant relationship developed
further then | outlined thé nature of my research, and this would have led to .
arrangements for a more formalised interview. In general, | was completely
open about my research role where formal research was conducted. |

explained the nature of the project to participants fully.

In participant observation | was the primary tool for collecting data. | kept a
field diary during the fieldwork period to note down observations and reflect
upon experiences. Keeping a diary was an invaluable tool as participant
observation led to chance encounters and ‘go-along interviews’ which were
unplanned, informal, and therefore unrecorded. Furthermore, it allowed me
to narrate my experience of the field through my embodied experience of
place in Cyberjaya. At the end of a day in the field, getting back ‘home’ to
write in my diary was a reflexive, enjoyable, but also a subjective process.
Ethnographic style writing is ‘in part, an act of betrayal, it is the very nature of
representation that misrepresentation occurs’ (Keith 1992: 554). Therefore,

extracts from my field diary are not attempts to represent the ‘other’ to a
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specific audience but are fleeting snapshots of Cyberjaya, as | experienced
and observed it.

Allied to traditional ethnographic methods | embraced new research
practices with varying degrees of success. These methodologies were to
examine how informants conducted their activities in a naturalised
environment.® Methodological innovation stems from a frustration with
traditional participant observation techniques that rely on specific insider
knowledge and access in order to gain a ‘complete’ understanding of the
research setting. This was virtually impossible achieve in Cyberjaya where

my status as an outsider was continually problematic.

Firstly, influenced by U.S. anthropologists Zimmerman and Wieder (1977)
and Latham’s (2003) ‘diary interview, diary photograph’ method, | invited
participants to undertake ‘time-space diaries’. The method reworks
traditional methodologies (the interview, the field diary, mappings) to create
a ‘methodological hybrid’ ‘that emphasise everyday performance and
practices. | invited interviewees to undertake participant ‘time-space’ diaries
to convey a sense of how places were actually practiced. Diaries focused
specifically on daily patterns of ICT usage paying attention to: who is
connecting to whom? Via what media? And what information is being
exchanged? Such questions sought to examine how ICTs affect the
organisation of social relationships across time and space, and also
attending to the role of technology in everyday action and practice. | asked
participants to conduct a diary of their ICT usage during the week, within and
outside the home. | received a total of 6 diaries, mainly from students who
had the time to conduct diaries for the research project. Despite such
limitations the diary data did provide valuable material on the daily textures

8 As Kusenbach (2003) argues, one of the problems with the interview and participant observation
method is that people do not comment on ‘what is going on’ while acting in natural settings. In both
cases parts of the lived experience remain invisible, or, if noticed, unintelligible.
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of ICT usage in Cyberia.® The diaries were discussed in informal, unrecorded

interviews with participants.

Secondly, | conducted a series of ‘go-along interviews’ (Kusenbach 2003)
with participants. During ‘go-alongs’ | accompanied participants on their
‘natural’ outings in Cyberjaya. By asking questions, listening and observing |
explored the subject’'s stream of experiences and practices as they moved
through the city, interacting with its physical and social environment'®. The
usefulness of the technique was that | could observe my informant’'s spatial
practices in situ while accessing their experiences and interpretations at the
same time. As Kusenbach (2003) argues, the method can bring the research
closer to spatial practices, everyday perception, biographies, social
architectures and social realms. The method has origins in the
phenomenological tradition of experience (Tuan 1974; Reiph 1976; Seamon
1979). It is a hybrid of interviewing and participant observation techniques
but offers a more outcome orientated version of “hanging out” with key
informants. This method - combined with unstructured interviews - allowed
for qualitative depth as participants talked about subjects within their own
frames of reference.

| tried not to direct conversations with participants, but when obvious
features of the landscape came into view | would ask the participant to
comment. My ‘go-alongs’ mostly occurred on foot with participants around
Cyberjaya and lasted from a few minutes to approximately one hour. |
conducted go-alongs with participants in a number of settings in Cyberjaya
including the Multimedia University, Cyberjaya Nature Park, Cyberia Smart

® Though such diaries can be conceived as a form of performance in themselves, embodying the
personal view of the diarist with his/fher own unique frames of reference. The entries are not a
definitive account but rather offer a range of snapshots and vignettes of a particular social space in the
making. Therefore, it is important to be sensitive to the partiality of these accounts.

% | ike participant observation and interviews the experiences are not ‘natural’ in the complete sense,
and are still highly contrived. The presence of the research will undoubtedly unsettle the nature of
everyday experience. However, ‘go-alongs’ do offer a better chance for uncovering aspects of
individual experience hidden during an interview session for example.
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Homes, and the Street Mall. Go-alongs were not recorded, though | did
make notes during the activity where possible, and soon after completion of
the activity.

To analyse my participant observation data | ‘collated’ all the primary
materials from the ethnographic methods including my field diary,
participant’s time-space diaries, and photographs. | coded the diary material
for specific themes that came to prominence in conjunction with
photographic analysis of key field sites. Rather than mapping data against
my pre-existing theories new meaning emerged through data analysis. This
inevitably led to re-theorising, pulling apart plans and putting them baék
together again to make sense of the piles of transcripts, two field-diaries, and
several gigabytes worth of digital photography. This stage of the research
process attended to data critically to decontextualise and recontextualise
parts of it in order to recognise new themes, or observations (Cook and
Crang 2007). Unlike the accounts written in numerous methodology
textbooks | have read, this process was messy, changing through each
round of analysis, and highly fraught.

2.4. Semi-Structured Interviews

‘A semi-structured interview is a verbal exchange where one person, the
interviewer, attempts to elicit information from another person by asking
questions. Although the interviewer prepares a list of predetermined
questions, semi-structured interviews unfold in a conversational manner
offering participants the chance to explore issues they feel are important.’

(Longhurst 2003: 117)
At its most basic form, an interview is a series of straightforward questions

and answers (Silverman 1985). As a highly accessible technique it has

become staple in the methodological diet of qualitative research. As Brenner
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et al (1985: 7) note: ‘if you want to know something about people’s activities,
the best way finding out is to ask them through the activity of everyday talk’.
Although its value lies in allowing for open responses and scope for
discussion, critics have pointed out the researcher bias, subjectivity, and lack
of reliability inherent in the method. However, its popularity reflects the
importance attached to ‘intensive methods’ within human geography in
recent years (Eyles 1988; Pile 1991; McDowell 1992).

Rather than follow a rigid question/answer sequence where ‘the other party
speaks, and properly offers an answer to the question and says no more
than that' (Sacks 1992: 230) | conducted semi-structured interviews. In this
format | devised a set of predetermined questions or topics (normally around
8-10 for a one hour interview) which were to provide the basis for discussion
with research participants. Often the order or depth in which topics were
addressed depended upon feedback from the respondent and the flow of the
discussion. This technique enabled me to probe and gain a richer
understanding as more naturalised forms of conversation could take place.
Although participants were clear that they were being interviewed, and
informed consent was given, the structure of talk was more conversational
style. The aim of such a technique, following the phenomenological tradition,
was ‘not to be representative but to understand how individuals experience
and make sense of their own lives' (Valentine 2001: 111). However,
interviews do not create a ‘truth’ or an external reality but rather an ‘internal
reality constructed as both parties contrive to .produce the appearances of a

recognisable interview’ (Silverman 1985: 165).

Getting people to participate is the most crucial dimension to the success or
failure of any case study. Such persons not only provide the case study
investigator with insights into an issue but can also suggest sources of
corroborative evidence. In conducting interviews | acknowledge participants

may have felt comfortable or uncomfortable depending on a whole range of
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factors relating to how questions were framed, use of recording devices,
their identity, my positionality, and the place where the interview was
conducted. These factors inevitably affected the nature of the
interviewer/interviewee relationship and data collected. Despite
reconstructing my own identity during the research process to appear more
‘professional’ - smart clothes, hair cut, clean shaven - | have no evidence

that such strategies put interviewees at ease, or made them more anxious.

In general interviews were taped with consent from the participant. This had
the advantage of providing me with a verbatim transcript for the interview,
and was therefore much easier to code and analyse, reducing the potential
for misquotes. However, the downside was that some interviewees were less
forthcoming in the presence of my digital dictaphone. Once the tape recorder
was switched off at then end of interviews the body language of participants
visibly altered. “Off the record” participants were keen to engage in more
casual topic-related conversations. A large amount of valuable information
was divulged in these discussions which enabled me to get much closer to
the participants, and build up relationships of trust with interviewees."’

Interviews were conducted in either English or Bahasa Malaysia. Prior to
fieldwork | spent six months in Malaysia learning Bahasa Malaysia as
preparation. At the end of this period, though not fluent, { was more than
conversational, and confident that interviews could be carried out in the
‘native language’ if required. However, the majority of interviews were
conducted in English due to several reasons: the majority of business elites
used English by default as their working language; for Chinese and Indian
Malaysians the Malay language is highly politicised and is not considered
their ‘mother tongue’ (Cantonese and Tamil are); lastly, English is

considered a politically neutral language (colonial history aside) by locals

" Details from these exchanges were noted in my field diary directly after the event.
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and foreigners’. | conducted interviews in Malay where interviewees
preferred to use Bahasa Malaysia, though interviews were invariably
recorded in Bahasa Campur (mixed language) of Malay and English.”
Perhaps more importantly, Malay proved to be invaluable for navigating the
field sites, and making informal conversations with taxi drivers, bus drivers,
security guards, restaurant staff who were integral to the day-to-day rhythms
and routines of Cyberjaya but poorly versed in English. Interviews in Malay

were later transcribed into English.™

Lastly, transcription was the process whereby speech became material data,
albeit partial, and slightly inadequate (Laurier 1998)."> Transcription was a
‘research activity' in itself as | engaged in close and repeated listening to
recordings which often revealed previously un-noted recurring features
relating to the organisation of talk. Transcripts include not only spoken words
but also features of talk such as utterances, pauses, and non-verbal signals.
Transcripts construct a certain version of talk which is partly guided by the
researcher’s questioning. This does not mean that the transcript is in some
way misleading or false, but simply that it is not objective. Once interviews
were transcribed they were coded to classify data into categories using the
software application Hyper-research. This enabled me to highlight and mark
up sections of the transcript which related to the main thematic concerns of
each research question.

21t is a language which no single ethnicity can claim ownership of, therefore, it can be considered to
be a pluralistic and inclusive language. However, in general English is poorly spoken in Malaysia
especially beyond Kuala Lumpur in more rural areas. Although, | found that a large number of political
and business elites were English-educated in foreign universities in the UK, USA, and Australia.

¥ This is common in Malaysia due to its multicuitural and multilingual composition for people to be well
versed in several languages. Therefore, participants would often mix their Malay with English as a
matter of habit, or to impress people in conversation where knowledge of English is seen to be
emblematic of higher education or social status.

" This is problematic in itself as meanings can be lost or invented.

' In his paper on ‘Geographies of talk' Laurier (1998) called for more attention to turn-taking and
dialogue, as opposed to focusing just on the answers to questions in interviews.
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| targeted two categories of informants: firstly, residents and workers in
Cyberjaya; secondly, political and business elites influential in framing the

discursive architectures of the project.

2.4.1. Resident Interviews

The first group of individuals | interviewed were the everyday ‘users’ of
Cyberjaya including residents and workers. These interviews focused on
how individuals made sense of Cyberjaya and paid attention to their
everyday practices, routines. Often residents were interviewed several times
during fieldwork period to gain a deeper understanding of the taken for

granted aspects of the participant’s everyday life and knowledge.

Firstly, | conducted in-depth interviews with residents | recruited from the
Cyberia ‘smart home’ complex within Cyberjaya. This location was chosen
due to its position as Cyberjaya’s ‘flagship’ smart home development. It was
also conceptualised as one of the main ‘wired’ sites in Cyberjaya in the
original project outline (together with the Multimedia University and the
CCC). Furthermore, the management of the complex were fully cooperative
with the study and gave numerous interviews about Cyberia and were happy
to allow me access to undertake resident interviews and participant -
observation within the perimeter. This was crucial as Cyberia is a ‘gated
community’ style development where access is restricted by a security
barrier on entry, and security guards parole the perimeter in order to keep
the location secure.

I recruited participants through several means. First, | contacted the
residents’ association in Cyberia outlining nature of my research and asking
them to circulate a leaflet calling for residents to participate in the study.
Allied to this | put notices up on residential association notice boards.
Secondly, | posted a similar notice on electronic message boards on the
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internet. The most responses came from a message board run by MMU
students living in Cyberia entitled ‘Cyberia Talk’. | made contact with two
message board administrators who were wiling to cooperate and
subsequently became gatekeepers for a large network of contacts
comprising students and workers living in Cyberia. Thirdly, | recruiied
residents directly in situ whilst | was conducting participant observation in
Cyberia. A large amount of time was spent ‘hanging out' in Cyberia and
observing everyday life. This inevitably brought me into contact with
residents in communal spaces in Cyberia such as recreation grounds,
restaurants, cafés, swimming pools etc. | took advantage of chance
encounters to introduce myself and my project and, where appropriate,
asked residents if they were willing to participate. All of the above
recruitment strategies inevitably led to a ‘snowball effect’ as | was put in
contact with friends and associates of participants.

Interviews with residents were designed to talk about three specific issues:
(1) their understanding of the ‘intelligent city’ discourses; (2) how they used
ICTs in their everyday lives; (3) how ICTs intersect the on-line and off-line
spaces of Cyberjaya. Interviews discussed in detail participants’ personal
histories about why they had come to Cyberjaya, what their experiences
were, and their prior expectations about living in an ‘intelligent city’. This then
led onto conversations about how residents used ICTs both within and
outside the smart home, what kind of connections they were making, to
whom, and with what effects. After interviews | asked participants if they
were willing to participate in ‘go-along interviews’ or conduct ‘time-space
diaries’.

Secondly, | interviewed ‘knowledge workers’ employed by MSC companies
in Cyberjaya. Recruitment followed similar strategies as listed above. In
particular, two networks were the most fruitful during the research period.

One of these was a Cyberia resident who worked at IBM in Cyberjaya. |
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recruited him by chance during an observation session at one of Cyberia’s
cafes when | overhead him talking about his work within IBM. | introduced
myself and asked if he would be willing to cooperate with the research. By
chance his neighbour was also the head of the residents’ association who |
had previously made contact with, who confirmed my credentials. He was
responsible for managing a team within the IBM Asia-Pacific contact centre
in Cyberjaya, and put me in touch with members of his team living both
within and outside Cyberia. Over the following months numerous ihterviews
were conducted with him and his colleagues about everyday work practices
within IBM Cyberjaya. Ironically, IBM was one of the companies which
refused to provide an interview when | contacted their executive
management. | explained this to the participants and they agreed to
participate in the research as long as the data was provided anonymously
and that interviews would be conducted away from their office.

The second network of contacts developed from a worker within Shell IT
Cyberjaya who was introduced to me through a friend in Cyberia. Once |
explained the nature of the research to him he was willing to cooperate, and
after building up trust, suggested | contact other members within his team.
He was a senior figure within Shell [T global support team and invited me to
visit the Shell office in order to conduct interviews with him, and then
members of his staff within the team. | was surprised at the level of
openness afforded to me by Saiful and his team which was in stark contrast
to the secrecy required when researching members of the IBM team who
constantly emphasised that | was not to use their name in quotes.
Interviewing workers inside and outside the office inevitably created different
power dynamics. In a non work related milieu (e.g. their homes, or in a café)
participants were generally more open and perhaps willing to discuss issues
~ which they would have shied away from in the presence of management
staff. In contrast, going inside companies gave me access to observations of

the everyday work practices in Cyberjaya’s shared services and outsourcing
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industry (SSO). | was able to observe routines first-hand rather than listen to
them being described to me via interview. However, when interviewed
(invariably in a corporate meeting room) participants were less willing to talk
openly, and were often clock-watching, conscious of the fact they were

devoting company time to me.

As Sin (2003) observes, social research methodology texts have often
overlooked the spatial context in which interviews are actually carried out
beyond recommending ‘ideal social situations’ where interviews should take
place. The scenario above exemplifies the importance of ‘placing interviews’
and the subsequent effects of what Elwood and Martin (2000) term
‘particular microgeographies of socio-spatial relations’ that influence the kind
of data that can be produced from in-depth interviews. They observe how in
different locations participants are situated differently with respect to
identities and roles that structure their experience and actions so that
interviewees produce different types of information depending on where they
are interviewed. According to Oberhauser (1997) and Elwood and Martin
(2000), interviews with both knowledge workers and residents became an
opportunity for further participant observation to consider the physical
attributes of the site, and observe which individuals were present, how they
interacted with one another, and the interviewer. In the case of Cyberjaya
workers the multiple locations (e.g. the home, workplace, or café) chosen for
interviews brought to bear both advantages and disadvantages that had to

be finally balanced and ethically reconciled during the research process.

Interviews with ‘knowledge workers’ were designed to examine the nature of
everyday work'practices within Cyberjaya. Interviews followed three main
lines of enquiry: (1) to examine the nature of work practices in Cyberjaya
companies; (2) to observe how these work practices were mediated by ICTs;
(3) to explore what forms of digital/non-digital connections were being made

to whom, via what media, and what information was being exchanged.
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Interviews discussed ‘geographies of talk’ (Laurier 1998) examining how
day-to-day communications stretched out across distances, traversing
multiple temporalities via transnational connections. Rather than researching
cultures of practice in the research and development sector in Cyberjaya
(which | planned to do, but found to be non-existent) my emphasis shifted
during fieldwork to focus on the SSO industry comprising back-office and
customer support operations for MNCs. These inteNiews were productive in
highlighting the disjunctures (which became ever more prevalent) between
the hyped discourse of ‘intelligent’ high-tech development and its prosaic
reality on the ground. The case study approach enabled me to probe further
construction of Cyberjaya as a ‘discursive space’ versus its experience as a
‘lived Space’ and served to challenge my own pre-formulated expectations
about the field setting. As a consequence several of the original research

questions were changed and new empirical avenues were pursued.

2.4.2. Elite Interviews

By elites | mean a group of individuals who ‘hold, or have held, a privileged
position in society and are likely to have had more influence on political
outcomes tHan general members of the public’ (Richards 1996: 199). |
interviewed two groups of elites within Cyberjaya. Firstly, | interviewed
political elites within the government and quasi-government organisations
who were instrumental in framing and mobilising discourse. The main body
of elite interviews were conducted with individuals working with MDEC - the
government body overseeing the MSC. Within MDEC | interviewed
individuals  within  numerous  departments including Corporate
Communications, Marketing Division, Cybercities Division,
Technopreneurship Division, Shared Services and Outsourcing Division,
MSC Innovation Centre, and the Creative Multimedia Cluster. Interviews
were conducted at the MDEC headquarters in Cyberjaya. | also interviewed

individuals within other government bodies including Sepang Municipal
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Council (with administrative control over Cyberjaya) and Cyberview (the
government holding company for Cyberjaya incorporated with the ministry of
finance). Interviewees within these organisations provided a range of
perspectives on policy and development.

Secondly, | interviewed business elites. This included executive level staff
within MSC status companies in Cyberjaya such as HSBC, BMW, Fujitsu,
Motorola, Panasonic, Satyam, Shell, and Technomen. Interviews were
conducted with country managers, heads of corporate communications, chief
- executives or operating officers within the companies. Where unqualified
respondents were put forward companies were excluded as it would have
been impolite to request for a more senior figure.16 Interviews provided
background to individual companies, the nature of their operations (numbers
of staff, foreign to local ratio, nature of work etc.) in Cyberjaya to build up a
profile of the types of activities being undertaken. Discussions also touched
upon how individuals understood the discursive construction of the MSC,
and Cyberjaya, as imagined high-tech spaces, and how this related to their

experience of Cyberjaya as a live/work environment.

