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Endorsements

If  you want to use information technology to make a positive difference in the 
world, then you need to read this book. Aadi Seth combines careful analysis 
of the interplay between technology design and socio-political processes with a 
wealth of practical experience to identify key challenges that efforts around IT for 
Good will always have to face.

– Andy Dearden: Professor (Emeritus) Interactive Systems Design, Sheffield 
 Hallam University

Given the enormous influence and control of technologies over our lives, an ethi-
cal enquiry into their development, use and ownership is of vital importance. 
This book provides an incisive account of how state and market-led technologies 
have exacerbated socio-economic and environmental injustice, and conversely, 
how technologies based on the ethics of plurality, diversity, power-based equality, 
freedom and participation can help the movement towards justice and sustain-
ability. Seth’s call is not for rejecting technology, but for paradigm shifts towards 
more socially engaged technology and technologists.

– Ashish Kothari: Kalpavriksh, Vikalp Sangam and Global Tapestry of 
Alternatives

Professor Aaditeshwar Seth has spent years developing technologies through 
Gram Vaani, a social enterprise delivering a voice-based social media platform in 
northern India. Based on wide-ranging scholarship and hard-won experience, he 
counters market values with an approach to social impact that takes ethics and 
socio-technical theories seriously. If  you’re a technologist hoping to contribute to 
social good, this book will keep you honest!

– Kentaro Toyama: Professor, School of Information, University of Michigan

What comes out most importantly in the text is Aadi’s two-fold firm conviction –  
one, that a technological community committed towards social good is indeed 
possible; and two, that dividing lines across technologists and ordinary people 
can be bridged, and this is what he has argued for. I hope that the technological 
community engages with these arguments.

– Rahul Varman: Professor, Department of Industrial & Management 
 Engineering, Indian Institute of Technology Kanpur



For Gram Vaani, Stuti, and Iram.
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Foreword

The use of digital technologies has transformed much in the world over the last 
three decades. However, has it made the world better? Has it reduced or increased 
inequalities? Have the world’s poorest and most marginalized really benefitted? 
This wide-ranging and fascinating book seeks to address these and other crucial 
questions about the role of digital technologies in society, and aims to suggest 
ways through which positive changes can be implemented to make the uses of 
these technologies fairer and more equal.

The book is rare in the ways through which it crosses boundaries: written by 
a computer scientist it explores the relevance of social and political-economic 
theory; crafted by an Indian, it draws heavily on European literature. Much of 
the theoretical framing is thus situated within Aaditeshwar Seth’s explorations 
of the works of European authors such as Marx, Foucault, Castells, Latour, and 
Gramsci; his basic demand for a paradigm shift in thinking about these issues 
likewise draws heavily on the USAn Kuhn’s notion of scientific revolutions. His 
book is also enriched through a combination of this conceptual research with the 
experiential evidence drawn from his own practical engagement on the ground.

The potential agents of change for Seth are the technologists themselves. 
These are for him the engineers, designers, researchers, and managers involved 
in the digital technology sector. The book is intended to provide them all with 
a framework that can help change their practices – if  only they will listen. He 
takes the reader on a journey that begins with understanding the importance of 
social goods underlain by an ethical foundation embedded within the traditions 
of humanism. The book then explores why traditional design processes have their 
limitations, and the need to change existing power structures so that they can 
instead be shaped to create more equal societies. He hopes that no technologist 
would want their labour to lead to harmful outcomes, and thus explores the struc-
tures and ideologies that limit their potential to design and implement projects 
that can be considered to be socially good.

This is not just a reflective and interpretative framework; unlike so many other 
recent academic works in the field it also has a profoundly normative stance. It 
suggests what should be rather than just what is. Indeed, the word ‘should’ is 
mentioned 178 times in the book’s 220 pages! In a challenging account of ways 
through which disempowering ‘paradigms’ can be overcome, he suggests 17 ques-
tions that all technologists could think about if  they really do wish to bring about 
‘good’ change (pp. 158–159). These might usefully be stuck on office walls (in 
the real world) or embedded in software and posted on social media used by 
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technologists (in the virtual world) to serve as reminders of the role that they as 
individuals can indeed play in making the world a better place.

Throughout, the book draws on specific examples and case studies, mainly 
drawn from Seth’s own experiences. At various points in the book, he thus high-
lights the many challenges associated with the introduction of the Aadhaar 
unique identity system in India. He also draws extensively on the work that he 
has led in developing Mobile Vaani (supported mainly through Gram Vaani of 
which he is a Co-Founder), which is a federated network of voice-based participa-
tory media platforms intended for less-literate users to share and discuss common 
concerns and solutions with each other.

In short, this book deserves to be widely read. It combines the author’s passion 
and enthusiasm for the potentials of digital tech to be used wisely to help create 
better and more equal societies, with his understanding and realization of the 
many challenges that have to date prevented this from happening. Technologists 
across the world, and especially in India, are well placed to learn from and work 
with him, to begin to craft that better society.

