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Abstract 
In this paper, I examine how and why the situated knowledge and lived experiences of working-class African 
American women shape their standpoint on information technology (IT). Using the biblical metaphor of the exodus 
and narratives of ascent, these women view IT access and training as part of a strategy for escaping poverty and 
despair. Whereas most of the extant gender and IT research provides rich insights into the marginalization of 
women, the women in this study felt empowered by IT. This contradictory outcome has three implications for the 
study of gender and IT. First, researchers must consider the multiple identities such as gender, race, ethnicity, 
socio-economic status, and sexuality that shape and are shaped by women’s engagement with IT. Second, the 
notion of IT workforce should take into account not only the highly skilled IT workers who design and build IT 
artifacts, but should also consider the lower skilled workers who indirectly use IT. Third, IT training programs that 
serve working-class women must go beyond the transfer of IT skills to individuals. They must also redress the 
persistent structural barriers of poverty, spatial isolation, illiteracy, sporadic work, and racial and ethnic 
discrimination that systematically limit women’s ability to compete for jobs that provide higher incomes, greater 
safety, more security, full-time hours, increased benefits, higher status, and less stressful work environments. 
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Introduction 
In organizational studies, diversity issues have traditionally been framed as new ‘challenges’ associated with the 
development of an increasingly multicultural workforce (Orbe, 1998). One of the most pressing challenges is the 
under-representation of historically underserved groups1. I use the term ‘underserved’ rather than ‘under-
represented’ to unveil the unstated assumption that merely increasing the representation of women and minorities 
will lead to a more equitable workplace. Underserved signifies that women and minorities are marginalized in the 
institutional spheres that affect their life chances: in their education, in their work, in their consumption 
opportunities, in their healthcare services, and in their domestic relations. Indeed, these populations are also 
under-represented in the educational programs that prepare individuals for participation in the IT workforce (Tapia 
et al., 2004; Woszczynski et al., 2004).  
 

The U.S. risks losing the scientific, economic and human resource advantages it now enjoys 
without an IT workforce that is large enough to meet both the public and private sectors' growing 
demand, and that is adept at using and producing information technologies. In this respect, the 
under-representation of women and minorities in computer science and engineering is a serious 
national problem (National Science Foundation, 2001).  

 
To combat this situation, the National Science Foundation broadened its funding portfolio to include descriptive 
research as well as implementation projects designed to increase the representation of women and 
underrepresented minorities in IT (National Science Foundation, 2003). However, to date, pragmatic approaches 
for coming to grips with the changing IT workforce demographics have not vastly improved the situation. This 
failure to increase the representation of historically underserved groups may be partially attributed to two 
limitations in our current theorizing about diversity. First, the IT workforce is narrowly conceptualized as computer 
personnel who design, implement, and manage information systems. However, computer-based work is 
expanding beyond core IT personnel. In 2000, for instance, 110.9 million US workers used computers in the 
workplace. Over half of these workers (61.9 million) were employed in what have traditionally been considered 
low-skilled occupations such as maids and cashiers (OECD, 2001), but few studies have examined IT from a 
working-class perspective (Sawyer and Tapia, 2003). 
 
Second, our theorizing about the IT workforce may be biased in the way that it conceptualizes historically 
underserved groups. Scholars have typically used knowledge about dominant groups (white, middle-class, 
American, male, managers) as a reference point in their discussion of all organizational members. For instance, in 
information systems research, technology adoption and use are often examined in terms of differences between 
dominant groups and ‘others’ (Gefen and Straub, 1997; Venkatesh and Morris, 2000) . Others are generally 
theorized as deficient in some manner, but may achieve some measure of success, as defined by dominant 
groups, to the degree that they adopt the dominant groups’ values and beliefs (Corson, 2001). The deficiency-
assimilation model which emerges from this scholarship is problematic, because it fails to consider divergent 
standpoints. Historically underserved groups are not treated as an independent group for intensive analysis; 
instead, they are examined only in comparison to other groups. The literature base and research tradition 
resulting from this practice are, consequently, essentialist and void of the experiences of the ‘other’.  
 
In this paper, I make a case for an alternative perspective on the relations between IT and historically 
underserved groups. I do so by centering the voices of working-class African American women. If we begin with 
the standpoints of the ‘other’, then new questions emerge such as: 

• How and why does the interaction of race, gender and social class influence standpoints on information 
technology?  

• How and why might these standpoints inform the study of diversity in the IT workforce? 
 

