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Digital illiteracy : an ill-defined problem, a key issue 
 
ABSTRACT 
 
This contribution proposes a critical study of the notion of "digital illiteracy" (« illectronisme » 

in french) as refers to the difficulties encountered by the population in using the digital 

devices. The answer given in terms of acquiring basic skills is not enough. It focuses solely on 

the user, and very little on the design of online tools and algorithms. Moreover, the use of 

artificial intelligence in the workplace, including to support decision in many fields, is another 

illustration of this situation, as employees have no control over this black box: here the 

problem is not only to understand how to use digital technologies but to how to adapt to 

algorithms.  

Ignorance linked to the compulsory use of digital tools designed by information technologies’ 

experts is omnipresent and affects all categories of the population (citizens, workers, 

consumers of all ages and social backgrounds) in different contexts. Yet not only are the 

solutions provided to digital illiteracy insufficient, as all official reports on the subject conclude 

(Sénat, Cour des Comptes, Défenseur des Droits in France), but the design of algorithms and 

online procedures imposes an oriented reality on users that goes unquestioned. As Nafus 

(2018) shows: 

“The economics of these systems incentivize certainty in design, which means that the road 

to algorithm development is littered with many alternative ways of parsing data that were not 

taken up, but that in fact could have even more immediate human value than any eventual 

algorithm”.  

The result is undone science that points to the choices made about research questions 

dependent on an algorithmic reading of reality. 

The result is also a biaised knowledge production about what is the actual relationship 

between the user and digitization procedures. Digitalization is more often a technopolitical 

instrument that enforces asymmetrical relations than as a service to users or a simplification 

tool. 



Digital illiteracy concept could be clearer if it incorporated a different conception of what the 

digitization of society might look like. 
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