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Preface

Divides and Intersections. At first glance, these concepts seem di-
ametrically opposed and mutually exclusive. Yet, if one carefully ex-
amines what is currently described as the “digital divide” or the
“technology gap” between the haves and have nots, it will quickly be-
come apparent that this divide is not of recent origin and is, in fact,
a proxy for the myriad societal divisions that have resulted from the
historical legacy of racism in America. This current “divide” thus
represents an intersection of the legacy of racism and the promise of
technology. The past and the present are colliding and dividing, and
the divisions are palpable. We see it in low-income schools where
technology education is not part of the curriculum because school
systems cannot afford to purchase updated textbooks, much less
computer technology. We see it in the homes of people in under-
served communities where computer technology is not valued be-
cause it is not considered relevant or because economic circum-
stances simply do not permit expenditures for such “luxury” items.
We will begin to see it in the workplace where the digital economy
will compel employers to g ive preferential hiring treatment to those
who have technology skills or training, while eliminating jobs that
do not require such competencies.

As we embark upon a new century, how we address the divisions
created by the technology gap will rest in large part upon our under-
standing of how the legacy of racism has set the stage for the current
division that threatens to leave behind millions of Americans who
are unprepared and, in some cases, unwilling to become part of the
digital revolution. At the same time,however, the intersection of race
and technology is also a crossroads of opportunity. At this cross-
roads, the haves can choose to increase the opportunity for partici-
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xii Preface

pation of the have nots by ensuring that technology resources and
education are widely available and relevant. The have-nots can
choose to become active participants in the digital revolution by ed-
ucating themselves about the ever increasing opportunities for full
participation in the new economy.

This book is an ex p l ora ti on of the divi s i ons that be s et us and the
corre s ponding ch oi ces that con f ront us as we seek to en su re that no
pers on is left beh i n d . I hope it can serve as an inform a ti onal re s o u rce
for those who share the con cern of n a rrowing the divi de and ex p a n d-
ing opportu n i ties for equal parti c i p a ti on in the digital econ omy.

I would like to thank Dean Patrick Borchers and the Creighton
University School of Law for providing me with funding and sup-
port for the research and writing of this book. I am also grateful to
my husband John and my daughter Kandace for their love, encour-
agement and support throughout the drafting process.
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Introduction

This book is a call to arms. It is a rallying cry for everyone, re-
gardless of race or economic circumstances, to immediately arm
themselves with the necessary technological knowledge and skills to
compete in the rapidly expanding digital economy. As those who fol-
low technology trends and predictions know, barely a week goes by
without mention of the widening “digital divide.” This term has be-
come the political and sociological catch-phrase to describe the
growing disparity between the “haves” and the “have-nots” in the
current digital revolution. Although the terms “haves” and “have-
nots” encompass a variety of racial, ethnic and socioeconomic
groups, the largest and most noteworthy differential is developing
between blacks and whites, two groups that have been divided on
myriad bases throughout the course of history. Thus, in many re-
spects, it is as if this historical divide is simply repeating itself on the
technology landscape. However, without underestimating the im-
pact of previous divisions between the races, the digital divide has
perhaps the greatest potential to doom the “have-nots” to the status
of permanent underclass. Before discussing the disadvantages that
will almost certainly flow from being left behind in the technology
race, it is important to examine the most recent statistics concerning
telephone, computer and Internet access and usage. This informa-
tion offers insight into how current technology is penetrating target
markets and reveals where disparities in access and usage are most
pervasive. The statistics are appalling, yet not very surprising.

In Falling Through the Net II, the National Telecommunications
and Information Administration (NTIA) published the results of its
detailed examination of technology access and usage in the United
States. At the outset, the report confirmed the importance of com-
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1. According to the NTIA report, whites are twice as likely to own com-
puters and have access to the Internet than blacks. The percentages for
whites owning computers and accessing the Internet are 46.6% and 29.8%
respectively, while black ownership and access is 23.2% and 11.2% respec-
tively.

puters and Internet technology in today’s society by observing that,
“[t]he Internet is a nascent, rapidly diffusing technology that
promises to b ecome the economic underpinning for all the success-
ful countries in the new global economy.” The NTIA report further
explained that “understanding who is connected to the Net, and how
it is being used, is critical to the development of sound policies in
this area.” The study examined three areas of technology access and
usage — telephones, personal computers and the Internet — and de-
termined that, with respect to telephones, approximately 94% of the
people in America own a telephone set at home. Yet, even with what
amounts to nearly universal access to telephones, there is still a
marked disparity when the ownership numbers are broken down by
demographics. Specifically, those who are low-income, minority,
less-educated or single parents are less likely to have a telephone at
home. Although telephones are not new technology, they are the
most frequently used means to access the Internet from home.
Therefore, an examination of telephone ownership is important be-
cause it identifies those households that have established the prereq-
uisite to Internet access.

