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Chapter 8

The Analog History of the “Digital Divide”

Dmitry Epstein

Introduction

The digital divide has been part of the public agenda for over a decade. Although not
necessarily the most prominent issue, compared to political drama, military conflicts, or
financial crises, the “digital divide” has demonstrated substantial stamina in the public
discourse. For years, this term brought together academics, policy makers, industry
players, and members of the civil society to advocate, debate, and question its relevance
and potential role in impacting socioeconomic and cultural development both on the
global and the local scales.

Despite its prevalence in public and scholarly discourses, the question of
conceptualization of the digital divide remains an open and continuously challenged
topic. Jan van Dijk argues that alongside the need to develop theoretical frameworks for
studying the “digital divide,” addressing “the lack of conceptual elaboration and
definition” is “the most urgent task.”* Although van Dijk is primarily concerned with
operationalizable definitions, his discussion opens up questions raised in earlier writings
about the conceptualization of “digital divide” as a social phenomenon, scholarly subject,
and object for policy making.? From that point of view, the digital divide discourse leads

us to conceptualize and understand (and in some cases regulate) the role of media



information and communication technologies in the context of societal change with a
particular focus on socioeconomic development. As such, we can view the concept of the
“digital divide” as emerging from an interaction between three distinctive, but deeply
interrelated, domains: the substantive domain, the discursive domain, and the meta-
discourse, or theory, domain.

The substantive domain refers to the changing technological, political, and social
“realities” and the prevailing socioeconomic developmental issues. On the one hand, the
media, information, and communication technologies have demonstrated an impressive
growth in the past two decades, offering new platforms for communication and
continuously opening up new questions about their social role. On the other hand,
questions of poverty, dispersion, and socioeconomic underdevelopment remain today as
relevant as they were two decades ago. The changes and the challenges imposed by the
substantive domain are at the basis of the debate surrounding the “digital divide” and are
the driving force behind the attempts to conceptualize it.

The discussion about the role of information and communication technologies
(ICTs) in development that is generated primarily by policy makers and practitioners, but
also by academics, constitutes the discursive domain. This is the domain where power
structures in the media, information, and development realms are defined and are
continuously negotiated. It produces agendas for the information and communication
technologies industry, for public policy, and for perceptions of the social role of
communication. As such, the discourse reacts to and feeds back into the substantive

domain, as it has the potential to affect the material facts on the ground.



Each of these domains, and the interactions between them, are under continuous
scrutiny by their participants and particularly by the members of the research community.
These efforts to understand, analyze, and constructively criticize the discourse, and its
substance, constitute a meta-discourse or attempts systematically to explain the
phenomenon. However, this theoretical domain does not exist in vacuum, as it is in
constant conversation with the discursive domain and is tied always to the substantive
domain. The resulting picture is that of an interrelated progression of the three domains,
as they impact each other, which brings further complexity into attempts to make sense of
the “digital divide.”

This chapter tracks the evolution of the “digital divide” in recent history. It
reviews each one of the domains around the time when first references to the “digital
divide” appear in the U.S. public discourse. Although it distinguishes between the
domains, it is important to view them as parts of a whole. Discursive, theoretical, and
substantive developments did not take place independently and the mutual influences of
each are deeply embedded in the others. Following this retrospective, | will discuss the
more recent developments in the efforts to conceptualize the “digital divide.” I will then
highlight how these developments can be understood through the lens of the same three
domains. I will conclude with thoughts for further conceptualizing efforts that could
incorporate the classic notion of the “digital divide” with contemporary knowledge on

media, communication, and socioeconomic development.



Discursive Origins
The exact origins of the term “digital divide” are still being debated, but existing
literature allows us to draw a relatively detailed picture. David Gunkel traces the origins
of the term to public and political discourse, where it was assigned different meanings by
different stakeholders. In 1995, the term “digital divide” was used by Los Angeles Times
journalists to describe opposing views regarding the potential of information technology
to solve the world’s problems. Just one year later, the term was utilized by the Clinton-
Gore administration to describe the information “haves” and “have-nots” in K-12
education. To make things even more semantically complex, some references during that
time used the term “digital divide” to describe differences in technical capabilities, such
as interoperability between analog and digital cell phone networks. Other sources used
the term to address the lack of racial diversity in the emerging high-tech industry.?
Nevertheless, there is broad agreement that the term was publicized through a series of
reports initiated during the Clinton administration.*

