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Thanks to Aaron Schneider for the invitation to be part of 
this important initiative. Congratulations to the Instituto 

Lula for bringing people together to critically think and act 
on this topic. Pedro Brancher, thanks for the partnership in 

this project. Thanks to Arthur Cepik for discussing ideas 
and assisting with much valued tech insights. Our aim is to 
contribute to the development of an emancipatory social 

alternative to the ongoing transformations in the 
contemporary world.



This talk will be divided into two parts. In the FIRST part, we will 
clarify the meaning we will assign to Digital Era and related 

concepts. Some empirical information will also exemplify the two 
general dynamics of digital transformation: datafication and network 
building. In the SECOND part, we will discuss the digital inequalities 

levels and types. Additional comments will be made regarding 
international governance deficits and conflicts. 



1. Digital Transformation



● Concepts

● Dynamics



Digital Age

By Digital Age, one should understand the historical period since 
1971 (the first microprocessor), distinguished by the growing 

centrality of digitized science, technology, and innovation systems 
for the production, circulation, and consumption of material and 

cultural values   engendered by networked intellectual work (Cepik; 
Brancher, 2022). In this sense, the two most important properties and 

dynamics of the Digital Age are exponential datafication and 
free-of-scale networking  (Śledziewska & Włoch, 2021).



The transition to the Digital Age is also characterized by the 
hegemony of financial capital (financialization) and the global 

power struggle between the United States of America (USA) and the 
People's Republic of China (PRC). Our current research project will 
analyze the strategic response of Latin American and Southeast 

Asian peoples and governments to the challenges and opportunities 
engendered by the advancement of digitalization in various social 

formations.



Although the Digital Age is not yet a new Mode of Production (Marx), 
the growing contradictions between the new productive forces, the 
inherited social relations, and the natural environment in the current 

phase of capitalism are at least as radical as the processes 
experienced in the Modern Age. The future of humanity and the 

planet depend on the global working class's strategic struggle to 
transform the Digital Age into a more democratic, equal, and 

sustainable system (Gesellschaftsformation). Neither dystopian 
pessimism nor utopian optimism will be able to build a better future.



Cyberspace

Cyberspace is the environment created by people, devices, 
infrastructure, information, and communication systems using the 

electromagnetic spectrum. More or less interconnected analog and 
digital networks define cyberspace as temporally and spatially 

larger than the Internet (Kuehl, 2009).



Digital Transformation

Digital transformation, therefore, is the process through which 
organizations create and incorporate digital technologies that 

increasingly integrate the physical, application, and cognitive layers 
of cyberspace shared by billions of people. 



Platformization
Digital platforms are the dominant organizational form of firms and institutions in the 

contemporary world (Srnicek, 2016). First, the platforms' center of gravity is cyberspace 
itself, where leading corporations impose entry barriers and interaction norms (Djick, 
Poell & Waal, 2018). Second, platforms develop reprogrammable software. Abundant 

data and financial concentration allow continuous updating of interfaces and algorithms 
and novel applications from core components (Helmond, 2015). Third, the market 

capitalization value of the digital platform is not based on earnings, physical assets, or 
even scale and scope economies but on network traffic generating Big Data. The 

more users operate on the platform, the more valuable it becomes for the users 
themselves and the company since more personalized products and services can be 

generated (Cusumano, Gawer & Yoffie, 2019).



Dynamics

According to Lang (2021), general-purpose technologies and specific 
innovation breakthroughs have defined the Digital Age. Three 

exponential laws predicted the general direction of such changes: 
● Moore's law (number of processing units in computer chips doubles 

every 18 months)
● Butter's law (network communication speed doubles every nine 

months)
● Kryder's law (storage capacity doubles every 13 months).



Source: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report
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Source: Śledziewska & Włoch, 2021
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Since the beginning of the Covid-19 pandemic, there has been an enormous increase 
in online activities, measured by the number of new users, consumers, products, and 

services (private and government). Major platforms have concentrated even more 
capital and have entered into fierce competition among themselves and less so with 

governments. For example, the combined market capitalization value of Apple, 
Microsoft, Alphabet (Google), Amazon, and Meta (Facebook) reached 8.7 trillion 

dollars in January 2022. The European Union has fined Google over 8 billion dollars 
since 2010. Even the so-called China's "regulatory crackdown" on the tech sector has 
not prevented the combined market capitalization value of Tencent, Alibaba, Meituan, 

and China Mobile from reaching 1.1 trillion dollars in the same period 
(https://companiesmarketcap.com). 



Firms and governments will dispute emerging general-purpose 
technologies sustaining datafication and networks (e.g., blockchain, 
cloud computing, artificial intelligence (AI), robotics, semiconductors, 

3D printing, internet of things (IoT), 5G mobile, and quantum 
computing). Along with bio, energy, and space technologies, digital 
techs will profoundly impact economics, society, and security in the 

decades ahead (UNCTAD, 2019. Allison et al., 2021). The digital 
transformation of global capitalist society will continue to advance, 
as much as the social and international conflicts inherent to such 

processes. In the second part of this conversation, we shall focus on 
those conflicts.



