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and communication technologies (ICTs). For these communities, the use of
information and communication technologies (ICTs) is a relatively recent
phenomenon. This paper employs the concept of spatial imaginaries to examine
how digital access shapes perceptions of social categories like "connected"
and "disconnected." The findings reveal that the digital divide is not merely
a matter of access; rather, it is actively constructed through institutional and
community narratives about how connectivity reshapes spatial and temporal
experiences, influencing broader discussions on digital inclusion.
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Introduction

Taman Negara national park, where
I was first exposed to anthropological
fieldwork, is Located on the eastern side
of the Malaysian peninsula, between
Terengganu, Pahang, and Kelantan; this
region is the largest conservation area in
Malaysia, where indigenous tribes called
the Batek and Semokberi live. Their physical
appearances look almost similar. Both sub-
group classified as Negrito ethnic groups
in Malaysia, in popular term they called
“Aboriginal Malaysia” (Shah et al., 2018;
Shahrul Anuar et al., 2012).

The term for indigenous peoples in
Malaysia, especially on the peninsula, is
called Orang Asli. According to Masron et
al (2013) Orang Asli, the earliest population
in Peninsular Malaysia, is believed to have
migrated from China and Tibet, establishing
a foothold in the region about 5,000 years
ago. They are distinct from the Malays,
Chinese, and Indians, who comprise most
of Malaysia's population that forms as a
national minority (Ismail et al., 2019; Ramli
et al., 2021; Sukri et al., 2022).

My intellectual curiosity in this topic
stretches back to 2019 during my first visit to
to Taman negara for a seven-day camping.
Back then, both communities” lives in the
almost complete absence of ICTs. Little did I
know, that visit to Taman Negara would be
the penultimate year of its “disconnectedness.”
When the Covid-19 pandemic struck in 2020, a
variety of connectivity infrastructures began
to enter and transform area surrounding.
Indeed, Taman Negara is five hours drive
away from the Kuala Lumpur but to reach
both communities we need to enter the
tropical forest and then continue the journey
by boat via the Tembeling River, which takes
around 1 hour. Arguably, it was an absolute
“dead zone” never reached by mobile and
internet service providers. However, since
2019, both communities were said to have
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been “connected” to the “outside world,” made
possible by the internet and Information and
communication technologies (ICTs) more
broadly.

One of these initiatives from Malaysia
government to empowered indigenous
tribes living in and around Taman
Negara through the development of
telecommunications  infrastructure and
strengthening digital literacy in the form of
telecentre construction (Bala & Tan, 2021).
Apart from state involvement, there is the
role of local Malaysian NGOs which also
help deal with the digital divide, such as
tech outreach Malaysia Developing life skills
for children aged 13-16 in Malaysia through
a smartphone app to address the digital
divide among low-income households and
Khazanah Research Institute that make
investigation toward digital divide problem
in Malaysia.

Khazanah research institute report
in early 2023, "USP Fund: A Tool to
Close Malaysia's Digital Divide," clearly
outlined the problems of digitalization in
Malaysia, which, although it appears to be
comprehensively connected, does not yet
have equality in terms of acceleration and
openness of access. On other side, lack of
digital education. In fact, this report is in
line with research from Lau et al (2023)
Which compares the digital infrastructure
in East and West Malaysia. Internet access
has grown in West Malaysia, but obstacles
to emotional intelligence and internet usage
remain. Thus, Khazanah Research Institute
suggests the need for a comprehensive
digital transformation.

On other side, according to Abd Hamid
et al (2023) the involvement of technology
among Aboriginal people in Taman Negara
may affect sustainability and tourism.
Ecotourism is a growing segment devoted
to rural area development, providing jobs,
and preserving communities’ traditions.
The discourse that Information and



Communication Technologies (ICT) can
bring forth development and positive change
to remote communities is nothing new. It is
commonly assumed that internet access is a
democratizing tool that increases people’s
social, political, and economic participation.
In Malaysia, our “Third World” situation has
made ‘ICT for development’” particularly
attractive, which internet penetration is quite
good compared to other ASEAN countries
(Digital Business Lab, 2022).

However, the development of ecotourism
contains concerns from some Indigenous
people and environmental NGOs about the
possibility of ecosystem damage due to over-
tourism. Therefore, many parties suggest
strengthening the three pillars of sustainable
tourism, namely environmental, economic,
and socio-cultural perspectives. On other
side two indigenous communities suggest,
there is an application of environmental
ethics that focuses on quality of life, humanity,
and egalitarianism. The ecological ethics for
Indigenous peoples in the Taman Negara,
Malaysia, area has developed. The practice
is to enjoy the results of the present without
risking the next generation and ensuring the
continued enjoyment of scarce resources in a
relatively abundant situation. For them, the
core of environmental ethics is the concept
of balance and harmony —harmony between
humans and the environment and harmony
between humans.