                                                 
1 In this paper, “historically underserved groups” is used broadly to refer to women, disabled, lesbian/gay/bisexual/transgender, members of ethnic 
minorities, particularly African American, Hispanic, and Native American students, and not Asian Americans (given their high participation rates in IT-
related fields). According to a study by the Computing Research Association, many of the issues that discourage minorities are similar to those for women - 
Freeman, H. and Aspray (1999), The Supply of Information Technology Workers in the United States, Computing Research Association, Washington, DC. 
However, I do not make the implicit assumption that the effects of diversity among women and minorities are homogenous - Chambers, M., Oskamp, S. and 
Costanzo, M. (1995), Diversity in Organizations: New Perspectives for a Changing Workplace, Sage Publications, Thousand Oaks, CA.  
 
 



   

To address these questions, I begin by noting the limitations of prior research as a basis for understanding 
diversity in organizations. I then present feminist standpoint theory, a critical methodology for examining the social 
construction of the IT from the standpoint of marginalized groups (Hekman, 1997; Allen, 1996). The research 
methodology and findings are presented next. The analysis focuses on the accounts of working-class African 
American women attending courses at a community technology center (CTC) in a large urban city. These women 
share their situated knowledge about IT and its impact on their life chances. The paper concludes with 
implications for organizational studies and policy. 
 
The Politics of Diversity in the Organizational Studies 
Studies of diversity in the IT workforce typically employ statistical techniques to analyze the impacts of gender, 
ethnicity, and race on organizational outcomes such as job performance, job satisfaction, job segregation, job 
turnover, wages, and benefits (Baroudi and Igbaria, 1995; Igbaria, 1995; Igbaria and Chidambaram, 1997; Reskin 
et al., 1999; Sumner and Kay, 2001; Lee, 2002; Sumner and Niederman, 2002). Researchers also examine the 
ways in which gender shapes and is shaped by numerous practices such as the adoption and use of IT (Gefen 
and Straub, 1997; Venkatesh and Morris, 2000; Venkatesh et al., 2000), the persistence of students in science, 
math, engineering and technology related disciplines (Camp, 1997; McGrath Cohoon, 2001), and the continued 
under representation of women in the IT workforce (Freeman and Aspray, 1999).  
 
These studies explain the existence and patterns of inequities in the IT workplace, but do so from a strong 
managerial standpoint. Calvert and Ramsey (1996) contend dominant groups often cannot see their own 
privilege, power, and dominance. Consequently, they may find it difficult to see how the realities defined and 
created by them and for them unwittingly exclude historically underserved groups. Structural mechanisms such as 
glass ceilings and social practices such as going out for drinks after work with the boss may in fact marginalize 
women and people of color (Morgan, Quesenberry and Trauth, 2004). Dominant groups also exercise power by 
influencing, shaping, and determining the very wants and desires for organizational success (Luke, 1974). Thus, 
by simply doing what comes naturally, the actions and decisions of dominant groups can unfairly harm and 
exclude historically underserved groups (Cose, 1974; Davidson and Friedman, 1998; Bourdieu, 1993). In what 
follows, I problematize the neutral treatment of gender, race and social class in organizational studies, and 
describe how this treatment may limit our theorizing about diversity.  
 
Gender as Variable 
The prevailing approach for studying gender in organizations is ‘Gender-as-variable’. In this perspective, women 
are treated as a relevant but unproblematic research category (Harding, 1987). The researcher is basically 
interested in comparing and explaining differences between the sexes. “It investigates if, in what respects, under 
which circumstance, and to what extent men and women differ in terms of subjective orientations (psychologies, 
ethics, values, attitudes), and how social structures and processes affect them. Various forms of gender inequality 
are measured and explained” (Alvesson and Billing, 1997, p. 24). 
 
Organizational interventions informed by this approach fail to address the fragmented nature of women’s 
experiences and needs, because there is an underlying assumption of a single female experience (Cheng, 1997; 
Henwood, 2000; Kvasny, 2003a; 2003b; Trauth 2002). This essentialist tendency is political in that it emphasizes 
a single characteristic of gender (sex) while ignoring the equally important impacts of race, class, national origin, 
and sexual preference on the self-identity of women. Cheng (1997, p. 553) notes, “[a]lthough women-in-
management research has become mainstream, other diversity issues are almost entirely ignored, particularly 
racism, patriarchy, class, heterosexism, sexuality, sexual identity, religion, postcolonial issues, physical ability and 
so on.” Poor women, lesbians, and women of color face a ‘system of interlocking inequalities and oppressions’, 
and these multiple identities are central in their lived experiences (hooks, 1995). Therefore, these women may 
find little in this essentialist notion of womanhood that fits their experiences with and perceptions about IT.  
 