Both groups were contacted in the first instance by an ‘official letter’ outlining
my background, the nature of my research, what | wanted to gain from the
interview, and how | would use the data. | searched for contacts on
governmental web pages, or in instances where these were not found called
organisations directly to ask for the contact details of the relevant person. |
was fortunate to make a contact in MDEC through a mutual friend. He
became the gatekeeper for political elites and provided me with contact
information for MDEC staff throughout the duration of the fieldwork period.
For business elites, a list of MSC status companies is displayed on the

MDEC web pages (www.mdec.com.my) providing addresses and contact

16 By unqualified | mean respondents who could not provide information on the company as a whole,
and the operations therein.
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numbers for companies. Letters to both companies and government bodies
generally remained unanswered and | followed up with personal phone calls
to relevant individuals. Where interviewees agreed to be interviewed this
was generally on the condition that | emailed a list of questions or topics that
| wanted to cover in the interview. | assumed that this was to ensure that
questions didn’t touch upon on any politically ‘sensitive’ issues which might
cause discomfort or embarrassment for the interviewee. After the interview
each participant was asked to suggest other individuals who could also

assist with the research project.

Gaining access to power elites was crucial because they have special
access to discourse: they are literally the ones that have the most say. It was
important to interview these individuals to critically examine their role in the
planning of ‘intelligent development strategies. These individuals have
extensive ‘symbolic power’ by virtue of their resources to shape and control
discourse. Their power stems from access to, and over, the planning,
setting, organisation and agenda of discourse. The more discourse genres,
contexts, participants, scopes and texts that power elites control the more
powerful they become. Similarly lack of power is measured by the lack of
active or controlled access to discourse (van Dijk 1993). | want to investigate
the disjuncture between how discourses are constructed by power elites and
consumed by ‘ordinary people’.

Interviewing elites was the most problematic part of the research process.
Elites were inaccessible and highly conscious of their own importance.
Some, especially in companies, refused requests for an interview
altogether.” A great deal of time was spent on the phone, writing emails,
being stood up or waiting for people to appear. To gain access to elites | had

to build up relationships of trust. Elites were often highly suspicious of my

7 Some companies were openly hostile to the idea of being ‘studied’ and said it was not in their
‘corporate interest’ to provide academic researchers with interviews.
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motives for doing the research and were concerned how the data provide
would be used. Government workers were acutely aware that anything which
may come across as being ‘critical’ would probably result in them losing their
job. While business elites are among some of the most privileged groups in
the global community, they also had concerns about corporate confidentiality
and were worried that the information they divulged would find its way to
competitors. | sought to build relationships of trust by assuring participants
early on that the research was confidential in nature, and furthermore that
anonymity would be guaranteed. Throughout the research aliases are used
to protect the identities of the research participants. Once elites agreed to
meet | built relationships of trust in person through several means:
introducing myself as a ‘researcher’; ensuring that | had detailed knowledge
of the interview subject; maintaining a smart appearance to construct a
professional identity; emphasising that the research was approved by the
Malaysian government; communicating that | was affiliated to Universiti of
Malaya'®; and, mentioning other individuals who had agreed to participate in
the research. Together these factors helped to cultivate trust and create the
‘snowball effect’ (Richards 1996) whereby elites opened up their network of
contacts to me.

Despite these problems elite interviews were one of the most fruitful parts of
the research process and served to illuminate a set of decisions: why they
were taken, how they were implemented, and with what result. As Crang
(2002: 648) argues ‘qualitative studies of elites can inform understandings in
an unequal world’. The function of elite interviews is to gain inside
information - which can rarely be gleanéd from examining books - by
providing insights from actors who played an important role in shaping the
MSC vision. As | built up a rapport with interviewees through relationships of

trusts | was able to ask contentious or critical questions. | acknowledge

*® Universiti Malaya is the oldest and most prestigious Malaysian university.
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these accounts to be highly subjective’®. Often | had the experience where
interviewees would mislead me about an issue in order to portray certain
events or components of the project in a more favourable light?®. Some
interviewees wanted to control the interview and the nature of topics
discussed. Where this occurred | had to politely, but firmly, draw the
interviewee back to the relevant subject. Furthermore, it needs to be noted
that elites do not have perfect, complete knowledge of the world around
- them, even if they suggest they do (Cook and Crang 2007).

2.5. Discourse Analysis

Alongside elite interviewing with the discursive architects of the MSC |
conducted a discourse analysis of official speeches, corporate brochures,
policy materials, and field photographs. Discourse analysis also examined
media output dated 1995-2008 from a variety of sources including all major
Malaysian newspapers (The Star, New Straits Times, The Sun, Bernama,
Berita); leading business magazines (The Edge, Asiaweek, Asian Wall
Street Journal, The Economist, Malaysian Business) and online sources
(Malaysiakini, MDEC, Malaysia Government). Discourse analysis can be
understood as a field of research rather than single practice (Taylor 2001).
The technique is rooted in the history of semiotics that posits through an
analysis of signs and symbols in text, deeper underlying meanings, imbued
with specific power relations, can be uncovered. It also draws u'pon
influence from speech  act theory and pragmatics (Filmore 1984),
conversational analysis (Garfinkel 1967), interactional socio-linguistics
(Goffman 1959; 1967; Gumperz 1982a; 1982b), Foucauldian discourse
analysis and critical discourse analysis (Fowler 1981; Fairclough 1995). As

Hastings (1999) and Lees (2004) note, discourse analysis has been an often

'® As Richards (1996) has argued, elite interviews though often fruitful are highly subjective acts of
data collection. This stems from concerns about the reliability of the interviewee regarding his/her
memory for recalling events, their motives in providing interview, subjective portrayals about their own
role in an event or process.

20 \When this happened | did not step in to correct the interviewee. These moments were important
‘gaps’ between the discursive constructions of MSC by the state vis-a-vis its material development.
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under-utilised, or poorly understood, methodology for urban geographical
research.

Broadly Foucauldian in nature, my discourse analysis examines how a
hegemonic high-tech development imaginary is mobilised through specific
discursive architectures by the state and then inscribed on the urban
landscape. The development of Cyberjaya is shaped by competing
discourses for political-economic development that is framed across
national, regional, and global scales (Chapter 4). Discourse analysis
examines the enactment of dominance via two primary means: (1) through
text and talk in specific contexts mobilised by discursive architects; (2)
indirectly through influencing the MSC users (e.g. attitudes, norms, values,
ideologies).

Discourse can be described as ‘the sum of communicative interactions’
(Sharp and Richardson 2001: 195). At the simplest level when we talk to
each other, we are engaged in ‘discourse’. On another level, discourse in
policy making happens at meetings and in the consultation processes
surrounding the preparation of policies, plans and programmes. Analysis of
conversations, speeches, articles, statements can all be regarded as
examples of discourse as text. While discourse is a communicative
exchange it also goes beyond the text and becomes a ‘complex entity that
extends into the realms of ideology, strategy, language and practice, and is
shaped by the relations between power and knowledge’ (Sharp and
Richardson 2001: 195). Therefore discourse is something which is both
mobilised through and within texts (e.g. the corporate brochure, policy
documents) and manifests as a set of practices (e.g. through speech

communities?').

2! This draws from the work on ‘conversation analysis’; a detailed form of discourse analysis of speech
pioneered three sociologists, notably, Sacks, Schegloff, Jefferson.
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The relationship between discourse, power and hegemony is important here
and folds into two analytical strands.?? Firstly, it relates to the long Marxist
tradition of political economy and ideology critique which focuses on how
hegemonic ways of thinking and talking about things serve vested interests
(Taylor 2001). Secondly, Foucauldian discour:se analysis (a critique of
Marxism, and the dominant strand in human geography) seeks to examine
how discourses does not so much reflect reality, but rather create their own
‘regimes of truth’. Discourses for Michel Foucault (1976; 1977; 1979)
comprise groups of related statements which govern the variety of ways in
which it is possible to talk about something and which makes it difficult, if not
impossible to think and act outside them at a specific historical moment.
Therefore, what can be said about a specific subject matter, how it is said
and by whom stems from a set of discursive practices (statements which
provide a language for talking about something). Such statements are seen
to present an unproblematic way of talking about the topic. Discursive
practices are characterised by ‘a delineation of a field of objects, the
definition of a legitimate perspective for the agent of knowledge, and the
fixing of norms for the elaboration of concepts and theories’ (Foucault 1977:
199). As Hajer (1995: 44) argues, this incorporates a specific ensemble of
ideas, concepts, and categorisations that are produced, reproduced, and
transformed in a particular set of practices through which meaning is given to
physical and social realities’. Foucault's arguments are post-structuralist in
nature and sought to question how, why, and by whom the truth is attributed
to specific arguments, and not to others. Importantly, there is an “everyday-
ness’ to the way in which his discourses work their way through our
normative routines and practices. As in the work of Billig (1996) and Shotter
(1993), discourse is something which is practiced and used to regulate the
conduct of others. | examine through the case study how such discursive

2 In reality these two strands have always been mixed. For example, Said's (1978) discourse analysis
of Orientalism incorporates Gramscian ideology critique with post-structural understandings of
discourse as constitutive.
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practices work through everyday actions and practices to construct certain

understandings of the relationship between technology, society and space.

My analysis speaks to ‘Critical Discourse Analysis’ (CDA) which is
concerned with how power is mobilised through discursive events and how
texts are produced, distributed and consumed in specific sociocultural
contexts.?® As Fairclough (1995: 2) notes: ‘the power to control discourse is
seen as the power to sustain particular discursive practices with particular
ideological investments in dominance over other alternative (including
oppositional) practices’. In CDA this is closely related to a theory of
hegemony - drawing on the work of Gramsci (1971) and Hall et al (1977) -
which ‘highlights both how power relations constrain and control productivity
and creativity in discourse practice, and how a particular relatively stabilised
configuration of discourse practices (“order of discourse”) constitutes one
domain of hegemony’ (lbid: 2). Hegemony operates in all domains of social,
cultural life and is sustained ideologically through ‘common  sense’
assumptions in everyday life. CDA examines how through certain
‘ideological-discursive formations’ discourse becomes naturalised through
the use of language. For example, this may occur through the repetition of,
or emphasis on a series of specially selected phrases or words that serve to
frame the discourse (Chapter 4).

CDA assumes three analytical points of entry: discourse-as-text, discourse-
as-discursive-practice, and discourse-as-social-practice. Firstly, it examines
the role of texts (written and spoken) with their linguistic features (e.g.
grammar, vocabulary, text structure etc) in the production of discourse.
Secondly, the analysis focused on the institutional and discursive practices
within which texts are embedded. It also addresses how the texts are

8 Critical Discourse Analysis (CDA) has diverging origins including the Frankfurt and neo-Marxian
tradition (e.g. Marx, Gramsci, Althusser), anthropological linguistics (e.g. Gumperz, Gal, and
Silverstein), literary analysis (e.g. Cole, Wertsch, Gee), and the work of Michel Foucault. CDA gained
prominence in the late 1980s, spearheaded by the work of Norman Fairclough, Ruth Wodak, and Teun
van Dijk.
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circulated in society. Thirdly, the above two run in parallel with an
ethnographic analysis of the social contexts within which texts emerge and
act. This examines the ideological effects and hegemonic processes in

which the discourse is a feature.

My objective is to highlight two points; firstly, the interpretative context, that
is the social setting in which the discourse is located; second, the rhetorical
organisation of the discourse, that is the argumentative schema that
organizes a text and establishes its authority (Lees 2004). In doing so | hope
to bring discourse back into focus within urban geography and examine how
Cyberjaya is mobilised as a textual space. | address how meaning is
constructed through materials, and how these materials circulate to produce
certain effects. Utopian discourses are constructed through specific acts and
objects - speeches by government officials, marketing materials for
Cyberjaya-MSC, policy documents, planning guidelines, and mainstream
media. There is a specific language (or discursive practice) that circulates
through MSC imbued with specific power relations to create specific social
conditions. | used CDA to de-naturalise these structures and address how
certain power relations and orderings of space that are embedded in the
discourses.

At the core of this enquiry is a focus on the tension between hegemony and
counter-hegemony. Beneath the hegemony of state mobilised discourse and
practice empirical material highlights how counter-hegemonic narratives and
insurgent forms of citizenship emerge on the ground in Cyberjaya. As a
result, no discourse is truly hegemonic, and where forms of power and
control are mobilised forms of resistance will inevitably emerge. My
discourse analysis analyses four main ‘texts’ in order to examine how the

discursive architectures of MSC-Cyberjaya are constructed.
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2.5.1. Political Actor: Dr. Mahathir Mohamad

The former Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir (in office 1981-2003) is the main
policy architect for the MSC vision. Mahathir played an active role in the
construction of the hegemonic MSC discourse, and manipulated it through
the national media.?* Examining the speeches of Mahathir enables me to
trace the genealogy and historical development of the MSC discourse.
Drawing on Foucauldian analysis, | examined the mechanisms through
which the MSC concept emerged. My analysis focused on the policy
speeches from Mahathir, specifically during his much-vaunted MSC
promotional “World Tour” during 1996-1997 (Chapter 4). The discourse of
the MSC cannot be reducible to one man, but nonetheless this particular
man did more than anyone else to promote and frame the discourses for the
MSC. However, Mahathir was a product of a political-economic context and
influenced by, and able to draw upon, the authoritative discourse of a range
of other ‘information society’ architects. His speeches and promotional
events served to promote a language that was informed by these social,
cultural and political conditions and also shaped techno-social order in

Malaysia that framed interactions between citizen and society.

2.5.2. Corporate Brochures

There are numerous promotional and information brochures about the MSC
and Cyberjaya produced by different stakeholders in the project including
government departments (MDEC, MOSTI, MIMOS), property developers
(Setia Haruman, MK Land) and quasi-government bodies (Cyberview,
Technology Park Malaysia). Documents range from marketing materials

designed to attract potential investors (such as house buyers, companies),

2 Censorship and media control were prominent factors in Mahathir's reign which was characterised
by semi-authoritarian rule. In Malaysia the government retains content control over all mainstream
newspaper, and television is highly censored. This allows for tight control over discourses. Though the
internet does offer the potential for a more critical, free-ranging new media exemplified in such new
sites as Malaysiakini. (See
Chin, J. (2003) ‘Malaysiakini.Com and its impact on journalism and politics in Malaysia'. In: Ho, K. C.,
Kluver, R. and Yang, K. (Eds.) Asia.Com: Asia Encounters the Intemet. London: Routledge. 129-142))
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| Three Rays , 1)High capacity global
telecommunications links
and logistics
infrastructures

2)New policies and
Cyberlaws

3)Attractive enviranment
to live and work in

Heart of the Logo, green Emphasizing the

sphere environment
consideration in policy
making. Epitomised in
designing of Cyberjaya
as intelligent garden city,
leading to man-nature-
technology living in
harmony

Arch Unification of diverse
strengths, a prerequisite
for success. Creation of
mutually interdependent
webs for success.

Figure 3: Discourse Analysis of MSC Corporate Logo

2.5.3. ‘MSC Architects’

Interviews with government ministers, numerous actors within MDEC
examined how discourse was constructed through specific speech acts (e.g.
formal speeches, presentations, and interviews). Alongside Mahathir, |
conceptualise this group of political elites as the ‘MSC architects’. They are
highly influential in constructing the MSC discourse through what they say.
Their use of language was my major focus as speeches are discursive
practices in themselves and serve to formulate what it is possible to say
about a specific subject. Interviews with political elites were transcribed as a
mode of performance speech then examined as texts which construct

ideological-discursive formations imbued with vested interests.

2.5.4. Field Photography
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Photographs of Cyberjaya served as a useful aide memoire with field notes
to reflect back upon the research site.?® Images included key features of
Malaysia’s nascent ‘IT landscape’ and included signs and symbols that were
seen to be emblematic of a new high-tech modernity (smart homes,
corporate offices of IT companies, MSC-themed street furniture). This draws
upon work in cultural geography which has examined how discourse is
embedded in, and articulated through material effects (Cosgrove and
Daniels 1988; Crang 1998). In this case, landscape can be ‘read’ as a text
which mobilises certain meanings and materially embeds certain discourses.
My concern here is how discourses have been inscribed on the landscape
and in what form. Cyberjaya is a city designed to communicate very specific
meanings to those who inhabit and observe it. Street names are imbued with
certain mythologies of the ‘information society’, bearing names seen to
signify advanced technological achievement (e.g. Silicon Road, Multimedia
Super Corridor Way, Technocrat Drive). Furthermore, street furniture is all
stamped with the trademark MSC logo described above, and numerous
place names are re-branded to correlate to MSC discourse. For example,
residential complexes are called Cyberia, Cyberhéights, Cyberia Crescent
while local businesses | encountered were Cyber-realty (estate agent),
Cybercafe (a café), Cybemasium (a gym), Cyber-prints (a printing shop).
The use of photography in the thesis will convey how discourses are literally

inscribed on the landscape in the place-making of Cyberjaya (Figure 4).

% These photographs appear in later empirical chapters to illustrate specific analytical points. Although
field photography raises methodological issues about representation, truth and reality.
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Chapter 3. Conceptual Framework

3.1. Introduction

The chapter introduces the conceptual framework and provides an essential
overview of relevant theoretical literatures. Challenging the high-tech
utopianism of a coming ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’, the chapter
critically examines the role of ICTs in the discursive framing and material
production of urban spaces. The chapter outlines how the discursive
architectures of the ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’ have been
incorporated into state developmental discourses and inscribed on the
landscape through technopole planning strategies. Following this, the
chapter contests these ‘new era’ accounts of a ‘powered up modernity’
(Thrift 1996: 1463) through a call for an analytical sensitivity to everyday
practices and lived experiences in the purported ‘high-tech’ city. This ‘view
from below’ (Bunnell 1999; Mendieta 2001) opens a new conceptual space
for counter-hegemonic narratives to emerge which challenges
technologically deterministic assumptions about technology and
development in Malaysia.

The chapter outlines a conceptual critique of 1.T.-facilitated globalisation as a
‘frictionless’ - as Bill Gates (1995) would have us believe - and its
‘homogenising effect’ whereby global flows are seen to be increasingly
placeless, moving in and out of real places at will, playing to the whims of
transnational capital. The thesis promotes a shift in analytical focus from
‘meta-theory’ (Lyotard 1984) to a grounded, relational approach which
examines the effects and material consequences of so-called globalisation in
a specific place at a specific time; and the role of technology in this process
(Katz 2001). This is not to set up a dialectical opposition between the local
as a site of resistance to the onward march of globalisation that should be
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retained as something inherently more authentic. Rather, the thesis
promotes particular analytical sensitivity to the spatial milieu in which global
processes are embedded, and addresses how they are socially reproduced
in everyday settings. '

The structure of the chapter is as follows. Section 3.2 provides the geo-
historical context to contemporary debates on the ‘information society’ and
‘new economy’. Section 3.3 elucidates the ‘spatial concepts’ of
‘deterritorialisation’ and ‘reterritorialisation’ (Brenner 1998a; 1998b; 1999a;
1999b; 2004) and ‘sticky places’ and ‘slippery space’ (Markusen 1996) that
structures my thinking on the intersections between neoliberal globalisation,
technological change and contemporary urbanism. Section 3.4 explores how
developmental states have materially and symbolically invested in high-tech
utopianism through technopole planning processes. Section 3.5 provides a
critique of the technologically deterministic ways in which science and
technology have been appropriated in technopole planning strategies. The
final Section 3.5 promotes a focus on the nature of lived “everyday-ness”
and practices in technopoles to allow non-deterministic, counter-hegemonic

narratives to emerge.

