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The Internet and new communications and information technologies are hailed as a revolution.  In many ways they are, but who actually benefits from this revolution?  All these technologies really are wonderful.  You can send an e-mail to anywhere in the world instantly for a small fraction of the cost of sending a letter.  The problem is that only certain sections of society have access to this technology and can benefit from it.  It is the wealthy and well educated who use this technology and benefit from it.  The poor and marginalised people in society remain poor and marginalised.

The other problem associated with this technology is who owns and controls it.  In theory it is uncontrolled and unregulated but the tentacles of capital have great reach.  They seek to control these technologies to serve their own interests.  The domination of the mass media by a few individuals and corporations is well known.  The result of this is not only media bias, but also a lack of choice or alternatives.

Some see the Internet as an antidote to this lack of choice.  In theory it is—it has over two billion pages.  In reality though when people seek news from the Internet they end up going to the same source that they usually get their news from anyway—CNN, the BBC or whatever.  And these outlets continue to source most of their news from the same wire services.  The alternatives do exist just as they do in the more conventional forms of media but few people actively seek them out.  Those seeking alternative sources of news on the Internet probably belong to the same subset of people who seek out other alternative forms of news and information anyway.

So despite all these new technologies the digital divide is a wide one.  How can we overcome it?  The key solution really is education and genuine grassroots democracy.  Some so-called gurus of the information age, such as Bill Joy of Sun Microsystems, seem to believe that the problems of the Third World can be solved merely by giving them access to the Internet.  This demonstrates a profound ignorance and lack of understanding of the problems faced by the world’s poor.  What use is the Internet to people who still lack the chance to have a basic education or live in a place where there is no electricity?  The argument goes on that the Internet will give them better information and access to new markets enabling them to maximise the price they receive for the products.  What nonsense!  They will probably still be forced to sell their products to the same company who will only pay the lowest price in order to maximise their own profits.

Poverty can be vastly alleviated and exploitation reduced if local communities are empowered to move towards greater self-reliance and self-sufficiency; that is, if the poor could provide collectively for their own needs through their own resourcefulness and skills, employing a modest share of the earth’s resources.  Gandhi put it very clearly when he said: “Not mass production, but production by the masses.”  To think that a computer connected to the Internet can solve the problems of the poor is naivete in the extreme.  

The digital divide is really only a symptom rather than a cause of problems.  So we shouldn’t think that information and communication technologies are the solution to poverty.  At the same time we should not neglect the fact that these technologies are available to a privileged few and denied to many.  However, the digital divide can only be overcome when the more fundamental divides in our society are eliminated.
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