Race as People of Color 
This tension between the commonality and uniqueness of women’s experiences is at the center of the debates in 
feminism (Caraway, 1991). Within this debate, there is a general call to theorize both race and gender as 
interlocking and simultaneous features of women’s existence (de Lauretis, 1986; Collins, 1990; Brush, 2001). 
However, in organizational studies, race is typically treated in an essentialist fashion (Cox and Nkomo, 1990). 
This leads to conventions such as merging people of color into single categories such as ‘nonwhite’ or ‘other’. For 
Omi and Winant (1986), race is more than biological difference; race is the result of the historical construction of 
racial categories that form the major bases of domination in US society. These categories play a crucial role in 



   

determining one’s politics and ideologies, one’s location in the workforce, and even one’s sense of identity. Thus, 
categorizations such as ‘nonwhite’ are political in that they ignore whiteness as a racial position and deny racial 
differences among people of color. It is only by acknowledging and analyzing the relationship between race and 
power in organizations that we can address issues of diversity and equity. 
 
We can see the importance of racial differences by comparing stereotyped notions of Asian- and African-
Americans. On the one hand, Asian-Americans are stereotyped as the ‘model minority’ (Cheng and 
Thatchenkery, 1997) who are thought to have overcome cultural, racial, and social barriers to advancement. On 
the other hand, African-American women are stereotyped as ‘that single parent element’ (Kendell, 1999) who are 
thought to have immoral and deviant lifestyles. Organizational dynamics and experiences for these two groups 
will be different based upon these stereotypes. To mask these differences in statistical manipulations like factor 
analysis is to deny the particular realities of racial experiences. For all organizational members, race matters in 
different ways with dissimilar implications for organizational practices and outcomes.  
 
Social Class as Taboo 
In organizational studies, gender is typically based upon the realities of middle-class white women, race is 
typically African American oriented, and social class is largely ignored. For hooks (1984) class is much more than 
Marx’s definition of the relationship to the modes of production. Class involves your behavior, your basic 
assumptions about life. Cheng (1997) contends social class is taboo because “business school professors not 
only have a vested interest in reproducing existing class relations; they sell the American dream of using one’s 
education to overcome humble class origins”. Studies of social class would challenge the implicit assumptions 
that Western technology and notions of progress are empowering marginalized people all over the world (Oguibe, 
1996).  
 
The absence of social class in organizational studies is not benign because it suppresses the knowledge and 
experiences of working-class employees. Maintaining the invisibility of working-class people is critical in 
structuring patterned relations of class inequality (Friere, 1970; Bourdieu, 1993) by leaving managerial ways of 
knowing unchallenged, and consequently making it easier for people in positions of power to rule. Nkomo (1992) 
notes even when the rank and file workers are studied, it is usually the researcher's view of functionalist 
organization science and its managerial bias that informs her interpretation of workers’ experiences. The 
implications drawn from these studies provide normative recommendations to managers for addressing 
recruitment and retention issues as they pertain to women and minorities. However, the voice of the ‘other’ is 
largely absent from the articulation of the issues, the design of the research, and the implementation of the 
solution. This absence may contribute to the under-representation of women and minorities. 
 
Why do organizational scholars continue to conceptualize the workplace as gender, race, and class neutral? 
Perhaps it is because we make faulty generalizations that universalize the experiences of one privileged group, 
generally middle class white male managers, as the defining faction for specifying the science of organizational 
studies (Allen, 1995; Orbe, 1998). It is therefore possible that our theories about organizational diversity are 
limited in their ability to explain the experiences of historically underserved groups (Nkomo, 1992).  
 
Alternative Theoretical Foundations 
Feminist standpoint theory provides an approach for overcoming some of the limitations in our theorizing about 
diversity. This theory has developed out of the Marxist tradition, and provides a systematic approach for theorizing 
the complexities of lived contexts, experiences and perspectives of women (Harding, 1987; Haraway, 1991; Adam 
and Richardson, 2001). It stresses the importance of acknowledging societal positioning and the ways in which it 
serves as a subjective vantage point from which persons interact with themselves and the world (Orbe, 1998). 
Feminist standpoint theory is generally used to support two research goals. First, the theory is used to foreground 
the political, social, and material contexts of women’s experiences and situated knowledge. Second, this situated 
knowledge is enlisted for social change. Both of these central tenets of feminist standpoint theory will be 
discussed in turn. 
 
Foregrounding Women’s Experiences and Situated Knowledge 
Feminist standpoint theory rests on the assumption that all knowledge is socially situated. Although no point 
exists from which to objectively evaluate the merits of other standpoints, what has usually been taken to be 
legitimate knowledge has been based primarily on the lives of men in dominant races, classes, and cultures 
(Allen, 1998). Collins (1990) argues the creation and legitimization of knowledge claims are key components in 



   

the maintenance of unjust power systems. In organizational studies, for instance, dominant knowledge claims 
position women and other marginalized groups as outsiders who could be best understood by examining how 
they are different in relation to dominant groups. 
 
