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Introduction

By focusing on an intersectional lens, this chapter sheds light on the lines of
continuity and the emerging trends in the cultural discourses surrounding the
recovery after the pandemic. The chapter aims at comparing how France and
Italy are tackling the digital divides in light of the recovery from the pandemic
and how the structural inequalities lying at the heart of the digital divides
might intercept with the gender gaps of the two societies. Our basic argument
is that the idea of digitalization is used as a discursive dispositive, a “magical
wand” that hides the dimensions of social conflict, and we use the gender gaps
as a case in point.

Data about the digitalization and the gender gaps are confronted to draw
the status of each country before and after the pandemic. The Global Gender
Gap Report 2021 highlights that France is ranked 16th and Italy 63rd. Data
coming from international indexes on digital readiness (namely the Euro-
pean Commission’s DESI Index and the EIGE’s report on Digitalisation in
the world of work) show that Italy is lagging behind many other European
countries: those data converge in underlining a situation of long-lasting social
inequalities in Italy, expressed in terms of enduring digital divides and gender
gaps. We take the case of France as a benchmark for comparing the Italian
status since the two countries share many political, economic and cultural fea-
tures, but they show very different outcomes.

The chapter reflects on the cultural resources mobilized and challenged
through the National Plans for Recovery and Resilience (NPRRs). The French
and Italian governments responsible for drafting the NPRRs are led by two
technocrats, Emmanuel Macron and Mario Draghi, respectively; besides many
differences, they both refer to and advocate for a neoliberal ideology. The
chapter shows how those plans still privilege an “instrumental reasoning” on
digitalization (i.e., aimed at reinforcing the enterprises’ wiring and produc-
tive infrastructure) at the expense of cultural integration and social cohesion.
Indeed, digitalisation has been at the centre of the neoliberal reforms for dec-
ades, especially during moments of crisis, such as after the Great Recession

DOI: 10.4324,/9781032672250-5
This chapter has been made available under a CC-BY-NC-ND 4.0 license.


https://doi.org/10.4324/9781032672250-5

Intersectional digital inequalities after the pandemic 69

(Margetts & Dunleavy, 2013; De Blasio, 2018) and now in the face of the
recovery from the COVID-19 pandemic.

We rely on the cultural discourse studies approach (Shi-xu, 2005; 2016) to
analyse how the two plans for recovery and resilience address digital gender
gaps, with reference to the infrastructural, cultural, political and economic
dimensions of inequalities present in their respective countries. In particu-
lar, we choose to adopt a gender perspective to highlight how a traditionally
excluded category (i.e., women) might be integrated in the design of the fully
digitalized and “resilient” societies, in terms of both active decision-makers
and recipients of the public policies. Against this backdrop, we analyse the
NPRRs through a discourse analysis. We retrieve the dimensions of the struc-
tural inequalities addressed by the two, highlighting the keywords and the
degree of relevance of each dimension in terms of occurrence; and we also
identify the nodal points and the topoi that justify the provisions.

Gendering digital divides

The cross-referencing of data on digital divides and gender gaps is done from a
perspective that sees inequalities as closely intertwined with each other. Femi-
nist reflection has taken this perspective further by calling it intersectional.
From this point of view, the forms of discrimination historically suffered by
women should be read in relation to other structures of domination, first and
foremost race (Crenshaw, 1989) but also socio-economic status, age, geo-
graphical origin, sexual orientation and level of education (Hill-Collins &
Bilge, 2016). Experiences of inequality and discrimination are not isolated
from one another, but rather, they interact to create new and more compel-
ling forms of exclusion: for instance, black women have been suffering from a
situation of “excluded among the excluded” because, for decades, the liberal
conceptualisation of women’s forms of discrimination has taken race or class
privilege for granted and refused to combat it (Crenshaw, 1991).

The theory of intersectionality has been translated into practice by means
of policy actions and increasingly complex monitoring tools. The proliferation
of dimensions for analysing inequality between men and women, for example,
is evidence of this process of awareness raising. One of the most comprehen-
sive international indices is the EU Gender Equality Index, which shows that
Europe as a whole is seeing a slow improvement: in the five years between
2015 and 2020, the score increased from 65/100 to 67.9,/100. The best
performing dimensions are access to healthcare (88 points) and money (80.6),
while the worst is power (53.8), which measures the presence of women in top
positions in government, parliament and listed companies. However, a closer
look reveals that the European average does not capture the major differences
between countries. Taking France and Italy as examples, we can see that two
of the most developed countries in the EU show similarities and differences in
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11 France v for the 2020 v edition

Index Work Money Knowledge Time Power Health
75.1 72.8 870 66.3 67.3 79.8 874

i1 Italy v for the 2020 v edition

Index Work Money Knowledge Time Power Health

63.5 63.3 79.0 61.9 59.3 4838 88.4

Figure 4.1 Comparing France and Italy’s performances in the Gender Equality Index,
2020

Source:EIGE, Gender Equality Index,2020; https: / /eige.curopa.cu/gender-equality-index /2020.

terms of cultural background as it reverberates in different performances in the
Gender Equality Index (Figure 4.1).