The study also determined that although household rates of per-
sonal computer ownership and Internet access have dramatically in-
creased since 1994 for all demographic groups, some areas of the
digital divide have nevertheless widened. For instance, black house-
holds are far less likely than white households to own personal com-
puters and have Internet access.1 Indeed, during the four year period
between 1994 and 1998, the computer ownership gap between white
and black households grew from a 16.8% difference to a 23.4% dif-
ference. In terms of Internet access, the gap widened similarly from
13.5% to 18.6% during that same period. The study summarized all
of the findings by stating that while “all Americans are becoming in-
creasingly connected. . . certain groups are growing far more rapidly
[which] means that the “haves” have only become more informa-
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tion-rich in 1998 while the “have-nots” are lagging even further be-
hind.” In terms of policy implications, the NTIA report advised that
efforts to resolve the digital divide should continue to focus primar-
ily upon low-income,minority and young populations because these
groups “could most use electronic services to find jobs, housing and
other services.”

This compelling observation highlights one of the bitter ironies
of the digital divide. That is, those groups that could most benefit
from the informational resources and convenience afforded by com-
puters and Internet access are precisely the groups that are lagging
behind. This is indeed an unfortunate consequence because as tech-
nology continues to permeate more and more of our daily existence,
knowledge and capabilities in this area may no longer be a matter of
curiosity and optional convenience, but may become a necessary
tool for survival. For example, consider some of the more recent
technological advances.

• By the end of the year 2000, General Motors (GM) plans to
offer voice activated Internet access in one of its vehicles.GM
predicts that within five years, in-car services such as Internet
access could generate revenues of four to six billion dollars
annually. GM also plans to make it easier for consumers to
purchase automobiles online and equip them with a variety
of on-board services via satellite.

• In September 1999, the United Network for Organ Sharing
unveiled Transplant Living, an Internet program that pro-
vides transplant patients with detailed information on the
organ transplant process. Among other things, the program
will enable transplant patients to quickly locate health care
centers that provide organs. United Network also plans to de-
velop UNET, a secure Internet program to exchange informa-
tion on patients and potential donors.

• In March 2000, Arizona Democrats held their state presiden-
tial primary online. Although there were a number of secu-
rity and authentication glitches,the major challenge to online
voting was a lawsuit filed by an organization known as Voting
Integrity Project. The group argued unsuccessfully that vot-
ing online would effectively disenfranchise the state’s minor-
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ity population and, in fact, it almost did. To alleviate this con-
cern, party leaders offered absentee ballot voting to allow
users without computers to vote from home. Perhaps not
surprisingly, many more minority voters used the absentee
ballots, while whites used their personal computers to vote
from home.

• Internet “people auctions” now allow job seekers to sell their
skills to the highest online bidder. This idea adds a new wrin-
kle to the online job recruiting process, where employers are
projected to spend as much as $1.7 billion dollars by the year
2003 searching for employees.

• And finally, how would you like to make a back-up copy of
your life? Scientists are currently researching ways to join
mind and memory chips. If successful, this technology could
potentially be used to recreate a person’s life just as he or she
experienced it. This extraordinary use of memory chip tech-
nology, known as the “Soul Catcher,” is both intriguing and
alarming. As everyone has probably felt at one time or an-
other, there are some life events that are best forgotten. How
frustrating it might be to have those same memories indelibly
imprinted on a memory chip!

These are but a few examples of the numerous ways in which
technology is rapidly becoming intertwined in our lives, for better or
worse. As statistics clearly demonstrate, most Americans are embrac-
ing these changes and many are reveling in the added convenience
and efficiency these innovations provide. For some segments of the
population, however, adapting to meet the demands of the technol-
ogy revolution is not even a remote consideration. Indeed, to some
of these individuals, computers and the Internet are viewed as an
unnecessary luxury at best, and a potential intrusion into personal
privacy at worst. This intransigent group of “have-nots” is unlikely
to be persuaded to adopt technology no matter how many free or re-
duced price computers are provided. These individuals actively re-
ject technology in their lives and will be relegated to the perimeter of
our information technology driven society .