Underlying these arguments is the
assumption that connectivity does certain
things. It is conceived as a tool that, when
used productively, could improve several
aspects of social life. This appears to
underpin state and development agents’
intent to extend internet access to remote
areas. Meanwhile, some indigenous peoples
in recently “connected” communities have
also taken it upon themselves to maximize
the affordances of connectivity to their
advantage.
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For instance, during my fieldwork in
area near with Taman Negara, more than
90% of the population in each community
had already adopted ICTs within two
years since internet access became widely
available. However, indigenous peoples
may also opt to utilize connectivity for other
ends. Recognizing its multiple affordances,
connectivity offers myriad opportunities
to communicate with kin, maintain social
networks, and engage in different forms of
entertainment. Those who are participating
in this digital world have been considered
to enjoy more expansive opportunities and
are viewed as more likely to be able to “catch
up” with the globalized world. Meanwhile,
those who remain disconnected may tend
to be perceived as frozen in some primitive,
unchanging past.

The concept of spatial imaginaries
offers an opportunity to reconsider
assumptions about the digital divide and
to reframe the discussion around ICT
for development. This paper examines
the powerful influence of imaginaries on
the adoption of ICT among indigenous
communities, aiming to illuminate a less-
explored aspect of ICT for development.
Specifically, it explores the characteristics
and contradictions between the state's
and remote communities' perceptions of
connectivity. While spatial imaginaries have
been predominantly studied in geography,
this paper aims to adapt these concepts for
anthropological theorizing, thus advancing
our understanding of connectivity and space
(Smart et al., 2016).

Despite the abundance of literature on
the digital divide, scholarly work from and
on ‘developing’ countries remains minimal
compared to ‘developed” countries. In
Malaysia, much of the research is fixed, to
use Jan Van-Dijk (2017, 2005) terminology,
on the “first-level divide,” specifically
focusing on questions of physical access to
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the internet. However, I argue that following
such binary classifications (e.g., haves and
have-nots, wants and want-nots) severely
limits our understanding of indigenous
peoples” nuanced experiences with ICTs.
Generally, my online review has also shown
a dearth of anthropological research on this
aspect of the digital divide.

Although anthropological interest in the
digital has existed for a time, ethnographic
accounts ‘from the other side” of the digital
divide have unfortunately remained scarce
(Were, 2015). It is in this context that I will
venture into an analysis of the high ICT
uptake among the Orang Asli community
from sub-group Batek and Semokberi, while
fully acknowledging the fact that deliberate
resistance to ICT use, however minimal, is
also inevitable. For this paper, my interest is
to unpack the former by addressing two main
inquiries: How is connectivity imagined in
the process of “bridging the digital divide”
and what does this imply about how the
‘connected” and the ‘disconnected” are
constructed.

Method

This paper employs a mixed-methods
approach to examine the digital divide in two
indigenous communities in Taman Negara:
Bateq communities that live inside Taman
Negara in Pahang state side and Semokberi
communities that live near with Taman
Negara in Gua Musang, Kelantan state side.
I conducted ethnographic fieldwork from
February to June 2022, spending the first half
in Taman negara in Gua Musang, Kelantan
side and the second half in Taman negara in
Pahang side.

The mixed-methods design was crucial
for this research as it allowed me to gather
quantitative data on internet usage in my
field sites, which was previously unavailable,
while also enabling me to ground my
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findings in the lived experiences of the
communities through qualitative methods.
The qualitative aspect of this research
entailed daily participant observation and
field notes. Key informant interviews (KIIs)
and focus group discussions (FGDs) were
also employed following a non-probability
purposive and snowball sampling method.

I conducted a total of 2 key informant
interviews with the administration telecenter
and 14 key informant interviews with locals,
including indigenous and non-indigenous
people. Additionally, I facilitated 8 focus
group discussions with locals, each group
segmented according to age to ensure
rapport and relatability among participants.
Data from interviews and focus group
discussions were then processed through
thematic analysis and critical discourse
analysis (CDA). The latter allowed for an
examination of the digital divide discourse
from the dimensions of discourse-as-
text, discourse-as-discursive-practice, and
discourse-as-social-practice (Frawley, 1993;
Madsen, 1994; Thibault, 1993).

