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Many experts consider that the Internet is capable of transforming our
societies into more equal, inclusive and participatory democracies.
However, what we see in practice is that the distribution of power,
infrastructure and cultural resources in the digital age tends to reflect and
even widen pre-existing gaps.

The reason is that the Internet, like the printing press or any other technology,
is just a tool and its effects depend on the use it is put to by the different social
groups. What is certain is that its benefits are plentiful. As technology theorist
Douglas Rushkoff points out in “Program or Be Programmed”, the creators
and designers of these technologies may shape reality around us and
determine the way we live and relate with each other. But the benefits of digital
technologies demand more connected and better informed users. According to
the International Telecommunication Union, joining the digital world is a
complex and comprehensive process, which requires huge investments of
financial and institutional resources reaching the most vulnerable regions and
social sectors.

Latin America has significant disadvantages here and, barring a real revolution,
the cleavages that have historically structured the region will in all likelihood be
perpetuated in the digital age: subordinate inclusion in the world, poor territorial
integration of countries, and ethnicity and gender-based social marginalization.
That is, what remains after the initial enthusiasm of techno utopians is the fact
that the challenges today are exactly the same as yesterday.

Gap 1: Centre-Periphery

First, the Internet Corporation for Assigned Names and Numbers (ICANN), the
authority that assigns identifiers, protocols, domains, etc., is legally registered

https://www.opendemocracy.net/democraciaabierta/mat%C3%ADas-bianchi/digital-age-inequality-in-latin-america 1/3