In dimensions such as knowledge and health, the two countries show strong
similarities. The dimensions of work, money and time separate France from
Italy by 4 and 8 points each. Such dimensions are all interrelated as they per-
tain to the unequal distribution of care and domestic work (time) that pushes
women in a condition of labour segregation or inoccupation (work) and, ulti-
mately, restricts access to economic resources (money). The power dimension
is where the gap between France and Italy is most visible (31 points); however,
Italy is catching up quickly thanks to the gender quotas in listed companies
introduced by the Golfo-Mosca law.

Against this background, digital inequality is one of the forms of contempo-
rary inequality that deserves an intersectional look (Ragnedda & Ruiu, 2020).
Digital divides can be defined as borderlines between inclusion and exclusion
from the digital society (Van Dijk, 2020; Ragnedda, 2018). They constitute
one of the most relevant articulations of the social inequalities; this is even
more important in the context of a platform society (van Dijck et al., 2018;
Sorice, 2020). The pandemic has shown how digital divides replicate and rein-
force social inequalities. In the context of a “forced digitalisation”, those who
were already equipped with devices and skills to use digital technologies had
the chance to continue to participate to the social, political and economic
processes; on the contrary, those who were not equally equipped experienced
new forms of exclusion (Zheng & Walsham, 2021). Analyses on digital divides
tend to be divided into three approaches depending on the actors involved:
economic territories, individuals or specific social categories (such as women;
Ben Youssef, 2004). Public policies follow this subdivision, and it is possible
to verify how historically the focus on the development of territories and on
infrastructure and wiring has been greater than the other two types of actors.
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On the other hand, as with any other form of inequality, research questions
can be divided into two groups: the one more focused on the diversity of digi-
tal divides (inequality of what?) and the other on the determinants of these
divides (why inequality?; Ben Youssef, 2004).

As far as the first question is concerned, the digital divides are particularly
sensitive to social structures, and gender constitutes one of the most compel-
ling structures: in effect, according to international organizations, the gender
gaps are in turn made up of an intertwining of cultural, political, economic and
infrastructural dimensions of inequality (EU Commission, 1998; EIGE, 2020,
WEEF, 2021). Indeed, the digital divides are more accentuated in women than
in men; it is not a coincidence that, among the various gender gaps that exist
and are monitored, the digital gender gap is receiving more and more atten-
tion. The digital gender gap can be defined as differences between men and
women in terms of digital access and use, thus including issues of property of
digital tools and adequate training to effectively use such tools safely and for
the wide range of activities they are designed for. For instance, some account
for the emergence of a digital underclass, characterised by the use of digital
media as mere entertainment tools (Napoli & Obar, 2014; Park, 2017); glob-
ally, the majority of women privilege the recreational (private) uses of the
digital media, thus falling into this underclass. This is also true when compar-
ing girls and boys under 18 years old, proving that younger generations are far
from bridging this gap (Unicef, 2021). Moreover, some specific dimensions
of the digital gender gap concern the distance between men and women in
enrolling an ICT or STEM study course, in the use of ICTs for working activi-
ties and in occupation rates in the ICT sectors.

Against this backdrop, we propose a model to describe the dimensions of
the digital gender gaps (Figure 4.2). The model stems from a literature review
(including academic and non-academic sources) that points at the intersec-
tion of digital divides and gender gaps in contemporary societies. As the
model shows, there are five dimensions in which digital gender gaps can be
addressed, both in terms of policy-making issues and research objects: access,
use, skills, work, and AI and algorithms. The model conceives those dimen-
sions as a ladder in which the first is prodromic to the second one and so on;
it is not only due to logical reasons but also to the fact that public policies and
scholarly attention have referred to each dimension following this order over
the decades.