On the other hand, quantitative
household surveys were conducted using the
population in four orang asli villages in or
outside Taman Negara. I was able to survey
a total of 138 households, representing
the entire population in 2 villages outside
Taman Negara, Kampung Pos Gob and
Kampung Aring 5 in Gua Musang, Kelantan
(83 households), and three villages inside
Taman Negara (in the middle of the forest)
that consist of Kampung Gol (Settlement
of smokers tribes), Kampung Dedari
(Settlement of batik tribes), and Kampung
Teresik (Settlement of batik tribes) from
three villages in the middle of the forest I got
55 households.

Allowing  for a  comprehensive
understanding of internet usage in
these communities. The two-part survey
questionnaire measured internet penetration,



usage, skills, and outcomes of ICT use, the
results of which served as my baseline data
for the qualitative aspect of the research. I
also collected data on the usage of specific
applications by checking respondents'
mobile phone settings for usage metrics,
when available and upon their consent, to
triangulate their reported and actual internet
use. Univariate and multivariate analyses
proved useful in processing the quantitative
survey results, providing descriptive
statistics and enabling the exploration of
relationships between variables. Then I am
employed online tools such as Numbers
and Tableau to visualize the data and draw
conclusions.

This paper employs a mixed-method
approach to examine the digital divide in two
indigenous communities in Taman Negara:
Bateq communities that live inside Taman
Negara in Pahang state side and Semokberi
communities that live near with Taman
Negara in Gua Musang, Kelantan state side.
I conducted ethnographic fieldwork from
February to June 2022, spending the first half
in Taman negara in Gua Musang, Kelantan
side and the second half in Taman negara in
Pahang side.

Results and Discussion

The invention of the digital divide

The digital divide is a concept that has
evolved significantly since it first entered
academic discussions in the 1990s. Early
research focused primarily on disparities
in physical access to information and
communication technologies (ICTs), framing
the divide as a binary between the "haves"
and "have-nots" (Cuneo & Norris, 2003;
T. Lee, 2002; Luyt, 2003) However, as ICT
adoption increased in developed countries,
scholars began to recognize the limitations
of this dichotomous framing and expanded
the concept to encompass more nuanced
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aspects of digital inequality beyond the
simple binary notion of technology haves
and have-nots (Robinson, 2003).

But Anthropologists have long argued
that current discourses on technology and
development are heavily influenced by
Western ideas and interests. Arturo Escobar
(1988) has argued that US President Harry
Truman’s Four Points Inauguration Speech
established the discursive precedent for the
widespread use of the term “underdeveloped,”
referring to societies that were at the
receiving end of U.S. modernization
programs. Particularly, Truman’s fourth
point was “closely related to the establishment
and impact of the discourse of technology and
national  development in the international
context” (Hwang, 2006, P71).

Despite its humanitarian overtures, the
Point Four program was heavily criticized
locally and abroad. Critics pointed out the
harms of short-term technical assistance,
emphasizing that these programs only
“open the door to exploitative Western business
interests” (Hendrickson & Ruttan, 1996;
Macekura, 2013; Sterken, 1997). However,
Truman’s successors seem to have been
unfazed by these criticisms, seeing instead
more value in expanded international
development as a strategic foreign policy.

For example, while the Eisenhower
administration revamped the administrative
structure of Point Four, the ideology of
development through technical assistance
continued to flourish (Macekura, 2013).
The trend persisted into the 1960s, with
modernization theory influencing the
ideological underpinning of nation-building
efforts during the Kennedy and Johnson
administrations. =~ Both ~ administrations
allocated substantial resources to ambitious
development initiatives, ultimately
representing the culmination of a protracted
process that originated in Truman's
inaugural address (Macekura, 2013).
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As it were, Point Four’s discursive
project established that Western science
and technology, educational assistance,
and foreign investment were necessary
for underdeveloped countries to attain
economic development. Moreover, it
presupposed that “increased production
in the underdeveloped areas will not only
benefit the inhabitants of those areas but will
have far-reaching effects on the world as a
whole. These measured a society’s social
and economic progress according to
Western terms. Unless incorporated into the
world trade system, underdeveloped
countries were doomed to be left behind by
the privileged West (HAYES, 1950;
Hendrickson & Ruttan, 1996; Paterson,
1972; Robertson, 2004; Salant, 1950).

