
Women and Internet 

Face to the South 
by Lourdes Vazquez 

w ' h e n women 
t o o k t h e i r 
f i r s t t e n t a 
t i v e s t e p s 
towards us 

ing computers some 15 or 20 
years ago, it was an experience 
s imi la r to when we first tried 
to drive a car at the beg inning 
of the century, or when we first 
entered the wor ld of photogra
phy. C o n s i d e r i n g the soc ia l 
prejudice that we faced, the se
d u c t i o n of the c a m e r a l ens , 
l ike the adventure of the a u 
tomobile, was a challenge for 
women. Today, we approach 
a computer , we ins ta l l a mo
dem, not because they taught 
us how to i n the shop, but be
cause a fr iend told us that a 
modem is that electr ical th ing 

' ' that is connected to the com
p u t e r a n d c o n v e r t s " d i g i t a l 
s ignals into a sound wh i ch can 
be s e n t by a c o m m o n t e l 
ephone l i ne . " We s t i l l don' t 
u n d e r s t a n d , bu t we get the 
modem and ins ta l l it, and an 
other fr iend gives us a list of 
addresses . In th i s way, we 
enter the Internet, w i thout any 

type of t r a i n i n g or rea l idea 
a b o u t t h i s v a s t i n t e r a c t i v e 
wor ld . 

It is only later, when we be
g i n to s t u d y t h i s n e w 
d i m e n s i o n , that we d iscover 
t h a t the e x p e r i e n c e of the 
woman in this v i r tua l screen 
is both personal and pol i t ical , 
a n d that cyberspace is once 
aga in a p r edominan t l y male 
area. Th is is why many women 
use neut ra l pseudonyms on
l i n e , so a s no t to fee l 
d i s c r i m i n a t e d o r — w o r s e — 
sexual ly harassed. A n d this is 

why one day, two or three of 
us decide to get together and 
create a work group, whether 
to study this crazy cyber th ing 
a bit more, or to help those 
who are as bad or worse than 
ourselves. A n d so we begin to 
u n d e r s t a n d a n d conc r e t i z e 
some of the tools w h i c h the 
In t e rne t p r o v i d e s , l i k e the 
O P A C venue w i th its vast cata
logues of the most important 
l ibrar ies of the wor ld , the elec
t r o n i c m a i l w h i c h m a k e s it 
easy for us to send and receive 
messages, the electronic con-
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f e r ences o r n e w s g r o u p s i n 
w h i c h we c a n par t i c ipa te i n 
d i s c u s s i o n s a n d d e b a t e s , 
W A I S , T e l n e t , " W o r l d W i d e 
Web " w i t h i t s p o t e n t i a l for 
sound and graphics . 

We also discover that the 
electronic conferences, w h i c h 
are organized a r o u n d d is t inc t 
themes, al low us to dialogue 
a n d debate w i t h o t h e r c o l 
l e a g u e s w i t h o u t t a k i n g 
academic backgrounds or age 
into cons iderat ion. One defi
n i t i o n of these w o r k g roups 
can be found in an IDRC es
say on in format ion: "Careful ly 
d e s i g n e d c o m p u t e r c on f e r 
e n c e s of fer a u n i q u e 
o p p o r t u n i t y for c o n d u c t i n g 
invest igat ions at a n in t e rna 
t ional level. Par t i c ipants can 
at their le isure take as m u c h 
time as they want to art iculate 
their po ints and carry out any 
homework they deem appro
priate." 

However , we k n o w f rom 
experience that th i s technol
ogy is not equally available and 
we can ta lk for hours about the 
feminizat ion of poverty, but it 
bo i l s d o w n to the fact tha t 
w o m e n ' s s a l a r i e s are m u c h 
l ower t h a n m e n ' s a n d tha t 
w o m e n r e c e i v e m u c h l e s s 
t ra in ing or educat ion i n gen
eral , a n d in the area of science 
and technology i n part icular . 
T h u s it is less easy for women 
to own or have access to com
p u t e r s , m o d e m s , a n d 
comput e r p rog rammes or to 
s u b s c r i b e to a pr ivate elec
tronic ma i l service. The cost 
of te lecommunicat ions and the 
l a c k of e q u i p m e n t l i k e t e l 
ephone l ines a n d computers 
are cr i t i ca l i n countr ies i n the 
Sou th . The Internet has had 
a strong support of the Amer i 
c a n government and has been 
i n the U S A for a coup l e of 
years. B u t th is is not the case 

for the rest of the 
wo r l d a n d espe
c i a l l y i n t h e 
S o u t h . 