The first two dimensions — access and use — derive from both academic and
grey literature (UN Women, 2005; Williams et al., 2019) that focus on a global
perspective on inequalities. The emphasis on skills and work is more recent
and is driven by organisations such as the OECD (2018), the G20 (2018) and
the European Union (Davaki, 2018), which connect digital inclusion to eco-
nomic development. in this light, the digital gender gap is the measure of how
much technological innovation potential is wasted in the developed world.
Interestingly, the main reasons for this gap are found in cultural structures that
affect women around the globe, such as the unequal distribution of care and
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Figure 4.2 Digital gender gap dimensions

Source: Our own elaboration.

domestic work (UN Women, 2018) and the persistence of gender stereotypes
about social roles (Davaki, 2018; EU Commission, 2020a). Other causes,
such as the scarce interest shown by women towards digital worlds (labelled
as a sort of “technophobia”) and the unaffordability of digital devices, are also
connected with cultural bias that deprive girls and women of money and access
to digital education (OECD, 2018). When the strictly technological barri-
ers are overcome, the intersectionality of the digital divide emerges (Davaki,
2018). In this way, it is clear that digital gender gaps are not directly linked to
gender differences but to the whole complex of inequalities, stereotypes and
practices of discrimination experienced by women and girls as they interface
with the education system and the world of work.

The fifth dimension of the digital gender gap addresses the role of Al
and algorithms in fostering gender inequality. It can be subdivided into two
sub-dimensions: (1) the extent to which Al systems and algorithms are designed
to reproduce stereotypical representations and gender discrimination; and (2)
women’s involvement in programming Al systems and algorithms on (at least)
an equal footing with men. Of course, the two sub-dimensions appear inter-
related to each other. The first sub-dimension (algorithmic discrimination) is
a major concern for activists, non-governmental organisations and institutions
alike (EU Commission, 2020b; Gutierrez, 2021). The second sub-dimension
actually identifies a specific work sector in which women should be given more
space; it goes without saying that the greater presence of women in the fields
of programming and algorithm design may lead to less discrimination, follow-
ing a gender quota mechanism.
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Addressing the digital gender gaps is a key priority of the current Gender
Equality Strategy 2020-2025 drafted by the EU Commission (2020a), and
the pandemic has augmented the need of the Digital Education Action Plan
2021-2027 (2021); in particular, the Action 13 aims at fostering women’s
involvement in STEM studies and careers. The Women in Digital (WiD)
scoreboard accompanies the Digital Economy and Society Index (DESI) to
breakdown data along the gender dimension. It measures the performance
of EU Member States in three areas: use of internet, internet user skills, and
specialist skills and employment. With the same logic in mind but extending
this index, in 2020, the EIGE also measured the gender gap in digitalisation
in the world of work, shifting the attention from internet use to skills and
employment. It is based on three areas of assessment: (1) use and development
of digital skills and technologies; (2) digital transformation of the jobs done by
women; and (3) impact of digitalisation on women’s quality of life (i.e., respect
of human rights, violence against women and caring activities). The data are
outlined in Table 4.1 and in Figure 4.3.

First, in the area of digital skills, France is much closer to the European
average than Italy, which is lagging far behind. Second, with regard to female
segregation in digital education and the labour market, Italy has a (slightly)
higher rate of female ICT graduates than both the European and the French
average (20.9% against 20.1% and 19.5%, respectively) but far less female ICT
specialists than the other two (14.8% against 17.7% and 21.2%). Both France
and Italy are above the European average in terms of female scientists and

Table 4.1 Digitalisation in the world of work: gender gaps in Europe, France and Italy

EU average France Italy
Digital skills
o Internet daily users 78% of women  77% (-1 than men) 71% of women
(-2 than men) (-4 than men)
o Above basic digital skills  31% (-5) 30% (-2) 19% (-6)
o Training to improve 18% (-4) 14% (-4) 10% (-2)
digital skills
Segregation in digital education and labour market
o ICT graduates 20.1% (-59.9) 19.5% (-61) 20.9% (-58.2)
o ICT specinlists 17.7% (-64.6) 21.2% (-57.6) 14.8% (-70.4)
o Scientists and engineers  20% (-60) 23.1% (-53.9) 22.8% (-54.4)
in high-technology sectors
Working in ICTs
o ICT at work and activi-  37% (-5) 39% (-4) 27% (-10)
ties performed
e Part-time in ICT 16.5% (+11.1) 13.2% (+9.4) 18% (+13.2)
e Gender pay gap in ICT  11.1% 2.1% 14.6%

Source: EIGE, Digitalisation in the world of work, 2020; https: / /eige.curopa.cu/gender-equality-
index/thematic-focus/digitalisation /country/EU.
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Figure 4.3 Digitalisation in the world of work: comparison among EU average, France
and Italy

Source: Our own elaboration from EIGE, Digitalisation in the world of work, 2020; https: / /eige.
curopa.cu/gender-equality-index /thematic-focus /digitalisation /country /EU.

engineers in high-technology sectors. Third, in the area of ICT work, France
is slightly better than the European average in terms of digital activities carried
out by women at work (39% against 37%) and in the distribution of part-time
contracts (+9.4% compared to men in France against a European average of
+11.1%). At the same time, however, France is much better equipped to deal
with the gender pay gap in the ICT sector than Italy and Europe as a whole:
the French gap is only 2.1%, while in Europe it is 11.1% and in Italy 14.6%.