Implicit in the discourse was the US
intention to find markets overseas for
American capital and goods and to secure
control over the sources of raw materials
(Hwang 2006). This constitutes what Escobar
(1988) has rightly called the ‘invention
of development,” where “the notions of
‘underdevelopment” and ‘Third World’
emerged as working concepts in the process
by which the West (and the East) redefined
themselves and the global power structures.”
Examining the issue from a historical and
discourse-based perspective, I posit that the
concept of the 'digital divide' is essentially
a continuation of the Western development
discourse. Embedded within another crisis of
hegemony, the US's promotion of the digital
divide mirrors the objectives outlined by
Truman in 1949. In the 1990s, as the US faced
another economic downturn, the economic
policies of the Clinton-Gore administration
were heavily focused on technological
solutions. Clinton and Gore actively pursued
the revitalization of the economy, viewing
technology as a new growth industry with
both domestic and global implications
(Foraker, 2007).
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Thus, when Clinton was elected into
office in January 1993, his top agenda was
leading the so-called ‘knowledge society’
(Steyn, 2011). The national strategy was
composed of a series of policies for the
wide dissemination of digital information
and communication technologies (ICT)
throughout the country” (Steyn & Johanson,
2010). According to (Clinton, (1993) This
would later be expanded into a global
strategy that Clinton and Gore envisioned
would enable the US to regain “world
leadership in basic science, mathematics,
and engineering.”

Most sources routinely point to the
NTIA’s four-part Falling Through the Net
reports to trace the origin of the term “digital
divide” as it is understood in the present
day. Published between 1995 to 2000, these
reports provided the first definition of the
digital divide and introduced the concept
of “haves” and “have-nots”. The result was
the establishment and propagation of a
discourse that, firstly, statistically validated
the divide between those with access to
digital technologies and those without,
and secondly, reinforced the notion that
disconnectedness signified disadvantage.
The poor had a problem, it implied, and
unless they got connected, they would be
left behind. Taken together, the four reports
reflect the US’s technological optimism
and determinism (Foraker, 2007).Thus, as
soon as multilateral agencies picked up this
discourse in the second half of the 1990s, the
desire to benefit from the emerging digital
economy spread rapidly to developing
countries (Davis et al., 2015; Hamerly, 2012;
Straubhaar et al., 2012).

In Malaysia, most credit Mahathir
Mohammad for successfully liberalizing the
telecommunication sector in 1983 that make
private sector was allowed to supply terminal
equipment such as phones and teleprinters,
complementing JTM. This move to liberalize
the telecommunications sector was driven



by a shortage of terminal equipment and the
private sector's potential to address the issue
(C. Lee, 2002). According to Yong Hon et al
(2015) The industry's dynamism has been
fueled by regulatory reforms and market
liberalization, which have sparked increased
competition and structural changes.

Much like Clinton’s vision of a
knowledge society, Mahathir Mohammad
also identified the development of ICTs as
one of her administration’s key priorities.
after he was re-elected in 2020, Mahathir
Mohammad administration’s developed
Wawasan 2020, known as "Vision 2020," aimed
to make Malaysia fully developed by 2020.
The vision focused on both the economy
and social well-being. It included the use of
ICTs. One significant ICT development was
the establishment of the Multimedia Super
Corridor (MSC) in 1996, the largest initiative
of the National Information Technology
Council (NITC). The MSC is a high-profile ICT
project that aims to create a top technology
environment that helps Malaysia become
a knowledge-based society. This includes
attracting and supporting cutting-edge and
world-class companies (Muhammad, 2016).

On other side, Van Dijk (2020) The
evolution of the digital divide concept can be
segmented into three phases. The first phase
(1995-2003) focused on physical access, the
second phase (2004-present) concentrated
on skills and usage, and the third phase
(2012-present) has focused on outcomes.
During the first phase, public sentiment
towards the internet was very positive and
optimistic, with researchers believing that
market forces would lead to near-universal
dissemination (Huisman, 2021; Robinson,
2003).

This technologically deterministic view
was challenged by Pippa Norris (2001), who
conceptualized the digital divide in three
areas: the global divide, the social divide, and
the democratic divide. Although Norris's
work was influential, it was criticized for
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treating the divide primarily as a problem
of access and for suggesting a trickle-down
principle where affluent users would adopt
the internet earlier than their less privileged
counterparts (Huisman, 2021; Jan Van-Dijk,
2017).

Meanwhile, the second phase of digital
divide research contested earlier definitions
and argued that providing physical access
was insufficient without the requisite
technical and literacy skills for effective use
(Hargittai, 2002). Karen Mossberger and
colleagues (2003) reformulated the divide
by conceptualizing it as a series of gaps in
access, skills, economic opportunity, and
democratic participation. Their work was
important in highlighting the digital divide
as a public problem embedded in economic
and political systems rather than a mere
private misfortune.