3.2. Quantum Leaps and ‘New Era’ Globalisation Speak

The section contextualises the ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’
concepts that have become integral components of contemporary
globalisation discourse. The concepts have played an integral role in
constructing a form of high-tech utopianism manifest in the discursive
framing of the MSC. The thesis approaches these ‘new era’ accounts both
critically and interrogatively by recognising their utopian tendencies towards
an empirically thin, technologically deterministic account of contemporary
globalisation which overplays state roll-back, a perceived ‘death of distance’,
and the erosion of borders (Ohmae 1991; O' Brien 1992; Ohmae 1995;
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Leadbeater 1999; Cairncross 2001; Online 2003). The proposed transition to
an ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’ has been based on the
assumption we live in a new technological epoch whereby ICTs were seen to
affect all aspects of cultural, economic, social, religious, and political life. As
Thrift (1996: 1465) expertly observed, the growing technologisation of the
everyday was greetéd with ‘fin-de-siecle celebrations of the end of life as we
know it'. Both the ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’ concepts have
become key tenets of contemporary ‘globalisation speak’ encompassing a
‘metanarrative’ that seeks to capture just about everything that is happening
in the world today. This has been rightly critiqued as grand theory at its most
excessive, characterised by theoretical laxity evident in the constant
reference to the classic hollow concept of ‘globalisation in action’
(Swyngedouw 2000). This ranges from claims that each Big Mac eaten is
confirmation of cultural homogenisation to the hypothesis that all-powerful
global cities are becoming planetary centres for just about anything, and
everything. According to the global purveyors of globalisation hype we now
live in a globally integrated ‘network society’ (Castelis 1996) in which nothing
is untouched by omnipresent global forces. The section does not seek to
provide a comprehensive overview of contemporary globalisation debates
but rather seeks to illuminate the geo-historical background from which

Malaysia’s ‘information society’ ideal emerged.

3.2.1. Foregrounding the ‘Information Society’ Utopia

Speculiation concerning the coming of a new ‘information society’ has
accelerated as the rate of technological advancement rose exponentially
over the past 25 years. For instance, as Graham (2004b) notes, between the
1980s and late 1990s computing speed was doubling every year; thus,
following the rate of technological advancement predicted in Moore’s Law.
During this time societies across the planet encountered a whole range of
new technologies from TVs, digital cameras to mobile phones and personal
data assistants. As each technology emerged it created a new mythology
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about its capacity to wreak social change. However, the evolution of the
Internet in the mid-1990s both created and accelerated a new wave of
unparalleled ‘techno-hype’. Cyberspace was seen as a new ‘electronic
frontier’ ripe for colonisation, thus enabling ‘a country like Malaysia to more
easily ‘leapfrog’ ahead to the ‘information age’ (Mahathir 1998) via material
and symbolic investment in information technology as a national
development strategy. Malaysia uncritically accepted a futuristic vision of
how the Internet would create a new ‘information society’ as outlined by

Microsoft founder Bill Gates:

‘We are all beginning another great journey. We can't be sure exactly where
this one will lead either, but I'm certain it will touch many lives and take us
even farther. The major changes will be in how people communicate with
each other. The benefits and problems arising from this upcoming
communications revolution - which in its early stages we might call the
“Internet Revolution” - will be much greater that those brought about by the
PC revolution.’

(Gates 1995: xiii)

The ‘information society’ encompasses a broad array of terms including the
‘cybersociety’ (Jones 1995), ‘post-industrial society’ (Bell 1976), ‘knowledge
society’ (Ever 2003) and ‘network society’ (Castells 1996) which each seek
to describe the nature of a high-tech society. The ‘information society’
concept was constantly referred to in MSC policy and promotional materials
as the imagined end-state for a Malaysian high-tech modernity whereby ‘the
nation takes a quantum leap into the age of information technology’ (The
Star, 01.10.2006). This utopian vision arose out of technologically
deterministic assumptions that a technologically infused society would
ultimately become a progressive ‘information society’ whereby universal
benefits would be experienced by all. This was based on the hypothesis: (1)
that the internet necessarily promotes democratisation; (2) that a ‘new
economy’ operates on entirely different principles from that of the ‘old
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economy’; and (3) that an IT-based economy would allow developing
nations, such as Malaysia, to ‘leapfrog’ to ‘developed nation status’ without

going through the kinds of reforms that were necessary in other societies.

Despite the state’'s claims to be at the vanguard of a ‘new era’, the
‘information society’ concept which the MSC sought to mobilise has clear
geo-historical origins. In order to extrapolate the origins of MSC Malaysia we
make a brief detour to trace the origins of these ‘information society’ and

‘new economy’ discourses.

Firstly, Malaysia’s proposed linear transition to a ‘new stage’ of national post-
colonial development resonates with modernisation theories and notions of
knowledge ‘trickle down’. By investing in the new technologies which were
conceived as the drivers of globalisation, the state sought to create the
socio-psychological preconditions for ‘take off into a new ‘information
society’ era. Such modernisation theories were far from politically neutral
development paradigms but rather have significant Cold War ideological
baggage. Walt Rostow, who served in both the Kennedy and Johnson
administrations, described the stages of economic growth in his ‘non-
communist manifesto’ that provided the U.S. Cold War Left with a credible

capitalist version of economic history and future.

‘It is possible to identify all societies, in their economic dimensions, as lying
within one of five categories: the traditional society, the preconditions for
take off, the take off, the drive to maturity, and the age of high mass-
consumption.’

(Rostow 1960: 4)

Rostow emphasised the importance of science and technology in making the
transition from a ‘traditional’ society to a ‘developed’ society. In particular,
Rostow argued that foreign investment and technology transfer of

technology by wealthy (Western) countries would allow ‘backward’ countries
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to modernise faster. The notions of ‘trickle-down’ were expanded upon by
Basalla (1967) who outlined the stages by which scientific knowledge and

technical expertise could be transferred from the centre to periphery.

Secondly, notions of technology-enabled developmental ‘leapfrogging’ were
tied into another U.S. Cold War ideology; the ‘information society’. A range of
intellectuals supported by the American government, often through CIA-
funded research agencies, sought to articulate the ‘end state’ for the ‘mass
society’ which characterised the final stage of Rostow’s development model
(Kahn and Wiener 1967; Wiener 1967; Drucker 1969; Brezinski 1970). Of
these Daniel Bell was foremost, building on McLuhan’s (1964) ‘global village’
hypothesis, he imagined a technologically determined utopian future in his
influential book The Coming of a Post-Industrial Society (Bell 1976).

Bell's ‘post-industrial society’ was to emerge as a consequence of a
proposed transition from an industrial society, based on manufacturing, to an
economy based on computerised service industries with information as the
primary ‘raw material’. Bell predicted this would enable a new utopian society
to develop based around the creation and distribution of knowledge across
economic, cultural, and political spheres. The vast numbers of people in
advanced societies (e.g. UK, USA) employed in the service economy was
seen to confirm Bell's hypothesis. Such ‘information society’ futurism
continued in the work of Alvin Toffler (1970; 1980) who foresaw the coming
of a new ‘third wave’. The first and second were agricultural and industrial
respectively but the third would be a high-speed technological revolution
signalling a quantum jump forward in history. He claimed the Third Wave
signalled ‘not just a technological revolution but the coming of a whole new
civilisation in the fullest sense of the term’.

With obvious Cold War overtones, for both Bell and Toffler their ‘information

society’ represented the ‘end of ideology’ and a social utopia to which all
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advanced nations should aspire. The U.S. Cold War Left pioneered the
quasi-academic discipline of futurology that still persists today in ‘new era’
speak about a coming ‘information society’ that in turn has become
influential in modernisation discourses. In 1994, the U.S. Vice President, Al
Gore, outlined the virtues of the global ‘information society’ in his vision of a
Global Information Infrastructure (Gll). As Matterlart (1999: 18) notes, the
underlying message of his speech was: ‘only by opening national
telecommunications systems to the logic of the market, that is their
privatisation, secures development. These techno-utopian visions have
been promulgated by a number of “business gurus” selling future scenarios
of a digital future (e.g. Bill Gates, Nicholas Negroponte, Kenichi Ohmae, and
Wired Magazine).

‘Information society’ futurology has influenced developmental states like
Malaysia to mobilise the ‘information age paradigm’ (Uimonen 2001) as a
means of fast-tracking national development strategies through neoliberal
policies of deregulation and material investment in science and technology
and as the drivers of a “soon to arrive” high-tech modernity. The obvious
critiques of these discourses are explored later in the ‘chapter when
highlighting Malaysia’s alternative/hybrid modernities. What is important for
now is the primary role information technology was afforded in Malaysian
‘new era’ development discourses and perpetuated through specific

ideological agents or institutions (Chapter 4).

3.2.2_. The Contemporary ‘New Era’ of Globalisation?

Information technologies remain a key aspect of current globalisation and
modernisation theories. For example, globe-spanning telecommunications
infrastructures are widely seen by giobalisation theorists (e.g. Virilio 1993) to
be ‘speeding up’ and ‘stretching’ social processes following Harvey’s (1990)

work on ‘time-space compression’. Such notions of a ‘shrinking world’ have
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intellectual origins in McLuhan’s (1964) ‘global village’ that helped to create
an image of emerging global interconnectedness and simultaneity that still
resonates today (Kirsch 1995). The current contours of the ‘information
society’ in an era of globalisation are characterised by simultaneity,
instantaneity, and excessive talk about ‘the acceleration of just about
everything' (Gleick 1999). From the real-time circulation of global finance to
the near instant reporting of news events, or the mediation of everyday life
by mobile phones or email, there appear to be virtually no aspects of human

existence left untouched by new technologies.

‘With acceleration there is no more here and there, only the mental
confusion of near and far, present and future, real and unreal- a mix of
histories, stories, and the hallucinatory utopia of communication
technologies.’

(Virilio 1995a: 34)

Contemporary predictions concerning a ‘new era’ are based on several
assumptions about the nature of ongoing spatial restructuring through
globalisation. Firstly, the promotion of deregulation, liberalisation and
privatisation policies over the last two decades signal a neoliberalist
ascendance in shaping the latest phase of globalisation, or ‘the realisation of
the world-as-a-whole’ (Chin 2000). Neoliberal globalisation has been
conceptualised as a highly unequal and selective process of global
economic integration whereby the benefits of growth are likely to be
distributed unevenly between and within nation states (Gill 1995; Tickell and
Peck 2001; 2003; Ong 2006). This is a process defined by Massey (2004:
97) as:

‘A form of globalisation working primarily to the benefit of major
muitinational corporations, legitimated by particular forms of economic
understanding (for instance, as promulgated, and enforced, through the
International Monetary Fund) and energetically pursued by numerous elites
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and national governments around the world, most notably in the United
States of America and the United Kingdom .’

Neoliberal globalisation is imagined to create economic, social and cultural
conditions that are seemingly ‘borderless’ (Ohmae 1991) producing a spatial
homogenising effect, whereby, the diffusion of ICTs has enabled capital,
management, labour, knowledge and markets to be integrated across
‘planetary urban networks' (Graham and Marvin 1996: 125) in real-time.
While evidence of a globally integrated economy can be traced back to the
13" century (Abu-Lughod 1989), ICTs are facilitating rapid structural
changes in urban economies based on high levels of capital mobility, the
hegemony of MNCs and the concentration of service industries in world
metropoles. Despite utopian predictions of an ‘interconnected’ world (notably
McLuhan 1964), neoliberal globalisation is a process resulting in uneven
geographical development and widening digital divides between those who

have/don’t have access to ICTs across all scales.

Secondly, as economic processes are globalised urban places can be
literally “wired” into the neoliberal capitalist system and re-orientated to
global markets through state-of-the-art telecommunications infrastructures.
Consequently, it is perceived that otherwise geographically peripheral
spaces can join in with the ‘new economy of ‘anytime/anywhere’
‘informationalised ' capitalism’ (Castells 2000a) and overcome the ‘new
international division of labour’ (Frobel 1980). This is a process by which the
global economy is separated into core (in the developed world) and
peripheral areas (in the developing world) that divide skills and tasks
between different regions or countries in the global capitalist economy. It
describes the mechanism by which MNCs have shifted production and
business processes services to the developing world in order to speed up

the motion of capital, overcoming spatial, temporal, and political restrictions.
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The ‘new economy’ is seen to ‘flatten out’ regional competitive advantages

through investment in information technologies (Ohmae 1991).

Thirdly, is the emergence of a new form of economic production and
management that is ‘information-driven’, whereby international
competitiveness is increasingly determined by access to knowledge and the
ability to generate new knowledge. As national economies are re-orientated
towards producer services, knowledge production, management and
diffusion that have become the dominant mechanisms through which value
is added in production processes. These theories have historical precursors
in Drucker's (1969) ‘knowledge economy’, Machlup’s (1962) ‘information

industries’, and Porat’s (1977) ‘information economy’.

3.2.3. ‘Anytime/Anywhere’: The ‘New Economy’ Calling?

The latest version of economic change has been broadly theorised as a
transition from the ‘old economy’ (industrial, manufacturing-based, urban,
Fordist) to a ‘new economy’ (knowledge-led, innovative, ‘anytime/anywhere’,
flexible accumulation). The ‘new economy’ discourse promotes the internet
(i.e. e-commerce) and ICTs as the new driver of economic competitiveness,
which according to Gates (1995), will lead to: ‘a new world of low-friction,
low-overhead capitalism, in which market information will be plentiful and
transaction costs low’. Following on from work done by Castells (2001a), the
‘new economy’ been characterised in three ways.

Firstly, it is assumed economic development is dependent upon knowledge
innovation and that the capacity of knowledge creation which works directly
through new technologies mobilising, as Leadbetter (1999) claims, a
‘weightless economy’. Secondly, the ‘new economy operates in an
institutional environment geared towards deregulation and liberalisation
superficially intended to ‘jump start’ regional economies. This neoliberal
economic model has become a ‘truly hegemonic ideology’ (Tickell and Peck
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2003: 16) mobilised through global organisations such as the World Bank,
World Trade Organisation (WTO) and the International Monetary Fund
(IMF). Neoliberalism promotes a “free market utopia” whereby capital can
move in and out of states in order to maximise profits. Thirdly, the ‘new
economy’ is dependent on the organisational form of the network. For
instance, globally integrated telecommunications and transport networks are
able to operate 24 hours a day. Contrasted to the old economy of the
industrial age the networks are highly flexible, contingent and tie economies,
MNCs, and markets together over vast distances. This has led to some
commentators writing a requiem for traditional urban economies as
telecommunications provide the glue for a spatially fragmented but
electronically integrated economy (Winger 1997).

In sum, globalisation has been interpreted by a number of scholars (Virilio
1987b; Harvey 1990) as a range of processes involving distanciation (the
stretching of social, cultural, political, economic relations across space and
time) and time-space compression (the apparent annihilation of space by
time through ICTs). However, while technology is an agent of social change,
the thesis promotes a non-deterministic view of such changes and
approaches such hyperbolic accounts critically as an ‘image of the world’
(Heidegger 1977) a manifestation as a classic hegemonic representation of |
planetary space. Instead, the chapter works with a more grounded definition
of globalisation as a process which leads to:

‘The stretching and deepening of social relations and institutions across
space and time such that, on the one hand, day-to-day activities are
increasinegA influenced by events happening on the other side of the globe,
and on the other hand, the practices and decisions of local groups could
have significant global reverberations.’

(Held 1995: 20)
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Following Doel and Hubbard (2002), globalisation can be reconceptualised
not as universal or unitary, but heterogeneous and fragmented: a
geography created by discourses engineered by those who have most to
benefit from the opening up'of borders, deregulation, and privatisation.
Historically, the ‘information society’ concept was promoted by the USA in
an ideological Cold War against Soviet cybernetic communism. Now talk of
an ‘information society’ or ‘new economy’ is mobilised by political and
business groups who promote globalisation discourses to ensure that
national development policies are formulated in a ‘market friendly’
neoliberal environment. It is sustained primarily through ‘capital-centric’
business discourses that have a vested interest in proposing the image of
a coherent, universally beneficial global economy while extolling the
benefits of ‘open markets’. The rhetoric of Ohmae’s (1991, 1995)
‘borderless economies’ and Gates' (1995) ‘friction free capitalism’ has
become a euphemism for deregulation and the triumphalism of the
neoliberal economic model. In these terms USA Cold War ideologies of
creating the perfect capitalist market utopia of the ‘global village’ have

succeeded.

‘Techno-utopia has become an ideological weapon of the first order in
trading influence to sustain a free market vision of global order. Despite

proclamations which periodically sign the death warrant of the nation state, "

together with history and ideology, this remains the enemy whose
prerogatives have to be challenged well beyond its complicity
deregulation... Techno-utopia gives birth to the dream of unmediated
planetarism.’

(Matterlart 1999: 19)

The thesis sounds a note of caution against the abstract theorisations which
characterise the globalisation debate. These have been often rooted in
claims about the dawning of a new ‘techno epoch’ (a habitually recycled

term) which serves to obfuscate underlying political-economic motives and
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actual existing patterns of urban change. Often, within these debates there is
a blurring between what is presented as fact and what is down to sheer
academic interpretation (Bell 1976; Toffler 1980). The chapter seeks to avoid
lapsing into disposable theories, and in turn, argues that globalisation does
not alter cities in predetermined ways, as these sites are relationally figured
in multiple national, social, and economic contexts from which emerge
different strategies for the management or resistance of globalisation. While
the Malaysian state embraces notions of modernisation and a utopian belief
in science and technology it does so on its own terms, producing a
hybridised version of the ‘information society’ which incorporates global and

local narratives (Chapters 4 and 5).

3.3. (Ré)conceptualising the ‘Information Society’: In-Between
Fixity and Motion

The thesis reflects a shifting mood in the globalisation debate from the
construction of globalisation as an abstract, irreversible process announced
through the advent of a ‘borderless world’ (Ohmae 1991), marked by the
‘death of distance’ (Cairncross 2001), to growing talk about the messiness of
globalisation and its social and political contestation (Bauman 1998; Beck
2000; Scholte 2000). Prior to these recent interventions globalisation had
been conceptualised as a powerful planetary force homogenising spatial
conditions with the effect of “washing over” local places, culture, and people
via a process that is as frictionless as it is placeless. In line with scholars that
are critical of globalisation the research challenges the premise of
globalisation as an ‘irrevocable process to which there are no alternatives’
(Barnett and Low 2000: 56). The pre-given sense of globalisation as
leviathan can be reconceptualised as ‘an immanent and aleatory effect of
contingent encounters’ (Doel and Hubbard 2002: 355) in which place, rather
being obliterated by technological overkill, becomes increasingly important
as a fixing point for transnational flows, circuits, exchanges within the global
capitalist system.
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From a post-structural perspective, place can be conceptualised relationally
as both mobile and fixed, whereby flows drift in and drift out, speed up and
slow down, contract and expand within a networked space (Doel 1999) that
is part local, and part global. In Cyberjaya, this creates geographies that are
both deeply territorial and deterritorial in nature- a new networked space
which is connected in certain ways ('sticky’), but highly disconnected in
others (‘slippery’) (Markusen 1996). For example, while social and economic
practices occur ‘out there’ in the ‘slippery space’ of Castells’ (1996) ‘global
space of flows’ as they become distanciated, and stretched, they are fixed
towards certain ‘sticky’ places that possess the characteristics to harness,

manage and coordinate these flows.

In this light the thesis moves forward with two main aims. Firstly, to mobilise
a relational perspective to critique the meta-ideologies of globalisation and
expose the ‘wobbly discursive architectures’ of the MSC's proposed
‘quantum leap’ into an imagined new ‘information age’. Following Jones and
Carranco (2007: 147), it is by ‘exposing these “rough edges” to the shiny
new megaproject that we can reveal the instability of a contemporary
urbanism seen to be dictated by an all powerful globalisation’. Secondly,
while as Giddens (1990: 17-21) notes, the social organisation of time and
space has been partly abstracted or ‘pulled away’ from locales under
conditions of modernity; the thesis observes how the capabilities for global
operation, coordination, and control mobilised via ICTs need to be produced
in places. This dialectical relationship between motion and fixity can be
summarised by Brenner (1999b: 435) who writes:

‘For present purposes, the term globalisation refers to a double-edged,
dialectical process through which: the movement of commodities, capital,
money, people and information through geographical space is continually
expanded and accelerated; and relatively fixed and immobile spatial
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structures are produced, reconfigured and/or transformed to enable such
expanded, accelerated movement.’

