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And what for I, with my brains and talent, was born in Russia?

Alexander Pushkin, The  famous Russian poet of the 19th Century

Coming back to my native Pakistan in 1951 after taking my Ph D in theoretical physics at Cambridge and after a research period at the Princeton Institute for Advanced Studies, I began to teach at the Lahore Government College. In this position, I found myself desperately isolated. As the only theoretical physicist in the country, I had no one in my vicinity to talk to, to discuss or share ideas with. The academic climate was not stimulating at all. After three years, I realized that staying any longer would not make sense; my work would deteriorate, the harvest of my achievements in physics would go to waste and I would be of no use to my country…. I reluctantly decided to return to Cambridge.

Abdus Salam, Founder of The Trieste Center for Theoretical Physics, Italy

I feel frustrated when I want to do a piece of work but fail because of lack of basic facilities to do the job. Sometimes I look for a sabbatical leave to go and do research in a more sophisticated laboratory so that I can publish a standard paper.

A Tanzanian Chemist (1999)

We do not feel isolated now. Because we are communicating with the rest of our colleagues everywhere thanks to email and the Internet.

An Ethiopian Biologist, at  Addis Ababa University, Ethiopia (2000)

I feel somehow isolated because of lack of appropriate research facilities. The Internet has optimized communication which makes collaboration with other institutions abroad more viable. Certain analysis are done abroad and communication about this is fast thanks to Internet. This communication leap has also increased the scientific credibility of African Scientists.

A chemist at University of Dar es Salaam, Tanzania (1999)

Introduction

The movement of scholars from one country to another is known by numerous synonyms—Brain drain, brain hemorrhage, and euphemistically as brain circulation. The controversy over the concept has been such that some refute concerns over the issue as emotional nationalistic nonsense while others urge for a serious commitment by some developing countries, particularly Africa, to arrest the excessive outflow of their trained personnel. While one school of thought treats such movements as an extreme form of institutional nomadism another views it as a circulation of skilled labor in the emerging interdependent global economy.

As much as the terms are used interchangeably, their particular use often connotes the magnitude of the net flow and the perceived impact the movement has caused on losing countries. It is appropriate to mention as well that the terms coined to express the event in a particular country at a particular point in time evolve as the overall state of that country shifts. 

Brain drain is not a phenomenon new and peculiar to developing countries. After the culmination of the Second World War, “between 1949 and 1965 about 97,000 high-skill scholars emigrated to the USA, mainly from Great Britain, Germany and Canada.” Since the mid-1960s and in particular during the 1970s the geographic structure of the brain drain process noticeably changed, the developing countries becoming its “nutrient medium.” With increasing economic difficulties, social unrest, political uncertainties, and declining work and living conditions at home the supply of this nutrient medium has soared in scope and magnitude, intensifying the outflow. 

Brain Mobility in the Emerging Virtual World

The motivation of scholars to immigrate or their decisions to stay abroad is a product of a complex blend of economic, political, social, cultural and personal matters. The impact and chemistry of each factor varies from country to country, from individual to individual, and fluctuates from time to time.

Despite some economic and social success stories, most African countries constantly face economic hardships aggravated by political turmoil and social instabilities making it difficult for scholars to return home—or prodding those at home to immigrate. Depressing news from home on suppression of dissident scholars by national governments furthermore discourages potential returnees, consequently frustrating the various efforts to regulate the overflow of skilled personnel out of Africa.

Most African institutions perpetually face the arduous task of ensuring a healthy working environment to keep their scholars contented, up to date, and integrated with the rest of the world scholarly community. The excerpts at the beginning vividly attest to this reality. It is not my intention to dwell on the concerns reflected by the excerpts heretofore, but particularly underscore the significance of the conference theme. 

This article in particular attempts to emphasize on the latency of skilled labor circulation—both in the traditional physical form as well as virtual mode—and the mechanism to tap its fluidity and power as enhanced by unprecedented and profound developments in information and communication technologies (ICTs). As much as the effort to regulate the flow of skilled personnel particularly focuses on minimizing physical movement, the endeavor to exploit their potential in the place of their residence has been apparently limited. It is the purpose of this article to examine this domain that has been poorly exploited.