Similarly, reorienting the discussion
from mere gaps in physical access to one that
is focused on the intersections between ICTs
and social inclusion was a key alternative
(Warschauer 2003). Building on the discourse
of social inclusion, according to Selwyn
(2004) will make an important distinction
about the hierarchical rather than
dichotomous nature of the digital divide
and recognized the mediating role of
capital in shaping ICT engagement. This
framing was crucial for scholars of the
second-level divide as it expanded the
argument from providing mere economic
capital to ensuring that access was paired
with the requisite cultural and social capital.

The third-level digital divide then
emerged in response to the view that some
policies on providing physical access failed
to meet their goals (Park, 2017). Research
in this phase focused on the consequences
of internet access and use, examining
both positive outcomes (van Deursen
and van Dijk, 2012) and negative effects.
Massimo Ragnedda (2017, 1) makes a
striking argument that inequalities in the
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digital sphere are "certainly entangled with
inequalities present in the social sphere."

Testing the potential of digital inclusion
to overcome other exclusions, Rennie (2018;
2016) concluded that while the internet
can enable personal autonomy, it does
not necessarily signify a solution to social
disadvantage. Their observations raise
important questions about the link between
digital inclusion and social inclusion,
challenging the assumption that bridging
the digital divide is an unquestionable
imperative. This shift in focus from digital
exclusion to digital choices (Rennie, 2015;
Selwyn, 2006) emphasizes the need for a
more nuanced understanding of ICT
engagements that takes into account
individual agency and collective influences.

However, it is notable that research
on the digital divide has mostly tended to
take its existence for granted. Preoccupied
with the ideals of ‘ICT for development,’
scholars seem to have largely ignored the
fundamental question of its discursive
origins, an exception of which is Hwang
(2006), who attempted to deconstruct
the discourse of the global digital divide
vis-a-vis the neoliberal global economy.
Hwang’s macro perspective, however, has
unfortunately obscured the impact of digital
divides on smaller communities in favor of
larger power structures.

I am inclined to align with Smart and
colleagues, who expanded beyond the
traditional three-level digital divide by
exploring its "spatial imaginaries" and how
these narratives validate institutional efforts
to connect previously disconnected actors.
"Spatial imaginaries" are defined as "bundles
of loosely related discourses that conceive of
the relationship between technologies and
space in particular ways," enabling various
actors to assert the transformative impact of
communication technologies (Smart et al.,
2016).
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Furthermore, the authors illuminate
the problematic portrayal of the internet as
a "technical fix" and critically examine the
philanthropic themes associated with its
imaginaries. It's important to clarify that
I do not seek to diminish research on the
three-level digital divide, nor do I aim to
oversimplify the debate to merely a matter
of discourse. Instead, by highlighting
the discursive origins of the digital
divide, I advocate for emphasizing local
epistemologies and practices as a means of
challenging the prevailing global discourse
of ICT for development.

By advancing this argument, I aim
to remove the digital divide from being
restricted to the notion that connection and
disconnection are inherently natural states.
Ultimately, the spatial imaginaries of the
digital divide (Smart et al., 2016) underscore
the necessity of reframing it in a way that
scrutinizes its discursive and performative
characteristics. If the digital divide is
indeed an outgrowth of the discourse of
development and a construct in itself, then
there are significant implications when such
a concept interacts with local understandings
of space, technology, and the good life.

Imaginaries of the digital divide
State/development policy on connectivity

Malaysia adoption of the digital divide
discourse and ICT for development can
be attributed to the influence of external
discourses and the keen reception of these
discourses by internal state actors. As shown
in the literature review, the discourse was
initially propagated by the West in the early
1980s. Before long, successive Malaysia
administrations implemented policies aimed
at improving the country's ICT situation,
driven by the developmentalist fantasy of
"modernizing" the nation and ensuring the



Malaysia people’s participation in the global
"knowledge society."

Government policy documents and
scholarly works have emphasized the
role of internet access as a "tool that can
help achieve development and accelerate
economic growth (Mohamad Azhar & Mohd
Shakil, 2021; Salman et al., 2013). although
on the one hand it creates a paradox because
the digital side of authoritarianism is still
maintained to maintain the stability of the
country, especially in relation to the royalty,
religon, and race (Muhamad Nadzri &
Jamaie, 2018; Shukri, 2023b, 2023a).