In L a t i n 
Amer i c a a n d the 
Car ibbean for ex
a m p l e , J a m a i c a 
connected on the 
Internet i n 1991, 
E c u a d o r i n 1992, 
B o l i v i a i n 1995 , 
A r g e n t i n a a n d 
C h i l e i n 1 9 9 0 . 
V e n e z u e l a , a s a 
typica l pe t ro l eum 

J c o u n t r y c o n -
^ n e c t e d i n t h e 
t l 1980s, b u t aga in 

as a typ ica l petro
l eum count ry d id 

not start us ing it t i l l the '90s. 
We know that e lectronic m a i l 
is being used a lot by academic 
and government i n s t i t u t i o n s 
and corporat ions i n B r a z i l a n d 
Mexico. We also k n o w tha t 
generally th is technology is i n 
the hands of male superv i sors 
and t echn ic ians who con t r o l 
its use, because they have bet
ter educat ion or because they 
are on the management level. 

How m u c h money i s the 
state invest ing i n th i s t echno l 
ogy? Venezuela, Co l omb ia a n d 
Chi le , for example, al locate two 
mi l l ion dol lars i n order to i m 
prove their access to Internet. 
What does th is mean? Where 
does th is money go exac t l y? 
How many members from the 
civ i l society w i l l ac tua l l y ben 
efit from this investment? How 
many women? 

We cou ld add to th i s l i s t 
other factors that u s u a l l y are 
not taken into c o n s i d e r a t i o n 
and wh ich can affect women 's 
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use of the technology. Outs ide 
cyberspace a n d i n the reality 
of ou r l ives , w o m e n are s t i l l 
b u r d e n e d a n d t ied d o w n by 
their u s u a l dai ly concerns a n d 
decisions. Women researchers 
from the Bay Area in the U S A 
n o t e t h a t " a d d i t i o n a l de 
terrents to on- l ine par t i c ipa 
t i o n m a y be a t t r i b u t e d to 
w o m e n ' s r o l e s i n s o c i e t y . 
Whi le more women are now in 
the work place, they often are 
st i l l the p r imary caretakers for 
their ch i ld ren . In the majority 
of h o u s e h o l d s , w o m e n bear 
the b run t of househo ld chores. 
W o m e n m a y f i nd they have 
less free t ime to l earn to 
n a v i g a t e o n - l i n e 
s y s t e m s . " S t a t i s t i c s i n 
the sphere of c o m p u t e r 
science, verifies what we 
already know: that only a 
s m a l l n u m b e r of women 
are s p e c i a l i z i n g i n t h i s 
field. C lear ly , more men 
t h a n w o m e n have entry 
into cyberspace. 

T he women who do 
e n t e r c y b e r s p a c e 
use it d i f ferent ly t h a n 

m e n . S t u d i e s s h o w t h a t 
women navigate the Internet 
i n a d is t inct way. Their d ia 
logue is more inc lus i ve , less 
formal a n d categorical , and is 
m u c h less h i e rarch ica l . Look 
at th is message from the As
s o c i a t i o n of I n d e p e n d e n t 
Women 's Init iat ives in Russ ia : 
"Dear Sister! Today we have 
our e-mai l t r a in ing in Tver. It 
is Sa turday . The weather is 
fine. The s u n is sh in ing . B u t 
we crowd a r ound our c ompu
ter a n d can't stop our work. . . " 
Joseph ine Beoku-Bet ts of the 
Secretariat of Once and Future 
Ac t i on Network (OFAN) sa id i n 

a n O F A N electronic conference 
that as women, we c a n be i n 
t imate. O u r language is l ike 
that of our mother when she 
wakes us up . "Good morn ing . 
How are you today. I hope you 
a l l had a pleasant and restful 
hol iday season." Cyberspace 
is f u l l of these w o m e n a n d 
their cau ldrons of spells. 

W h a t do some of these 
w o m e n do? The w o m e n of 
M A G I N from C u b a is unique if 
only for the fact that it made 
the f irst a t tempt to connec t 
w o m e n i n C u b a w i t h those 
outside. Its objectives inc lude 
m a x i m i z i n g the exchange of 

Outs ide cyberspace and 

i n the reality o f our lives, 

w o m e n are sti l l 

burdened and tied d o w n 

by their usual daily 

concerns and decisions. 

in format ion, developing tech
n i q u e s , a n d c o o r d i n a t i n g 
research and projects. By do
i n g so , i t f a c i l i t a t e s a 
democrat ic space in wh i c h to 
t a l k a n d m a k e d e c i s i o n s . 
There is a lso M o d e m M u h e r . 
T h i s is a project of M e x i c a n 
women that arose out of the 
need to set u p a pe rmanent 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n between the 
f e m i n i s t m o v e m e n t a n d 
women at the na t iona l and i n 
ternat ional level v ia electronic 
ma i l . There is also the A l a i 
mujeres, a group that works i n 
the a r ea of c o m m u n i c a t i o n , 
t ra in ing and policy mak ing , fa
c i l i t a t i n g a s p a c e w h e r e 

women's movements can coor
d i n a t e a n d e x c h a n g e 
i n f o r m a t i o n o n m e d i a a n d 
c o m m u n i c a t i o n projects and 
pol ic ies . 