In a move to understand women as independent agents with their own thoughts, histories and experiences, 
feminist standpoint theory advocates for the use of women’s everyday lives as the foundation for constructing 
knowledge and ultimately for the emancipation of women (Harding, 1991). Unseen aspects of the dominant social 
structures are revealed as women speak from and about their reality. In addition, the act of speaking can serve as 
a consciousness raising experience from which acts of resistance and empowerment can emerge (hooks, 1984; 
1989; Collins, 1998b).  
 
Feminist standpoint theory is rooted in the power/knowledge framework that focuses on collective experiences 
and histories. Shared histories are based upon common experiences in subordinate locations in relation to power 
hierarchies, and these common experiences lend a particular kind of sense making to social groups (Hekman, 
1997; Collins, 1997). And while the activities of those at the top of the stratified hierarchy both organize and limit 
what persons in lower positions can understand about themselves and the world around them, some theorists 
privilege the unique standpoint of the ‘other’. 
 

Black women with no institutionalized ‘other’ that they can discriminate against, exploit, or 
oppress often have lived experiences that directly challenge the prevailing social structure and its 
concomitant ideology. This lived experience may shape our consciousness in such a way that our 
world view differs from those who have a degree of privilege (however relative within the existing 
system). It is essential for continued feminist struggle that black women recognize the special 
vantage point our marginality gives us and makes use of this perspective to criticize the dominant 
racist, classist, sexist hegemony as well as to envision and create counter-hegemony. I am 
suggesting that we have a central role to play in the making of feminist theory and a contribution 
to offer that is unique and valuable (hooks, 1984, p. 17).  
 

Race, class, gender, ethnicity, age and sexuality are not individual markers; they are elements of social structure 
that foster inequality resulting in groups (Caraway, 1991; Collins, 1998a). It is the multiplicity of these factors that 
creates social groups and their accompanying standpoints. However, proximity on a single variable such as 
gender or race does not imply solidarity because individuals have differences on other variables. For instance, a 
black female janitor who dusts the computer and a black female professor who produces journal articles on that 
same computer would have different lived experiences, and thus different standpoints. Collins (1996) notes an 
increasing mismatch between what privileged black women, especially those in the academy, identify as 
important themes and what disadvantaged black women deem as worthy of attention. As a result, it is more 
accurate to talk about a black women’s standpoint rather than a black woman’s standpoint. 
 
Using Knowledge for Social Change 
The standpoint is an achieved position which results from ongoing struggles within the social, cultural, and 
political power structures that shape society. Within this milieu, women assert their agency to interpret their own 
experiences and to make sense of their own lives. Because women’s experiences are informed by their own 
situated knowledge and by knowledge of the dominant culture’s worldview, they can achieve only a partial and 
situated view of reality.  
 
There is, however, interdependence between experience and consciousness. Many African American women, for 
instance, have concrete experiences that stimulate a distinctive black feminist consciousness. While black women 
share experiences, this does not guarantee that such a consciousness will develop. However, when women 
develop this consciousness and enlist this knowledge to direct collective action, social change can occur (Brush, 
2001). Women can use their subordinate location in social space to challenge patriarchal institutions and 
ideological systems (Harding, 1991). 
 
Research Approach  
The narratives discussed in this paper comes from a larger ethnographic study which focused on 15 African 
American adults (10 females, 5 males) who participated in two 7-week courses offered at a CTC. The first course, 
Introduction to Computers, focused on basic computer literacy and was geared for individuals with little or no prior 
experience with computers. This course included file management, keyboarding, the components of the 



   

computer, and word processing. The second course, Computer Applications, covered the World Wide Web and 
email, and Microsoft PowerPoint and Word.  
 
Data Collection 
Data were collected over an eight-month period using unstructured interviews and document analysis. The 
documents included ten essays written by the women at the conclusion of the course. In these one-page essays, 
the women wrote about their position on the digital divide. Over 50 informal interviews were conducted, each 
lasting an average of 20-30 minutes. Interview guides were developed to inform the conversations and to 
maintain some level of consistency among the interviews. Each interview guide consisted of the list of questions 
and topics to be covered, but these questions were not asked in any particular order. The themes and associated 
interview questions informing the analysis presented in this paper are provided in Table 1. The focus of the 
interviews and document analysis was to understand participants’ initial beliefs and expectations about IT. 
Because I had no access to participants beyond the 14-week training course, I was not able to study actual use or 
changes in attitude over time.  
 

<< Table 1 about here >> 
 
The interviews were generally opportunistic, casual conversations which were intentionally limited to short time 
frames because they were not recorded. I chose against recording because I believed it would damage the 
rapport I was building with participants. Also, I had repeated access to the same individuals so I was able to use 
follow-up interviews to clarify and confirm my understanding. Informal interviews were also useful for uncovering 
new topics of interest (Bernard, 1995). Key phrases were jotted down during each interview to facilitate recall of 
the content of the discussion. Immediately after each interview, I looked over my notes and furiously wrote down 
everything I could recall. I also recorded insights and reflections about the interview such as the emotional tone, 
difficulties I experienced, and additional questions for subsequent interviews.  
 