Aboriginal Malaysia community, in
particular, has been widely neglected in
the state's efforts to democratize access to
ICTs. Even though their citizenship identity
is recognized, this group often experiences
discrimination and marginalization. In local
media, this group is stereotyped as suffering
economically, having poor health, not having
access to facilities, having their living space
threatened, and having limited access to the
political sphere (Jamal & Ganapathy, 2021).
In the field of education, the Malaysian
aboriginal community is also lagging
behind, apart from the lack of awareness of
education among themselves, according to
Sawalludin et al. (2020) lack of
infrastructure is a problem faced by the
settlement and this is the barrier to improve
the quality of education among them.
Schools are unable to function well due to
the lack of electricity and water facilities.

The aboriginal community in Malaysia,
especially those who live around the
customary forests, resists. Their activism is
a critical consciousness of what is happening
to them, and they appropriate ideas,
knowledge, and strategies from the broader
world as they develop new forms of political
critique (Dauvergne, 2004; Lye, 2011). But
authorities use the Sedition Act of 1948 and
the Communications and Multimedia Act of
1998 to suppress critical offline and online
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voices speaking against the government,
labeling them as “fake news,” “false, or
illegal activities that will make Malaysia
unstable. although, Malaysia voted to
adopt the UN Declaration on the Rights of
Indigenous Peoples (UNDRIP) in 2007, but
has not ratified the ILO (Cultural Survival,
2018).

While state and development agents
often evoke the fantasy of the developed and
modernized nation when justifying the need
for connectivity, I argue that connectivity may
also serve a more implicit function. Rather
than merely contributing to development,
connectivity makes development possible
as a “distance-demolishing technology” that
renders "remote" and "isolated" populations
legible to the state and development agents
(Scott, 2009: 166). As James Scott (1998: 82)
posits, the state exerts techniques of legibility,
simplification, and standardization to
monitor, assess, and manage the population,
with the builders of the modern nation-state
striving “to shape a people and landscape that
will fit their techniques of observation."

Connectivity, like other state techniques
(i.e, imposing common languages,
religions, currencies, and legal systems) may
potentially homogenize the population by
promoting connected systems of trade and
communication. From the lens of Scott, this
allows the state to actualize its plans for
improved "human capital" and accelerated
economic growth, satisfying the fantasy
of the developed and modernized nation
in which legible citizens collectively work
towards the attainment of the country's
economic goals.

Connectivity in day-to-day lives: The case of
Batek and Semokberi communities in Taman
Negara, Malaysia

While  state and  development
agents imagine connectivity in terms of
modernization and appear to paint it in an
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absolutely positive light, the case of Batek
and Semokberi demonstrates the nuances
of indigenous people’s experiences with
connectivity in their day-to-day lives. Despite
daily ICT usage peaking only between
2020-2021, both communities possess
certain fantasies and fears over connectivity,
which I argue are predominantly governed
by ideas of what Edwards Fischer calls the
“good life.” While “adequate material
resources, physical health and safety, and
family and social relations” are important
elements of the good life, so too are
nonmaterial qualities (Deneulin, 2017). For
instance, these include the capacity to
aspire, as well as the agency to reach these
aspirations, a quality that is undoubtedly
present in my informants” sentiments about
connectivity’s  capacity to make the
previously impossible become possible.

In Semokberi communities, ideas about a
good life are centered on kin and community,
with parents emphasizing the importance
of teaching good values to their children
and working hard to provide for them. As
Tungahu, a Semokberi elder, explained:
“Our concern now must be the development of
our children. We should look out for them and
teach them about their limitations. I don't think
overusing cell phones will do them any good. That
is where our role as parents comes in. We have to
teach and guide the next generation well and make
sure they are educated” (translation mine). The
concept of kerja benar (hard work) is closely
linked to membina (development) among the
Semokberi communities, with many parents
asserting that hard work is necessary for
achieving development.

This emphasis on kinship and hard work
is sensible, given the minimal state presence
in Semokberi , with people relying on either
their kin or their own labor to survive. On
the other hand, in Bateq communities that
lived inside or in the middle of Taman
negara tropical forest notions of the good life
are more closely tied to education, religion,
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economic or infrastructural developments,
and peace and order. This seems to reflect
their concrete encounters with development
through the patronage of the religious
mission or the state. When asked about
what the good life means for them, several
informants invoked images of "progress"
or "civilization," such as signal, electricity,
schools, boat, and businesses.