On the other hand, there is another group of “have-nots” who
could be persuaded to explore and eventually embrace technology if
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the costs and benefits of adoption are clearly articulated in terms
that illustrate the severe long-term personal and professional conse-
quences of ignoring the digital revolution. This is perhaps the most
overlooked aspect of current strategies to narrow the digital divide.
As with many social issues that disproportionately impact minority
groups, there is a constant dialogue between politicians and acade-
mics decrying the fact that there is an ever widening technology gap.
But there is very little discussion between these groups and the af-
fected segments of the population about the real consequences of
permitting these divisions to persist.

In other words, why is it important for minority children to at-
tend science and technology summer camps instead of or in addi-
tion to the traditional summer sports camps? Why is it important
that technology become a required part of inner city school curricu-
lums as early as first or second grade? Why is it equally important
for the parents of children in these schools to make a similar com-
mitment to explore technology and make every effort to bring it into
the home? Why is it important to not only establish technology cen-
ters in urban areas, but to perhaps make the receipt of certain gov-
ernment benefits dependent upon taking basic computer skills
courses? 

The answer is, in part, because we are rapidly approaching what
might be considered a digital fork in the road where the “haves” and
“have nots” will be so widely separated in terms of information tech-
nology skills that there will be no hope of ever reuniting these diver-
gent paths. Quite simply, to be left behind in the digital age is to be
unemployed, information-deprived and subject to a continual “tech-
nology tax” on goods and services that are more expensive to con-
sumers who don’t utilize Internet technology. These are significant
disadvantages, which are already becoming reality. For example, a
number of employers now require potential employees to demon-
strate some familiarity with computer technology even though their
jobs may not require them to interact with computers on a daily
basis. Thus, job applicants are weeded out in the initial phases of the
recruitment process if they cannot demonstrate a minimal level of
computer competency. Additionally, employment advertisements for
all t ypes of occupations are increasingly finding a home on the In-
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ternet. Job seekers who are adept at the online job search process will
undoubtedly have a considerable advantage over those who continue
to search by traditional means.

Furthermore, as technology becomes more ingrained in our cul-
ture, the means of distributing information will be driven by the
electronic and wireless markets. Today, in addition to the traditional
media outlets, many people receive news and information through a
variety of electronic sources. With the wireless technology revolu-
tion upon us, it will not be uncommon for people to regularly carry
their news and information sources with them, receiving periodic
updates throughout the day. Less expensive means of communicat-
ing will also be technology based. We have already witnessed the
tremendous effect of e-mail as a modern communication device. E-
mail users appreciate and frequently take advantage of the instanta-
neous and low cost nature of this communication tool as evidenced
by the fact that the use of e-mail easily outpaces all other aspects of
Internet use. Now, with the possibility of voice over the Internet,
long distance voice communications are also making inroads into
Internet technology.

Retail establishments, financial institutions and health care
providers are also moving toward an Internet model to make their
services accessible to customers 24 hours a day. As an extra incentive,
some Internet merchants offer reduced rates or additional services
to customers who choose to conduct business on the Internet. Be-
cause web sites typically aren’t as costly to maintain as brick and
mortar establishments, some merchants are willing to pass these sav-
ings on to Internet consumers.

These examples demonstrate that the momentum is clearly in the
direction of more technology, not less. Therefore, an obvious ques-
tion arises: why wouldn’t everyone want to be a part of the digital
revolution? The answer is multi-faceted.

F i rs t , m a ny cite cost as a factor in their dec i s i on not to purchase a
com p uter or obtain In tern et acce s s . Yet , tod ay, with the pri ce of com-
p uters dropping to an all - time low, the qu e s ti on is no lon ger who c a n
a f ford tech n o l ogy, but who c a n’t . O f co u rs e , this is not to su ggest that
t h ere aren’t sti ll some segm ents of the pop u l a ti on whose econ om i c
c i rc u m s t a n ces are so severe that the purchase of a com p uter is com-
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2. Marcia Stepanek, A Small Town Reveals America’s Digital Divide Busi-
nessWeek Online (October 4, 1999).

p l etely out s i de of t h eir financial re ach . However, due to dra m a tic re-
du cti ons in the pri ce of com p uter tech n o l ogy, that group is shri n k i n g
to the point that it can hardly be said that cost pre s ents the barri er to
en try that it on ce did. A similar ob s erva ti on may be made with re s pect
to trends in In tern et servi ce . Al t h o u gh pri ces va ry, the avera ge cost of
an unlimited access plan can ra n ge from $20–$25 a mon t h . In ad d i-
ti on , t h ere are a nu m ber of companies now of fering free In tern et ac-
ce s s . In most cases, con su m ers pay no fee to access the In tern et , but
must agree to vi ew targeted adverti s em ents as they use the servi ce . For
s om e , this might be con s i dered a minor annoya n ce wh en wei gh ed
a gainst the access to inform a ti on ga i n ed by using the In tern et .