The first officially published use of the term “digital divide” can be traced back to
a 1999 report by the U.S. Department of Commerce’s National Telecommunications and
Information Administration (NTIA), titled “Falling through the Net: Defining the Digital
Divide.” In this report, the “digital divide” is defined as “the divide between those with
access to new technologies and those without.”® This generic and broad definition,
focused on access to physical infrastructure and on the dichotomy between the “haves”
and the “have-nots,” became one of the main frames of reference to the digital divide,

especially in relation to placing this issue in the context of socioeconomic development.



Over time, this policy-based understanding of the “digital divide” as a term that
referred to disparity in physical access to infrastructure became a discursive token in both
the national and international arenas. In the United States, for example, the Clinton
administration praised itself for “bridging the digital divide.”” Among its achievements,
the administration listed tripling funding for Community Technology Centers, which at
their peak in 2001 had a budget of almost $65 million and provided access to computers
and the Internet in low-income communities across the country.® When revising the
Telecommunication Act, the Clinton administration also included public schools and
libraries within the expanded “universal service” mandate, granting them significant “E-
rate” discounts on the costs of building computing and telecommunication infrastructure;
the total worth of the benefit was estimated at over $2 billion.®

In the international arena, the period of late 1990s early 2000s was marked by the
creation of a series of global efforts aimed to spur greater ICT use in the developing
world. For example, in 1996 the World Bank launched its InfoDev program to help
finance small-scale projects designed to implement ICTs as part of broader development
efforts. In 2000 the UN General Assembly resolved “to ensure that the benefits of new
technologies, especially information and communication technologies, . . . are available
to all” as part of its development agenda known as the “Millennium Goals.”° Finally, in
2003 and 2006 the International Telecommunication Union (ITU) sponsored the World
Summit on the Information Society (WSIS), which aimed to discuss how to bridge the
“global digital divide” and to more broadly consider the future of ICTs and development

on an international scale.



Some formal analysis of the discourse emerging during that time helps to draw a
more detailed picture of the discursive origins of the term. Mark Thompson studied the
discourse of the leadership of the World Bank as it carved out a role for ICTs in the arena
of development. He viewed the World Bank’s incorporation of the debate about
information technology as a “developmental land grab,” or means for the bank to
maintain its authority in the developmental arena. In other words, to remain relevant, the
bank could not afford not to incorporate the “digital divide” in its official discourse.! In
his analysis, Thompson reveals that:

ICT is represented as a neutral tool of the Bank’s experts, the province of “young

people,” the “new millennium, and the future,” and we are repeatedly told that, far

from offering alternatives to the existing developmental order, ICT is seen by the

Bank as key to its future expansion. Along the way, we have seen examples of the

conception of ICT projects within a markedly North American worldview and the

use of ICT to export, unchallenged, such cultural assumptions.*2
In other words the discourse merging ICTs and development is characterized by a belief
in the transformative power of technology. In this case, technology is thought to be
capable of bringing Western development to the developing world. Moreover, technology
is associated with progress and viewed as an essential component of the future.

Siobhan Stevenson found that the framing of the issue as it emerged from the
NTIA reports captured the “digital divide” in neo-liberal terms, which placed the burden
of catching up on the individual and the market, but nevertheless linked socioeconomic
development with technology adoption.*® Her findings highlight a dichotomous division

between information “haves” and those who “fell through the net.” In their analysis of the



U.S. discourse relating to the “digital divide” and economic development, Lesie Tu and
Lynette Kvasny have also criticized the notion of a single desired developmental state
and the implicit solution in the form of the information “have-nots” having to “catch
up.”** David Gunkel summarized his critique of the “digital divide” as follows:
The distinction between “information haves” and “information have-nots,” for
example, is articulated in such a way that the latter is both segregated from, and
defined in opposition to, the former. But these two possibilities are not on an
equal footing. The “information haves” are not only characterized positively but
are presumed to be in the desirable position. The “information have-nots” are
defined, quite literally, by what they lack in comparison to the “information
haves.” They comprise the negative counterpart and undesirable version of their
positively defined other.'®
Numerous studies looking at the digital divide discourse make similar observations about
the characteristics of the debate. Moreover, they demonstrate how institutional adoption
of this discourse translates discursive frames into operative policy decision, or, in other
words, suggests a close interdependence between the discursive and the substantive