This type of monitoring carried out by European institutions adopts a nar-
row definition of intersectionality, focusing on the interaction between gen-
der, socio-economic status and educational background; other dimensions of
inequality, including age, race and ethnicity, are neglected. However, it has
the merit of providing a knowledge base for policies targeting digital gender
gaps. As we see in the next section, this kind of knowledge and the willingness
expressed by the European Union do not find adequate counterparts in the
recovery and resilience plans issued by France and Italy.

Cultural discourses for recovery and resilience

According to critical policy studies (Fischer et al., 2015), the analysis should
not cover only the “apparent inputs and outputs” of policy-making but also
“the interests, values and normative assumptions — political and social — that
shape and inform these processes” (Fischer et al., 2015, p. 1). Public policies
can be analysed as pieces of ideology that contain normative ideals of good
and bad, justice, democracy and development. In this context, the discursive
approach to public policies is pivotal because it links policy-making processes
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with the imaginative and ideological efforts needed to legitimise their results
(Schmidt, 2015). This strand of studies brings with it an interpretative meth-
odological approach that is indebted to the studies of Gramsci, Foucault,
Laclau and Mouffe, among others.

In this chapter we turn to this strand of research to analyse post-COVID-19
responses to the problem of digital gender gaps. Our initial corpus was restricted
to the two NPRRs, but during the analysis, we realised how under-estimated
and poorly framed the problem still is. We therefore extended the corpus to
integrate all policies addressing the digital gender gaps in France and Italy.
This is an important indication, in our opinion, of how scarcely hegemonic
the discourse on women’s inclusion is, crushed by more urgent (and certainly
significant) issues such as combating climate change and digitalisation. In
particular, separating the discourse on digitalisation from that on women’s
inclusion is an ideological choice that is not without consequences. The intro-
duction of digital technologies still follows an uncritical view, unable to assess
their consequences and recognise the impact on new and old inequalities.

For all documents, we have proceeded in three steps of analysis. First, we
have isolated the nodal points behind the word “women”, identifying the most
relevant problems to address. The concept of nodal points is rooted in Laclau
and Moulfte’s (1985) discourse theory: with this term, the authors refer to
the major ideas, words or signs to which a meaning is assigned, which are
frequently disputed and which are occasionally reimagined over time. Hence,
the concept opens to the definition of discourse in terms of a power struggle.
In theory, nodal points can emerge from any discourse in different formats;
in origins, nodal points could be “floating” or “empty” signifiers indicating
many meanings (they are polysemic) and referring to a broader “field of dis-
cursivity”. Terms such as “women”, for instance, are frequently used by oppo-
site factions with vastly different meanings. A famous quote from de Beauvoir
(1949) points out that “one is not born but becomes a woman”, in the sense
that the life path by which one comes to define the meaning of the word
“woman” is personal and open to infinite possibilities, changing through the
history. At the end of a power struggle, the dominant meaning is temporar-
ily fixed, but the door is open for further resemantisation. With all this in
mind, we performed a simple textual search to identify occurrences of the term
“woman,/women” possibly also declined as female worker(s), entrepreneur(s),
girl(s) and student(s). These words were treated as nodal points, and the text
segments in which those occurred were subjected to discourse analysis.

Second, from these nodal points, we have reconstructed what the two plans
project as a general profile of women, their position in society and the role of
the State in ensuring their inclusion. We have highlighted the different con-
notations assigned to the role of women in the two societal projects designed
by the NPRRs. The starting point is that such societal projects are structurally
rooted in the socio-economic and cultural fabric of the two countries under
consideration; this necessarily reverberates on the panorama of possibilities
for social (and digital) inclusion that the plans highlight. Indeed, in the cul-
tural discourse studies approach, the polysemy of the nodal points is rooted in
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different cultural contexts and traditions (Shi-xu, 2005; 2016). According to
this perspective, the power struggles that are fought through discursive and
semiotic practices are not only dependent on structures of domination and
resistance within each national community but also among different nations
and continents. For the purposes of this chapter, a cultural differentialist
approach to discourse analysis shows what meaning is assigned to words such
as development, inclusion, vesilience and digitalisation at the heart of Euro-
pean policies, with particular reference to France and Italy. Despite their dif-
ferences, the two countries reveal the boundaries of the fields of discursivity
that have been delineated for the post-pandemic restart in Europe. In this
sense, these fields are open and questionable, ready to be compared with other
non-Western models. In particular, the analysis will shed light on two critical
aspects of recovery and resilience strategies: first, the absence of a clear com-
mitment to reducing gender inequalities in the context of policies that call for
the digitisation of the economy, public administration and society; second, the
lack of an intersectional view of women’s identity, which is essentially linked to
their care roles in the domestic context.