Another argument often advanced as an explanation for not ac-
quiring technology is that, to some, computers and the Internet have
very little usefulness in their daily lifestyles. Technology just doesn’t
fit or seem relevant. Perhaps these individuals prefer to get their
news from other formal or informal sources, or they prefer to engage
in face-to-face communication, or they would rather shop locally for
goods and services. There is just no perceived place for computer
technology in their lives. In these circumstances, often what is re-
quired is exposure and education.

Ot h er arguments against tech n o l ogy adopti on rel a te to mispercep-
ti ons abo ut the diffic u l ty of l e a rning basic skill s . Ba s ed upon no ex pe-
ri en ce or a previous nega tive ex peri en ce , m a ny perceive com p uters as
com p l i c a ted to understand and difficult to maintain. Th ey bel i eve it is
u n l i kely that these “gad get s” would make life easier and would on ly
s erve to make things more confusing and, t hu s ,i n ef fic i en t . F i n a lly, t h e
perceived lack of privacy is a sign i ficant cause of con cern for many as
f requ ent news stories reveal how tech n o l ogy may be manipulated to
i n tru de into the pers onal privacy of u n su s pecting indivi du a l s . But can
these arguments against tech n o l ogy ju s tify all owing the digital divi de
to persist? Con s i der this tale of t wo town s .

In an article entitled, A Small Town Reveals America’s Digital Di -
vide, Marcia Stepanek describes how the technology gap is impact-
ing a community on the edge of rural Appalachia.2 The article is
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3. Id.

bri ef , but few have wri t ten as poi gn a n t ly and insigh tf u lly abo ut
the re a l i ties of the digital divi de . S tepanek de s c ri bes the rel a tively
pro s perous town of Bl ack s bu r g, Vi r gi n i a , wh ere Vi r ginia Po lytech-
nic In s ti tute and State Un ivers i ty spon s ored the cre a ti on of
Bl ack s burg Electronic Vi ll a ge (BEV) to bring In tern et access to
h omes in the are a . Al t h o u gh most of Bl ack s burg is now wi red and,
i n deed , Bl ack s burg is the most wi red town in the nati on , the su r-
rounding areas lag far behind in access to tech n o l ogy. The con-
trasts are staggeri n g. For instance , Lori At w a ter, a thirty-nine ye a r
old single mom in Bl ack s bu r g, ch a n ged her life dra m a ti c a lly by
utilizing the re s o u rces provi ded by the BEV In tern et access pro-
gra m . Af ter working for 10 ye a rs as a meter maid at $6 an hour,
At w a ter dec i ded to use her son’s com p uter and the inex pen s ive
B EV. n et In tern et con n ecti on to te ach hers el f h ow to de s i gn web
p a ge s . Af ter mastering the tech n o l ogy, At w a ter quit her job to be-
come pre s i dent of Lori At w a ter Enterpri s e s , a web de s i gn com-
p a ny wh ere she earns three times her previous salary as a meter
m a i d .

In contrast, just outside of Blacksburg in the town of Christians-
burg, nearly one-third of the adults do not have high school diplo-
mas and Internet connections are few. Although the town hoped to
benefit from the same BEV project that brought low cost Internet
access to Blacksburg, that assistance has not materialized. Many of
the residents cannot afford computers or Internet access and parents
worry that their children are being left behind because the schools
do not yet have computer training as part of their curriculum. To
make matters worse, even the few technology resources available in
Christiansburg sit gathering dust because there is no one to provide
training on the equipment and many of the residents simply lack in-
terest in the technology. Stepanek sums up the lesson from this ex-
perience in this way: “Making equipment and Net connections avail-
able isn’t enough. The Internet haves must find a way to introduce
folks to the technology and then to make access meaningful to those
without. It’s the difference between giving people a book and teach-
ing them how to read.”3
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4. William F. Birdsall, The Digital Divide in the Liberal State: A Canadian
Perspective First Monday(5) (2000).