domains, which will be further discussed below.®

Theoretical Origins

Deep conceptual roots support the rhetoric of the “digital divide” as a dichotomous
distinction between “haves” and “have-nots” coupled with an underlying belief in the
almost revolutionary power of ICTs to bring development. A decade-long tradition of

thinking about and practicing socioeconomic development created a notion that there is a



single desired state of development. Moreover, this tradition was based on an idea that
knowledge, technology, or democratic values can be easily transferable from the
developed to the developing.

The post-WW 11 period is frequently marked as a starting point for generating
formal theories of development.t” Changes in the sociopolitical landscape, such as the
formal end of colonization and the emergence of “new” independent states, highlighted
the socioeconomic gaps between the Global North and the Global South. A World Bank
study showed that in 1960, per capita income in the world’s richest countries was 38
times greater than in the poorest countries.'® Moreover, many of the newly established
states, lacking adequate institutions for sustainable statehood, found themselves swamped
by political turmoil and civil unrest.?® Out of this reality emerged a body of research and
practice aimed at addressing the developmental needs of the underprivileged societies
through export of technological and political know-how from the developed parts of the
world. This approach was institutionalized through the establishment of organizations
such as the World Bank, International Monetary Fund, and later the UN Development
Program.?

The dominant developmental paradigm articulated during that time is formally
known as the “modernization theory.” Built on ideas of modernity,?* and rooted in the
view that economic and technological growth can re-shape social, cultural, and political
structures, this perspective remains the dominant approach to international
socioeconomic development.?? In the developmental context, the modernization theory
views the Western world as representing the aspirational model for developing nations,

both in terms of economic development and in terms of preferred political and cultural
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value systems.?® Moreover, this approach implies that development is transferable and
developing countries can achieve both economic and political progress through the
import of technology, management practices, political institutions, as well as a set of
values from the developed world.?*

The early application of modernization thinking to the information and
communication domain can be found in the area of “communication for development,” or
“development communication.” Both research and activism in this area originally built on
utilization of media for the mobilization of target audiences, whether these were the
communities being developed, the hosting governments, or the specific project
facilitators.?®> Communication theories such as “diffusion of innovations,” and later the
“two-step-flow,” constituted the mainstream theoretical frameworks during the early days
of development communication. The prevailing approach was that of strong effects and
top-down flow of information from the developed to the developing. This was
particularly evident in the case of models of innovation diffusion that applied a
deterministic perception of how Western technologies should be introduced to the
developing world.? In this context, communication is viewed as a vehicle that delivers
progress from the developed to the developing in the form of technology, know-how,
ideology, values, and more. For example, one of the approaches applied in this context is
that of “extension,” where technological transfer takes place from an expert to the user in
a somewhat paternalistic fashion.?” Such practices clearly resonate with the
modernization perspective of a dichotomist division, a clear model of the desired state,

and patron-patronized relationship between the developing and the developed.
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Even though we can find references to communication as an important element in
constituting and changing social structure in the literature on society and state building,?
the role of communication has never been clearly defined in the developmental process.
At most, the modernization approach to development viewed communication as a vehicle
for knowledge transfer, but more frequently as an exogenous factor in a developmental
effort.?® The “knowledge gap” hypothesis, which was introduced by Phillip Tichenor,
George Donohue, and Clarice Olien in 1970, was one of the few approaches that
considered communication as an integral part of the developmental process. Building on
Robert Merton’s observation of the “Matthew effect,”*° this hypothesis concluded that
those belonging to higher socioeconomic strata are in an advanced position to reap the
benefits of media, information, and communication technologies. Tichenor, Donohue,
and Olien demonstrated that people of higher socioeconomic status have better abilities to
navigate the mass media, and contextualize, retain, and recall information when
required.®! In other words, in the context of socioeconomic development, bridging the
knowledge gap is in fact equal to development.