Tim Unwin
26 January 2022

Tim Unwin CMG is Emeritus Professor of Geography and the founding Chair-
holder (since 2007) of the UNESCO Chair in ICT4D at Royal Holloway, Uni-
versity of London. He was formerly Secretary General of the Commonwealth 
Telecommunications Organisation (2011-2015) and Chair of the Commonwealth 
Scholarship Commission (2009-2014). His books include Reclaiming Information 
and Communication Technologies for Development (OUP, 2017) and his edited 
Information and Communication Technology for Development (CUP, 2009).



Preface

This book has emerged from confronting what appears to be a prevailing absurd-
ity in the world today. We are surrounded by social problems of poverty, ine-
quality, the environment, and many others, yet technology is scarcely deployed 
to directly address these problems. Technologists are more excited with getting 
advertisement predictions correct, or creating more addictive technologies, or 
improving technology infrastructures with little reflection on the uses to which 
the infrastructures are applied, and they assume that somehow magically these 
innovations will make the world a better place. Many of these innovations may 
however be entirely unnecessary, or may even harm users and society in general. 
Yet the world seems to be caught in a paradigm paralysis of continuous technol-
ogy innovation without a moral compass to define worthwhile purposes of the 
innovations. A marginal category has indeed emerged of technologies for social 
good, but this space has remained small so far even though social good should 
have been the primary goal of technologies from the start. Even within this mar-
ginal category, although a growing brigade of technologists seem to be stepping 
in to address various prevailing social problems, they often get it wrong and cre-
ate technologies that disempower the people they were meant to support. Yet the 
persistence of many such do-gooders remains unshaken. Voices and systems that 
would be truly empowering for people are sidelined in the presence of an orches-
trated hype of buzzwords such as digitization, artificial intelligence, Internet of 
Things, smart cities, digital financial inclusion, etc., and their associated tech-
nologies are often deployed without contextual considerations which invariably 
worsens the entrenched structures of inequality.

What explains this absurdity of the world, of society, of technologists? How 
do well-meaning technologists end up building systems that harm people? Why 
does it always seem like an uphill battle to do what clearly seems to be the right 
thing? What should change so that genuine social good which avoids and prevents 
exploitation and disempowerment becomes the unanimous goal for technologists 
and society to pursue? I have been trying to walk this path for nearly a decade and 
a half  of using technology to address social problems, and these questions have 
come up time and again. They come up in teaching where I feel we are failing to 
nurture a desire among students to use their skills for the wider benefit of society 
and to critically question the impact that their work has on society. They come up 
with our work at Gram Vaani, which has been incredibly difficult to scale in the 
presence of hype and problems created by other technologies, and has also hum-
bled us with the complexity of bringing positive change in the lives of people. The 
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questions also come up in professional research circles where research commu-
nities such as Information and Communication Technologies for Development 
(ICTD) that have drawn attention to problems created by technology have contin-
ued to remain small, while mainstream technology research continues vigorously 
to innovate systems with little interest in governing how these innovations get 
used. In my attempt to find answers to these questions in books, papers, and from 
my own experiences, I would not say that I have been especially successful, but I 
do feel much better situated now to understand the absurd ways of the world and 
I am convinced of two things.

First, overcoming these absurdities requires a paradigm1 shift in how tech-
nologies are designed and managed. Technology design and management should 
be done with social good as the primary goal. The current paradigm of innova-
tion which is driven by markets instead of morals, focussed on narrow values 
such as cost and time efficiency, is inadequate to solve important social problems. 
Second, to bring about a paradigm shift towards thinking of technology as a tool 
for social good requires the technologists to change themselves, that is, embrace 
a change from within – in their ethos and ways of working and thinking, rather 
than being guided by external regulations or value-less institutions like markets. 
This is why this book is addressed to technologists – the people who design, build, 
manage, and research technologies – to understand the current paradigm where 
technology often disempowers the weak, discover new rules and methods that 
an alternate paradigm of empowerment and equality should adopt, and build a 
strategy to bring about this paradigm shift. My hope is that these thoughts can 
be useful for technologists who, like me, may be feeling just as perplexed in see-
ing their labour leading to outcomes that at heart feel wrong, and join hands in 
charting a road where technologies are used appropriately and unanimously for 
social good.

This book is not a criticism of technology. Technology has indeed led to sig-
nificant progress in building a healthier, empathetic, and more connected world. 
My attempt, however, is to understand what factors shape the outcomes that arise 
from technology, and how can they be controlled by technologists and society, so 
that disempowering effects can be avoided. It is not a recipe through which tech-
nologists can always align their work with social good, but some ideas and path-
ways outlined here may help us together discover better ways to move forward.

1I use the word paradigm in the same sense as Thomas Kuhn introduced in The Struc-
ture of Scientific Revolutions, as the dominant techniques, values, rules, and theories, 
which identify a particular framework in which science or technology is developed.
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