It has now become a cliché to state that we live in an information age and the world has grown to a small village. The ramifications of these developments are however beyond the comprehension of many ordinary citizens of the world. In particular, numerous economically less developed countries that live at the backwaters of science and technology watch helplessly while the information high train speeds away. The urge to board this speedy train is tremendously high and this is particularly so for the elite in these countries who follow up innovations and developments earnestly and jealously. African scholars make up the large proportion of this group.

A few Africans however have managed to break the isolation iceberg owing largely to developments in ICTs. They communicate with their colleagues internationally, locally, and regionally on scholarly, administrative, and personal matters; and this has helped to minimize the chronic problem of isolation many Africans still continue to face. In a study I am currently undertaking many respondents—of which two of them are quoted above—testify to that effect. 

Apparently, the traditional discourse on the movement of skilled labor and the effort to maximize the benefits for sending countries needs to be revisited in the wake of developments in ICTs that have impacted all walks of life. It is pertinent to underscore that the national and international endeavor, like the current one to address the issue of skilled labor mobility, should as well focus on fostering the utilization, contribution, and exploitation of the brain power of native immigrants wherever they reside. 

It is therefore crucial that the doctrine of human capital circulation—shaped by physical movement of skilled personnel—be dutifully reformulated to accommodate the growing potential of overseas African scholars to participate in nation building virtually as well. Virtual in this particular context is used to signify skilled personnel participation in nation building without physically present in the country where their expertise is sought. 

Studies show that many immigrant scholars—particularly from Asia and Latin America—contribute tremendously to their native countries not only through foreign currency remittances but serving as visiting scholars, creating virtual networks, and generally shaping the direction of the scholarly environment and capacity building.

A particular case in point is Thailand that promotes brain circulation virtually—on the Internet. Under a very attractive banner on a web site that reads “The Reverse Brain Drain Project” it states dual missions. Of the two missions the “high priority” is not to “promote and facilitate the return of Thai professionals overseas to work in government agencies or in the private sector.” It is rather to “identify and attract experienced high-level Thai professionals living overseas to participate in mission-oriented projects, and promote development of core teams led by the respective Thai professionals.” In fact, the mission explicitly acknowledges de-emphasis of the permanent return program. It should be emphasized that the primary and major objective of the whole initiative is to make the immigrant nationals become part of the nation building process without uprooting them from their bases elsewhere. 

It is possible that there may be several other such active initiatives being undertaken in many other countries to use the brainpower of immigrant nationals in nation building process. The questions then are

1. What do Africans learn from this particularly conscious initiative? 

2. What can African governments emulate from it?

3. What should be done to urge African governments put the issue high on their agenda? What should higher education institutions, research institutions, government ministries, and private businesses do to exploit this untapped resource and approach?

4. What can and should African scholars do to participate in the nation building process without necessarily relocating them back to their native countries?

5. What can bilateral, multilateral agencies, and NGOs can do to help?

It is my hope that this conference will incorporate the issue discussed here to the numerous points it will raise and deliberate. 

Summary

A lot has been written on the underlying causes for flight of scholars and various ways to regulate it. Numerous African governments have taken measures to attract their scholars living abroad by providing free housing, duty-free status, and other benefits. Such traditional approaches to contain the excessive outflow of the skilled human capital, have apparently had limited outcome. 

Unless scholars become confident that they have better living and working conditions for themselves and their dependents, bright future to their career development and accompanying financial remuneration, relatively free, stable, and autonomous academic environment, the effort to address the human capital movement will continue to be frustrated. Vast earlier experience from countries such as India,  Taiwan, and Korea could serve as vital reference for remodeling the brain mobility paradigm.

Approaches to address the movement of scholars in whatever form—brain drain, brain hemorrhage, brain circulation—should seriously consider the complexity of the issue, the technological developments in the world, and the idiosyncrasies of international, regional, and national political, social, and economic realities. Given the world that made physical mobility ever more easy and simple and at the same time ever more redundant, the policies that may be formulated to address the movement of brain capital should seriously take in to account the patterns of these developments and their ramifications.
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