Particularly during its early days, the discourse and conceptualization of the
“digital divide,” can be viewed as an example of modernization thought applied to one
particular domain. First, the notion of “divide” implies a dichotomous view of two
distinct and dialectically opposed groups of “haves” vs. “have-nots,” whether that
opposition occurs in terms of access, skills, or attitudes towards technology. Second,
there is a clear hierarchy, by which the “have-nots” are inferior to the “haves,” who
represent the only desired state. In fact, the two states are described in negative, mutually

exclusive positions; one cannot belong simultaneously to both groups. Moreover,
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belonging to the group of “haves” stands not only for ownership of a technological
artifact but for ownership of the modern way of life and progress itself. Those on the
privileged side of the “divide” are usually wealthier, more educated, more powerful, and
overall more “successful.” Those who do not belong to the privileged group are excluded
from the progress or left behind. Finally, the notion of “digital divide” also implies a
solution to the socioeconomic disparities; one that is based on access to information
technology as a means for development. This point is particularly prominent in the early
rhetoric of the digital divide, which focused on physical access to personal computers and
later the Internet.

Jan van Dijk draws direct parallels between the “knowledge gap” and the “digital
divide” approaches when it comes to unequal “diffusion and development of knowledge
and information.”®? The pivotal idea underlying the knowledge gap hypothesis and its
link to the digital divide lies in explication of the relationship between communication
processes and social inequality. As is the case with mass media, those in the higher
socioeconomic strata are in a better position to benefit from ICTs. Moreover, both terms
still capture a particular, rather dichotomous, view of the “information haves” vs.
“information have-nots,” which resonates with the modernization view of the world even
if it introduces a more nuanced explanation.

David Gunkel’s critique of the digital divide discourse quoted above is very much
in line with the critique of modernization. He questions the dualism of the “digital
divide” framework as incapable of encompassing the complexity of the phenomenon and
the multiplicity of the ways it is expressed in practice.®® He critiques the implicit

hierarchy embedded in the terminology and explains that:
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In defining others as deficient, one does not simply provide a neutral expression
of inequality. The very technique by which the discrepancy is articulated
necessarily employs an asymmetrical logic that already warrants the position of a
privileged minority, and depreciates and simplifies the situation of others.3
Finally, Gunkel describes the centrality of technology in the paradigm as deterministic
and laments that, “The reports, texts, and discussions of the digital divide do not question
this prevailing technological determinism, but exploit it.”* Similar criticism can be found
in Mark Thompson’s analysis of the World Bank discourse on ICTs and development.®
In the setting of the mid-to late 1990s, when the rhetoric of the “digital divide”
was first used by U.S. politicians, the discourse that emerged embodied concepts from the
theoretical domain and the long heritage of the debate about development. The early
dichotomous definition of the “digital divide” bears clear traces of modernization
thinking in terms of two clearly distinctive states of development: a single desired state,
and an implied solution in the form of the transfer of knowledge or technology. Even
though the digital divide was a multifaceted issue from the outset, the early political and
practical solutions to the “digital divide” were built around the idea of providing access to
computer equipment and to the Internet; it was assumed that socioeconomic development

would follow.

Substantive Origins
In the discussion of the modernization approach to development, we can already see that
conceptual frameworks arise in a particular point of time and in light of a particular set of

historic events. It is no coincidence that the question of development became a tangible
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topic in the aftermath of World War 11 and the end of colonialism. It is also no
coincidence that the role of media and communication in the developmental processes
gained prominence as the importance of communication technologies such as radio and
TV grew in the developed and later also in the developing worlds. What were the
substantive conditions that helped to facilitate the discourse and conceptualization of the
“digital divide”?

The history of computation technology and the Internet clearly predates the term
“digital divide.” The first computers date back to the 1940s,*” and the first account of
internet protocol dates back to 1974.%8 In her extensive analysis of the design documents
of the internet infrastructure, Sandra Braman reveals that the designers of the Internet
were in fact concerned with a variety of social and political issues, such as spam or
privacy, including issues of physical access to the network by people with disabilities.*®
Still, it was not until the commercialization of the Internet that we witnessed the
emergence of the “digital divide” as a developmental issue.