A critical geographical viewpoint, is developed to examine the embedding of
global transactions, practices, flows in local contexts and their material
consequences to critique ‘a dissociation between abstract flows in space and
concrete valorisation in place’ (Jessop 2000: 5). In essence a relational
perspective highlights the multiple disjunctures that appear in the MSC
project which hybridises national development goals with deterritorialised
neoliberal globalisation. The thesis empirically engages with globalisation in
action, as it touches down at strategic geographical site, in a unique time-
space. In turn, geography‘functions as a ‘mediating discipline which is
particularly sensitive to the continued salience of the local. The local, in turn,
becomes the object through which geographers emphasise the value of
difference, variety, and specificity’ (Barnett and Low 2000: 54).

3.3.1. Towards a New Networked Sub-Economy? Reterritorialising
Transnational Flows in Local Places

Deterritorialisation?® has been one of the main tenets of contemporary
globalisation ‘speak’ crystallised in The Economist’'s (1995) famous caption
proclaiming ‘suddenly....distance no longer mattered’. Such a hypothesis
promotes the view that territory is losing its significance for everyday life via
a reconfiguration of locally-based social relations to globally mediated ones
that are transnational, pdst—national, post-colonial in nature (O' Tuthail 1999).
The geographical stretching-out of social relations is a process which
Giddens termed ‘time-space distanciation’ (Giddens 1990: 21). In popular
and academic accounts this has been characterised as a disembedding
process, partly driven by neoliberal economic practices, whereby: geography
is ‘dissolved’ or simply eradicated by ICTs (Cairncross 2001); national

*The concept of deterritorialisation first appeared in the work of Deleuze and Guattari in Anti-Oepidus
(1972). The term has since evolved to become part of the analytical vocabulary for describing
contemporary globalisation trends.
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borders become obsolete (Ohmae 1995); political-cultural identities
deterritorialised (Appadurai 1996); and supra-national political organisations
become dominant. Such arguments propose that deterritorialisation is the
dominant spatiality of globalisation in which place is interchangeable,
distance collapsed through ICTs, and borders can easily be overcome. In
this hypothesis it is argued that the acceleration of globally circulating flows
(capital, commodities, people, symbols, identities), social relations become

increasingly detached from locality and less place-based.

Castells (1996; 2001b) articulates this deterritorialisation process as the
emergence of a ‘network society’ whereby individuals are more tied into
networks, mediated by ICTs, than to the places themselves. He
conceptualises the impact of ICTs on space in terms of their potential for
endless deterritorialisation whereby a ‘space of places’ is being replaced by
a ‘space of flows’. His ‘informationalised capitalism’ imagines a patchwdrk
geography of economic winners and losers in which ‘the space of flows links
up distant locales around shared functions and meanings on the basis of
electronic circuits and fast transportation corridors, while isolating and
subduing the logic of experience embodied in the space of places’ (Castells
2001b: 155). This form of capitalism is driven by technological systems

which:

‘...appear to supersede functional need for spatial proximity as the basis of
economic efficiency and personal interaction. The emergence of a global
economy and of global communication systems subdue the local into the
global, blurring social meanings and hampering political control, traditionally
exercised from localities. Flows seem to overwhelm places, as human
interaction increasingly relies on electronic communication networks... Thus
cities, as specific forms of social organisation and cultural expression,
materially rooted in spatially concentrated human settiements, could be
made obsolete in the new technological environment.’

(Castells 2002: 367)
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According to Castells, this produces a dominant mode of ‘informationalised
capitalism’ operating round-the-clock from any point in the globe where
economic transactions occur digitally, leading to a loss of chronological
rhythm or ‘timeless time’. This is an inherently uneven process in which the
application of ICTs is used to fragment or ‘splinter’ urban space (Graham
and Marvin 2001).

‘They can operate in real-time or in chosen time, and furthermore, the
flexibility of the new technological system makes it possible for the new
economy to select its components around the planet, in an endlessly
variable geometry of value searching. This implies bypassing economically
valueless or devalued territories and people... domestic deregulation,
liberalisation of trans-border transactions, financial wizardry and new
information technology have succeeded in mobilising potential sources for
investment everywhere to everywhere, and from whatever to whenever.’
(Castells 2001b: 53-54)

Castells ‘network society’ hypothesis has become a hegemonic mode of
thinking about the ‘information society’. However, it says surprising little
about the nature of the networks which constitute this new globalism.
Alarmingly it advocates an overtly simplistic substitutionist perspective that
sees an ontologically fixed, localised space of places substituted for an
omnipresent space of digital flows. Castells ‘space of flows’ articulates with
what Negroponte (1995) terms ‘physical atoms’ being replaced by ‘digital
bits’. Alongside his MIT Media Lab colleague, Bill Mitchell (1995; 1999;

2004), both are the main advocates of the substitutionist perspective.

‘The city will be uprooted to any definite spot on the surface of the earth,
shaped by connectivity and bandwidth constraints...largely asynchronous in
its operation, and inhabited by disembodied and fragmented subjects who
exist as collections of aliases and agents. Its places will be constructed
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virtually by software instead of physically from stones and timbers, and they
will be connected by logical linkages rather than by doors, passageways,
and streets.’

(Mitchell 1995: 24)

Such a hypothesis argues new technologies supersede the functional need
for territorial-based physical proximity. As a result, as Moss (1987: 536) has
observed, ‘the operational boundaries of the city are no longer defined by
geography or law, but by the reach of phone lines and computer networks’.
Substitutionists argue that eventually the city becomes redundant as the
primary site for human interaction as digitised time-spaces can simulate the
lost geophysical urban spaces of human habitation (Pascal 1987; Bukatman
1993). In a now familiar ‘shrinking world’ metaphor, McLuhan’'s (1964)
‘global village’ is paralleled by urban dissolution and finally ‘a withering away’
(Winger 1997) of cities as ICTs create a new mode of spatial organisation

not tied to established urban hierarchies or diurnal regimes of night and day.

‘...with instant electrical technology, the global itself can never again be
more than a village, and the very nature of the city as a form of major
dimensions must inevitably dissolve like a fading shot in a movie.’

(McLuhan 1964: 343)

Webber evaluates the impact of long-distance communications- what he
terms ‘the nonplace urban realm’ — on physical propinquity and the need for
centralisation in the traditional city. In a forerunner to the globalisation
debate, Webber (1963; 1964) argued that communications media enables
social relationships and communities to become less tied to the territoriality
of the neighbourhood, suburb, metropolis, region, or nation. This anti-urban
vision of an idealised pastoral retreat resonates with modernist planning
utopias (e.g. Le Corbusier, Lloyd Wright) and their emphasis on urban
decentralisation (Chapter 5).
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Furthermore, anti-urban notions of network transcendence again have
historical genealogies in Cold War geopolitics. The Internet emerged out of
ARPANET, a 1969 Cold War operation of the U.S. Defence Department to
link together strategic military centres in the preparation for any Soviet
military attack. Notably, networked utopianism was manifest in the work of
chief U.S. Cold War planner Doxiadis who merged urban pianning, network
forms and cybernetics in his influential ‘Eksistics’ movement (Wigley 2001;
Provoost 2006). This movement drew upon both McLuhan’s ‘global village’
and Le Corbusier's modernist grid, to argue that future urban planning wduld
resemble a process of making a communications network visible in space.
Doxiadis imagined a form of planetary scale dwelling as ‘a continuous
network of centres and lines of communication’ in which ‘all parts of the
settlement and lines of communication will be woven together into a
meaningful organism’ (Doxiadis, cited in Wigley 2003: 88).

In a different vein, notions of networked geographical transcendence are
supported today by evidence from the digitisation of economic relations in
the global financial markets - even though these markets support a fraction
of financial products, and are concentrated in a small number of cities. The
planetary span of networked telecommunications infrastructures has enabled
the automation and integration of financial markets via an always on, real-
time global economy in selected places. This is what Kellner (1989) labelled
‘technocapitalism’; a form of capitalism characterised by its reliance on ICTs
both in its conception and dissemination. As O'Brien (1992: 1) optimistically
observes, the latest wave of ‘informationalised capitalism’ has led to a ‘state
of economic development where geographical location no longer matters’.
As social and economic relations become (partly) lifted out from localised
contexts, the economic order of the globalised world becomes increasingly
volatile as multinational capital moves in and out of nation states. As
Swyngedouw (2000) notes, the concept of deterritorialisation is used to

summarise an imagined process seen to be ‘a-geographical’ or ‘a-spatial’,
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and as a result, disempowering. In this schema the local is helpless, under
the attack of colonising globalising forces washing over places with tsunami
like effects.

This was exemplified in the Asian Financial Crisis 1997-1998 which was
caused, in part, by speculation on local currencies by outside investors. As
Southeast Asian states implemented policies for financial liberalisation in the
1990s - buoyed by the success of the heralded ‘Asian Miracle - massive
irreversible capital inflows into the region occurred. Ultimately this proved to
be a fateful mechanism as ‘the combination of increased capital flows, credit
expansion and exchange rate appreciation raised aggregate demand more
rapidly than GDP, further increasing the current account deficit’ (Jomo 2003:
14). When crisis enveloped Southeast Asia following the devaluation of the
Thai Bhat massive capital flight occurred. This was a near-virtual process,
enabled through digitally integrated markets which allowed investors to
speculate on currencies remotely. For those who stood to make a loss from
the devaluation of currencies, investors were able to virtually withdraw from
the country by the click of a mouse. This seemingly detached process had
very real and tangible effects in Malaysia. Giddens (2000) characterises this
as ‘turbo-capitalism’; a new technologically mediated form of capitalism
increasingly characterised by its ruthless, instable nature built on logics of
deregulation, removal of borders, whereby capital is free to move in and out

of countries in a quest for profit.

According to Marxist-structuralist approaches the ability to transcend space
and time are embedded in spatial infrastructures and driven by the economic
imperatives of modern capitalism (Marx 1976; 1978; Harvey 1985; 1996).
Telemediated globalisation has enabled new forms of capital accumulation
to emerge that operate transnationally, through the circulation of capital
beyond the traditional boundaries of the state. This is a dialectical process in

which on the one hand capital is intensely globalising, orientated to the

73



continual acceleration of production times, overcoming geographical barriers
to expand accumulation via ‘the annihilation of space by time' with
technologies. On the other,

‘...the impulsion to reduce the socially necessary, turnover time of capital
(the moment of deterritorialisation) can only be pursued, through the
production of relatively fixed and immobile configurations of territorial
organisation that enable such accelerated movement (the moment of
reterritorialisation)’

(Brenner 1998a: 462).

Therefore, despite the global integration of economic functions it is the major
international financial centres which still serves to satisfy the needs of
capitalism that cannot be met through electronic communications (e.g. face
to face communication, relationships of trust, body language). As capitalism
expands geographically ‘it inevitably needs to be fixed and embedded in
produced space (Swyngedouw 1993). Historically urban places have
provided this ‘spatial fix' (Harvey 1989), however, contemporary neoliberal
globalisation produces a networked economy of strategic nodes, hubs, and
bypassed places structured according to the variable geometry of the
network.

To suggest that the computerisation of finance will lead to the ‘end of
geography’ (O' Brien 1992) is somewhat premature and technologically
deterministic. Metaphors of a ‘shrinking world’, ‘global village’ et al only serve
to mystify the relations between technology and space and say little about
how places themselves have been transformed. This is not a straightforward
process whereby certain activities have been deterritorialised from one
scale, to be reterritorialised at another leading to the substitution of physical
places by electronic cyberspaces. Nor is the assumption to be of nested

spatial scales from the local (micro, slow) up to the global (macro, fast)
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(Marston 2000; Marston et al. 2005). Rather, looking forward to the empirical

enquiry my argument is twofold.

Firstly, that while the deterritorialisation of certain economic functions and
activities has been made possible by ICTs (e.g. global markets, capital
mobility, back-office offshoring) this has not led to the obliteration of (urban)
place. For example as Thrift (1996), Sassen (2001b), and Beaverstock et al
(2007) have shown a globally integrated financial system doesn’t make place
irrelevant. Rather, as Thrift argued in his study on the City of London, an
increase in the intensity of digital forms of community requires increased
face to face interactions, meaning, in his words, ‘there will be no end of
geography’. Therefore, as my empirical evidence suggests this is changing
the form and composition of places as they are engineered, or re-orientated,
by state, regional and urban policy makers for a world imagined, and partly
executed, through more mobile economic flows, circuits, and exchanges
(Chapters 4 and 5).

Secondly, as a consequence, place is not so much disappearing from view
but being reconfigured via transnational connections, in a new ‘networked
sub-economy’ (Sassen 2001c¢) rich in dynamic articulations of transnational
mobility and local fixity. This is a relational sense of place containing multiple
time-spaces that are often conflicting, and operating at juxtapositions to one
another (Chapters 6 and 7). These processes create what Sassen (2001)

termed a ‘new networked sub-economy’.

‘These networked sub-economies operating partly in actual space and partly
in globe-spanning digital space cannot easily be contextualised in terms of
their surroundings. Nor can the individual firm or markets. The orientation of
this type of sub-economy is simultaneously towards itself and towards the
global. The intensity of internal transactions of the sub-economy (whether
global finance or cutting edge high-tech sectors) is such that it overrides all
considerations of the broader locality or urban areas in which it exists...The
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new networked sub-economy occupies a strategic geography, paﬁly
deterritorialised, that cuts across borders and connects a variety of points
across the globe. It occupies only a fraction of its “local’ setting; its
boundaries are not those of the city where it is partly located, nor those of
the “neighbourhood”. The sub-economy functions as an intermediary
institutional order between the vast concentrations of material resources it
needs when it hits the ground and the fact of its global span or cross-border
geography. Its interlocutor is not the surrounding, the context, but the fact of
the global’

| (Sassen 2001c: 414-415)

3.3.2. A New Strategic Geography: ‘Sticky Places’ in ‘Slippery Space’

While transnational flows are being partly deterritorialised, they also become
reterritorialised in specific places where local characteristics, infrastructural
conditions, and human capital can add value for certain economic activities.
This is not a case of simply ‘scaling up’ all socioeconomic activities to much
celebrated global cities, rather as the thesis examines, a varied assortment
of places are being relationally reconfigured as ‘assemblages of more or less
distanciated economic relations which will have different intensities at
different locations’ (Amin and Thrift 2002: 52). Paradoxically, ICT enabled
distance transcendence and time-space compression has led to the salience
of strategic places as economic locations for specific kinds of activities.
Consequently, the global urban hierarchy is characterised by a multitude of

emerging spatial units (e.g. global cities, research hubs, teChnology parks).

Adapting Markusen’s (1996) typology of new industrial districts the thesis
critically unpacks how Cyberjaya has been symbolically and materially
positioned as a ‘sticky place’ within the global capitalist system. Markusen
outlines the numerous strategies employed by national governments, local
coalitions in order to create dynamic, innovative milieu to which high value-

added industries and expert labour will stick. These include Marshallian new
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industrial districts, hub and spoke models and satellite platforms for MNC

operations. In reviewing these strategies she asks:

‘In a world of dramatically improved communications systems and
corporations that are increasingly mobile internationally, it is puzzling why
certain places are able to sustain their attractiveness to both capital and
labour.’ '

(Markusen 1996: 293)

‘Sticky places’ are embedded in the urban fabric as vast accumulations of
networked infrastructures, physical and human capital concentrated in
specific places. As global economic space becomes increasingly volatile,
there are still strategic sites that retain (e.g. global cities), or seek to
engineer through entrepreneurial urban planning practices (e.g. high-tech
zones), ‘sticky-ness’. These ‘command and control’ (Sassen 2001b) centres
drive global flows in the ‘new economy’ through a variety of mechanisms
including stock exchanges (London, New York), R&D centres (Silicon Valley,
Cambridge), media hubs (Hollywood, Soho), and software hubs (Bangalore).
These are places where local skills, transport and logistics linkages, socio-
cultural factors, telecommunications capacities, makes high value-added
operations like R&D and corporate headquarters reluctant to leave.
Technological connectivity is complemented by social connectivity whereby
the spatial proximity of certain industries promotes networking, trust, and the
sharing of ideas.

The classic ‘sticky places’ have traditionally been giobal cities that have
become ‘command and control’ centres for the global capitalist system due
to a wide range of social, cultural, political, economic, infrastructural
advantages that have been historically embedded over centuries. Building
on Wallerstein’s world systems model, the Global and World Cities (GaWC)
research group at Loughborough University has been influential in theorising
a hierarchy of global cities (Alpha, Beta and Gamma) and the rise of global
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urban networks (Beaverstock et al. 1999; Beaverstock et al. 2002; Taylor
2003a). In a similar vein to the work done by Sassen (1999b; 2001b; 2002),
they have identified the inter-city relations that occur between the top tier
(Alpha) cities of the global economy. Kuala Lumpur is one of a number of
aspiring cities striving to become a global city (Olds and Wai-Chung Yeung
2004). The Malaysian state has deployed vast resources to compete with
other ASEAN capitals (e.g. Singapore, Jakarta, Manila, and Bangkok) and
re-orientate the city towards the global economy at the expense of local
linkages (Morshidi and Suriati 1999; Morshidi 2000).

‘Sticky places’ cannot be contextualised in terms of their immediate
surroundings because they are electronically, and often materially
‘splintered’ (Graham and Marvin 2001), from their hinterlands. ‘Sticky places’
attract clusters of related activities (e.g. |.T and multimedia in Silicon Valley),
forming networked sub-economies, which are more globally linked to other
‘sticky places’ than to the nation state in which they are situated. For
example, Saxenian (1994; 2006) argues, Silicon Valley has retained its
competitive advantage by maintaining deep transnational connections to |.T.
hubs elsewhere (e.g. Hsinchu, Taiwan) via migrant communities of
entrepreneurs constructing technological and financial bridges between
distant regional economies. In another case, the financial centres of the City
of London, or Frankfurt are more closely entwined with one another than to
their physical neighbourhoods and hinterlands. They become tied together
through intense forms of digital communications which transcend the
national borders of the state, bypassing the localities in between, meaning

that localities are geographically proximate, but relationally distant.

Networked - infrastructures become the ‘glue’ that binds geographically
disparate places together to create the impression of an integrated economy,
as seen in Sassen’s (2001b) research on the transnational connections

between New York, London, and Tokyo. In the case of global cities their sub-
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economies display a dominant orientation to one another, rather than to their
surrounding national spaces. The process of global integration running
cheek by jowl with local fragmentation has historical antecedents in the
transnational colonial economy outlined by King (1976; 1991). ‘Sticky places’
therefore create what Castells (1996) terms ‘global bubbles’, or Easterling
(2005) ‘spatial products’, in that often they produce a globally linked, locally
disconnected ‘splintered urbanism’ (Graham and Marvin 2001) where
investment and infrastructure is channelled into fortified landscapes for
techno-elites and withdrawn from surrounding areas. As Graham and Marvin
(2001) note, highlighting London’s financial district as an exemplar,
unparalleled global connectivity is often combined with massive local
disconnection. This is a theme explored later via empirical material in

reference to Cyberjaya’s ‘global aspirations’.

Therefore, as national and urban telecommunications infrastructures look to
global interaction they becomes systems that ‘link nodes together into.
networks whilst using such tunnel effects to exclude and bypass much of the
intervening space, excluding them, in turn, from accessing networks’
(Graham et al. 1997). These telecommunications represent vast sunken
infrastructures in themselves in the form of servers, cabling, power systems
which support and facilitate the time-space mobilities of global capitalism. In
the competition for creating ‘sticky places’ in national territories the race to
provide the best infrastructure is imperative; whereby competitiveness is
determined by bandwidth, infrastructure reliability, and the provision of vast
data farms to support the ‘new economy’. These strategic sites are actually
produced through very deliberate practices that are not the culmination of
random chance but rather a mixture of neoliberal economic policies (e.g.
deregulatio'n) and urban planning to create ‘premium network spaces’
(Graham 2000).
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While global economic flows are increasingly mobile, ‘neoliberal
globalisation’ actually demands these strategic territorial enclave economies
for capital investment (i.e. mobility require fixity). Moreover, in the battle to
win capital the unique characteristics of physical places is becoming crucially
important. In this light the familiar vision of neoliberal globalisation as an
‘economic tsunami that is gathering force across the planet, pummelling
each country in its path’ (Ong 2007: 3) can be contested. Rather, this mode
of spatial restructuring can be seen in the context of the ‘next round’ of

neoliberal globalisation.