Third, we created a catalogue of policy instruments to tackle gender gaps in
the post-pandemic recovery. Another part of the study was aimed at identify-
ing the tools provided by the two plans. This is a purely compilative work with
two objectives: the first is to describe and compare the instruments used by the
two countries, with a view to extending the comparison to others; the second
is to understand whether, beyond the programmatic and value statements, the
two plans provide adequate economic, organisational and ideational resources
to mitigate the digital gender gaps.

The French NPRR aims to use European funds to lead the country through
the dual process of ecological and digital transition. While the ecological transi-
tion is a priority, to which 50% of the available financial resources are allocated
(against the European minimum threshold of 37%), the digital transition is at
the service of competitiveness and mainly concerns the strengthening of tech-
nological sovereignty and resilience (from a cyber-security perspective), and
the digitalisation of the State, of territories and enterprises. This is perfectly in
line with the European Digital Agenda, which in 2010 had inaugurated the
long season of the entrepreneurial State (Mazzucato, 2013): according to this
economic policy and public doctrine, the State should have borne the costs of
experimentation and innovation on behalf of the entire community, provid-
ing incentives to businesses on the path to digitalisation and creating internal
demand through a process of profound reorganisation of its services. Con-
cretely, e-Government was used as a lever for economic development in the
aftermath of the Great Recession, building on the concept of platform-State
(De Blasio, 2018). In this renewed, post-pandemic version of the doctrine,
financing the digital transition takes on the significance of levelling out digital
inequalities since these have prevented the full enjoyment of public services
during the lockdowns of 2020-2021. This also connects with the third prior-
ity, which is cohesion and is mainly aimed at groups such as young people, the
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handicapped and workers, as well as territorial cohesion (especially from the
point of view of health service provision, which has become even more impor-
tant during the pandemic).

In such a framework, it is significant that the competitiveness and digital
equality targeted by the French NPRR do not rely on women’s development:
women mostly appear in relation to cohesion, in their role as service-providers
within the health sector and public administration (Table 4.2).

The principle of gender equality and its implementation in the public sector
is aimed at the “dissemination of public service values in society” (French Plan
de Relance, p. 465) and thus strengthening the cohesion between citizens
and the State. In the framework of an inclusion strategy, the French NPRR
portrays women as vulnerable subjects that must be protected and accompa-
nied in education, training and occupation (together with youth and disabled
people). The pandemic has further worsened this situation:

The massive investments and reforms to strengthen the health system
and health care infrastructure will promote gender equality between
women and men, support women’s economic empowerment and
address precarious conditions in a key sector in which women make up
the majority of workers.

(French Plan de Relance, p. 40)

Hence, women are mainly workers and professionals, most of all in the public
sector and in the health care sector, who are subject to conditions of inequal-
ity and precarity; women employed in the private sector face problems such as
the gender pay gap, economic emancipation and lack of professional training.

Actually, the French Senate has criticised the NPRR for not giving enough
importance to digital inclusion (2020). According to the Senate, digital inclu-
sion should be declared a national priority and a service of general economic
interest, and €1 billion should be allocated to the fight against digital illiteracy

Table 4.2 French recovery: visions of women

French NPRR
www.economie.gouv.fr/files /files /directions_services/plan-de-relance /PNRR%20
Francais.pdf

Equality between women and men (generic) 1
Equality in the public sector
Gender pay gap
Equality in access to health care
Tackling the precarity of the female labour force in the health care sector
(as women are the majority of workers)
Economic emancipation of women
Professional training for women
Equality in the cultural industries
Total 2

[N NS IININS ) W]
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through media education programs beginning in middle school, four times
more than what is foreseen by the recovery plan (Lucas, 2020).

The Italian NPRR intervenes in a situation in which women are largely
unemployed: Eurostat data from 2018 warns that only 53 women out of 100
work (Eurostat, 2020), and this rate drops even more if you look at the South,
where just 1 woman out of 3 is employed. This structural situation in the
Italian economy is compounded by concern about the consequences of the
pandemic since Italy is described as being “hit first and hardest” from both
a health and economic perspective (Italian Plan for Recovery and Resilience,
p- 2). Youth and women are those that have been particularly affected: the
axis of inclusion is unrolled in a triple perspective of gender, generation and
territory. According to the diagnosis set out in the preamble to the NPRR,
the problems of productivity lagging behind its European partners are due to
digital divides. They affect first infrastructure (access dimension) and second
businesses and the public sector (skills and usage dimensions). In turn, these
delays are attributed to a lack of investment over the last 20 years.