Data Reduction and Analysis 
Taken together, these qualitative texts form the foundation for a narrative analysis of the initial experiences of 
working-class African American women, and how their experiences shaped their perceptions of IT and its 
relevance for their lives. Narrative analysis has developed from the observation that people often make sense of 
their lives by producing and interpreting stores (Riesman, 1987; 1993). Researchers might usefully attend more 
carefully to the coherent narratives that traditional methods of interpretive analysis are likely to obscure (Default, 
1995). For instance, traditional techniques for analyzing qualitative texts direct the researcher to find illustrative 
themes which emerge across interviews (Glaser and Strauss, 1967; Miles and Huber man, 1994). In narrative 
analysis, the stories produced by each individual are grouped together to form in depth accounts. The analysis is 
generally based upon a close reading of a small number of these in depth accounts.  
 
Analysis and Discussion 
In this section, I discuss how and why working-class African American women voiced their self-defined 
standpoints in ways that tapped into their everyday consciousness. Although I work only with the narratives 
produced by the women, my reading is informed by the background data from the larger study. I chose to work 
with women’s accounts based upon three observations in the field. First, the overwhelming majority of people 
making use of the CTC were female (80%). Although the class that I studied had 5 men, I only had sustained 
contact with 2 male informants, and they tended to have bipolar opinions about IT. One was extremely pessimistic 
and stopped coming to class before the course concluded, and the other was extremely optimistic and continued 
IT training beyond the 14 week program at by the CTC. Second, women and men had different experiences at the 
CTC. For instance, men were more likely to drop out of the training courses when they became frustrated in the 
classroom. They were generally not comfortable displaying their confusion publicly in the classroom. Therefore, 
women proved to be more accessible informants. Third, as a black female researcher from a working-class 
background, I experienced greater cultural rapport with the female informants. The stories that I was able to illicit 
from the female informants during interviews were richer and similar to each other in perspective. This led me to 
employ narrative analysis, an analytical approach which privileges a few rich stories, and feminist standpoint 
theory, a conceptual framework for privileging voices of oppressed people. Thus the analytical method and 
theoretical framework emerged as I attempted to make sense of the interview data.  
 
Feminist standpoint theory posits that standpoints began from the women’s experiences and concrete encounters 
with oppression.  As women reflected upon these experiences, they can begin to rearticulate their own vision for 



   

appropriating IT to improve their individual and collective life chances. These two moments in the development of 
a working-class, African American women’s standpoint on IT are discussed in turn. 
 
Experiencing Oppression 
Frye (1983) notes that oppression is a fundamental, but often misunderstood, claim of feminism. Oppression 
occurs when social groups are systematically caught among forces which restrain and restrict mobility. For hooks, 
oppression is the absence of choice and collective resistance.  
 

Women who are daily beaten down, mentally, physically, and spiritually-women who are 
powerless to change their condition in life. They are a silent majority. A mark of their victimization 
is that they accept their lot in life without visible question, without organized protest, without 
collective anger or rage (hooks, 1984).  
 

Frye uses the term ‘double-bind oppression’ to name the situation that occurs when oppressive forces push 
women into situations for which there are few options, all of which are sub-optimal. The women in this study were 
faced with double binds – do you continue to work in a menial job or do you throw it all away to go back to school 
for additional training, do you remain on welfare or do you work in a low paying job that won’t move you out of 
poverty? Either way you choose, you cannot win.  
 
For instance, Sandy was employed as a bookkeeper. She has always enjoyed working with computers and was 
extremely optimistic about the prospects for using her computer training on her job. Early in the training, she 
came to see how she could apply her database skills in the workplace. Since she didn’t have a computer at work, 
she decided to bring her home PC into the office. She began to load customer information into an Access 
database. Soon she was printing mailing labels, and running reports. Sandy was proud of her accomplishments, 
but her success did not sit well with her boss. He began to derail her efforts by not allowing her to come to 
computer classes during her lunch hour. Sandy surmised that her boss was embarrassed because she knew 
more about computers than he did. And while he didn’t stop her entirely, Sandy was no longer able to attend class 
on a regular basis. Eventually her boss delivered a final edict – either take the PC out of the office or quit the job. 
Sandy took a leap of faith and quit her job. All she wanted was a job that would enable her to work with computers 
and maintain a livable wage. In the two months after she quit her job, she attended job fairs but was unable to find 
employment. For a middle-aged black woman with no practical computer experience and a computer certificate 
from a free city-sponsored program, an IT-related job remained beyond her reach.  
 
