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Chapter III

Bridging the
Digital Divide:

A Feminist Perspective
on the Project

Mary Kirk, Metropolitan State University, USA

Abstract

Dale Spender compares the contemporary growth of digital information
(due to computer technology) with the centuries-old growth of written
information (due to the printing press), which inspired a tremendous
social revolution. Today, digital information has the potential to inspire
a similar social revolution, if we all have access as users and creators of
information technology. Some have described the gap between those with
power to use and create digital information and those who do not as a
“digital divide.” How can we use the potential of information technology
to birth  a new social revolution on a global scale? How can we bridge the
digital divide? The answers lie in a reevaluation of science and technology
to include us all. This chapter explores the problem from a feminist
perspective and proposes a variety of solutions.
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Introduction

The exponential growth of technology today is fostering a concurrent growth
in information, but it is digital information — primarily accessible only to those
with certain privileges. Dale Spender (1995) describes how the contemporary
growth of digital information as a result of computer technology parallels the
growth of written information as a result of the printing press hundreds of years
ago. Both events inspired tremendous social revolutions, and Spender (1995)
underlines that it is not the technology itself that is the substance of today’s
revolution, “it is the change in society — the shifts in power, wealth, influence,
organization, and the environmental consequences — that matters to us all as
individuals, and as communities” (p. xiv). Without question, this issue of power,
and of who holds the power, and of how they exercise that power, is one of the
most significant issues we face as a global technology community. Unfortu-
nately, the power is not equally shared. In fact, we are suffering from a growing
digital divide both within the US and between the technologically-advanced
nations and others world-wide. I use the term “digital divide” broadly in this
chapter to refer to power and access gaps in relation to both users and
developers of technology.
The digital divide is a well-documented phenomenon and the divide has grown
wider in recent years. Several recent studies (one by the National Science
Foundation and another by Federal Reserve Bank economists) continue to
show  how race, family income and educational attainment influence computer
usage in the US. For example, one study showed that while 46.6% of White
families own home computers, only 23.2% of African-American families do
(Cooper & Weaver, 2003, p. 4). Another study showed that “while 61.2% of
whites and 62.7% of Asians use computers at home, only 35.7% of Blacks and
31.6% of Hispanics do” (Valletta & MacDonald, 2003, p. 2). Family income
is another powerful determinant of computer ownership and usage. One study
showed that “2.7% of families with incomes under $15,000 own computers
compared to 77.7% of families with incomes over $75,000; and among all
families with incomes under $35,000 computer ownership of white families was
three times that of African-American families and four times that of Hispanic
families” (Kirk & Zander, 2004, p. 171). Another study showed that the “usage
rate is 21.1% for individuals with family income under $15,000 per year and
79.6% for individuals with family income of at least $75,000 per year” (Valletta
& MacDonald, 2003, p. 1). Educational attainment even more dramatically
influences home computer use. One study showed that “home computer use
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