5. Id.

The harsh realities of the Blacksburg experience raise the funda-
mental question of whether the technology gap between the haves
and have nots can ever be narrowed or closed, or is it an inevitable
result of a society in which information is treated as a market com-
modity? William F. Birdsall, in an article examining the Canadian
digital divide, concluded that because of the “ideology of informa-
tion technology” and the “dual social structure” in both the United
States and Canada,the “policy debate in time will not be over how to
eliminate the digital divide but only how large or small it should
be.”4 According to Birdsall, the ideology of information technology
began to emerge in the United States in the 1970s. The premise of
this ideology is that:

information technology is inevitably driving the shift from
an industrial society to an information society. The raw ma-
terial or basic commodity of this society’s knowledge-based
economy is information. In the knowledge-based economy
only the marketplace should determine which goods and
services are produced and how they are generated; there are
no public goods.5

In this model, government’s role is to promote a competitive
market through deregulation and privatization rather than ensuring
equality of access to goods and services. Birdsall posits that both the
United States and Canada are liberal welfare states, where the work
ethic prevails and welfare entitlements are distributed only to those
who meet strict criteria. For those who do not meet the criteria, the
government allows the market to provide and distribute benefits.
This creates a dual social benefit structure where most attain benefits
through the market and a few receive them from the government
with the expectation that they will eventually attain them from the
market as well. The choice to treat information as a market com-
modity creates a digital divide in the sense that, just as any other
good, those who are able to attain information through the market
will do so, while those who can’t will simply have to rely upon either
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6. Id.
7. Beth Cox, Crossing the Great Digital Divide ECommerce Guide (De-

cember 12, 2000).
8. Id.
9. Id.

limited government assistance or the good will of private enterprise.
Given these circumstances, Birdsall argues that one possibility for
eliminating the digital divide rests upon “recognizing that technol-
ogy is a social construct and that access in the information socie ty
cannot be left to the market alone.”6

Although Birdsall offers a persuasive analysis of how the digital
divide is an inevitable result of social welfare policy in certain coun-
tries, his analysis perhaps underestimates the degree to which the
market may act in its self interest to increase consumer access to
technology. To the degree that the market relies upon maximizing
customer base for profitability, it cannot wait indefinitely for the
government bureaucratic engine to generate programs that distrib-
ute benefits to the “have-nots.” Thus, private enterprise may act on
its own, investing in underserved communities and ultimately in-
vesting in its own future. Consider, for example, Fleet Bank’s recent
announcement that it is launching one of the “most comprehensive
community economic development initiat ives in the nation to help
close the technology gap and create greater access to financial ser-
vices and the Internet for individuals and businesses in low-and
moderate-income communities.”7 Fleet’s plan is to introduce a pro-
gram called CommunityLink, which will provide community based
content, in-home training and computers to lower income people.
Importantly, Fleet’s plan recognizes that access to technology is not
enough and “[has] identified comfort of use and relevancy of con-
tent as crucial components to sustained usage and creation of
wealth.”8 Although it is obvious that Fleet hopes to build long-term
and profitable customer relationships through this program, it is
also “functioning as a catalyst for change in community economic
redevelopment.”9 Fleet’s multi-focused approach to alleviating the
hardships imposed by the digital divide in one community is com-
mendable for its recognition that the problem is not merely one of
access. Increasing public awareness about the variety of factors that
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contribute to the digital divide helps turn the focus toward finding
creative solutions rather than blaming the “have-nots.”

In furtherance of that goal, this book will discuss three separate
although interrelated topics. In the first section,“Exploring the Rea-
sons,” the book will revisit the historical bases for the economic and
educational differences that divide racial groups in the United States.
The section will discuss how a tragic history of legally enforced divi-
sions along racial lines in the areas of economics and e ducation has
contributed to a similar divide in the area of technology. This sec-
tion will also explore how fears related to technology may also be
rooted in earlier practices that manipulated science and technology
to the detriment of black Americans.

Part II, “The Impact of the Digital Divide,” will provide a fairly
comprehensive overview of how technology has made inroads into
everyday life, making it easier to complete commonplace tasks such
as shopping and banking more conveniently and efficiently. This sec-
tion also reveals how computer technology is increasingly becoming
the standard way of interacting and doing business and explains why
those who are unfamiliar with technology run an extremely high
risk of being left behind and becoming part of a permanent vir tual
underclass.

Finally, Part III, “Solutions to Close the Gap,” will examine some
options to reduce or eliminate the digital divide. Ideas ranging from
community access centers to corporate partnerships with schools
will be explored. This section concludes that while all of these efforts
are admirable, in the end, none will be successful unless those pro-
moting them are able to overcome the wall of suspicion and lack of
interest that often prevents minority communities from taking full
advantage of these opportunities.

xxiiiIntroduction xxiii
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