From Sandy’s perspective, the particular program was not effective – the goal seemed to be one of providing 
training rather than providing a means to assist participants in finding and retaining meaningful employment. This 
represents a cruel contradiction between the promise of opportunity enabled by IT skills and the experience of 
oppression. Oppression occurs through these struggles for social inclusion and mobility. According to friends, city 
officials and the popular press, IT skills were supposed to help her to get ‘a good job’. Sandy made the 
commitment to IT but became frustrated when she didn’t receive the anticipated benefits. She believed IT skills 
would help her to ‘get paid’ and move out of poverty. And while the city officials often rattled off statistics that 
highlighted the level of poverty in the community and the projected shortage of IT workers, they neither 
envisioned nor designed a workforce development component in their CTC initiative. They simply did not provide 
the employment linkages that might lessen the double bind oppression.  
 
Rather ironically, the CTC was co-located in the same building with the workforce development agency. Two 
women attempted to take advantage of the services offered by the agency. Cindy is a young, unemployed, single 
parent who was laid off from a data entry job in a warehouse. She wanted to use her IT skills to obtain an 
administrative assistant position in an office setting. Cindy would come to class a half hour early on most days to 
brush up on her typing skills. However, she was not able to pass the typing test at the employment agency.  
 
IT presented a double bind to both Sandy and Cindy – will you continue to believe in the espoused benefits of IT 
or will you be betrayed by hoping too much? ‘Computers are everybody’s dream of what is right with the world’, 
but these women did not receive the outcomes and benefits they anticipated. In many ways, the women are living 
lives shaped by forces which are not accidentally but systematically interlocked in such a way as to catch them in 
double binds which penalize motion in any direction. Barriers like single parenthood, low educational attainment, 
public assistance, and underemployment can’t be looked upon individually or additively. These barriers are 
interwoven. To feel the effects, we have to look at the full range of oppressions.  



   

 
Frye uses the metaphor of a bird cage that is comprised of several individual wires. Each individual wire is thin 
and if you only concentrate on one, you would just assume the bird could simply fly around the barrier and be 
free. However, if you look at all of the wires, it becomes apparent that the sum of the wires effectively constructs a 
system of barriers that are as effective as a solid wall in confining the bird. IT becomes another wire on the bird 
cage. Digital divide interventions that only deliver IT access and basic computer literacy may less successful than 
expected because they fail to redress the systematic barriers that limit IT access and skills in the first place. The 
discourse of technology progress is oppressive because it creates a belief system that is imposed on people who 
then have little chance of actually benefiting materially from IT use. While the women did successfully enter a 
discourse from which they were entirely eliminated from, they did not receive the expected employment 
opportunities. Despite our best intentions, we create a double-bind by imploring the women to engage with IT but 
not delivering on the espoused outcomes.  
 
The CTC, on the surface, appears to be a helpful service. However, when we question the practical meaning of 
these gestures, we begin to see that the IT training which was provided was largely outside of the women’s lived 
experience. For instance, one word processing exercise had the women creating flyers for a ski resort. The 
document has a picture of a blond woman with ski gear speeding down a slope with the caption “Feel the Thrill, 
Ski the Slopes”. This lesson wasn’t integrated with working-class, African American women having little or no 
experience with skiing. Another exercise called for the women to create a PowerPoint presentation about 
strategies for studying in college. Whether deliberate or not, the detachment of this training from the concrete 
realities of the women suggests that the women’s needs are unimportant or irrelevant. City officials failed to see 
how the elements of the digital divide are systematically related to larger schemes of inequality.  
 
Developing a Standpoint 
Given the pervasiveness of racist and gendered representations of working-class African American culture, the 
women did not have many mechanisms for representing and demonstrating the fullness of their abilities, 
aspirations, and accomplishments. They did, however, generate self-defined perspectives which grew out of their 
struggle to appropriate IT. The discourse of empowerment and opportunities for increased workforce participation 
resonated with the women’s deep and justifiable frustrations with the failure of public schools to educate them and 
their children, and the lack of jobs within the inner city that provide livable wages for parents. They believed in the 
possibility of upward mobility and collective progress. Even though they suffered, they believed that IT presented 
a real opportunity for change. Once the participants learned the basics of operating a computer, they began to 
reflect critically upon their learning experience and how they would apply their newly acquired skills. They did not 
experience, at least in the short run, the economic empowerment they initially associated with IT. Rather than turn 
away from IT, however, they used their everyday experiences to articulate a collective vision of social justice. 
They articulated their own standpoint which saw this training as a first step on the road to empowerment. 
 