2. Digital Conflicts 



● Inequalities

● Governance



Digital inequalities are part of a much more significant and 
persistent structural problem intrinsic to capitalism. According to 
Ragnedda and Gladkova (2017), we can talk about three levels of 
digital inequalities. The first level is a divide between those who 

have and do not have adequate access to the required devices and 
the Internet. The second level relates to how different 

sociodemographic groups and individuals' use digital technologies 
and data. The third level of the digital divide is related to unequal 

capacities to create tangible and intangible benefits and outcomes 
from digital technologies.



Source: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report
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Source: ITU UNESCO (2020)
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At the second level of Digital inequalities, various barriers 
(economic, age, gender, linguistic, educational, cultural, and 

geographic) prevent or hinder individuals and groups from accessing 
relevant content and technologies. This second level of digital 

exclusion is a significant problem in the Global South, particularly in 
the Covid-19 pandemic, where many services and activities have 

become available only online.



Source: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report
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Source: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report



Source: https://www.internetworldstats.com/stats7.htm



Source: https://www.visualcapitalist.com/the-most-used-languages-on-the-internet/



At the third level of Digital inequalities, women, young, non-white 
people, and older people are exposed to different levels of risk 

regarding unemployment, exploitation at work, school exclusion, and 
the violation of online rights (from privacy to moral and physical 

integrity). 



Impact of COVID-19

● More than 470 million cases and 6 million deaths
● Rich countries response: US$ 14.9 trillion
● Emerging countries response: US$ 2.7 trillion



Source: https://www.ilo.org
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Source: McKinsey (2017)



Source: CEPAL, 2021



Source: https://www.unesco.org



Source: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report



The governance challenges of the Digital Age are local, national and 
international. For example, at the local level, social movements 

compete for digital resources, such as access to the internet and 
online public services. In different countries, laws and policies on 
internet governance, access to information, privacy, cybersecurity, 

and data location are examples of disputes that demand 
organization and energy. Internationally, states and oligopolistic 

platforms compete and exercise gatekeeping powers in areas 
critical to a global digital regime, such as taxation, e-commerce, AI 

development, data flows, and internet protocols. 



Source: https://datareportal.com/reports/digital-2022-global-overview-report
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Source: UNCTAD, 2019

Market capitalization of 70 largest digital platforms by region  (2019)



Digital Players: China and USA

Source: SCMP, 2021



Source: SCMP, 2021



Source: SCMP, 2021



Source: ALLISON et al, 2021

USA and China: quantum patents per year 
(2010-2018) 



Top 10 countries by granted robotics patents (2005-2019)

Source: CSET, 2021



Source: CAICT, 2020

Proportion of digital economy in China’s GDP



Internet users and penetration rate in China  
(2016-2020)

Source: CNNIC, 2021



Source: HUANG et al, 2021

Number of active users of Alipay and WeChat





Main Features / Examples

● Land and submarine cables (China Unicom - Global Center HKSAR)

● 5G cellular and smart cities  (Huawei in South Africa and Kenya)

● Internet Infrastructure (Guangxi "China-ASEAN Information Harbor") 

● Cloud and Big Data (DSR Industrial Alliance with Alibaba and +40) 

● BeiDou Navigation Satellite System (北斗卫星导航系统)



Country Global rank Knowledge Technology Future Readiness

China 15 6 20 17

Brazil 51 51 55 45

Mexico 56 54 57 51

Chile 39 49 35 36

Argentina 61 55 62 52

Digital Competitiveness Index (2021) 

Source: Institute for Management Development, 2021



Country Overall 
Ranking Institutions

Human 
capital 

and 
research

Infra
structure

Market 
sophistication

Business 
sophistication

Knowledge 
and 

technology 
outputs

Creative 
outputs

China 12 61 21 24 16 13 4 14

Brazil 57 78 48 69 75 34 51 66

Mexico 55 77 56 67 55 56 53 52

Chile 53 40 51 47 66 48 58 60

Argentina 79 102 50 64 110 57 73 73

Global Innovation Index (2021) 

Source: World Intellectual Property Organization , 2021



Country Index 
Score Infrastructure Affordability Consumer 

Readiness
Content and 

Service

China 76 76.5 68.9 78.2 81

Brazil 63.5 69.8 41.6 77.3 72.5

Mexico 67.6 65.9 58.3 72.4 74.9

Chile 73.2 74 60 86.2 74.5

Argentina 67.2 70.5 46.9 85.0 72.3

Mobile Connectivity Index (2019) 

Source: Global System for Mobile Communications Association, 2020



Source: UNESCO, 2022

Expenditure on R&D (in billions of current PPP dollars)



Profile of Vietnamese exports in 2019

Source: Atlas of Economic Complexity,  2022



Profile of Brazilian exports in 2019

Source: Atlas of Economic Complexity,  2022



3. Conclusions



1. AI driven Digital Transformation will be even more disruptive 
2. Conflicts about wealth and power distribution demand strategy
3. Investments in digital infrastructure and social value creation
4. Social protection and education are crucial in the Global South
5. Global governance for e-commerce, internet, and AI 
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