Digital transition drains 27% of resources and ecological transition 40%. The
plan’s six missions are as follows: digitalisation, innovation, competitiveness,
culture and tourism; green revolution and ecological transition; infrastructure
for sustainable mobility; education and research; inclusion and cohesion; and
health. Four contextual reforms — public administration, justice, simplification
of legislation and promotion of competition — are also designed. Overall, 40%
of the funds are earmarked for the South, as it is a specific category of subjects,
together with youth, women and the disabled, who suffer from historical /
structural inequalities.

The Italian NPRR shows a greater focus on women, with a total of 72
occurrences compared to 27 in the French NPRR (Table 4.3).

However, almost half of the occurrences relate to the need to encourage
female employment (31), which according to the plan is slowed down by

Table 4.3 Italian recovery: visions of women

Italian NPRR
www.governo.it/sites /governo.it/files/PNRR.pdf

Women at work (to be incentivised)
Women mothers and involved in care activities
Women entrepreneurs (to be incentivised)
Training women in STEM

Women victims of historical inequalities
Gender pay gap

Women victims of sexism and violence
Emancipation of women

Women hit by the pandemic

Digital training for women

Precarity of female labour force
Gender-based medicine

Total

— W
U1 =

DN — =N NN WO
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cultural habits that see women engaged in caring for children, the elderly
and the sick. As women are victims of historical inequalities, and have been
particularly hit by the pandemic, the phenomenon becomes a social and eco-
nomic emergency.

The mobilisation of women’s energies, with a view to equal opportuni-
ties, is fundamental for Italy’s recovery. This requires action on the mul-
tiple dimensions of discrimination against women. . . . As highlighted in
the European Commission’s Italy 2020 Country Report, the inactivity
rate of women due to caring responsibilities is continuously increasing
since 2010 (35.7 per cent against 31.8 per cent of the EU average), also
due to the lack of adequate and equal care services.

(Italian Plan for Recovery and Resilience, p. 35)

The concrete measure to pursue this goal is to compensate for this lack
of care services: “The lack of childcare services, combined with the unequal
distribution of family distribution of family workloads, negatively affects the
labour supply of women and reduces the labour market participation rate of
women” (Italian Plan for Recovery and Resilience, p. 171).

The centrality of kindergarten in the discourse on gender equality in Italy
is nothing new: the NPRR again affirms a model of reasoning whereby the
greater availability of childcare services (and not only) will correspond to a
natural entry of women into the labour market. In this context, the plan aims
at elaborating a Family Act that reforms the system of incentives for childbirth,
motherhood and the restoration of greater equity in childcare (e.g., through
parental leave for both parents). What is new is the desire to “recognise the
social value of care activities”, in the sense of encouraging them as economic
sectors in which women can be employed, by virtue of their skills acquired
over the centuries:

The Plan’s decision to allocate significant resources to social infrastruc-
tures for the implementation of policies to support families, minors,
people with serious disabilities and the non-self-sufficient elderly. . . .
Recognising the social value of care activities can achieve the twofold
objective of lightening the burdens traditionally carried by women in the
family sphere and stimulating their increased participation in the labour
market. Increasing personal services also means strengthening a sector in
which women are more highly employed.

(Italian Plan for Recovery and Resilience, p. 199)

Another significant theme is that of women entrepreneurs. Women’s busi-
nesses are incentivised through tax breaks, training programmes and also
through greater digital infrastructure in the country. It is precisely on this
issue that the discourse on the gender digital divide comes in. “Investments
in broadband and high-speed connections . . . facilitate the creation of the
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technological infrastructure needed to provide entrepreneurs in general, and
female entrepreneurs in particular, with the tools to expand their market”
(Italian Plan for Recovery and Resilience, p. 36). However, there is a saving
conception of the digital technology, which will be able to act as a driving
force for women’s businesses: the subtext is that of a greater propensity of
digital enterprises to promote work-life balance, which is obviously neces-
sary in a situation of strong occupational segregation like in Italy. In a very
minority, several passages state the need to promote women’s access to STEM
fields of study from high school onwards, but this is not matched by details
of measures.