Ascent is perhaps the most prevalent metaphor produced by the women. Ascent evokes feelings of movement, 
travel, and rising. Many women such as Keisha used language that stressed change in thinking which would lead 
to a change in action. The women were moving towards a greater participation in ‘the twenty-first century’. 
 

Keisha: To be able to access information rapidly is important. Knowing how to surf the Internet 
makes the information as close as your keyboard. We are learning to also use computer 
applications, Microsoft Word, PowerPoint, Excel and Access just to name a few that have brought 
us into the twenty-first century. 

 
Narratives of ascent are not about gradual movement; they are about rapid escape from oppression. In Rashida’s 
narrative, we see movement through words like ‘beginning’ and ‘journey’ and ‘I am on my way’. These basic 
computing courses represent the start of her relationship with IT. She is quite optimistic about how these skills will 
be leveraged to improve her quality of life in the future – “look out world as I am on my way!” 
 

Rashida: I have certainly had a successful computer orientation and beginning. It is truly an 
exciting journey. My goal is to continue my training with the ultimate goal focusing on certification 
status. Then, it is look out world as I am on my way!  
 

Gail employs the metaphor of the “road of information freedom” in her narrative of ascent. As she reflected upon 
her training at the CTC she stated, “This is the first time in my life that I feel educated.” The Internet is a “mode of 



   

travel” which can be used to “change our future”. She now feels more connected to the larger IT discourse 
community. The sense of inclusion is important as it signifies a break from the exclusion and inferiority 
experienced by oppressed people. She often uses collective words like “we” and “us” to signify the collective 
advancement of working-class people in her community. Even if Gail has not improved her economic prospects, 
at least she has “made the first step” by learning about computers and their use in everyday life.  
 

Gail: [W]e are taking computer classes that have connected us with the great information divide. 
We are no longer left behind…We are still traveling on the road of information freedom and 
enjoying every minute of it. There is so much to be learned, and the information is available 
because we made the first step, receiving information and taking the steps to change our future in 
the usage of the computer in our everyday life. We now realize that the Internet is the mode of 
travel for today as well as tomorrow.  
 

Narratives of ascent are not only about movement to a better place; they also express a yearning for escape from 
alienation and loss. The women often employed the exodus metaphor as they described IT. Gates and West 
(1996) argue biblical imagery is imprinted on the psyche of African Americans. It evokes a class politics in which 
exodus is less a place of bondage or a promised land, but more a series of sojourns from Africa via the Middle 
Passage, from slavery via the Underground Railroad, from the South via the Great Migration, and now from the 
inner cities via the virtual world of Cyberspace. Although these women face tremendous barriers, they continue to 
strive, and do not yield to despair. Metaphorically the information superhighway is seen as a road that moves, as 
a mechanism that enables black people to flee from the oppressive and menacing conditions of the inner city and 
to keep despair at bay.  
 

Cynthia: Even though I have myriad things to learn, and am still in the beginning stages of my 
computer/technology education, I know that it can be done and I am excited about the future 
possibilities in this field. The instructor…is also adept at demonstrating the relationship between 
the level of technological competence, and success in the workforce. 
 
Shawna: I will learn a lot of computer applications when I finish this class. I will be able to get a 
better job and better opportunities. I will conquer the digital divide. We all need to learn these 
computer applications. We will need this information to be successful in the business world. Afro-
Americans have basically been left behind in this arena. We must make progress….I am 
attempting to empower myself with the use of the technology available today and proficient use of 
the computer. I would like to share this information within the community because it is so very 
important in our society.  
 

Cynthia and Shawna viewed IT access and skills as part of a strategy for escaping poverty, enhancing their 
parenting skills, and broadening their social participation in the digital society. The idea ‘that there is something 
out there for us’ in cyberspace moved the women, sending them to on a journey on to the ‘information highway’. 
An outgrowth of this movement was a renewal of hope, solidarity, and self-determination.  
 
Implications for Research 
In this study, I have argued for broadening our conceptualization of diversity and IT. The working-class African 
American women in this study initially constructed IT as highly empowering from an economic standpoint. During 
the course, however, the women began to realize that they were acquiring basic skills that only represented a first 
step on the journey to self-improvement and empowerment. Two women, for instance, started taking GED 
courses because their success in the IT training course gave them confidence in the classroom. What this study 
does point out is the success of the program in transmitting skills and confidence, but the failure of the program to 
effect life chances in the larger context of participation in the IT work domain. However, even though IT training 
did not alleviate the economic oppression in the short run, it did provide a site for the women to express a sense 
of collective action and movement. This more nuanced perspective advances the gender and IT discourse 
beyond the essentialist notion that women feel disempowered by IT.  
 