‘From this perspective, the current round of globalisation can be interpreted
as a multidimensional process of re-scaling in which the scalar organisation
of both cities and states is being reterritorialised in the conflictual search for
'glocal’ scalar fixes.’

(Brenner 1998a: 462)

The scalar argument here is that while capitalism seeks to annihilate space it
does so through investment in, and control over, certain physical places,
what Jessop (1999; 2004) calls ‘spatio-temporal fixes'. So while ‘time-space
compression’ has become a reality, it has not occurred at the expense or
eradication of actual urban places, as imagined in the debates summarised
in the previous section. In turn, rather than being eradicated, the uniqueness
of place becomes ever more important as state planners promote urban
nodes as sites for what Swyngedouw (1992; 1997) terms strategic
‘glocalisation’ which he defined as the ‘combined processes of globalisation
and local-territorial reconfiguration’. This Marxist reading of globalisation
argues that capitalism is constantly restless in its desire to circulate capital,
and finds new means through territorial restructuring to do so. Thus
according to Sassen (2001b) the latest round of restructuring has led to the
dominance of core global cities as drivers of capital accumulation in the
finance industry.
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According to this hypothesis, place, is restructured in order to make way for
a new round of economic growth. This is an inherently uneven process,
creating multiple disparities between those milieux which are desirable for
capital, and those that are not. Therefore, contemporary ‘informationalised
capitalism’ has merely exacerbated inequalities between those ‘wired’,
‘intelligent’, or ‘siliconised’ global hubs, and those that remain on the
periphery of the ‘friction free’ word. This has been magnified as states have
‘unbundled’ their networked infrastructures and opened up spaces of the
state for global development. Foreign capital has quickly moved in to
colonise space; often making use of local financial incentives in the form of
tax relief. Later empirical chapters examine this process in more detail,
arguing that behind the state led rhetoric of creating an inclusive ‘intelligent’
high-tech development, Cyberjaya has become little more than a
disconnected, foreign direct investment enclave characteristic of emerging

neoliberal modernities in Southeast Asia.

An overview of the role of the state vis-a-vis neoliberalism requires some
context here. Both Brenner's and Jessop’s work draw from theories by
Lefebvre (1976; 1991) and Harvey (1982; 1985) on state re-scaling through
reterritorialisation as it applies to different regimes of global capital
accumulation. Their main concern has been to dissect the tension between
motion and fixity in capital's desire to enhance its spatial mobility by
diminishing its place dependency versus ‘states’ attempts to fix capital within
their territories through the provision of immobile, space specific externalities
that either cannot be found elsewhere or cannot be abandoned without
considerable devalorisation costs to capital’ (Jessop and Sum 2000: 2295).
Lefebvre argued that since the late 19" century the dynamic of
deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation has occurred through a wide range
of scalar configurations each produced through an intermeshing of urban
networks and state territorial structures at a given moment in the historical
round of capitalist expansion.
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Prior to the 1970s this was done within the confines of the state, however
with the spread of neoliberal economics and the rescaling of economic
processes to the global scale. Increasingly the state has been seen as under
the influence of these flows, rather than controlling them. Harvey (1982;
1985; 1989) observes that for capitalism to overcome space, new forms of
spatial organisation were needed whereby ‘there is a perpetual struggle in
which capital builds a physical landscape appropriate to its own conditions at
a particular moment in time, only to have to destroy it at a subsequent point
in time’. Therefore capitalist expansion is captured in the constant search for
‘spatial fixes’, as immobile socio-territorial configurations, within which

expanded capital accumulation can be generated.

As the doctrine of neoliberalism advances through its policies of
deregulation, privatisation and the ‘rolling back’ of the state, urban
economies must become competitive in order to survive. With nation states
undergoing a partial ‘hollowing out’ process as an economic unit in our now
‘borderless world’ (Ohmae 1995) other spatial-scalar units are mobilised for
economic activity by policy makers, and national governments; often

encouraged by an array of global consultancy firms (Chapters 4 and 5).

‘It is in this context that we see a rescaling of what are the strategic
territories that articulate the new system. With the partial unbundling or at
least weakening of the national as a spatial unit due to privatisation and
deregulation and the associated strengthening of globalisation, come
conditions for the ascendance of other spatial units or scales.’

(Sassen 2001b: 105)

States are therefore altering strategies of territorial development to prepare
sub-national ‘spatial units’ as competitive nodes in the international economy
through ‘glocalisation’ strategies. As Brenner and Theodore (2002) observe

this has led to the creation of privatised spaces for corporate consumption
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within large-scale mega-projects designed to attract foreign investment and
reconfigure local land-use patterns. Cyberjaya is a classic example of this,
functioning as a sub-national, extra-territorial, neoliberal economic space.
The Malaysian state, like many others, is rushihg to restructure the urban
hierarchy of the nation to enhance its “global competitiveness”. The multi-
scalar spatial restructuring of urban economies vis-a-vis globalisation
provides the backdrop for my analysis, though the thesis draws more directly
upon relational approaches explored later in the chapter.

To summarise, ‘sticky places’ are conceptualised as the ‘command and
control’ centres for the global economy and include global cities, research
énd development hubs, media centres etc. As spatial infrastructure is
embedded within the global capitalist system a complex terrain of winners
and losers inevitably accompanies the production of neoliberal place-making
strategies. Juxtaposed to ‘sticky places’ are a range of new ‘slippery spaces’
including back-office hubs, call centres, offshore data centres, logistics
enclaves that operate on the periphery of global system. These ‘slippery
spaces’ constitute a networked sub-economy of low value-added offshore
service functions for the global economy. Contrary to predictions of the ‘end
of geography’ the ‘new economy’ is increasingly defined by a stark spatial
division of labour. Notably, it has been back-office functions - with their
codified knowledge processes - that have been moved ‘offshore’ to low cost

locations found in the developing word.

‘Slippery spaces’ are often ‘self-contained, glocally orientated enclaves,
surrounded by social and economic spaces from which it seems increasingly
disconnected’ (Graham and Marvin 2001: 376). The growth of ‘slippery
spaces’ been influenced by the reshaping of the ‘production cost map’
(Wilson 1998) of: (a) firms seeking low cost labour and work environments;
(b) public sector enhancement of infrastructure quality and capacity at

strategic locations within the nation state. Allied to these factors,

83




improvements in telecommunications enabled the spatial separation of front-
office and back-office activities in MNCs with the latter being ‘unbundled’ and
‘reterritorialised’ offshore because they require little direct interaction with
other parts of the firm.

Mirroring the offshoring of manufacturing jobs for the global assembly line,
back-office operations have been relocated to low cost, politically stable
countries (e.g. India, the Philippines, Malaysia) in deregulated, privatised
‘high-tech’ enclaves underwritten by national governments (e.g. Penang’s
Enterprise Zone).?” Often these economic functions have been decentralised
to peripheral locations under the auspices of the ‘new international division
labour’ (Frobel 1980). The success of these areas has not led to economic
or technological independence via plugging into specific global circuits.
Back-offices have a different position in the global assembly line as
emerging transnational service hubs (e.g. Bangalore, Cyberjaya) in
managing accounts, servicing customers, and processing data on a round-
the-clock basis for the back-offices of major MNCs. The offshoring of these
operations was not the product of a need to improve customer service per
se, nor a response to customer wishes but driven by the imperatives of
capital accumulation and profit maximisation. Back-office work practices are
often seen as being of a low technological order: low skilled, low paid, and
low value-added compared to the occupational lifestyles of the ‘transnational
elites’ identified by Sklair (2000). As a result back-office staff have been
labelled as ‘cyber coolies’ or an ‘offshore proletariat’, undertaking work that
is ‘mind numbing and de-skilling’ (Stanworth 1998; Gaerlan 2004,
Gurumurthy 2004).

The development of ‘slippery spaces’ has been underpinned by neoliberal

policies of customising local spaces and opening them up for the global

' penang is a major global hub for the electronics production industry, though the industry is almost
exclusively dominated by MNCs. For example, the U.S. company Seagate produces 80% of its
worldwide manufacturing output in Penang (Sussmann 1998).
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economy. In this context, the aim of the thesis is to examine how Cyberjaya
has been sold as a new 'global hub', which is an extremely ‘sticky space’
within the global capitalist system — i.e. where local skills, infrastructure,
fiscal incentives makes R&D and corporate headquarters reluctant to leave.
However, behind the giant, messianic, facade, it has become little more than
an urban zone of disconnected outsourcing spaces and low value-added
activities - what Markusen calls ‘slippery space’. Through empirical material,
this slippy-ness is approached in several ways: temporally through everyday
work practices which follow the hegemonic beat of time zones elsewhere;
economically, through spatial restructuring within the ‘new international
division of labour’; physically through geographies of urban splintering and
disconnection; and politically through state ‘roll-back’ and emerging
neoliberal modernities in the region. While Cyberjaya has been successful in
attracting specific kinds of back-office operations, these operations are not
self-sustaining and require continuous subsidising by the state via tax
breaks, provision of low rents, and low cost high capacity infrastructure
provision. Furthermore, these industries occupy a fragile position and are
susceptible to reterrorialisation in other places as political economic
conditions change (i.e. when a new location becomes more cost-efficient).
Such places are ‘slippery’ as they are susceptible to economic fluctuations of
labour, location costs and the vagaries of the increasingly volatile global
market.

As a result of the deregulation and privatisation of domestic spaces by
international capital, MNCs have become the dominant players in these
urban enclaves. These deregulated national spaces are actively complicit in
what Greider (1997) labels a ‘global jobs auction’ where MNCs are, in effect,
conducting a peripatetic global jobs competition, awarding shares of
production to the countries which can offer the most inviting locational
incentives. The bidding war for employment opportunities via tax incentives
and ‘corporate retention’ kick-backs has short-term advantages but also
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broader long-term uncertainties. While government deregulation policies
have enabled the country to access foreign capital it has done so at the
reduced control over, and risky exposure, to the kind of financial risks that
precipitated the Asian Financial Crisis (Beeson 1998). Often these policies
have occurred despite, rather than because of national policy makers in
Malaysia (like elsewhere in Southeast Asia) due to a complex mix of

domestic forces and external factors promoting financial liberalisation.

Though the quote below borders on hyperbole, it emphasises the potentially
grave consequences for national policy makers who roll back their
infrastructures without due consideration. ‘Sticky place’ development in the
form of urban mega-projects dressed in the rhetoric of embracing a nascent
‘information society’, or ‘new economy’ about to take off, produces neoliberal
forms of modernity in Southeast Asia manifest in a fragmented urban
geography of foreign direct investment enclaves, deregulated zones, and
fortified technology parks for MNCs.

‘Electronic communication and financial flows at the speed of light have
freed corporations from space and afforded them a global power that is
rooted in their deterritorialisation. Unencumbered by locality and territorial
constraints, TNCs [Transnational Corporations] are disconnected from the
lives of their immobile employees and the social needs of their host
countries. Now-here and no-where become interchangeable. Money is both
the lifeline and the exclusive measure of corporate value. With locality and
place becoming increasingly irrelevant, the prices of labour, tax breaks and
other relocation enticements are becoming the prime determinants of
physical location.’

(Adam 2002: 21)

At the bottom end of the production chain, the principle concern is not

generating innovation through genuine worker participation, but primarily low

cost production sta‘bility, and control. Therefore, when state power is
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.weakened, global networks are able to reach inside the national territory and
directly impact upon the lives of the disempowered local citizens (Lawson
2002). Under neoliberalism citizens are divided according to their value for
capitalism, often according to gender, ethnicity, and human capital skills
(Ong 2000a; 2000b). This speaks to Massey's (1993) power-geometry of
time-space compression where different social groups and individuals are
positioned in very distinct ways in relations to the flows and connections of a
globalising world (Chapter 7). The empirical analysis argues against an
overtly deterministic theorisation whereby globalised economic processes
operate in some ‘rarefied stratosphere’ by attending to how these processes

are embedded in and socially reproduced in specific places.

3.4. Inscribing High-Tech Utopia: Technopole Planning
Practices

National governments, policy makers, and regional planners across the
world have been influenced by the hyperbolic discourses of the ‘information
society’ and ‘new economy’ to develop technopoles as aspiring ‘sticky
places’ within the global economy. Technopoles have been designed to
perform three main functions. Firstly, technopoles are symbolically
positioned by states to tap into the ‘new economy’ and creating a new ‘global
hub' that will link up with a transnational ‘research and development’
community. Secondly, they are deliberately planned ‘sticky places’ for the
high-tech economy; locales where high value tacit knowledge can be
produced in the global economic system. Thirdly, technopoles function as
new state spaces in the developing world intended as motors of
development and modernisation. They are intended to symbolise national

‘arrival’ in the ‘information age’ and an imagined ‘new economy’.

Technopoles are envisaged as a ‘new spatial unit’ (Sassen 1999b) or ‘spatial
product’ (Easterling 2005), and throughout the world geographically
delimited enclaves have been mobilised to embody attempts by state to
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control the processes of economic globalisation and competition.
Technopoles have been promoted and planned by central, regional or local
governments as customised new industrial complexes for high-tech. Using
the label of ‘technoburbs’, Fishman (1987) defined technopoles as a
peripheral zone that has emerged as a viable socioeconomic unit on the
outskirts of all major urban centres. Within these developments residents
increasingly look to their immediate surroundings rather than.the”city for their
employment needs. Each project attempts to replicate the Silicon Valley
experience and lure advanced technological laboratories and high-tech
production facilities from the urban core to the periphery. Silicon Valley was
a world first, and as the original global I.T. technopole, was imbued with
" numerous myths about how investment in technopole planning could
accelerate regional or national growth. Despite there being no clear formula
for creating a high-tech industrial space, Cyberjaya is one of a long line of
real estate projects that attempt to become a successful technopole, and
replicate the Silicon Valley “model” (Chapter 6).

The proliferation of technopole planning strategies has led to intense city
versus city competition to try and reterritorialise high value-added production
activities for the I.T. economy. The climate of free market neoliberalism has
increased global competitiveness between technopoles in what is perceived
to be a ‘zero-sum’ game of economic survival. As Tickell and Peck (2001)
argue, this is part of a broader move towards a ‘growth-first' approach to
urban development which is entrepreneurial and pro-active in its quest to fix
capital. An alliance of corporate and political objectives has given rise to a
utopian belief in technopole planning within a neoliberalist framework of tax-

breaks, deregulation to fix global capital in local places.

‘The perception of the force of globalisation exhorts the state to focus on
local space in an effort to provide a real and symbolic node, a state-of-the-
art command and control centre, to “hook up” to the global economy,
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thereby theoretically improving city, regional, and national comparative
advantage in the global sense.’ ’
(Olds 2001: 33)

Prior to the Financial Crisis 1997-1998, the adoption of neoliberal policies
was heralded as key contributing factor to the World Bank’s (1993)
observation of an “Asian Miracle”. These financial policies represent a belief
in the efficacy of the markets for achieving developmental catch up (Burkett
and Hart Landsberg 2003). During this time neoliberals were extolling the
virtues of their free market policies, and this in turn promoted a previously
unseen Southeast Asian openness to international trade and investment.
Notably Kuala Lumpur in the 1990s, under the direction Prime Minister
Mahathir, sought to reposition itself as a global city through a massive
infrastructural development programme to attract foreign direct investment.

In a broader context, such strategies represent a shift from urban
managerialism to entrepreneurialism - as documented by Harvey (1989) -
leading to the construction of new real estate projects geared towards
making cities more attractive for investment. Massive infrastructural
investment is used to ‘re-orientate the international imagery’ (Olds 1995:
1713) of cities for attracting foreign investment. These policies have been
legitimated by a number of multinational planning, design and business
consultancy firms that have promoted global city discourse and a set of
criteria that is constitutive of ‘world-city-ness’ to which local planners aspire
(Chapter 5).

In East and Southeast Asia states have been active players in “selling” local
conditions via urban entrepreneurial place promotion strategies to attract
inward investment according to neoliberal policies (e.g. Thailand, Indonesia,
and Malaysia). Governance has become increasingly entrepreneurial
whereby the state assumes the burden for financial risk to simulate growth
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(e.g. public-private partnerships). In the scramble to provide a ‘fixing point’
(Harvey 1982) for increasingly mobile flows local actors have resorted to
hyped place marketing strategies; to the point where excessive urban
boosterism far exceeds any underlying socioeconomic changes.
Entrepreneurial strategies are reflexive, and self-consciously mobilised by
states to imagine, promote themselves as knowledge-intensive, globally

competitive, and world-class (Doel and Hubbard 2002).

As a resuilt, ‘peripheral’ areas have been re-branded under the auspices of a
new high-tech driven stage of development in a putative ‘information age’
seen to sweep up everything in its path. Although these products may be
‘dressed’ differently they all contain a familiar in-built logic. The goal is to
‘sex-up’ mundane industrial districts, or faceless offshore shared services
and outsourcing (SS0)? industrial parks via the language of being ‘wired’,
‘plugged-in’, or ‘cyber-’, ‘silicon-’ space to create the illusion of cutting edge
‘sticky-ness’ in the ‘information age’. Each technopole - Cyberjaya included -
makes equally grahd claims in self-promotion materials about offering the
most cutting edge infrastructures, a luxury live/work environment, and
~ fortified urbanism to support its goal of becoming a regional command and

control centre for the information economy.

Technopole development projects have been most actively sought in Asia-
Pacific where projects like Japan's ‘Technopolis’ program, Malaysia’s
‘Multimedia Super Corridor, Hong Kong’'s ‘Cyberport’ and Singapore’s
‘Intelligent Island’ have reframed national space for a world supposedly
imagined, processed and executed through high-technology. This represents
both an ideological and material investment in the (neoliberal) discourse of
globalisation. Jessop (1999) highlights four trends: the introduction of new

live/work spaces within the city; new methods of place production to create a

%8 35S0 is sometimes referred to as Business Process Outsourcing (BPO).
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competitive advantage (e.g. infrastructural); repositioning of urban places to

new mafkets; and the refiguring of the urban hierarchy for global appeal.

Multiple strategies have been employed by different states in the region to
imagine high-tech urban futures. Intelligent cities, cyber-districts, science
cities, technology parks have been conceived as ‘wired’, interconnected
urban nodes conducive for innovation, foreign direct investment and the ‘new
economy’. Technopole projects are mobilised in different ways depending on
national policy contexts. Firstly, Japan’s technopolis is a classic example of a
large, state led technopole development project. Under the direction of MITI
(Japan’'s Ministry of International Trade and Industry) the programme
created a whole series of ‘science cities’ in the country’s peripheral areas to
promote new technology. MITI's goal was to create a whole range of
innovative milieu that would concentrate public resources and funding with

goal of creating a new range of R&D centres across the nation.?®

Secondly, at the urban scale, technology parks aim to spur industrial growth
through attracting high-tech firms to a privileged enclave within or just
outside the city. It is expected that once these firms come they will create
jobs and spur production. These parks function as growth poles intended to
create a critical mass of firms that will lead to self-sustained economic
growth. Often these parks have manifested in the Asia-Pacific as special
economic zones populated by foreign corporations (e.g. Penang Cybercity,
Hong Kong Cyberport®).

2 Technopolis is in keeping with Japan's role as a developmental state whereby capitalism is planned
and directed by government bureaucrats, in close association with conglomerate corporations in the
Japanese economy.