https://twitter.com/hashtag/Commonwealth?src=hash
https://www.opendemocracy.net/node/add/submission
https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=624294968761425921
https://twitter.com/wimpysoftheart
https://www.facebook.com/sharer/sharer.php?app_id=172525162793917&sdk=joey&u=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.opendemocracy.net%2Fdemocraciaabierta%2Fmat%25C3%25ADas-bianchi%2Fdigital-age-inequality-in-latin-america&display=popup&ref=plugin&src=share_button
https://twitter.com/openDemocracy
https://twitter.com/GenderatWork/status/624294344871276544
https://twitter.com/intent/favorite?tweet_id=624296201773522945
https://twitter.com/adamkaasa
https://opendemocracy.net/democraciaabierta
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?in_reply_to=624294584722587648
https://twitter.com/intent/favorite?tweet_id=624294584722587648
https://www.opendemocracy.net/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?in_reply_to=624296201773522945
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Commonwealth?src=hash
https://twitter.com/intent/favorite?tweet_id=624294968761425921
https://twitter.com/Jeremy_Hunt
https://www.opendemocracy.net/about
https://twitter.com/rawyasadek
https://twitter.com/xray_nick
https://twitter.com/Jeremy_Hunt
https://www.opendemocracy.net/arab-awakening
https://twitter.com/hashtag/CHOGM?src=hash
https://twitter.com/Revert_Truths
https://t.co/RWumSYQkPD
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?in_reply_to=624294344871276544
https://twitter.com/openRights_oD
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?in_reply_to=624293908923711489
http://www.rushkoff.com/program-or-be-programmed/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/5050
https://twitter.com/GenderatWork
https://twitter.com/hashtag/deathpenalty?src=hash
https://t.co/dADrRsCBTh
https://disqus.com/websites/?utm_source=opendemocracy&utm_medium=Disqus-Footer
https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=624293474561605632
http://t.co/IQNP2efnUE
https://t.co/2ntC83FR87
https://twitter.com/YaraSallam
http://twitter.com/search?q=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.opendemocracy.net%2Fdemocraciaabierta%2Fmat%25C3%25ADas-bianchi%2Fdigital-age-inequality-in-latin-america
https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=624295356185092096
https://twitter.com/OrlaReddington
https://twitter.com/hashtag/egydetainees?src=hash
https://www.opendemocracy.net/opensecurity
https://twitter.com/triGazL
https://www.opendemocracy.net/openglobalrights
https://twitter.com/trinanjan_
https://twitter.com/intent/favorite?tweet_id=624296120613765120
https://twitter.com/LSEEurocrisis/status/624296201773522945
https://twitter.com/GrangerKate/status/623873107229589506
https://disqus.com/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/about/supporters
https://www.opendemocracy.net/about/team
https://twitter.com/search/?q=opendemocracy
https://twitter.com/rawyasadek/status/624258379171667968
https://twitter.com/oGR_FR
https://t.co/F9GNbVqhUH
http://t.co/uFvieDRRg6
https://twitter.com/Revert_Truths/status/624290135983681536
https://twitter.com/maitelsadany
https://t.co/JUS9VIcUeh
https://twitter.com/GrangerKate
https://twitter.com/intent/favorite?tweet_id=624293474561605632
https://www.opendemocracy.net/
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?in_reply_to=624293894667280384
https://disqus.com/home/forums/opendemocracy/
https://twitter.com/GrangerKate/status/623873107229589506
https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=624293894667280384
https://t.co/1gsvmuW7Jm
https://www.opendemocracy.net/contact
https://www.opendemocracy.net/paypal_donations
https://twitter.com/GrangerKate
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Malte?src=hash
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?in_reply_to=624296120613765120
https://www.opendemocracy.net/about
https://www.opendemocracy.net/info/what-they-say
https://twitter.com/hashtag/peinedemort?src=hash
https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=624294344871276544
https://www.opendemocracy.net/od-russia
https://twitter.com/GrangerKate/status/623873107229589506
https://twitter.com/theonlybacchus
https://twitter.com/WISE_Hull
https://twitter.com/oGR_FR/status/624293908923711489
https://www.opendemocracy.net/beyondslavery
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?in_reply_to=624293474561605632
https://www.opendemocracy.net/europe
https://twitter.com/openRights_oD/status/624293894667280384
https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=624293908923711489
https://help.disqus.com/customer/portal/articles/1657951?utm_source=disqus&utm_medium=embed-footer&utm_content=privacy-btn
https://googleads.g.doubleclick.net/aclk?sa=L&ai=BbL3l4DyxVcbSHpKzhASgx4PwBOedj-UFAAAAEAEgs66iEDgAWJ_zutieAWDJpt6M4KTQFLIBFXd3dy5vcGVuZGVtb2NyYWN5Lm5ldLoBCWdmcF9pbWFnZcgBAtoBa2h0dHBzOi8vd3d3Lm9wZW5kZW1vY3JhY3kubmV0L2RlbW9jcmFjaWFhYmllcnRhL21hdCVDMyVBRGFzLWJpYW5jaGkvZGlnaXRhbC1hZ2UtaW5lcXVhbGl0eS1pbi1sYXRpbi1hbWVyaWNhqQKstdN18Q66PsACAuACAOoCGC85Njc0MjQ3L1JpZ2h0LUNvbHVtbi1BZPgChdIekAOkA5gDjAaoAwHIA5kE0ASQTuAEAZAGAaAGFNgHAQ&num=0&cid=5GhAzzgmR6Qrrw3pDnjquP3v&sig=AOD64_3X-B-C_CL_1Q1Lcy5oCto16SabYQ&client=ca-pub-4726968121369309&adurl=http://www.peopletree.co.uk/%3Futm_source%3DEMSM_oD%26utm_medium%3Dbanners%26utm_campaign%3DEMSMSum2014
https://www.opendemocracy.net/user/login/lightbox2?destination=node%2F93869
https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=624294584722587648
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?
https://www.opendemocracy.net/editorial-tags/opportunities-at-opendemocracy
https://twitter.com/maitelsadany/status/624270327103754240
https://www.opendemocracy.net/digitaliberties
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Syriza?src=hash
https://twitter.com/adamkaasa/status/624212716199243776
https://www.opendemocracy.net/transformation
https://twitter.com/adamkaasa/status/624212716199243776
https://twitter.com/intent/favorite?tweet_id=624294344871276544
https://t.co/dADrRsCBTh
https://twitter.com/maitelsadany/status/624270327103754240
http://t.co/dWqBt0macm
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?in_reply_to=624295356185092096
https://twitter.com/Revert_Truths/status/624290135983681536
https://twitter.com/hashtag/CHOGM?src=hash
https://twitter.com/intent/favorite?tweet_id=624293908923711489
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?in_reply_to=624294968761425921
https://twitter.com/intent/tweet?original_referer=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.opendemocracy.net%2Fdemocraciaabierta%2Fmat%25C3%25ADas-bianchi%2Fdigital-age-inequality-in-latin-america&text=Digital%20age%20inequality%20in%20Latin%20America&tw_p=tweetbutton&url=https%3A%2F%2Fwww.opendemocracy.net%2Fdemocraciaabierta%2Fmat%25C3%25ADas-bianchi%2Fdigital-age-inequality-in-latin-america%23.VbE83xfZuA4.twitter&via=openDemocracy
https://disqus.com/home/inbox/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/
https://www.opendemocracy.net/author/mat%C3%ADas-bianchi
https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=624296201773522945
https://twitter.com/hashtag/egypt?src=hash
https://www.opendemocracy.net/civilresistance
https://twitter.com/hashtag/droitsdelhomme?src=hash
https://twitter.com/intent/favorite?tweet_id=624295356185092096
https://twitter.com/
https://twitter.com/GrangerKate/status/623873107229589506
https://twitter.com/DinaSallam
https://twitter.com/hashtag/Malta?src=hash
https://twitter.com/LSEEurocrisis
https://twitter.com/trinanjan_
https://twitter.com/intent/retweet?tweet_id=624296120613765120
https://www.opendemocracy.net/ourkingdom
https://twitter.com/intent/favorite?tweet_id=624293894667280384
http://www.opendemocracy.net/about
https://twitter.com/openDemocracy

7/23/2015 Digital age inequality in Latin America | openDemocracy

in California. Furthermore, most of the submarine cable that connects Latin
America to the worldwide web, comes from the United States. That country has
an enormous capacity to influence the Internet, a capacity that it exercises
often illegally, as in
the obscene
espionage cases
conducted by the
National Security
Agency.