Exploring the intersection of gender, class, and race identities helps us to understand subjugated knowledge, and 
how women position themselves differently within the IT discourse, depending on the power and resources that 
they have on hand. Diverse standpoints give rise to different spaces within which women are exposed to different 
understandings of technology, gender and the relation between the two. Thus, it is important that organizational 



   

studies address a variety of women, and their accompanying standpoints and experiences. Researchers should, 
however, be cognizant of the extent to which middle class, college educated women dominate the IT and gender 
discourse and, in doing so, may unwittingly promote their own class interests. 
 
Feminist standpoint theory is useful in this regard because it leads the researcher to look for both commonality 
and differences among groups without falling into the trap of individualism. Foucault (1979) warns that dominant 
groups use individualization as a tool to foster utopian visions of meritocracy. Individualization leaves the masses 
in isolation and profoundly powerless relative to dominant institutions because resistance to institutions and 
values dissipates when analysis focuses on individuals. Therefore, future research should focus on solidarity 
among women along the diverse axes of sexuality, social class, nationality, religion, geographic region and job 
classification. Armed with the knowledge and experience of diverse peoples, we can explain how power relations 
oppress historically underserved groups, how these groups escape oppression, and begin to envision more 
democratic and just institutional practices that challenge the societal structures which limit women’s engagement 
with IT.  
 
Implications for Organizational Policy 
For the women in this study, IT has become a sensible solution to real social and economic problems. The 
discourse of IT and empowerment resonated with the women’s deep and justifiable frustrations with the failure of 
public schools to educate their children, and the lack of jobs within the inner city that provide livable wages. It 
seems that something is finally being done to improve the situation. And although the city officials may be 
dominating the agenda, the women moved from a narrow focus on IT and employment. They developed their 
unique standpoint on IT and social justice. This training may not get them higher paying office jobs, but it would at 
least provide the basics for setting them on that path.  
 
In a world where people experience oppression on multiple fronts, it is relatively easier to improve one dimension 
and document the success of that one dimension, while ignoring the dimensions sacrificed. In this study, much 
work has gone into developing solutions for the technical dimension of access, while much less attention has 
been paid to overcoming the social structures that limit the striving of the women who believed in the promise of 
IT, but were structurally barred from achieving their goals. Thus, there is a strong need to support not only the 
diffusion of the IT artifact, but to also support the hopes, aspirations, and points of view of historically underserved 
groups. Business organizations and other local institutions must deliver on the enabling ideology and opportunity 
structures that we tend to associate with IT such as higher paying and more secure jobs, greater participation in 
the democratic process, enhanced opportunities for social and cultural interaction with geographically dispersed 
peoples, significant opportunities for learning through distance education, and enlarged consumption 
opportunities through e-commerce.  
 
The women saw themselves as agents of social change, not victims. However, calling upon these women to be 
change agents only makes sense if we also look at the history, culture and structure in which their agency is to be 
exerted (West, 1994). The dominant meanings of IT constructed by privileged individuals and institutions should 
be tempered with the knowledge, perspectives, and needs of the dominated. Their subjugated knowledge should 
inform the development of objective, socially just, and culturally relevant programs in business organizations, 
community technology centers, libraries and other stable local institutions that provide assistance in the use IT to 
improve the life chances of historically underserved groups.  
 
Sowell (1994) argues the diffusion of technology as such is not as important as the cultural receptivity of different 
people to that technology – their ability to take the technology, make it their own, modify it to suit their own 
purposes and circumstances, and develop it further on their own. The values of a culture are revealed by the 
choices actually made and the sacrifices that are endured in the pursuit of some desired goals at the expense of 
other desired goals. The fact that these women may regard IT as desirable does not mean that they are prepared 
to realize their long-term goals. It does not mean that they are able to make additional sacrifices to find childcare 
and transportation to attend free IT training courses. Nor does it mean they will adopt and use IT in the prescribed 
manner. Understanding IT from the perspective of the ‘other’ challenges conventional wisdom regarding women 
insofar as these findings demonstrate that women felt empowered. 
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Themes Representative Questions 

Motivation for learning about IT In your opinion, why do people participate in this IT 
program?  
What is at stake if you do not learn about IT? 

Challenges & barriers to learning about IT What barriers and challenges did you face today as you 
prepared to come to class? 
As you move forward to leverage the IT skills that 
you’ve gained, what roadblocks or challenges do you 
face?  

Definitions of the Digital Divide In your own words, what is the digital divide? 
Is the digital divide an important issue for you and the 
people in your community? If so, why? 

Attitudes / Beliefs about IT What comes to mind when you hear the word 
‘computer’? 
What were some of your initial beliefs about computers 
when you first came to class? 
How have these initial beliefs changed as a result of 
your experience in this course? 

Value of the IT training and access How will you use your IT skills to improve your quality 
of life? 
Why are IT access and training valuable to you and/or 
your community? 

Table 1: Themes from Interview Guide 

 