B u t w h a t c h a r a c t e r i z e s 
t h e s e t e c h n i c a l l y s k i l l e d 
women, most of w h o m dedi
cate a considerable amount of 
t ime to offering t ra in ing and 
w o r k s h o p s , c r e a t i n g w o r k 
g r o u p s a n d con f e r ences or 
p o s t i n g i n f o rma t i on? What 
k i n d are these women who of
fer v o l u n t a r y s e r v i c e s to 
suppor t th i s interact ive d i a 
l o g u e ? T h e c o m m o n 
character is t ic is age. They are 

young act iv ists i n the post-
~n modern era, self-taught in 

1 c omput e r s , p r og ramming 
and da ta bases. Person
ally, th is is marvel lous. It 
shows that young women 
have a l w a y s been there 
w i t h the f em in i s t move
ment . They cap ture the 
a t t e n t i on of people who, 
after hav ing spent months 
ta lk ing w i th them by elec
tronic ma i l , meet them in 

person and are fascinated by 
their youth . "So young?" they 
ask, not unders tand ing that it 
is prec ise ly because of their 
y ou th that these women took 
the r i sks to enter the world of 
science and technology. It is 
t h e s e y o u n g w o m e n w h o 
search dai ly for the appropri 
a te t e c h n o l o g y for t h e i r 
organisat ions, who give tech
n i ca l ass istance, who dialogue 
w i th different t e l e -communi 
cat ions companies , who offer 
t r a i n i n g i n the u s e of the 
Internet and its different com
ponents, and who also keep 
up to date w i th the innovations 
i n th is area s u c h as the World 
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Wide Web and its at t r ibutes . 
Yet, it is important to point 

ou t tha t these same y o u n g 
women who are professionals 
in th is area may, i n t ry ing to 
advance professional ly i n the 
predominant ly male a r ena of 
i n f o r m a t i o n , l a t e r f i nd t h a t 
doors are c l osed to t h e m at 
c o n f e r e n c e s , w o r k s h o p s or 
m a r k e t i n g fa i rs a n d even at 
work. 

Act iv is t women d is t r ibute 
urgent appea ls a n d organise 
women a r o u n d a theme, ask 
for advice about po l i t ics a n d 
how to deve lop p ro j e c t s o r 
problem-solv ing strategies, i n 
sert the i r da tabase , wr i te i n 
the Internet a pol icy paper and 
debate w i th a l l sorts of people. 
They organise regional a n d i n 
t e r n a t i o n a l m e e t i n g s , 
coordinate projects i n remote 
areas and i n their own homes 
and inf luence debates on gen
der. They are c rea t ing the i r 
own space. 

Not on ly i s cyberspace a 
s p a c e for a c a d e m e - b a s e d contact their immediate neigh-
women exchang ing research , h o u r s by m a i l or e v en by 
b ib l iographies a n d ques t i on - telephone. Th i s is the case for 
na i res . Today, bo th w o m e n mi l l i ons of r u r a l and working 
academic ians a n d women ac- women . 
t i v i s t s a n s w e r q u e s t i o n s . Yet, i n p u s h i n g for the use 
publ ic ise their work, d i s cuss of cyberspace , we mus t also 
gender i n a l l i ts complex i ty . a l w a y s r e m e m b e r tha t the 
More impo r t an t l y , they c on - Sou th has always been i n u n -
t i n u e to get to k n o w e a c h dated w i t h in format ion from 
other through gett ing to know the Nor th and the Internet is 
each other th rough fibre op- not a n exception. The Internet 
t ics. is filled w i th information that 

But there is s t i l l a lot left sometimes are not relevant to 
to do. Desp i t e the 20 the experiences of women in 
years that have passed the South . Information too is 

s ince the first wor ld meet ing a lmost always in Eng l i sh , 
of women in Mexico, there are Th is is why this new infor-
st i l l m i l l i ons who do not have ma t i on revo lut ion shou ld be 
access to these new technol - d i s c u s s e d m u c h m o r e by 
ogy. In fact, many st i l l cannot women of the South within the 

South , a d i s c u s s i o n between 
equals, i n order for c i v i l soc i 
ety a n d p a r t i c u l a r l y for the 
women's movement to be able 
to take ho ld of the technology. 
De cara al Sur. Face to the South. 
Lourdes Vazquez works with the 
International Women's Tribune 
Center. This article was culled 
from the paper she presented at the 
Women and Development Confer
ence of the National Women's 
Studies Association, USA in June 
1996. 

De Cara al Sur also refers to the 
Mexican feminist journal FEM's 
new devoted page in the Internet. 
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