Despite  these  differences,  both
communities share a good life imaginary
where connectivity is perceived to play a
vital role. For the Semokberi communities,
connectivity offers the possibility of
conveniently keeping in touch with distant
loved ones, a fantasy that emerges from the
challenge of maintaining kinship ties when
certain family members break away from the
family unit to work in the lowlands. Similarly,
for the Batek communities, connectivity is
imagined as a means to “recast spatiality
and temporality” (Trnka, 2016) enabling
them to instantly gratify their needs and
desires, such as communicating with people
in urban centers for socioeconomic purposes
or accessing social services only available in
the lowlands.

Alongside these fantasies are anxieties
about being " no one left behind" unless
they adopt new technologies. As Aubrey,
a Semokberi communities’ informant,
expressed: "For me, it's like an opportunity
that you didn't grab. Of course, you would
feel bad about missing it. That is why you'll
use the internet so that you'll get to know
about the updates.” I need to know so that I
won't feel like I've been left behind" (translation
mine). Throughout my fieldwork, I
uncovered compelling evidence indicating
that the hopes and anxieties of these
communities have a substantial impact on
their use of information and communication
technology (ICT). The quantitative surveys
revealed that both Indigenous communities
primarily used connectivity to stay in touch
with distant family and friends. Additionally,



they used connectivity for emergencies,
education, work, and entertainment, with
some variation between the communities.
"Connectivity for business” was a top use in
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was important in the Batek communities.
This highlights the communities' values and
the significance of kinship. For a comparison
of ICT use in both communities, see the

Semokberi, while "connectivity for parenting" figure on the below and next page:

Figure 1. ICT purpose for Semokberi communities
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Entertainment |
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Figure 2. ICT purpose for Batek communities
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Figure 4. Top 5 apps in Batek indigenous community
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However, this data must be taken with a
grain of salt as an aphorism widely attributed
to Mead would caution that “what people
say, what people do, and what they say they
do are entirely different things.” Comparing
the data from my household surveys with
that of my applications walkthrough and
participant observation, there is a clear match
between communities reported and actual
ICT use. Their most used apps involved
either Facebook, Messenger, and calling
and texting (for Semokberi), all essential for
communication.

However, I found striking contrasts
between my informants’ other claims
and what I witnessed in the field. In both
indigenous communities, while schoolwork
was among the top five claims in internet
use, search engines or applications typically
used for educational purposes did not
appear in my walkthrough's topmost used
applications. Instead, more prominent in
the walkthrough were gaming or social
networking applications such as Mobile
Legends, Tiktok and Youtube. The two figure
below shows a comparison of the most used
apps in Batek and Semokberi communities:

While I do not intend to ignore the
expansive uses of mobile applications, the
contrasts between reported and actual ICT
use were important starting points as I
continued my fieldwork. For instance, my
findings from the applications walkthrough
were corroborated by participant observation
in Semokberi communities where I found
young people to be the most avid users of
ICTs. On my usual visits to the telecenter
stations, I would normally catch them
surrounded by young boys playing Mobile
Legends or teenage girls recording a Tiktok
video.

In Batek communities, connectivity
has played a dual role. It has contributed
to the economic well-being of the residents
while also serving as a platform for staying
informed and engaging in online discussions,
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encompassing news, political speculation,
and casual gossip. My fieldwork data
supports Rennie and colleagues” (2016, 22)
findings that internet use primarily revolves
around daily tasks like social networking
and entertainment. Nonetheless, I contend
that these activities have empowered the
community, offering a semblance of control
over their lives, which have long been
affected by feelings of deprivation and
precariousness due to their geographical
location.

Spatial imaginaries and the
construction of the marginal ‘other’

Despite their disparate fantasies about
the modernized nation and the good life,
state/development agents and everyday
users of connectivity share similar spatial
imaginaries about what connectivity can do
to bring about desirable futures. Drawing on
Smart and colleagues’ (2016) framework, I
propose that connectivity is appreciated in
terms of the Global Village and Shrinking
World spatial imaginaries. For state and
development agents, connectivity is often
framed in terms of the Global Village,
enabling people to participate in a "global
economy" or a shared human space with
better socioeconomic prospects. In a "friction-
free ontic space" that "exists beyond the
material world" (Smart et al.,, 2016), state
and development agents believe in the
potential of virtual and placeless
organizations or networks to transform
society and make people more legible and
manageable for the state.