There are also
differences among
Latin American
countries. Internet
users in the region
average 50% of
the population -
compared to 70%
"Apple 512k". Licensed under CC BY-SA 3.0 via Wikimedia Commons 1N Europe and 85%

in North America
(Internet World Stats). However, whereas in Argentina, Chile, and Brazil the
Internet penetration is way over 50%, in Guatemala, Honduras and Nicaragua it
is less than 20%. There are also huge cost differences. The United Nations
Economic Commission for Latin America and the Caribbean (ECLAC) has
shown how a Megabit per second (Mbps) costs 9 dollars in Mexico while in
Bolivia it costs 63 dollars. Put into the perspective of revenue, this means that
in Bolivia the cost to have a high-speed connection represents 31% of monthly
per capita income, while in Mexico it is only 1%.

Moreover, the majority of the countries in the region enjoy Internet connections
of a poorer quality than the world average, which means high costs, deplorable
speed and network signals with inadequate reach. In the digital age, the
differences between central countries and ours, and between the richer and
poorer countries within Latin America itself, are nearly the same than in
previous periods in history.

Gap 2 - Poorly integrated countries

Latin American countries have this in common: they are territorially highly
unequal. Sao Paulo’s per capita income is 6 times higher than in the
northeastern Brazilian state of Piaui; the average income in Mexico City is 5
times higher than in Oaxaca; and Buenos Aires’s is 8 times higher than the
Formosa'’s, on the banks of the Paraguay River.

The same happens in the digital age. Urban centres such as Sao Paulo,
Buenos Aires, Santiago, Mexico City or Bogota possess infrastructures and
human resources which their country’s peripheries lack. Public and private
investment is scarce and public policies very poor, much as the quality of
education in a public school in Caracas differs widely from that of a school in
the Venezuelan South Western state of Apure. Often, the regions do not even
relate to each other. Although the vast majority of Latin American innovators,
technologists and digital activists do have access to sophisticated and
diversified global networks, these have little territorial penetration and
connections within their own countries.

Gap 3 — Between social sectors

Potentially, the digital age provides the tools to connect and create economic
opportunities at a very low cost. Imagine the impact it could have for the 174
million Afro-descendants living in the region. It would amount to a social
revolution if we bear in mind that in Latin America 92% of Afro-descendants
live below the poverty line and even today 35% are illiterate. Think of
Colombia, for instance, where the Afro-descendant infant mortality rate is twice
the country’s average. Or Brazil, where 70% of the country’s poor are black
and where blacks account for less than 10% of the student population. Imagine
also the potential for the 16 million indigenous people living in Mexico, 40% of
which in conditions of extreme poverty. Just making it possible for indigenous
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and Afro-descendants to harness Internet-related economic and political
benefits would directly affect 30% of the population in the region, including the
hardest pockets of poverty and exclusion.

Unfortunately, connectivity is determined by socio-economic variables,
urbanization, gender, and even ethnic-racial factors. In Brazil, the connectivity
for the richest quintile is 75%, while it is only 5% for the poorest quintile. In
Ecuador, on the other hand, the richest sections of the population enjoy 100
times more connectivity and of better quality than the poorest. As for the
indigenous people, who represent a third of the rural workers in Latin America
(60% in Bolivia, 52% in Guatemala and 60% in Peru), access to technology is
extremely difficult. The digital divide between indigenous people and the rest of
the population in Mexico is .3, whereas in Panama it is .7 and in Venezuela .6.
In Mexico, where 70 million have access to the Internet, only 5 million are
indigenouszgeople.

As for women, the situation is somewhat different but not drastically so.
Chilean sdgfiplogist Paulina Pavez has shown that there is greater gender
equality-among people with the same educational level. However, in
impoverisA#®ereas or in situations where the woman does not do away-from-
home work, the author shows that the gender gap is much higher. Another
study shows that in Latin America, the simple fact of being a woman reduces
the probag'[jtiy of Internet access by 6%. Children and youth, who represent the
future of The region with the world's highest demographic bonus, still lag behind.
In Mexico, 70% of the children have no access to the Internet, but if you are an
indigenous girl the rate jumps close to 100%.

13
So, what profound change can we expect in the digital age if, as we can see,
the online gap is equal to or worse than the offline? It should come as no
surprise that those most likely to engage in politics through social networks are
"the richer, more educated and living in urban areas," according to a Vanderbilt
University’s Latin American Public Opinion Project (LAPOP) survey.

This is why we should not fall into the utopian vision of the Internet’s magical
powers which supposedly will do away with the existing deep social cleavages
in Latin America. We must take a political view, and propound a road map to
guide political action and public policy. As Julian Assange put it at the Internet
summit in Brazil: "To occupy the Internet is to occupy society." This is where
the real transformation is.

This article is published under a Creative Commons Attribution-NonCommercial 4.0
International licence. If you have any queries about republishing please contact us.
Please check individual images for licensing details.
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