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Digital Divide: Fighting for Network Neutrality

The digital divide is a phenomenon that has evolved from the global usage of advanced technology like computers. There is now a ‘digital’ or ‘virtual’ world along side the real world. Unfortunately, not everyone is part of this digital world. This division is due to “unequal access to information technology based on income, race, ethnicity, gender, age, and geography” (Mossberger and Tolbert pg.1).  About half of adults in America in the year 2000 did not have access to the internet (Lenhart). To combat this division and create network neutrality, equal access to internet sources, organizations such as Microsoft are donating computers to individuals that do not own them. Can supplying computers and other technology really help close the digital divide? Supplying the tools to succeed in this digital age is not enough; the skills have to be supplied as well. If technology is given to the ‘have-nots’ their culture may be harmed if they are not provided skills as well. 


Five family members were interviewed, ranging from age 17 to 53. Four of the interviewees have a Facebook account and all access the internet daily from home. This family is an example of those who have access to the internet and the skills to use and understand it. This family also knew how the digital divide affects people without technology. Overall, the ‘have-nots’ are left behind because they do not have the tools or the knowledge to keep up with the ever changing digital world. Benjamin, a 22 year old college student, provides an example of this concept in his life. Currently, he is attending the Art Institute of Portland to become a video games designer. The software that he uses to do his assignments is constantly changing so he needs to update about once a month. If he doesn’t, he will get left behind and unable to perform at the level of his classmates. The digital divide has left those without technology behind because of uncontrollable factors, like updating software. They need help from those with technology; not just the technology itself but the information to use and understand it. 


Providing the ‘have-nots’ with technology will affect their culture in multiple ways through a cultural clash. The cultural clash will include aspects from the digital culture, such as social media, and the culture of where the technology came from clashing with the existing culture. For example Japanese technology introduced anime to the American culture. Americans who enjoy anime also understand more of the Japanese culture, than those who do not. The culture of the ‘have-nots’ will change if they get access to the internet. This will increase their knowledge about other cultures and potentially enhance their culture. 


A negative factor of being provided technology is the potential for misuse of the technology.  According to an article in New York Times, the digital divide now includes the divide of wasting time (Richtel). This is because poorer families may not have adults around to monitor what their child is doing on the internet, since the adults are working multiple blue-collar jobs. Teenagers with parents that do not have college degrees spend about 90 minutes more per day than a teenager from a higher socioeconomic family (Richtel). This side effect has harmed their culture because children are spending less time doing homework, thus are unable to succeed academically. Cultures with digital technology have social media networks that shape lives and hinder an individual’s ability to succeed.   


Without understanding how technology works, a culture can be affected negatively by being influenced through the technology. This influence will come due to the lack of understanding the effects of the internet. This is explained by Douglas Rushkoff in his book, Program or be Programmed. He provides ten commands to live by so the consumer will not be ‘programmed’ by the technology used. This information is important to provide to those without technology. People without technology are digitally illiterate and need to be taught how to use it. Digital literacy is the comprehending and understanding of using computers and evaluating information (Mossberger and Tolbert pg.12). 


To combat the digital divide the Federal Communications Commission (FCC) have created a $200 million proposal to provide access and training to the ‘have-nots’ (Richel). Since 40 percent of families that make less than $30,000 annually do not have access to the internet, providing computers will aid these families (Lenhart). Education and training is also important because 71 percent of non-users have a high school education or less (Lenhart). Also, the education will decrease the possibility of negative influences on the culture of the ‘have-nots.’ As   Rushkoff states, “If we don’t learn to program, we risk being programmed ourselves” (Rushkoff pg.133).



The digital divide is not allowing many people to participate in contributing and partaking of the internet. The ‘have-nots’ can be helped by being provided with the technology and the information to ensure that they are not left behind. People without technology are digitally illiterate and need to know how to program before they are consumed by the technology. If they continue to be digitally illiterate then there will be negative effects on their culture, such as hindering education by wasting time. People without technology are left behind and have no control on how the world interacts around them because they cannot participate. Like Monroe says, whoever controls to terms of the debate controls the debate (Monroe pg.5). People without technology do not have the terms, so they have been left behind. 
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