% The $2 billion project is planned by the state to become the regional home for foreign ICT
companies and also for local companies. It is built on a 24 hectare parcel of land at Telegraph Bay on
the island to house around 100 companies in a specific cyber district. The Cyberport was promoted as
Hong Kong's response to the ‘new economy’ in the wake of a government report in 1999 that
highlighted the need to build a technopole to house I.T. and multimedia sectors.
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Thirdly, science cities are built by governments aimed at generating scientific
excellence and synergistic research activities by concentrating a critical
mass of research organisations and scientists within a high quality urban
space. Science cities differ from technology parks due to their focus on
science and research goals rather than productive output. For example,
Singapore Science Park or Japan's Tsukuba Science City are symbolic of
their state’s commitment to science and technology. Often they are based on
the spatial logic of utopian separation of campus architecture whereby
isolating a community of researchers from the rest of society is seen to
produce a potentially more creative environment (think green, eco-friendly,

suburban setting).

This is exactly the kind of urbanism that Cyberjaya strives to create with its
garden city design principles and provisions for green spaces, lakes, and
parkland geared towards creating an ideal environment conducive to
creativity (Chapter 5). These environments create privileged, physically
excluded (often gated) spaces that imagine themselves as spatial vacuums
separated from the potentially disruptive influences of societal engagement.
The isolation has the dual purpose of spurring the ‘cohesion of intellectual
networks that will support the emergence, consolidation, reproduction of a
scientific milieu, with its own set of values and mechanisms to promote the
collective advancement of scientific enquiry’ (Castells and Hall 1994: 39).
However, these property led developments (Cyberjaya, Hong Kong Teleport
included) produce a splintering effect between privatiséd corporate spaces
on the inside, versus everyone else on the outside. Strategies for creating
‘innovative spaces’ cannot be universalised through a specific national
territory, but must selectively target specific populations and people (Ong
2007). This requires a large degree of government support from
developmental states where high levels of public expenditure are needed for

infrastructure provisions
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Technopole planners assume the deliberate concentration of infrastructure,
people and buildings will create a ‘milieu of innovation’ (Castelis and Hall
1994). In these terms there is assumed to be a direct causal relationship
between spatial proximity and the capacity to innovate. The thesis does not
seek to evaluate these claims but rather approaches therh critically as part of
the ideological béggage of technopole planning practice. For instance,
research on agglomeration economies (Rosenfeld 1996; Beaverstock et al.
2007), spatial clustering (Porter 1998), industrial districts (Scott 1988), urban
and regional economics (Storper and Walker 1989; Malecki 2000) has
argued that the creation of knowledge is impacted by the spatial interaction
of technology parks, universities, and companies in local economies. Often
studies have emphasised - following the Silicon Valley model - the
importance of universities as producers of basic research and also creating
human capital in the form of highly skilled labour. The argument follows that
when knowledge is diffuse and tacit, interactions and exchange are
dependent upon spatial proximity, often within a localised cluster (Bathelt et
al. 2004). Tacit knowledge is ‘sticky’ in geographical space because its
acquisition can occur only through social interaction (observation,
demonstration, imitation, correction, repetition, etc), which is greatly aided by
geographical proximity especially when such proximity is coupled with the
contextual homogeneity or ‘common culture' that exists within
agglomerations (Beaverstock et al. 2007). Therefore, such theories assume
a link between geographical concentration of production and innovation and
superior economic performance.

However, the relationship between spatial proximity of strategic' activities and
the creation of an innovative milieu is contested, and in some studies they
are shown to be mutually exclusive (Florax 1992; Malmberg and Maskell
2002). Such theories have sought to draw generalised patterns from a
limited number of case studies, or specific sets of data. As Malmberg and
Maskell (2002: 429) argue ‘the abundance of theoretical concepts and
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explanations stands in sharp contrast with the general lack of work aimed at
validating these mechanisms empirically’. The thesis approaches the above
‘clustering’ discourses critically and addresses their mobilisation in
technologically and economically deterministic technopole planning

practices.

3.5. Technological Determinism and its Discontents

While the MSC project is underpinned by the rationale for constructing a new
global technopole, it also seeks to create a new utopian urban space within
Malaysia. Cyberjaya is the flagship for the broader MSC project which self-
consciously attempts to articulate a national conception of the ‘information
society’. The development of intelligent cities is bound up with the
‘imaginative (re)construction of Malaysian citizen-subjects as much as with
the physical construction of new high-tech space’ (Bunnell 2004: 91). The
thesis observes how this process of technopole planning has been
conceived as a linear process that is guilty of both ecological and

technological determinism. The section examines each in turn.

Firstly, Cyberjaya has been conceived as a new state space and
iconographic exemplar of national arrival in the ‘information age’. The
‘intelligent city’ has been planned by the state in collaboration with
multinational planning and design firms to mobilise certain predetermined
technological and ecological effects on the citizen-subjects which inhabit it.
Drawing upon modernist epistemologies, the planning of Cyberjaya as
garden city was envisaged to create a rational, ordered environment
conducive to creative work practices and high value-added research
activities in the ‘new economy’. The design principles incorporated man,
nature, and technology in a harmonious whole in the hope it would lead to
moral reform, and in turn, the evolutionary transformation of society. The

‘intelligent city’ therefore was designed as an urban ‘exemplar’ which could
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be marketed around the world as a global ‘test bed' for technopole
development and transplanted into to other states in Malaysia to facilitate a
state led transition from an industrial to informational economy by 2020.
Modernist planning histories and the circuits of imitation and exemplars
through which specific planning ‘models’ are ‘exported’ (Nasr and Volait
2003) is explored in more detail in Chapter 5.

Secondly, ICTs are technologically determined in the MSC development
plans to enable economic and social development by ‘leapfrogging’. There is
a wide ranging critique concerning the role of technology in development
discourses. As mentioned earlier, the association of technological
development with national progress is rooted in modernisation theories
(Rostow 1960). However, as Howard (2007) has examined with his study of
technological change in 200 countries over a ten year period (1995-2005)
cases of successful ‘leapfrogging’ are virtually non-existent. Therefore, the
‘information society’ is bound up with what Ferguson (1999: 13) calls the
‘mythology of modernisation’ - a mythology anchored by narratives of ‘linear
progressions and optimistic teleologies’. This is based on the assumption
that: (1) technology is a driver of a new modernity; and (2) that this form of

modernity is universally achievable and appropriate.

As Escobar (1995) has argued, development discourse is seen in terms of a
proposed transition from a ‘non-Western’ development state to a ‘Western’
model of national modernity. The dual ideologies of capitalism and modernity
are given primacy in a development script that reads: “there is no
alternative”. This is exemplified in current debates about the ‘information
society’ which rely on nakedly evolutionist narratives that reduce a complex
and differentiated global political-economy to a race for a very specific type
of economic and political progress (Gibson-Graham 1996). This rings true
with the developmental catch up rhetoric of Mahathir's notion of
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‘leapfrogging’ towards a new ‘information society’ that presupposes that such
a leap is: (a) possible and; (b) desirable (Chapter 4).

With the growth of the internet, information technologies are increasingly tied
into the ideologies of modernisation and globalisation. This is what Uimonen
(2001) calls the ‘information development paradigm’ that has now become a
hegemonic form of development praxis. This is based on the concept of
linear progression, that technologies will have certain predicted impacts in a
pre-given development paradigm. As discussed, this has led numerous
aspiring-entrepreneurial states in Southeast Asia to construct technopoles as
a means of utilising the perceived transformative effects of technologies
(while ignoring the negative outcomes). The MSC follows a similar logic and
seeks to mobilise, on a national scale an ‘information society’ through the
diffusion of ICTs into everyday life.

Cyberjaya performs the role of new state space emblematic of Malaysia’'s
coming high-tech modernity and a space technologically determined to
produce specific effects on the behaviour of citizens who inhabit it. By
embracing ICTs from the home, to the neighbourhood, to the workplace, it is
imagined Cyberjaya will become a new urban utopia. In turn, Cyberjaya will
become an exemplary space to be replicated elsewhere as other cybercities
are built in Malaysia according to ‘Phase 2’ of the MSC development plans.
However, as later empirical analysis demonstrates, ‘on the ground’ there is a
blurring of these utopian objectives as Cyberjaya has developed as a
privatised space for MNCs and affluent groups able to afford the high cost of
living. Technopole planning has been mobilised in four technologically
deterministic ways.

Firstly, Cyberjaya seeks to become a globally central technopole location by

the construction of networked technological infrastructures (e.g. high-

bandwidth fibre, redundancies on power) to attract companies to a newly
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“Siliconised” Malaysia. Accordingly this will happen in a linear, unproblematic
manner in what Thrift (1996: 1470) has labelled ‘the logic of historical
inevitability’. However, as Chapters 6 and 7 discuss, such a perspective
assumes that these networked infrastructures operate in a political vacuum
and ignores the topographies of power and control that operate over and
through them.

Secondly, technology is seen to be the driver of the Malaysian progression
to an imagined ‘information society’, based on certain assumptions about
how people will use these technologies. As a result, ICTs are seen as a
mechanism for creating a utopian urban vision based on the principles of
unlimited flow of information, new possibilities for human interaction, and the
expediency of always on, powered up intelligent living. This presents an
overly simplistic view of development that sees ICT as a means of catch up.

Post-development critics (Escobar 1995, Rahnema and Bawtree 1997;
Sachs 2001) meanwhile have sought to argue against essentialist and over
generalised views of technology as a “miracle cure” for the development
question. Sardar (1996) goes further in his critique arguing that underneath
the glossy exterior of informationalised ‘friction free’ capitalism it is littie more
than an exercise in ‘cybercolonialism’. In this sense high-tech utopianism
functions as a spatial camouflage to encourage states to deregulate,
privatise, roll back politico-legal infrastructures to facilitate new neoliberal
spaces of production. The thesis later explores how this spatial camouflage
merely serves to perpetuate new forms of economic dependency from the
developing world to the first and also ensure Malaysian political vested

interests are maintained.
Thirdly, deterritorialisation and its post-urban fantasies ignore global

urbanisation trends and the geographical distribution of ICTs. As Graham

(2004b: 12) argues, it is still the traditional urban cores (and not the wannabe
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‘sticky places') that are the ‘dominant hubs which shape and configure all
aspects of global ICT infrastructure investment and global Internet and
telephone traffic’. Furthermore, allied with soft infrastructures (e.g.
recreation, arts, cultures, history, fine dining etc) it is the historical global
centres that are still the most ‘sticky’ places for global capitalism (think
London, New York, Tokyo, Paris). These historic world cities with requisite
capital, infrastructure, and human capital contrast with to those new tabula
rasa technopole spaces which seek to manufacture a new global centrality
from scratch.

As Jessop (2000: 6) observes, there is also a temporal dimension at play
evident in a major contradiction between the short-term economic calculation
of constructing a technopole to produce instant effects and the ‘long-term
dynamic of 'real competition' rooted in resources (skills, trust, heightened
reflexivity, collective mastery of techniques, economies of agglomeration and
size) that may take years to create, stabilise, and reproduce’. The most
dynamic places are those which are socially embedded over time, whereby
collective learning has evolved over centuries, not years. Therefore, the logic
of replicating ‘paradigmatic cities’ (Amin and Graham 1997) to become

exemplary new ‘sticky places’ is a seductive myth.

Fourthly, contemporary debates present a historically limited understanding
of the ‘information society’. It assumes that previous centuries or
technological epochs were somehow ‘non-informational’ or knowledge
redundant. As Tarr (1987), de Sola Pool (1977) and Winston (1998) have
demonstrated, by tracing the evolutionary history of ICTs one can see that
this is not the case. Individuals have exchanged information using machines
since the early telegraph, often resulting in an increased demand for face to
face contact in the city. While the current round of globalisation does
represent a qualitatively new phase in terms of intensity, it is important to

recognise that these processes do in fact have historical precursors. They
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are not part of some (as the Malaysian government has conceptualised)
“‘giant quantum leap” into an as yet unknown new ‘information age’. Instead
the ‘information society’ can be seen as a long, evolutionary process rather
than one characterised by shock, wave or revolution (Graham 1997a; 1997b;
1998).

Rather than accepting the ideological versions of the ‘information society’, or
the dystopian and utopian imageries of the ‘cybercity’ as its consequence,
this research calls for a more nuanced analysis of how technological change
articulates with urban restructuring processes, and to what effects - e.g.
differentiating macro-scale socioeconomic transformations vis-a-vis the
intensification of everyday experiences. The global space economy brought
into being through high-technology is not simply ‘given’ but can rather be re-
thought as a precarious and complex achievement. Often overlooked in this
‘globalisation talk’ is the elementary notion that despite the undeniably
transnational nature of the high-tech ‘new economy’, it is still constituted by,
and in someplace, by specific people engaged in specific activities in specific
locations around the planet (McKay 2006). Therefore, in this relational
approach ‘the commonplace activities of everyday life are not residual
products of globalisation but are themselves formative of the global’ (Doel
and Hubbard 2002: 358).

A critical, empirically grounded, approach to Malaysia’s putative ‘information
society’ seeks to avoid exaggerated forms of ‘highway hype’, techno-babble’
or ‘digital dreaming’ (Thrift 1996: 1466) by turning to the subtle interrelations
between the urban politics of technopole planning practices, place
marketing, and everyday geographies that tend to be glossed over in such
hyperbolic discourse. A ‘view from below’ will examine everyday milieu and
allow me to expose the counter-hegemonic narratives emerging beneath the

figurative cloud of Malaysia’s giant leap into the technological unknown.
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3.6. Making a Space for Counter-Hegemonic Narratives

This thesis critiques the technologically deterministic logic of technopole
planning practices couched in high-tech utopian discourses of the
‘information society’ and ‘new economy’. The thesis emerges in response to
the overwhelming sense from writings on the ‘new economy’ that ‘culture is
subordinate to the logic of inevitable economic and technological changes’
(Mee 1998: 228). The project challenges a linear narrative towards
Malaysian high-tech modernity documented in a plethora of uncritical
perspectives on MSC-Cyberjaya (Arif and Chaun 1998; Mazelan 1999;
Ramasamy et al. 2002; Tyndall 2002; Taylor 2003b) which pander to the
rhetoric of a coming Malaysian ‘information age’ while obfuscating its political
implications.  Avoiding such sycophantism, the thesis addresses how
technopole planning practices were mobilised in a specific place at a specific
time, but moreover the multiple disjunctures that are evident in this
mobilisation.  The section briefly outlines an alternative conceptual
framework, thinking about technopoles not as they are planned from above
to engage with some utopian ‘information society’; but rather how they are

experience from below through ‘the everyday'.

Firstly, the thesis highlights the experience of place as it is transformed via
technopole planning practices. As the ‘globalisation craze’ hit, bringing with it
a new wave of anti-urban futurology, place was too often written out of
analysis and discarded as something too small, too localised, therefore,
academically insignificant. Place and the spatiality of the local were rejected
by Harvey (1990), Jameson (1992) as a diversion, or as Massey critiques, a
use of place as being ‘almost necessarily reactionary’ (Massey 1993: 63).
Such self-generative meta-narratives prophesised a new technological
epoch without ever devoting detailed analysis, or empirical research, to how
new information and communications technologies resonated with the
everyday places we inhabit: what did they do to people’s lives? How were

they reconfiguring urban spaces, life, spatial or temporal modes? How are
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such experiences felt locally? What are its politics? It is only by attending to
how these processes are experienced in specific time-space contexts can
we find analytical points of friction.

My approach follows calls of recent work in sociology (Latour 2004; Urry
2004) for scholars to work more closely with the objects of their study and to
be sensitive to the locality in which these relations are embedded. Though
often overlooked in globalist discourses place always has been, and will

continue to be important to any form of geographical analysis.

‘Yet the fact remains that place continues to be important in the lives of
many people, perhaps, most, if we understand place the experience of a
particular location with some measure of groundedness (however unstable),
sense of boundaries (however, permeable), and connection to everyday life,
even if its identity is constructed, traversed by power, and never fixed.’
(Escobar 2001: 140)

Secondly, the thesis conceptualises place as relational. Thinking relationally
about place can reveal the connections and disconnections between cities
and problematise a simple hierarchical progression of nested geographical
scales from the local to the global. In turn, relational thinking reveals the
multiple time-spaces in places that are simultaneously rooted in local
histories, geographies, cultures and inextricably linked to external influences
through translocal connectivities, flows, scales. Following work by Giddehs
(1990), the thesis argues that now these global and local scales are so
intertwined through connectivities, points of transgression, flows, that it is
nearly impossible to talk of them as distinct and separate wholes. Or
following Lefebvrian arguments, if space is socially produced then so is
scale, and if scale itself is socially constructed it therefore loses importance
as an analytical category (Marston 2000; Marston et al. 2005).>! In this vein,

31 Marston (2000) argues that scale is socially constructed and has no pre-given or fixed ontological
status but is socially constructed and produced according to the logic of global capitalism.




as Sassen (2000) has shown, it is difficult, or downright unproductive, to
search for where/when the local ends and the global begins. The danger of a
scale-obsessed approach is that it falls into another deterministic trap where
deterritorialisation of the national is followed by reterritorialisation at the
global. Even when there is talk of circulation or flow these tend to be fixed
back into these scales. The thesis questions the social construction of scale,
instead recognising that if scale is produced, then it must also be contested.
A relational approach explores - through ethnographic methods - how
multiple interconnections are made, across and between scales so that
Cyberjaya is both caught up in global processes while remaining resilient to

local conditions.

The research seeks to overcome such binary ways of thinking - the global as
always ‘out there’ and the local ‘in here’ as distinct, unitary spatial
containers. As several urban scholars have noted (Amin and Graham 1999;
Graham and Healy 1999; Amin and Thrift 2002), this promotes a language of
exclusionary dualisms that obscures the heterogeneous, multiplex nature of
contemporary urbanism. So rather than ‘pitch local heterogeneous sets of
practices full of meaning against bland, generic, empty global styles
promoted by neoliberals’ (Jones and Carranco 2007:. 147), thé thesis
promotes a sense of locality as hybridised. The tension between multiple
technologically mediated spatialities and temporalities pulsing through and

within the local setting is summed up by Cosgrove (1996: 1495) who wrote:

‘The urban world networked by Gates’ technology, strung out on the wire, is
not disconnected, abstract, inhuman; it is bound in the places and times of
actual lives, into human experiences that are as connected, sensuous and
personal as ever they have been.’

The empirical enquiry is therefore positioned in the context of recent work in

human geography by Ash Amin, Stephen Graham, Doreen Massey, Nigel
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Thrift who have conceptualised a relational approach to place. Examples
include Amin and Thrift's (2002) work on re-imagining the urban, Graham
and Marvin's (1996; 2001) work on the city and networked infrastructures,
and Massey (1993; 2004) on a progressive sense of place. These viewpoints
conceptualise place, space and time as ‘co-constituted, folded together,
produced through practices, situated, multiple, mobile’ (Amin 2001: 389). In
different ways, they advocate a new ontological framework critiquing the
traditional conception of place as a unitary phenomenon with a singular time-
space. A relational sense of place leads to a more nuanced empiricism as
Cyberjaya gains its specifity by being constructed from a specific
constellation of power relations, articulated together at a specific setting,

rather than being a delineated area mapped onto the landscape.

‘The uniqueness of a place, or a locality, in other words is constructed out of
particular interactions and mutual articulations of social relations, social
processes, experiences and understanding, in a situation co-presence, but
where a large proportion of those relations, experiences and understandings
are actually constructed on far larger scale than what we happen to define
for that moment as the place itself...this allows a sense of place which is
extra-verted, which includes a consciousness of its links with the wider
world, which integrates in a positive way the global and the local.’

(Massey 1993: 66)

Massey'’s relational thinking articulates with Smith’s ‘transnational urbanism’,
defined as:

‘...a marker of the criss-crossing transnational circuits of communication
and cross-cutting local, translocal, and transnantional social practices that
“come together” in particular places and particular times and enter into the
contested politics of place-making.’