In April of 1995, the National Science Foundation, which had been managing and
funding the backbone of the version of the Internet at the time, decommissioned that
backbone, thus clearing the way for eventual privatization of the network.*° Before that,
the NSF had spent nearly a decade struggling to fund the infrastructure, which also
included encouraging commercial consumers to exploit the economies of scale offered by
the network. The network was open to commercial traffic in 1981 and as this traffic grew,
the federal funding decreased, until it was completely eliminated in 1995.%! These
developments signified a certain maturity of the Internet as infrastructure while they also

heralded the coming of the “dot.com bubble.”*?
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The period of the “dot.com bubble,” which started in 1995 or 1996 (accounts
vary), was characterized by high levels of technological optimism.* The years 1995
2000 witnessed a massive flow of investment into the internet market. Between 1998 and
2002 alone, 50,000 new ventures were formed “to exploit the commercialization of the
Internet.”* During the same period, 24,000 firms raised $256 billion from formal and
informal investors. At the stock exchange, the earnings from the first day initial public
offerings tripled and quadrupled during the dot.com hype,* and between 1998 and 2000
alone, the internet sector earned over 1,000 percent returns on its public equity.*® All this
was accompanied by enthusiastic media coverage that painted a picture of an emerging
“information highway” supported by both the government and the private sector.*’

Privatization and commercialization of the Internet, combined with the optimism
of the dot.com period, contrasted sharply with the actual gaps in adoption, both on the
national and the international levels. Even before the term “digital divide” was adopted
into the official rhetoric, the first of the NTIA “Falling through the Net” reports in 1995,
for example, showed that only 4.5 percent of the rural poor in the United States owned a
computer and less than a quarter of those owned a modem.*® Similarly, on the
international level, the Internet penetration rate in the U.S. was almost 16 percent in
1999, but in India, for example, this rate stood at only 0.08 percent.*°

The emergence of the digital divide rhetoric happens against the background of
conflicting developments. The growing commercialization of the Internet and the
emerging dot.com bubble spurred enthusiasm about the transformative power of ICTs,
particularly the Internet. This enthusiasm is in line with one of the core tenets of the

modernization approach to development, which places great faith in technology and
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communication as vehicles for progress. Yet, it seems that not everybody can enjoy the
fruits of technology. The striking disparities in ICT adoption, correlated with other social,
political, and economic inequalities, led many to believe (and to proselytize on behalf of
the ideal) that providing access to ICTs should make the promises of the “dot.com”

industry available to those who need them the most.>°

Recent Developments
The enthusiastic period of ICT industry growth during the dot.com hype coupled with the
modernization approach to development can explain the discourse of the digital divide
that emerged from the U.S. administration in the mid-to late 1990s. This discourse, and
its policy implications, framed the “digital divide” primarily in terms of physical access
to technology, with great hopes for socioeconomic development and empowerment once
that access is granted. However, since the beginnings of the idea of the digital divide, all
three domains that shaped the “digital divide” as a policy and a research topic went
through phases of change, review, and adaptation, influencing each other in the process.
The modernization theory came under fire as early as the 1960s. The criticism
grew out of the dissonance between theoretical promises of the theory and the results on
the ground. Some claimed that modernization brought greater inequality and disparity
between the developed and the developing nations.>! Others criticized modernization for
neglecting broader cultural and political processes, while concentrating on the economic
mechanisms.>? The main contribution of the critical theory, labeled also as “dependency
theory,” was problematization of the developmental process through rejection of the

dichotomous view, the idea of a single desired ideal for a state, and the idea that



17

development can be transferred easily from one setting to another. While the
modernization theory remains the dominant paradigm, the critical approach expanded the
view of development and opened the door for alternative views on the challenges of
development and their solutions.

In a similar fashion, the study of the “digital divide” has matured over more than a
decade of research.>® Some scholars suggested the digital divide should be understood as
a series of divides® or inequalities,*® while others preferred viewing it as a continuum?®®
or spectrum.®’ Others criticized the access framework as determinist, utopian, and naive,
warning that the evident socioeconomic disparities have to do with more than just the
presence or absence of technology, and do not simply disappear as ICTs and Internet
connectivity become more ubiquitous.®® In other words, we have witnessed a shift from
single (divide, access) to plural (divides, accesses) and then the shift from “divide” to
“inequality.” In fact it was a parallel shift, so the discourse moved from addressing a
singular “divide in access” to “inequalities in access and skills.”® This trajectory of
research gives us both a more detailed view of the concept and more sophisticated
methods for measuring it.