Predictably, the policy instruments used to combat gender gaps are more
numerous in Italy than in France. However, the French instruments are more
binding on companies, which are required to be transparent about the salaries
of women and men employees and to report on activities undertaken to pur-
sue gender equality in order to access public funding. Italy introduces a more
generic certification of gender equality without suggesting further constraints.
At the same time, Italy is acting mainly on four fronts: the first and most
important one is the introduction of a Family Act that will restructure all the
aid schemes for birth, parenthood and childcare. The second is the elaboration
of'a National Strategy for Gender Equality 2021-2026 (the contents of which
are not outlined in the plan). The third is the financing of social inclusion
projects (such as social housing or community health services) and support for
care activities for children (kindergarten), the elderly and the sick. Finally, the
fourth is fiscal and financial support for women’s enterprises.

It is easy to see that there are no specific provisions for digital gender gaps
in the two plans. Indirectly, the attention to entrepreneurship and digital infra-
structure of enterprises in Italy is associated with the will to promote women’s
enterprises, which is going to affect the dimension of access and work, but
no forms of skills acquisition are promoted. On the contrary, in France, the
main dimension of digital gender gaps that is underlined is that of vocational
training and the acquisition of digital skills by women. A closer look at specific
policies related to women in digital can help clarify this point.

As carly as 2018, France launched a National Strategy for Inclusive Digital.!
Through its Digital Society mission, the French government has launched a
digital literacy programme distributed throughout the territories, with the help
of specially trained figures to guide the most disadvantaged in their approach
to the digital world. Although the strategy does not explicitly address the digi-
tal gender gaps, it is oriented to the acquisition of digital skills through three
axes, outlined as follows:

1) Equipping and training carers (social workers, volunteers, public service
agents, etc.) who support those who do not want to and cannot become
autonomous with digital tools and provide answers to digital emergencies
(declaring income to the CAF before the deadline, registering one’s child at
the canteen, etc.);
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Table 4.4 Comparison between policy instruments to tackle gender gaps in France and

Italy’s recovery plans

France

Italy

Obligation to adopt a gender
equality perspective in the
extra-financial performance
declaration of organisations
wishing to benefit from
public funds foreseen for the
year 2021

Obligation of transparency on
pay gap between men and
women within organisations
wishing to benefit from
public funds under the plan

Gender equality plan in the
public sector (to increase
by 3 points the pres-
ence of women in the top
management)

Bill to decrease the gender
pay gap

Public aids to professional
training initiatives

National certification system for gender equality in
private companies

Economic support for women’s enterprises (Woman
Enterprise Fund)

Investment in care infrastructure for the elderly,
disabled and children to alleviate women’s domestic
work and create demand for women’s labour

Active labour policies and tax relief for companies
hiring women

Social housing projects to tackle domestic violence

Family Act — introducing the universal allowance
cheque to strengthen birth support measures;
education and childcare contributions; economic
support for families with specific learning disorders
and for documented expenses for the purchase of
textbooks for secondary school, for educational
trips, for enrolment or subscription to sports
associations and attendance of foreign language, art
and music courses; reorganising the rules on paren-
tal leave and paternity leave; tax relief for expenses
for domestic service workers or carers of family
members with reduced autonomy; measures aimed
at gradual modulation of workers’ pay during days
when their children are off sick; bonus measures for
employers who implement policies that promote
full work-life balance, such as flexible working,
agile working and teleworking

Community houses to enhance care services locally
distributed

National strategy for gender equality 2021-2026

Relaunching the tourism and culture sectors, where
women are most employed

2) Offering people who are able and willing to take training courses with ref-
erenced professionals in their vicinity by funding these courses and support-
ing the proliferation of places offering this type of activity (digital public
spaces, third places, France Services, libraries, social centres, etc.);
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3) Supporting the initiatives of local and regional authorities, which are the
right level for implementing coherent and coordinated actions in favour of
the inhabitants and adapted to their needs.

The Italian plan goes hand in hand with the Italy Digital Strategy 2026,
which outlines how 27% of European funds will be spent. In particular, they
will be allocated to the digitalisation of public administration and, particularly,
the justice, health and tourism sectors; to promoting the digitalisation of busi-
nesses; and to training in basic and advanced digital skills. The acquisition of
digital skills is one of the five specific objectives of the strategy, together with
the creation of a digital identity infrastructure, the enhancement of public
administration cloud services, online public services and the deployment of
ultra-speed networks. Italy wants at least 70% of the population to be digitally
capable by 2026, but nothing is said about the digital gender gap. The Strat-
egy follows the same path as France, with the idea of distributing the oppor-
tunities for digital literacy across the territory and establishing support figures
for the population groups that are most in difficulty.

