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ABSTRACT

In the context of the new media environment, several social, political and economic divides are being
produced. As the effects of those changes are not neutral, because of gender inequality, the status of
women’s human rights in the digital age are precarious. To what extent does the new media environment
promote women’s human and communication rights or contribute to sustaining the oppression of women
in society? Based on the feminist political economy perspective, the aim of this paper is to analyze some
of the critical issues on gender equality and ICTs in Latin America.!

INTRODUCTION

The Beijing Platform for Action (1995) drew attention to the importance of communication and infor-
mation technologies to encourage gender equality and women’s human rights. The Strategic Objective
J1 emphasized the urgency to increase participation and access of women to expression and decision-
making in and through the media, as well as in the call that women and girls should be empowered by
enhancing their skills, knowledge and access to information technologies.

In 2003, the WSIS Declaration of Principles and Plan for Action, stressed specifically the importance
of ICTs in reaching that goal:

We affirm that development of ICT provides enormous opportunities for women, who should be an integral
part of, and key actors in, the Information Society. We are committed to ensuring that the Information
Society enables women’s empowerment and their full participation on the basis of equality in all spheres
of society and in all decision-making processes. To his end, we should mainstream a gender equality
perspective and use ICT as a tool to that end (WSIS, 2003).
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However, in the context of the new media environment several social, political and economic divides
are being produced. As the effects of those changes are not neutral, because of the gendered division of
power, the status of women’s human rights in the digital age - particularly, their human right to com-
municate - are precarious.

Atthis point though the question is: To what extent does the new media environment promote women’s
human and communication rights or contribute to sustaining the oppression of women in society in
Latin America?

Feminist Political Economy Perspective

According to the feminist political economy perspective, capitalism is not the only process of class
relations. As patriarchy is the first social construct, class is not generically neutral. For this reason, the
capitalist structure does not have the same implications for men than for women, then both patriarchy
and capitalism reproduce together social injustices (Riordan, 2002: 7).

With this base, ICTs —the driving force of the digital communication- are not a ‘natural’ effect of
the development of society, but a product of hegemonic interests who seek to gain maximum benefit
from these technologies; which bases its benefits in the exploitation of the labour force (Martin, 2002:
54). ICTs neither exist in a ‘neutral’ way. As they are produced by the gendered structures of power, the
ICTs represent the male culture.

Then communication and information technologies are playing a double role. On one hand, they
constitute a key element for social, political and economic women’s empowerment, as they could help
to reduce poverty, illiteracy, gender-based violence and social segregation. On the other hand, they are
also exacerbating gender and class inequalities (Martin, 2002: 54).

In addition, given that women are involved in capitalism as workers, but also as consumers, their
interests are largely in the hands of communication and information industries (Martin, 2002: 57). ICTs
are responding to the stereotyped association of both women and men to patriarchal identities —-women
as commodified bodies and sexual objects for the male consumption and men as subjects of power
(Byerly, 2002; Ross, 2012: 112). As result, most of the contents that circulate in the digital environment,
reproduce sexist stereotypes that prevail in traditional media and that discriminate women.

Then ideology plays a central role in the support of the androcentric power that dominates the com-
munication and information industries. “Those with the ownership and control of the media industries
also have the power to silence and render invisible women’s voice, ideas, experiences, problems, and
achievements” (Gallagher, 1980, in Byerly, 2002: 136). But these industries can generate significant
transformations if they ensure that women are able to reach these areas.

However, although in the age of digital communication media are structured by the dominant para-
digm of patriarchal capitalism that serves to ensure “a male-ordered and global system of social and
economic control” (Ross, 2002: 113), women have been able to expand their communicative resources,
in order to reach their human right to communicate.

In this paper we will review the central dimensions of this problem and will focus the attention in the
Latin American region: women’s access to and use of ICTs, their access to decision making positions,
their incorporation into the labour market of the ICTs and their working conditions in less qualified
positions, the lack of State intervention to regulate these systems with a gender mainstreaming, the lack
of policies to eliminate gender inequality in access to ICTs and the domination of sexist stereotypes in
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