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Abstract 
 

Following the light of the sun, we left the Old World. 
Christopher Columbus 

 
Setting his ship to follow the path of the sun in search of a safer route to the East 

in the late fifteenth century, Christopher Columbus never dreamed of discovering a new 

continent. Indeed, long after his contemporaries recognized in the discovered land a 

‘New World’, Columbus continued to believe he had indeed circumnavigated the earth 

and reached India (Hall 1996). With the discovery of the American continent came new 

scientific discoveries and new possibilities for European expansion and domination 

which profoundly altered the course of history.  

If we speak of ‘following the sun’ at our present juncture in history, we are not 

likely to find ourselves about to undertake a sea voyage to the west. To ‘follow the sun’ 

refers instead to the redistribution in space and time of information technology (IT) 

related work and a particular mode of offshore IT outsourcing, or ‘offshoring’. The global 

spread of information and communication technologies has in recent years been 

accompanied by the movement of IT functions from ‘western’ countries to so called 

‘developing’ nations. Enabled by modern technologies, processes that were traditionally 

performed by in-house IT departments are outsourced to a firm in another country. In 

some cases, work may be carried out in close collaboration as groups of developers in 

the west hands off work in progress to teams at a distant location at end of the business 
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day. It is in this sense that IT work is sometimes said to ‘follow the sun’ (Carmel and 

Agarwal 2001).  

Offshore IT outsourcing, as a range of business practices that may include a 

‘follow the sun’ approach, seems to have burst into the collective consciousness of the 

west with an unexpected force. In the popular and trade press IT offshoring is often 

equated to a “tsunami” (Di Carlo 2003) or a storm (Hawn 2004). Some depict the 

situation as “unavoidable” (rediff.com 2003) while others find us “waiting” for offshoring 

(Morgenstern 2003a). Industry analysts refer to the “offshoring imperative” and offer 

guidance for “managing the forces and issues in the new mandatory world of offshoring” 

(Celner et al. 2003). All in all, though some challenge such depictions (e.g. Morgenstern 

2003b; Pink 2004), there is a sense that we stand in the path of something outside our 

control that has even been said to be “spreading terror” (Anonymous 2003) among 

American programmers. We might easily read in such depictions an intimation of 

danger; a danger that derives from a force of nature that some suggest might be 

harnessed and turned to our own advantage through careful management.  

It may be tempting to attribute such dramatic depictions to the media’s penchant 

for catchy headlines. Yet, management researchers generally agree with the overall 

import of such reports. Research on offshore IT outsourcing offers two inter-related 

explanations to account for the rise of this practice. Traditional economic arguments 

suggest that IT offshoring reflects the globalization of markets leading to competition 

and a more efficient division of labour among nations, to the benefit of all concerned 

(e.g. Global Insight 2004). Nations and the individuals within them must struggle to 

achieve a privileged position on the global ladder (Palvia 2003). Along similar lines, 

Venkatraman (2004) has argued that IT offshoring represents the third wave of 

geography-related change in business practices, following in the wake of improvements 

in transportations and the globalization of capital markets. A consequence of 

technological determinism, IT offshoring is “the inevitable next generation of business 

practices” (p. 14) and corporations must learn to turn global forces to their advantage. 

Whether in the form of the invisible hand of the market or enabling technologies, such 

arguments pose deterministic explanations for the rise of IT offshoring and project the 

path of history along lines that are largely independent of human action. And while the 
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forceful backlash that has accompanied the rise of IT offshoring suggests that such 

practices may be neither beneficial for all those involved nor inevitable (e.g. 

Morgenstern 2003b), objections and counterarguments are perhaps too easily 

dismissed in the face of something akin to a tsunami, possessed of its own unstoppable 

and mysterious logic.  

It may well be that the predictions of industry analysts and management 

researchers will prove correct and that offshoring will become common practice but 

such an outcome would not attest to the inevitability of offshoring. Deterministic 

arguments take little account of human action and the historical events that bring us to a 

present juncture. They maintain an unreflexive position toward the role that human 

agents play in the construction of the world and toward the taken for granted 

assumptions that guide an understanding of our present.   

To return to Christopher Columbus, the discovery of the American continent was 

not simply the outcome of a natural force such as innate inquisitiveness. The voyage of 

Columbus has a complex history that involves an ensemble of actors, interests and 

technologies of navigation (Hall 1996) that derived their intelligibility from the particular 

ways in which Columbus and his contemporaries conceived of their reality. It was only 

against the background of the discourse (Foucault 1984) of the time that Columbus and 

those who aided him could envision and carry out such a voyage. The discovery of the 

New World was an “accident” of history but one that had notable consequences for 

society.  

Similarly, IT offshoring has a history that accounts for our present conceptions 

and the possibilities we are able to envision. This history does not simply begin with the 

emergence of IT offshoring to India in the 1980s (Heeks 1996). Its provenance is much 

more diffuse. It is predicated upon a complex web of discourse (Foucault 1984) that has 

arisen historically and shapes what appears to us as real in our present.  

It is to this history whose origins can never completely be traced that we attend in 

this paper. As part of a larger project to construct a “history of the present” (Kendall and 

Wickham 1999) of offshore IT outsourcing, we examine in particular the discourse of IT 

offshoring in academics journals and practitioner oriented publications, looking for 

“traces of the present in the past” (ibid.). Through archaeological and genealogical 
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(Foucault 1984) analysis we hope to begin to trace the practices, logics, assumptions, 

accidents and contingencies that have appeared over time in IT offshoring research 

shaping our present understanding. Our intent is to invite a critical re-thinking among 

academics that questions taken for granted assumptions, including the commonly held 

view of the inevitability of IT offshoring, and to promote a reflexive scholarly practice 

capable of according equal consideration to the claims of the dissenters along with 

those of the proponents of offshoring. This is not intended as an attempt to prevent or 

discourage the practice of IT offshoring and related research efforts but through history 

to come to a reflexive awareness of the often unnoticed foundations upon which our 

present understanding is predicated and thus open a space for critically examining and 

re-thinking our current directions in this domain of research.   
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