Meanwhile, the Shrinking World
imaginary, in which connectivity is perceived
to reduce spatial frictions and shrink distance
(Smart et al, 2016), is more prominent
among everyday connectivity users,
particularly  those ~who yearn to
communicate with their kin amidst their
geographic isolation. As Linda, a mother



from Semokberi indigenous community,
pointed out: “If you encounter a problem here
and your child is in Taman negara, video calling
gives the feeling that they re just close by. If you
miss them, you can call them... it’s as if you're
talking to them face to face” (translation mine).

These spatial imaginaries contribute to
the framing of connectivity as a technical
fix to social disadvantage, suggesting that
as long as access to connectivity exists,
spatial and socioeconomic barriers can be
hurdled. This technologically deterministic
view effectively captures the imagination
of state/development agents and everyday
users, driving efforts to develop new
infrastructures and leading to high ICT
uptake in communities.

However, my fieldwork revealed the
limitations of this view. Embedded structural
relations ultimately determined people's
access to ICTs, despite the availability of
various connectivity infrastructures. Some
community members could not utilize
connectivity due to a lack of devices or
skills, while others were limited by their
spatial positionality, with persistent power
outages and inclement weather hampering
the continuity and quality of internet
connectivity. Consequently, the framing
of connectivity as a technical fix inevitably
constructs those on the "wrong side" of the
digital divide as disadvantaged, wherein
remoteness hinders their development.
While this is a valid concern for some
everyday users, it obscures the fact that the
totalizing discourse of remoteness is mainly
propagated by development outsiders and
the state. As Aneng, a Batek informant,
astutely observed:

If you are from the city, cellphones and laptops
will be really important to you, especially if all of
your activities are dependent on them. If you're
a student, the internet will be very important to
you. But for people who grew up in the mountains,
cellphones are insignificant. There are children
who live deeper in the mountains without any
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kind of internet connection but feel entirely fine
in the absence of these things (translation mine).

In highlighting these accounts, I neither
intend to fetishize people's resilience nor
imply that they are misinformed about the
affordances of connectivity. Rather, I suggest
that defining a causal relationship between
remoteness and underdevelopment risks
glossing over the fact that indigenous peoples
actively exercise their agency in determining
their ICT (non) engagements based on
unique positionalities, good life imaginaries,
and community norms. Instead of being a
mere instance of state/development agents
impressing certain visions of connectivity in
these communities, employ “digital choices”
that reflect their creativity in navigating
different forms of disadvantage.

Conclusion

This paper posits that the digital divide
is not an inherent occurrence but rather
a construct influenced by sociopolitical
factors that define the "connected" and
"disconnected" in specific ways. Through the
concept of imaginaries, I have illustrated how
differing perceptions of progress between
state and development agents and everyday
users of connectivity intersect to shape the
discourse of connectivity and the widespread
adoption of ICTs in Indigenous communities.
My fieldwork with the Semokberi and Batek
Indigenous communities demonstrates
that while state and development agents
portray connectivity as a technical solution
to social disparity, these communities hold
their ideals of a fulfilling life, influencing
their embrace and utilization of ICTs.
Despite their disparities, both communities
harbor aspirations and concerns about how
connectivity can contribute to realizing their
visions of a fulfilling life and guard against
being "no one left behind."
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The potential for future research lies in
conducting multi-site and cross-country
ethnography to gain deeper insights into
how the digital divide is experienced and
understood by Indigenous peoples in
different contexts. Additionally, studying
internet usage in Indigenous communities
could provide valuable insights, especially
as these communities transition from
"disconnected" to "connected." My findings
also suggest important policy implications.
Efforts to bridge the access gap must be
complemented by programs that empower
local communities to acquire the necessary
skills and infrastructure for effective ICT
use. Initiatives to bridge the digital divide
should also consider that connectivity,
rather than being a neutral technology,
might not only help address disadvantages
but could also worsen social inequalities
under specific circumstances. Future
research should explore the dynamics of
digital inclusion, considering potential
unintended consequences like reinforcing
power imbalances or creating new forms of
exclusion. Understanding this can inform
policies for equitable digital futures."

Although like Hwang (2006: 108),  would
caution against assuming that bridging the
digital divide is an entirely noble enterprise
especially as more indigenous communities
are incorporated “into the world capitalist
system through the discourse of technology
and development,” I am not suggesting that
indigenous peoples should refrain from
participating in the information age. Rather,
I am suggesting that we free the digital
divide from the prison of ethnocentrism
and recognize that although state and
development actors” ideals of connectivity
and indigenous peoples’ actual appreciation
and use of technology have little in common,
they are nonetheless equally but variously
legitimate forms of ICT engagement.
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