These developments can be explained through the evolution of theoretical
thought, but also through changes in the substantive domain. First, there is new, richer,
and more comprehensive data available to study the various aspects and the different
conceptualizations of the “digital divide.”®® Second, the subject matter has changed
substantively. For example, the access gap has narrowed; and Internet penetration grew
almost 400 percent between the years 2000 and 2009.%! Also, the media, whose use is

being observed, have evolved. The use of the mobile phones became much more
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widespread, especially in developing countries and communities; the penetration of
mobile phones is expected to reach 100 percent of the world population by the year
2015.%2 The industry also went through the burst of the “dot.com bubble,” recovery, and
emergence of a new, “Web 2.0” paradigm focused even more on the user and her
“empowerment.”®® The high penetration rates of personal computers and other devices
for access of the Internet also made the old access paradigm less attractive from the
business perspective, which since then has focused on capacity building instead of mere
access.

Over the past decade and a half, the policy discourse has also shifted towards
focusing on capacity building both in terms of technical capacity of the network and
users’ skills. Some of these changes are just a different framing of the same access
paradigm. In the United States, the NTIA is currently referring to the “digital divide” as
the “broadband divide,” highlighting that the issue now is not just access but the quality
of the online experience;% similarly, the FCC has commissioned a report aimed to review
policies of advancing broadband deployment and adoption.®®

Other changes suggest a paradigm shift in conceptualizing the issue behind the
“digital divide.” Thus for example, in the 2008 presidential campaign, both candidates
referred to the need for investment in the development of skills. In the context of the
“digital divide,” Barack Obama referred to these skills as “math and science education”
and John McCain referred to them more broadly as education for “the innovation age”
with an explicit emphasis of “degrees in math or science, and the number of computer
science majors.”® On the international level, one can see abandonment of programs such

as USAID’s Leland Initiative, which was created to develop information infrastructure in
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Africa.5” We can also see the enhancement of initiatives such as the ITU Academy, which
focuses on human capacity building, as it comes to rely more extensively over the years

on distance learning.%®

Conclusion: Moving Forward

While the conceptual meaning of the “digital divide” has changed over time, the core
question has remained more or less the same. “Digital inclusion,” “digital inequalities,”
and “digital divide” are all terms that address the question of the role of media,
information, and communication in the formation and transformation of the information
society. The question itself is not new, but the variety of forms, particularly the mediated
forms, that communication takes in contemporary society, is what distinguishes between
the questions asked by classic theory regarding how societies function and the questions
we are trying to ask by further developing “digital divide” as a concept. Taking on Jan
van Dijk’s call for further elaboration of the conceptual definition of the “digital
divide,”®® we need to account for the evolution of theoretical thought on society
formation, and for the knowledge we have today about the social functioning of media,
information, and communication technologies.

For that purpose, | would like to propose the following combination. Considering
the evolution of theoretical thought about society formation, the theory of structuration’®
can offer a valuable building block. It builds on the classical contributions of Max Weber
and others, yet accounts for contemporary contributions about human agency and
highlights the communicative aspects of social processes. The theory of structuration can

be applied to understand trends in the substantive domain toward more grassroots-
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oriented processes of development, bottom-up empowerment, and generation of
knowledge. In other words, the “reality” suggests changing the structure through agency.
In this aspect, communication is particularly important because the duality of structure is
essentially a communication process.

Considering the body of knowledge about the social functioning of media,
information, and communication technologies, science and technology studies offer a
strong body of scholarship on the social construction of technology and the agency of
technological artifacts.”* Combining these contributions allows us to consider media,
information, and communication technologies within the structuration paradigm. This
combination may in fact allow us to formulate more concrete questions about the role of
media and information technologies in the mutually constituted processes of social
structures and human agency.

Understanding the mechanisms that have shaped thought about the digital divide
from a historical perspective, including developments that preceded the “digital,” is
important in continuing the conceptual development of this issue. The primary goal in
developing the next generation of conceptual successors of the “digital divide” should be
engagement of the multidisciplinary theoretical ideas with empirical work. So far,
empirical work has been considered in terms of the currently dominant trajectory in the
“digital divide” research. However, strengthening the conceptual trajectory through
accounting for the evolution of theoretical thought on society formation and the
knowledge about the social functioning of media, information, and communication
technologies can open new avenues for inquiry and open doors for additional

methodological options.
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