(Smith 2001: 5)
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This relational sense of place is permeated by multiple ‘flow spaces’, without
a fixed singular identity. It operates antithetically to Euclidean space - jostling
between scales, spatialities, temporalities which criss-cross certain localities
to produce places. This relational approach can ‘unsettle’ any bounded
sense of cities imagined in the utopian diagrams of technopole planners
which positions space as something to be rationally controlled and ordered
(Chapter 5). Therefore, the empirical enquiry focuses on how space and time
are socially constructed together producing uneven geographies of
‘connection and disconnection’ (Amin and Graham 1999) in Cyberjaya.

Thirdly, the above points inevitably lead to a (re)focusing on ‘the everyday’
not as eternally tedious, or the residue of contemporary globalisation, but
instead the real space in which everyday practices occur. Often the daizling
transformations - the metaphorical spaces of the ‘information society’ -
obscure how the increasingly technological aspects of society are spatialised
through material practices at the scale of everyday experiences. Needless to
say an “‘grounded perspective” - to use that most over-used of qualitative
research phrases - provides an insight into both what is articulated (the
discursive, symbolic representational effects of ICTs) and embodied (the
practical relationalities of ICTs) in the case study. As Moran (2005) notes,
‘the everyday is a space where practice and representation are complexly
interrelated, where the lived reality of the quotidian co-exists with clichés,
mythologies, stereotypes and unsourced quotations’. By focusing on how
people live (in their smart homes) and work (in the corporate campuses)
empirical evidence points to how Cyberjaya is both a lived space, and a
space of representation. Moreover, this perspective elucidates the
sociocultural and political-economic forces that resonate with the politics of
everyday life across multiple scales (Allen et al. 1999).

Focusing on the ‘view from below’ creates an analytical space to illustrate

how multiple disjunctures and gaps occur between how the state
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ideologically frames the MSC project against how it is experienced by people
living in the ‘intelligent city’. This discussion on resistance or counter-
hegemonic narratives inevitably brings to mind De Certeau’s (1984)
vocabulary of ‘strategies’ and ‘tactics’ in The Practice of Everyday Life. In
reference to Cyberjaya, ‘strategies’ can be thought of as how state power is
mobilised through the disciplining and operation of space. The state
conception of a Malaysian ‘information society’ literally becomes carved,
inscribed onto the landscape. As Bunnell (2004) has documented, state
biopower was mobilised via socio-spatial dividing practices which
conceptualised the MSC as a space for intelligent citizens. Consequently,
those who did not realise themselves in ‘intelligent ways’ were therefore
deemed ‘out of place’ (Cresswell' 1996), and, in the case of plantation
workers, removed. Bringing these debates up to date the thesis examines
how the state seeks to create a purified space that is devoid of mental
(distractions) and physical (undesirable bodies and their ‘non-intelligent
practices’) pollutants (Chapter 5). Space becomes a dominant mode for

reordering society according to certain codes and power relations.

Secondly, ‘tactics’ are the way in which the ‘ordinary people’ potentially
undermine the ideology of the state and create alternative spaces for
themselves. These are means of subversion which challenge hegemonic
discourse through everyday practices. As the empirical analysis shows in
relation to smart homes; this creates counter-hegemonic narratives as
individuals reappropriate both the spaces (of the home) and the technologies
of control (ICTs) for their own ends. These tactics are not so much the
‘weapons of the weak’, as Scott (1985) has argued, because the citizens of
Cyberjaya are in many ways very much empowered, in relation to residents

) Instead,

in surroUnding ‘non-intelligent’ spaces (e.g. the kampung
resistance occurs here against technologically deterministic narratives of

how the state conceived the ‘information society’ ideal in Malaysia.

%2 Kampung is the Malay word to describe a traditional village settiement.
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Resistance occurs because people do not “follow the script” individuals
living in smart homes mobilise ‘insurgent’ forms of digital living. These
citizen-subjects are not passive recipients of their environment; they also
shape and mould the space through everyday rhythms, routines. These are

all bound up in the specifity of practices within a certain place.

Therefore, through the empirical lens of the ‘everyday’ space is made for
alternative narratives which cannot be reduced to abstract imagery on flows
or networks. These emerge to produce a very different account of place than
that imagined in the utopian ideologies of the ‘information age’. This brings
me back to the chapter's opening statement and resonates with Lefebvre's
(1991) notion that space is a socially produced, with each society producing
a space that is suited to its own reproduction. Lefebvre, building on Marxian
and Hegelian notions of production, sees space as a product of social
processes producing different kinds of space - conceived, perceived, and
lived (Kirsch 1995). He examined how social production occurs by
distinguishing three forms of space: spatial practices (the routines that
constitute the everyday); representations of space (the knowledge, images
and discourses that order space); and spaces of representation (which are
created bodily). According to this theory, the spaces of Cyberjaya are
remade through a complex folding of real, imagined and represented space.
it is a space that is highly mediated via representation in promotional
materials, it is a utopian space imagined as an ‘intelligent city’, and it is a
space which is experienced by those bodies that inhabit it. Following
Lefebvre, the thesis seeks to examine the outcome of the ongoing
relationship between the ordering of space by the state (in constructing its
discursive architecture) and the negotiation of this ordering enacted by those
who inhabit the space (the residents and workers of Cyberjaya).

The tension between ‘sticky place’ and ‘slippery space’ can be seen in this

context. The ‘sticky place’ is the representation of space of the state which
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seeks to both impose order on that space and how it is represented (e.g.
place marketing). This directly conflicts with spaces of representation which
emerge in the research setting from the bodily engagements with subjects in
the space (e.g. working in a call centre). The end resuit of this conflict is the
production of ‘slippery space’ which is a space of resistance, counter-
hegemonic narratives as experienced from below. This is the classic
example of what Lefebvre has termed the production of space which is
characterised by a tension between the representation of space (as ‘sticky’)
and the space of representation (as ‘slippery’). As the thesis examines, this
leads to a series of paradoxes in Cyberjaya as neoliberal forms of economic

globalisation are melded to national development objectives in the MSC.

3.7. Looking Forwards / Looking Backwards

Looking backwards, the conceptual chapter has performed three main rolés.
Firstly, the chapter contextualised current debates on the ‘information
society’ and ‘new economy’. This forms the background out of which the
MSC-Cyberjaya project emerged. Secondly, the chapter examined the
process of (neoliberal) globalisation and urban restructuring through the
spatial concepts of deterritorialisation and reterritorialisation and the strategic
mobilisation of ‘sticky places’ as sub-national scales for economic
development. Nation states have mobilised technopole planning strategies
as a strategic response to ‘informationalised’ capitalism based on the
premise of plugging-in to globally mobile flows. Thirdly, the chapter argued
that a (re)theorisation needs to occur which challenges conventional notions

of scale, space/place binaries, and technological agency.

Looking forward to the empirical analysis in the first half of the analysis,
Chapters 4 and 5 examine the representation of space by focusing on the
‘strategies’ employed by the state to frame Cyberjaya as ‘sticky place’. This
follows two main empirical routes: the material construction of place and the
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discursive construction of space by planners, policy makers, and political
elites. This ‘view from above’ narrates how high-tech utopianism is inscribed
on the landscape in the form of the ‘intelligent city’. Chapters 6 and 7 attend
to the ‘view from below’ which examines everyday spatial practices and the
social production of space in Cyberjaya. This addresses: (a) the disjunctures
between representations of space (as ‘sticky’) and spaces of representation
(as ‘slippery’) in Cyberjaya; and (b) the alternative counter-hegemonic
narratives that emerge out of spatial practices.
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state actors to position the MSC as a discursive-ideological space for
(re)imagining the nation and its citizens. These strategies have been
influenced by the ‘information society’ and ‘new economy’ discourses,
discussed in Chapter 3, and a range of institutions were established by the
state to inscribe these discourses on the landscape to promote Malaysia as
a ‘fixing’ point for global flows. The chapter examines how this inscription
has taken place across multiple scales (local, regional, global), framing the
MSC as a ‘multimedia utopia’ and an imagined space that will transform
Malaysia on its road to ‘developed nation status’ by the year 2020. These
discourses are approached critically, observing that the MSC has failed to
live up to its own hype.

The structure of the chapter is as follows. Section 4.2 examines the context
out of which the MSC has emerged and the influences of key ‘information
society’ ideologues on the MSC planning process. Section 4.3 attends to the
discursive practices mobilised by two main ideological agents: the former
Malaysian Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir; and the Multimedia Development
Corporation (MDEC). These discursive machinations are contrasted with
how the MSC is experienced as a material-physical space through a ‘walking
tour’ in Section 4.4. Drawing on fieldwork diary extracts it is argued that the
MSC has become a paradoxical space whereby its self-promotion as
‘multimedia utopia’ can be contrasted to its ‘everyday geographies’. The

conclusion is in the final Section 4.5.

4.2. Imagining the “Multimedia Utopia”: The Backdrop for
Malaysia’s High-Tech Push :

- The opening argument comprises two parts and addresses the background
context from which the MSC Malaysia project emerged. Firstly, following
from conceptual material, it is argued that advances in telecommunications
in the mid-1990s led to widespread speculation about a coming ‘information
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age’ (Slack 1987). These narratives were highly influential in persuading the
Malaysian government to invest in telecommunications infrastructure and
ICTs as a national development strategy. Secondly, the section goes on to
examine how Mahathir was directly influenced by a number of foreign
‘experts’ who became international purveyors of ‘information society’
hyperbole during this era. Kenichi Ohmae, Bill Gates, Alvin Toffler all had
direct contact with the Prime Minister during the planning stages of the MSC.
‘Information society’ discourses operated through transnational flows of
people, policy documents, and media reports translated in Malaysia through
influential ‘MSC architects’. These two processes served to referritorialise
the concept of the ‘information society’ in Malaysia manifesting in the
physical construction of an urban corridor for high-technology with perceived

benefits for national development.

4.2.1. “A New Spirit for a New Era”: Historicising the High-Tech
Optimism of the MSC

Although the MSC project was self-consciously promoted by the state as the
vanguard of ‘information age’ Malaysia it has a specific ged—history that
requires contextualisation. The project represents the imagined conclusion of
the Malaysian development project. Through state management of the
economy Malaysia had progressed from one of the poorest countries in the
developing world at the time of independence in 1957 to a much celebrated
‘model’ for developing countries some 20 years later (World Bank 1993).
During this time the state facilitated a successful transition from a racialised
colonial economy led by the export of primary commodities (e.g. rubber,
palm oil, tin and tropical hardwood)* to an industrial-based manufacturing
economy. From 1970 to 1990, under the New Economic Policy (NEP),

manufactured goods overtook primary commodities as Malaysia’'s largest

% According to the colonial division of labour, the Chinese diaspora were the dominant merchant
class, the Malays active in agriculture and fishing, and the Indians utilised as labour in commodity
production for rubber, sugar, or coffee estates.
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exports under a period of industrial developmentalism mimicking the ‘Asian
Tiger' economies (Jomo 1993).%*

Despite this impressive economic track record the government had become
increasingly concerned by the mid-1990s about how to facilitate the
transition to the ‘next phase’ of development. In 1991 Prime Minister Dr.
Mahathir Mohamad promoted the National Development Policy (NDP)
(1991-2000), followed by the National Vision Policy (2001-2010), as the next
motors for the state development discourse. Both policies continued the
legacy of the NEP while striving to improve economic competitiveness,
resilience, and productivity in the face of globalisation. ‘Wawasan 2020°%°
first introduced in the NDP, outlined how the country could move into higher
value-added manufacturing, and then high-tech sectors, as a means of
accelerating Malaysian national development. The policy imagined a
doubling of real gross domestic product every ten years from 1990 to 2020
so that by 2020 the GDP would be $920 billion in real terms. The aim was to
achieve first world status by the year 2020 by raising the average incomes of

Malaysians to the same level as advanced highly industrialised nations.

‘Wawasan 2020’ sounded improbably optimistic even in the context of the
dynamic Southeast Asian development experienced in the early 1990s (see
Rigg 2002; Jomo 2003). However, Malaysia had partly earned its self-
confidence. In the twenty years since 1971 its GNP had risen from 13 million
to 124 million Ringgits (RM). Per capita income exploded from an
impoverished level of $140 a year to more than $3,000 and the poverty rate
in Peninsular Malaysia declined from 49% in 1970 to 16% in 1990 (Andaya
and Andaya 2001). From 1971-1990 annual growth rates had averaged at
6.7% and 8.5% between 1991 and 1997. In sum, in the years since

% The NEP also had a social agenda to eradicate poverty amongst all races and lead to the
restructuring of Malaysian society to correct the economic imbalance, so as to reduce or actually
eliminate the identification of race with economic status. It was characterised by a series of pro-
Bumiputera {(Malay) economic policies.

3 Translated into English as ‘Vision 2020'.
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independence the Malaysia had defied the odds to become Southeast Asia’s
latest newly industrialised country (NIC) following in the footsteps of South
Korea, Taiwan, Hong Kong, and Singapore (Greider 1997). Remarkably, this
spectacular growth occurred under a semi-authoritarian one-party regime
where post-colonial development produced an often corrupt mix of racialised
politics, patronage, and wealth accumulation in Malaysia (Gomez 1990;
Gomez and Jomo 1997; Searle 1999).

However, despite these achievements ‘Wawasan 2020’ still represented a
grandiose move on the part of the Malaysian state. The MSC was
announced in 1996 to accelerate the path towards 2020 and spearhead the
next stage of planned Malaysian modernity in an era of a much-hyped new
‘information age’. Although the MSC was to create a ‘new economy’,
Malaysia’s ‘high-tech’ legacy dates back to its prominence as an electronics
manufacturing hub (e.g. semiconductors, hard disks, processor chips). In the
1970s foreign direct investment (FDI) from MNCs was channelled into Export
Processing Zones (EPZs) such as the Penang Free Trade Zone, Kulim
Tech-Park, and Shah Alam industrial park.>® These locations were promoted
by HICOM (Heavy Industries Corporation of Malaysia), by the then Minister
for Trade Dr. Mahathir, as engines of industrial growth as Malaysia placed
increasing importance on science and technology as drivers of modernity.
However, in each of the EPZs, technical expertise and knowledge transfer
has been elusive with MNCs using Malaysia as a low cost manufacturing
and product assembly base.

As a consequence of the above policies, technology institutions like MIMOS
(Malaysian Institute of Microelectric Systems), founded in 1985, pioneered
government policies to promote ‘indigenous’ high-tech led development. In

1992 the Malaysian Technology Development Corporation (MTDC) was

% For example, Intel, AMD, and Fairchild have all had a manufacturing presence in Malaysia for over
30 years.
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established to provide venture capital to Malaysian research and
development technology projects. Two years later Technology Park Malaysia
(TPM) was built as an innovative hub for high-tech companies and national
projects.’’ The growing emphasis on ‘high-tech national develdpment’
culminated in the MSC vision and led to the creation of the National
Information Technology Agenda (NITA), in 1996, to manage Malaysia’s
‘giant leap’ into a new ‘information age’ era.

‘A new spirit for a new era. Distances will not separate you. There will be no
barriers to communication. Ideas and information will flow seamlessly across
borders. Technology will liberate the imagination. The possible will become
probable. The probabie, real. This is the world of tomorrow being created
today in Malaysia.’

(Telekoms Malaysia Advert for the MSC, 1996)

The MSC was planned and discussed in 1995, and officially launched and
“opened to the world” by the Malaysian government in 1996 as part of the
Seventh Development Plan 1996-2000 (Malaysia 1996). There were two
significant historical moments that combined to create the conditions for the

development of the MSC Malaysia project.

Firstly, the mid-1990s marked a period of national re-imagination after the
effects of rapid Malaysian industrialisation and economic growth in the 1980s
and early 1990s. During this time Malaysia experienced a ‘bubble economy’
resulting in the country’s rise to prominence as the prime centre for capital
accumulation and foreign direct investment in Asia-Pacific. As the Malaysian
economy became increasingly integrated into the global capitalist system the
globalisation project of economic integration quickly became a nationalist
project under the auspices of Mahathir's ‘Wawasan 2020'.

¥ These formed part of the Sixth Malaysia Plan (1991-1995) whereby several science and technology
centres were established to stimulate national development.
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Secondly, the mid-1990s was a historical period of unparalleled utopianism
predicting the advent of a new technological epoch in which the whole world
would be able to reap the benefits of information technologies. Utopian
discourses of an imagined ‘information society’ were enthusiastically
promoted by national governments, international organisations, business
consultants, and the popular and business press. It became part of a
transnational culture - global in reach and orientation - ingrained with
t_echnologically deterministic assumptions concerning the relationship
between technology and society. As examined in Chapter 3, technologies
were bring about wholesale shifts in our economy, society and culture
ushering in a new ‘information society’ whereby the revolutionary impacts of

ICTs were seen to constitute a rare interval in history.

In this context, it was therefore entirely logical that an ambitious developing
nation such as Malaysia embraced the ‘information society’ as a means for
national development. The state promoted the MSC as a vehicle through
which Malaysia could both connect to, and integrate with, the global
economy. Consequently, global discourses on neoliberal economic forces
and advancements in science and technology captured the imaginations of
policy makers and were appropriated in Malaysian ideas of progress and
policy for nation building. The MSC drew heavily on the rhetoric of
globalisation; which posits that in an increasingly ‘borderless world’ nation
states must reposition themselves as attractive nodes in a networked global
economy through advanced infrastructures, locational incentives and high

quality human capital. As a former MDEC chairman commented to me:

‘In international society the MSC symbolises the inevitable collaboration of
interdependent lives. The flow of money, trade, people and ideas across
national boundaries have never been stronger in history’

(Research Interview: MDEC Technopreneur Division)
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Through these hegemonic discourses the MSC project became legitimised
as a high-tech mega-pfoject that was deemed to be essential for national
success in a new era. The MSC was imagined as an ideological space and
promoted through specific language mobilised in the MSC policy documents
and promotional materials. The new vocabulary of ‘gateways’, ‘revolution’,
‘hubs’ and ‘networks’ mobilised by the state sought to (re)configure
Malaysian society, and (re)imagine itself in relation to a putative ‘information
society’. The next three points illustrate how the MSC self-consciously
positioned itself as a node for plugging into and reterritorialising cultural-
economic flows.

Firstly, the MSC was articulated as an urban ‘gateway’ (see Short et al.
2000) and promoted as Malaysia's entry ticket into both the global
information economy and the future world of cyberspace. The newspaper
headlines ‘Malaysia maps out the road to Cyberspace’ (The Star,
02.08.1996) ‘Advent of a new Cyber-era’ (Malaysian Business, 16.08.1997),
‘Road map to the future’ (Asiaweek Magazine, 13.06.1997) circa 1996-1997
were symptomatic of the ‘new-age’ futurology. Numerous articles, reports
declared that the MSC would become ‘Malaysia’s gateway to a high-tech
future’. In turn, the MSC was to provide the ‘ideal environment’ for
technology and global capitalism to flourish whereby Malaysia would ‘not
merely to ride the waves of technological change, but master them’
(Mahathir 1998). In all of the state-owned press coverage (e.g. The Star,
New Straits Times, Berita, Bernama), the MSC was discursively framed as
an endeavour that will eventually result in the nation entering a new
technological epoch.

Secondly, technological change was presented as a new ‘revolution’ to
which the state must respond to remain internationally competitive. Castells
(1992) labels this ‘the ideology of survival’ whereby national development is
linked to scientific and technological advancement. As a result, national
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development policy has been inextricably linked to an ideological investment
in telecommunications as a future driver of economic competitiveness.
Investment in telecommunications infrastructures, human capital techno-
upgrading, and the provision of new spaces for global capital was planned to
enable Malaysia to achieve a ‘competitive edge’ in a new era. For example,
the state spent $2billion on high capacity fibre optic telecommunications that
were optimistically intended to bring Malaysia’s infrastructure up to the level
of its neighbours Singapore and Hong Kong. This was imagined as a linear
process whereby investment in urban telecommunications policies would
enable a ‘giant cyber leap’ into the global ‘information society’ thus enabling
Malaysia to ‘take part in a new technology wave’ (The Star, 02.08.1996). It
was therefore uncritically accepted by the government that a ‘technological
revolution’ was in place and that the MSC should become Malaysia’'s
strategic response to it.