Neither France nor Italy have specific strategies to promote the participa-
tion of girls and women in STEM disciplines, but France is adopting an action
plan by the end of 2021. Furthermore, the focus on access, skills and occupa-
tion restricts the range of digital gender gaps that are addressed. In particular,
the reflection on possible gender discrimination arising from Al and algo-
rithms is completely absent.

Conclusion

A critical-culturalist approach to discourses of post-pandemic recovery and
resilience shows what issues nations are focusing on and how they are inter-
preting their role in designing the future. In spite of the premises and data
on the performance of the two countries in the key dimensions of the digital
gender gaps, the two national plans do not systematically address the prob-
lem of digital gender gaps. Although both are focused on responding to the
European Commission’s urging to integrate a digital and gender perspective
into the post-pandemic development plan, this objective is not fully achieved.
Indeed, our analysis shows considerable resistance to integrating an intersec-
tional perspective in the design of the digital society, a resistance that will show
its consequences in the coming years. As more and more activities and services
will be carried out online, attention to gender inequalities should be turned
to design an equal opportunity digital society; instead, it is interesting to note
that both France and Italy are still coming to terms with historical inequali-
ties, determined by pre-digital structures of power distribution. Somehow, the
message that emerges is that it is not possible to design a more connected and
digital society without first addressing gender equality issues in the work con-
text. Technologies, in this framework, represent an opportunity for economic
growth and specialisation that can help women to get out of conditions of
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segregation (especially in Italy) or discrimination (especially in France); their
role in enhancing existing inequalities and creating new ones is unquestioned.

In this respect, there is a disconnection between the agenda of the Euro-
pean Union and that of the two countries under review. Once again, the
European institutions act as a driving force for the activation and definition
of discursive fields that are then interpreted by nations in a restrictive sense,
according to a mechanism of policy diffusion from the centre to the various
peripheries of the EU. The European Union is focused on ecology, digital and
inclusion; France and Italy, while taking these concepts as constitutive ele-
ments of the post-pandemic discursive field, rework them and adapt them to
their own internal agendas.

It is interesting to note that the two countries have different visions of the
figure and role of women in the society they intend to reconstruct. In France,
gender equality is mainly expressed in terms of women employed in the pub-
lic sector, particularly in the health sector. On the contrary, in Italy women
appear to be outside the labour market, engaged in domestic care activities
or (digital) entrepreneurs. This has important consequences also on the type
of instruments that are outlined by the two plans to respond to the problem
of women’s inclusion. From an intersectional point of view, gender inequality
is never linked to other forms of inequality: women appear alongside young
people and people with disabilities as categories of specific vulnerability who
need to be helped into employment. Neither social class nor race are taken
into account in the two plans. In Italy, the dimension that most aggravates the
condition of inequality of women is that of residing in the South; however, the
reason for this is not to be found in the socio-economic disadvantage between
the regions of the South with respect to those of the Centre-North but in the
cultural background still dominant in the South, which forces women into
markedly traditional gender roles. The subtext, it is clear, concerns an alleged
cultural backwardness with respect to the economic opportunities arising from
the entry of women into the world of work, making this one of the signs of
progress and civilization. The absence of class and race reasoning is even more
evident in France, where ethnic and cultural differences are more pronounced.
Apart from a few small references to equal access to health services in the ter-
ritory, the French NPRR does not give adequate space to the articulations of
gender discrimination at the intersections of race, class and age.

The analysis presented in these pages reckons with an absence rather than
evidence. Through the approach of cultural discourse studies, an attempt has
been made to reconstruct the meanings implicit in the way the future of Euro-
pean societies is being outlined, taking France and Italy as reference points
because of their geographical and cultural proximity. However, the analysis of
secondary data on gender equality and women in ICT showed strong diver-
gences between the two countries. These divergences reverberate in the differ-
ent agendas expressed in the two NPRRs. Despite the diversity of approaches
and tools, however, both France and Italy suffer from a similar limitation of
perspective. Both countries have not yet adopted an intersectional perspective
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in imagining the figure of women in the digital society before us, nor in outlin-
ing the most effective tools to level out the digital gender gaps. This leads to
a misalignment with the policies of the European Union (as well as of several
other member states) and to a substantial ineffectiveness of the policies, which
are overwhelmed by contingent and short-sighted problems.

The structuring of an increasingly interdisciplinary and complex reflection
on the digital gender gaps, both in the academic sphere and in international
organisations, will be crucial in guiding the policies on digital inclusion in the
coming years. This chapter intends to offer a contribution in this direction.

Notes

1 https://societenumerique.gouv.fr/wp-content,/uploads /2018 /09 /DP_SNNIV-
DEF2.pdf.
2 https://innovazione.gov.it/dipartimento/focus /italia-digitale-2026 /.
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