Thirdly, the MSC was presented as global ‘hub’ in a new ‘networked’ space
drawing economic, social, and cultural flows into the state. The boundaries
and limits of the nation were redrawn and redefined; the representation of
Malaysia as global ‘informational hub’ is qualitatively different from that of,
say, Malaysia as an electronics manufacturing hub. Malaysia sought to
reposition its relationship with the world via two mechanisms: firstly, the state
was symbolically framed as ‘globally visible’ through a series of ambitious
urban mega-projects (e.g. Petronas Towers, Kuala Lumpur International
Airport, MSC, Sepang Formula One Circuit) that served to put Malaysia on
the global map as a result feats of engineering, technical expertise, and
sheer ambition; secondly, Malaysia has been physically linked to the world
through an upgrading of technological (MSC, fibre optics, national
information infrastructure), logistical (KLIA, KL Sentral), and economic-legal
(neoliberal roll-back, deregulation, liberalisation) infrastructures. The
construction of these ‘signature’ architectural projects, in tandem with state-

managed promotional strategies, were to take Malaysia from the periphery to
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the centre of the global capitalist system. Specifically, the MSC was
promoted as Malaysia’s ‘global connection’ to spectacularise national

territory and create a fictional linkage to a global ‘information society’.

The MSC originated during the formative years of the internet when it was
unclear what the future direction of cyberspace would be. It was apparent
that new media technologies were converging but how this would take shape
was difficult to predict. Although talk of a neo-Fordist information revolution
proved to be wildly futuristic (Robins and Hepworth 1988), the internet had
profound economic, social, political, and cultural implications for society.
However, the relationship between the MSC and the internet was, and still is,
highly ambiguous. The MSC was built to become an urban corridor at a time
when “cyber gurus” were claiming that with the proliferation of the internet,
connectivity not location was paramount. For instance, Bill Gates (1995: 31)
argued that ‘as documents become more flexible, richer in multimedia
content, and less tethered to paper, the ways in which people collaborate
and communicate will become richer and less tied to location’. In an era that
predicted the advent of ‘anytime/anywhere’ global capitalism and a
ubiquitous ‘information society’, it was paradoxical that Malaysia should build
a physical hub for a purportedly footloose high-tech industry. This disjuncture
appears glaringly obvious now. However, at the time of conception the MSC
was a baby of the internet era. It was a project borne out of Mahathir's
conviction that if Malaysia joined up to the IT-enabled ‘information age’ first,
then the country would not be left behind. In the rush to sign up however the
concept of the MSC was poorly defined. The project superficially embraced
the rhetoric of ‘electronic commerce’, ‘borderless marketing’, ‘worldwide
manufacturing hubs’ without a clearly defined strategy for implementation.
One of the participants at the initial MSC launch summarises the confusion

that surrounded Malaysia’s new technological era.
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‘Everyone was talking about ICT and asking about what it was. | remember
during the launch people were asking about it, even | didn't know about it. |
think MSC was badly defined. | know in 1997 and 1998 people were
wondering what to do, so that is why they created this international advisory
panel, to get people there from Sun and Intel, and all these big boys
advising the government this is the way to go. So you can have the yearly
meetings with them and do it. You meet annually then things will start to
take off. | think most people you know, at that time, they hadn't started using
the internet. So when MSC was conceptualised the internet wasn'’t properly
factored in.’

(Research Interview: Editor, Net Value Magazine)

4.2.2. Importing the ‘Information Society’ Ideal and the Role of
Foreign ‘Experts’ in Conceptualising the MSC

‘We have read the charts and studied the trends. We have tried to put our
finger on the pulse of the forces that will shape the socioeconomic tapestry
of the future. One consistent pounding beat was digital technology. Thus, we
decided to make the Information and Communication Technologies (ICT)
the engine of growth within all economic sectors.’

(Mahathir 1998: 19)

Mahathir and the state placed faith in ‘expert knowledge’ provided by
transnational planning firms (Chapter 5), members of the MSC’s
International’ Advisory Panel (IAP), ‘information society’ gurus and specialist
government advisors to articulate a universal ‘quick-fixX' to the national
problem of how to accelerate national development and become a
developed country by the year 2020. The discursive construction of the MSC
was influenced by several prominent ‘information society’ ideologues who
advised the state on how to create the conditions for a ‘new economy’. As
members of what Olds (2001) and Rimmer (1991) term the ‘Global Intelligent
Corps’ these individuals played a crucial role in ‘enrolling actors’ into
discursive networks. They are part of an ‘epistemic community’ (Haas 1992)
with the capacity to shape the ongoing constitution of networks that reach
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across space with global effects. In the planning and consultation process for
the MSC a range of elite ‘foreign experts’ were invited to become members
of the state’s IAP. These influential individuals were seen as the ‘harbingers
of modernisation’ (Olds 2001: 150) and able to deliver economic results for

the Ma'laysian state.

Prominent members of the IAP included Alvin Toffler, Bill Gates, Kenichi-
Ohmae, and the CEOs of Apple, IBM, HP and Sun Microsystems. These
individuals formed a ‘cultural circuit of capital’ (Thrift 2001: 415)
disseminating knowledge about the ‘information society’ through business
seminars, management consultancies, media appearances, and often the
publication of their ideas in books. Of thése futurists, Kenichi Ohmae and the
consultancy firm he worked for, McKinsey and Co, were most influential in
Malaysia.®® Ohmae is a self-styled “global business guru” and corporate
strategist who coined the term ‘borderless world’ (Ohmae 1991; 1995). He
was the main consultant used by Mahathir to advise the Malaysian
government on the nation’s strategic response to the new ‘information age’.
The MSC project is, in part, based on Ohmae’s own vision to turn Tokyo into
a ‘Multimedia Super City’. This was used as an electoral slogan during his

unsuccessful campaign to become governor of Tokyo in the 1990s.

The close relationship between Mahathir and Ohmae can be traced back to
the 1980s when the latter acted as a consultant on Malaysian national IT
policy. When conducting interviews with the ‘MSC architects’ Ohmae was
repeatedly identified as an important influence on the MSC vision. Before the

MSC was formulated there was little clear strategy or consensus on how

% The McKinsey & Co corporate website outlines their role in conceptualising the MSC vision and
working with the Malaysian government. ‘We have advised the Malaysian Government on public policy
and economic development since the mid-1980s. For example, we helped conceptualise and launch
the Malaysian Muitimedia Super Corridor (MSC) in the mid-1990s. And today we continue to advise
the government on critical strategies for growth and competitiveness; e.g., in high-technology or
logistics.” (McKinsey & Co website, accessed 28/05/2007)
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Malaysia should respond to, or take advantage of the new ‘information age’.
Ohmae pronounced his thoughts on the corridor in 1996:

‘The world will view the Multimedia Super Corridor as the first real attempt at
a massive migration from the industrial era to cyberspace.’
(Ohmae, cited in Asiaweek Magazine, 16.08.1996 )

McKinsey had published a report as early as 1994 outlining the ‘leapfrogging
imperative’ of the MSC vision predicting that GDP per capital would increase
exponentially if Malaysia followed their route to ‘multimedia utopia’ (Huff
2002). Ohmae suggested the preparation of a specialised urban corridor as
a strategic response to his ‘borderless’ world. At the time there were even
reports that Ohmae was going to live in Cyberjaya himself (The Star,
28.11.1996). A summary of Ohmae’s influence is provided below by the

editor of Malaysia’s most influential technology magazine, NetValue.

‘It [MSC] was actually created by McKinsey consultants, you know this
Japanese guy Kenichi Ohmae. These consultants have the benefit of global
offices everywhere, and they felt that ICT was going to be a huge driver for
the world, so they really went for it | think. So they presented this to
Mahathir, and said if you want to leap frog Malaysia must move out from
being a commodity country based on rubber and tin. The demand for these
fluctuates and depends on the vagaries of the market, depending on
demand and supply. So if Malaysia moved to ICTs then the growth could be
sustainable and it can be an industry for the future, it is not a resource that
can run out. ICTs are all about brain power, knowledge, and these things.
He convinced Mahathir this is the way to go, so he went down that
road...That was the big picture, or idea, and Mahathir bought into that for
sure.’

(Research Interview: Editor of Net Value Magazine)

Ohmae had direct and clear influence on the MSC both in terms of: (a) its

material and conceptual planning through the McKinsey & Co consultancy
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firm and; (b) how the MSC was discursively articulated in Mahathir's
speeches of the time. In public pronouncements Mahathir often drew directly
from the rhetoric of Ohmae’'s ‘borderless world’ hypothesis in policy
speeches comprising metaphors of ‘circulation’, ‘webs’, ‘networks’ which

framed the imagined spatiality of a new era.

‘| see MSC as a multicultural “web” of mutually interdependent international
and Malaysian companies collaborating to deliver new products and
services to customers across an economically vibrant Asia and the world. |
fully expect this web will extend beyond Malaysia’s borders and out across
Malaysia’s multicultural links to our neighbours. Component manufacturing
can be done in China, on machines programmed from Japan, with software
written in India, and financing coming from Labuan IOFC. The product may
be assembled in Penang and shipped to global customers direct from our
new airport in Sepang.’ _

(Mahathir, cited in The Star, 02.08.1996)

‘As we approach the 21 century, fantastic changes are taking place which
make what was impossible in the old economy of the industrial age suddenly
possible in the “information age”. For practical purposes, borders have
already disappeared because knowledge, capital, company activities and
consumer preferences ignore lines on a map.’

(Mahathir 1997b)

Speeches framed according to the management rhetoric of Ohmae led many
observers of the time to claim that the MSC vision was a direct attempt to
‘create a borderless world’ (The Star, 25.08.1996). The discourse of the
MSC is littered with Ohmae’'s buzzwords and talk of a ‘new age of
information’ in which the power of the state is receding, and borders become
less significant. This process imagined a multicultural reworking of the nation
and national identity through what were very transnational processes. While
Mahathir and the Malaysian government uncritically accepted that a new

‘information age’ was upon them there were also key local, regional, and
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international drivers to the MSC (next section). Seen in this light, the MSC
became an ideological vehicle that enabled the state to promote its own

political and economic agenda within Malaysia.

In practical terms neoliberal rhetoric outlining a ‘borderless’ world sat
uncomfortably with the legacy of Malaysian state-led economic intervention.
Attempts at social engineering through the longstanding New Economic
Policy (NEP) - geared at promoting indigenous Malay (Bumiputera)®
development - directly contradicted Ohmae’s assertions that ‘it was the
regulators we have to fear’. Growing state authoritarianism and control of the
MSC project led the relationship between Ohmae and Mahathir to break
down. This culminated in Ohmae’s resignation in protest at the arrest and
imprisonment of former deputy prime minister Anwar Ibrahim in 1998 due to
a power-struggle within the government. This high profile event rocked public
confidence in the MSC and caused several high-profile supporters (including
Bill Gates, Alvin Toffler*) to distance themselves from the MSC project. As
the quote below demonstrates, the “Anwar Affair’ (as it became known in the

media) severely knocked the confidence of international investors.

‘The internet cannot deliver its full economic and cultural benefits in a
climate of political fear. Mr. Mahathir cannot expect the world's greatest
high-tech companieé and leaders, to whom he promised complete freedom
of information and a host of other guarantees, to help bring the digital future
to his own country while his police throw his former protége into jail.’

(Toffler, cited in Los Angeles Times, 29.10.1998)

To summarise, the section has highlighted the geo-historical context for

MSC Malaysia ‘new era’ rhetoric. The section observed how members of the

% ‘Bumiputera’ is the name given by the state to describe Malay and indigenous groups in Malaysia.
These groups have been subject to ethnic positive discrimination policies since 1970 in Malaysia
under the NEP.

0 Toffler wrote two open letters to Mahathir in protest at the imprisonment of Anwar Ibrahim that were
widely circulated in the international Press.
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‘global intelligence corps’ (GIC), who through their connections with
business, political and policy networks have the power to mobilise specific
technological-economic discourses. GIC elites like Ohmae were influential in
shaping the discursive architectures of the ‘information society’. These
individuals are hyper-mobile, moving beyond physical borders to spread their
discourses throughout the globe in corporate seminars, public events, and
reports in the business press. Such individuals work for GIC firms (like
McKinsey) located in global cities, with highly respected global reputations in
consultancy work. These connections give GIC elites and their firm’'s access
to governments through consultation processes with political elites. Mahathir
was eager to invite GICs to collaborate on the MSC due to: (1) their
perceived expertise in planning for the ‘information society’; (2) their capacity
to add important symbolic capital to the project.

4.3. Building Discursive Architectures: Strategies in the
Mobilisation of the MSC

The section examines how the MSC has been discursively mobilised in
Malaysia by two main ideological agents — the Multimedia Development
Corporation, and former Prime Minister Mahathir Mohamad. Behind the
glossy image of the MSC as a global multimedia hub is a complex |
assemblage of politicians, technocrats and policy makers projecting a
‘successful image’ for the MSC. The MSC came into being as an ideological
space through the circulation of multiple objects that include state-controlled
promotional leaflets, press interviews, progress reports, newspaper stories,
and media output. Together these produce a state-controlled ‘representation
of space’ (Lefebvre 1991) through the normalisation of a hegemonic
discourse that seeks to reframe Malaysia and its citizens for high-tech

development.
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is located in Cyberjaya, at the imagined centre of MSC space. Recently
MDEC has opened offices in overseas locations to promote the MSC
doctrine in other parts of the world (Hyderabad, India; Dalian, China; Jeddah,
Saudi Arabia). MDEC’s goal is to create a ‘global brand’ that can be
marketed around the world. It produces a vast number of promotional
leaflets and frequently runs adverts in the state-controlled print media to
promote the MSC (Figure 6). The slogans are characterised by two
prominent themes which permeates all the MSC promotional material;
technological determinism and high-tech futurology.

Theme 1: Technological Determinism

Endless possibilities through ICT

Spearheading transformation

Bridging ideas and reality

Bridging knowledge and technology

Championing growth and development via ICT transformation
Harnessing ICT fundamentals for growth and transformation

Enabling synergies, enhancing potentials, building innovative communities

Theme 2: High-tech futurology

Turning dreams into realities, transforming hopes into realities
Leadership in the information Age

Transforming tomorrow today

Pessimists change, optimists transform

Yesterday’s science fiction is rapidly becoming fact in MSC

Figure 7: MDEC Slogans Used From 2006-2007

These promotional themes can be read in two ways. Firstly, they promote
technological determinism whereby it is assumed that: (a) ICTs can drive
economic and social development; (b) changes will be “rapid” and
“transformative”; (c) high-tech growth will have an exclusively positive impact
on the nation. The promotional slogans suggest that change will take place
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rapidly, bringing to bear wholesale changes in the organisation, content, and
nature of Malaysian society. Secondly, according to MDEC, Malaysia is
entering the ‘new information age’ - though what the ‘information age’ is, or
how it functions is never defined. It offers the country utopian possibilities to
fast-track the development process through information technologies.
Phrases like “endless possibilities through ICT”, “transforming tomorrow
today” and “transforming hopes into realities” are all symptomatic of a new
era in which ICTs are seen to accelerate the arrival of a new ‘information

society’ in the form of a ‘multimedia utopia’.

The second ideological architect of the MSC project is the former Malaysian
Prime Minister Dr. Mahathir. While Mahathir often consumed and promoted
‘information society’ discourse he did so on his own terms to both: (a) justify
the high levels of state expenditure channelled into the MSC project; (b)
push his own political agenda through the MSC project. He had such direct
involvement in the MSC vision that it became known as “Mahathir's
project”.*! When Mabhathir retired in October 2001 he had been in office for
22 years, and, he more than anyone, had shaped ‘modern Malaysia'. It was
in the last 12 years of his leadership that the concept of ‘Wawasan 2020’
was borne, with the MSC conceived the MSC as both its economic driver
and a new way of imagining the nation. Mahathir was ‘Malaysia’s super
salesman’ (New Straits Times, 16.02.1997) and he played an active role in

the discursive mobilisation of the project across multiple scales.

There are important factors in Mahathir's own background that contributed to
the formulation of the MSC policy. Since his time as Education Minister in
1975 Mahathir had outlined the need for ‘education for the masses’. He
placed greater emphasis on maths and science, at high school level as a

means to accelerate national development. After his election as Prime

“! This had led observers to speculate that the new Malaysian Prime Minister, Abdullah Badawi, has
deliberately distanced himself from the MSC project due to its close association with Dr. Mahathir.
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Minister in 1981 Mahathir stressed the economic benefits of science and
technology and the ‘indigenisation of technology development’. In the 1980s
Mahathir's heavy industrialisation policy was a strategy for reducing
Malaysia’s economic dependence on advanced capitalist states and on
world commodity markets. The shift from an import-substitution to export-
oriented, technologically driven phase of economic development was

undertaken for both economic and nationalistic reasons.

As one interviewee commented, Mahathir always a ‘man in a hurry’,
promoted the MSC to accelerate the process of national development that
he had successfully set in motion during the 1980s with large-scale
industrialisation. Mahathir was conscious of technological changes in an era
of globalisation, and saw the opportunity for the Malaysian economy to shift
to an industrial to knowledge based model. The MSC was part of his grand

vision, and he was therefore the main ‘cheerleader’ for the project.

‘Mahathir was the leader of the state, and he met many IT companies, and
he told them about his vision of the future for MSC. | think it stuck on him
that it was going to be big in the world. At that time no one really knew, with
the internet what was going to happen. But Mahathir just had a belief it
would be ICTs and this was the way to go, and he wanted to make ICTs the
pillar of the economy... This is what he did. He was a man in a hurry; he
wanted to do everything so quickly. He wanted to drag the country up from
an industrial age economy into the next stage. He saw MSC as the way to
do it. This was his grand vision, so this was down to Mahathir trying to get
Malaysia by the scruff of the neck. But when you talk to people, it made
Malaysia realise the importance of IT quicker than we might have done
otherwise.’

(Research Interview: Manager, Panasonic)
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The discursive mobilisation of the MSC as ideological space is enacted on
three scales: nationally, regionally, and globally. The following three sections
examine each in turn.

4.3.1. High-Tech Nationalism? The MSC as a Push Towards
Technological Independence

Firstly, the MSC discourse is not about information technologies per se, but
part of an overall strategy that appropriates discourses of nation-building,
post-colonial technological independence, and high modernity. Mahathir
argued that without the MSC, Malaysia would be dominated by foreign
countries that had superior skills in, and access to, telecommunications (Mee
2002). Despite international scepticism, Mahathir argued that the MSC was a
national necessity in order to reach ‘Wawasan 2020’ so that the country
would be ‘subservient to no-one’. Mahathir argued that failing to enter the
‘information age’ involved a far greater risk, leaving Malaysia behind its more
technologically advanced neighbours. Therefore, the MSC could provide the
ideal environment for jump-starting a new telemediated economic revolution
in which every country had equal opportunity for success in the ‘new
economy’.

Mahathir's brand of high-tech nationalism can be seen in the context of his
often strained relationship with the West- particularly UK, USA, and
Australia.*? Mahathir's animosity to the West led to the formulation of a “Look
East” policy in the 1980s whereby Malaysia looked to emulate successful
Japanese and Korean developmental-statist models of growth. His campaign
for “Malaysia incorporated” sought to directly replicate the success of the
“Japan Incorporated” model. Japan's economic triumph had reversed five
centuries of world history and allowed European-American hegemony to be

superseded by people of colour. Despite of the ambivalence the Malays felt

2 Mahathir famously started a boycott of British goods known as the “Buy British Last Policy” which
was started in response to a row over tuition fees between the UK and Malaysia.
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