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1 Introduction 
“I dream of a Digital India where high-speed Digital Highways unite the Nation. 

I dream of a Digital India where 1.2 billion connected Indians drive innovation. 

I dream of a Digital India where knowledge is strength and empowers the People. 

I dream of a Digital India where access knows no barriers…”1 

 

The Prime Minister of India, Narendra Modi, outlined his dream of a Digital India a few months prior 

to the general elections of 2014, where his party the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) earned a landslide 

victory. Modi is a stanch supporter of technology-based solutions and his election campaign utilised 

the offerings of the digital tools to the fullest extent; he did not only provide his political insights on 

social media, but also published selfies regularly and used high-tech hologram technology to mobilise 

voters in large numbers.2 

 

The Financial Times called him “India’s first social media Prime Minister” and even President of the 

United States of America, Donald Trump, particularly (in)famous for his usage of the social media, 

has taken note of it and said that, “they are world leaders in the social media.”3  In the blog post Modi 

wrote soon after the election results declared the BJP as the winner, he emphasised the importance of 

social media for his victory. He also underlined that his government will place enormous focus on 

technology that, among other policies, will “directly benefit the poor of India and provide them the 

windows of opportunity they deserve.”4 

 

It therefore comes as no surprise that one of the priorities of the Government of India under Modi’s 

rule has been digitalisation of the largest democracy in the world. In the Monsoon season of 2015 he 

revealed his ambitious programme ‘Digital India’ that aims to “transform India into a digitally 

empowered society and knowledge economy.”5 The programme is centred on three key vision areas, 

namely - digital infrastructure as a utility to every citizen, governances and services on demand and 

digital empowerment of citizens. It is against this backdrop I embark my thesis. 

 

                                                
1 Modi, “Shri Narendra Modi Shares His Vision for Digital India.” 
2 Jaffrelot, “The Modi-Centric BJP 2014 Election Campaign”; Baishya, “Selfies| #NaMo.” 
3 Sinclair, “Trump Says He and Modi Are ‘World Leaders In Social Media’”; Chilkoti, “Narendra 
Modi to Be India’s First Social Media Prime Minister.” 
4 Modi, “A Victory for the People, a Victory for India and the Triumph of the Ballot.” 
5 Department of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India, “Vision and Vision 
Areas.” 
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Much of the discussion on Digital India in the public and academic discourse has revolved around 

the issues of digital economy, data privacy and digital infrastructure with a relatively minimal focus 

on the empowerment aspect of the programme. Furthermore, the aspect of gender is absent in the 

conversations about digitalisation that results in deficit of understanding how women experience 

digitalisation. Therefore, in the thesis, I strive to address the lacunae in the debates and investigate 

what digitalisations means for expanding women’s capabilities in India. Although there are several 

experts working on the issue, the information is often scattered and fragmented on certain aspects of 

digitalisation and gender. Hence, this is among first attempts to holistically sketch out the impact of 

digitalisation on women and their capabilities in India. 

 

The premise of the thesis is grounded in two conceptual notions that guide the analysis. First, I adopt 

Amartya Sen’s capability approach as the normative framework and as a tool for evaluating 

digitalisation in India. Sen first introduced the concept of capability in 1979 and developed the 

approach in his subsequent publications. The capability approach challenges the dominant paradigm 

of viewing development as economic growth, because the approach advocates placing people at the 

heart of the development practices. The focus of capability approach is on what an individual is able 

to do (capable of doing) rather than solely focussing on economic wellbeing. The approach is 

operationalised in the United Nations’ Human Development Index, which revolutionised the 

measurement of development. Besides Sen, Martha Nussbaum has been instrumental in 

conceptualising the capability approach. While there are some differences between Nussbaum’s and 

Sen’s formulation of the approach, I use elements from both scholars in the thesis.  

 

Information and communication technologies for development (ICT4D) forms the second 

fundamental building block of this thesis. The application of ICT4D encourages the use of 

information and communication technologies (ICT)-tools for social, economic, and political 

development of people. However, the ICT4D research distinguishes between different kind of 

implementation strategies and in particular feminist ICT4D research has underlined the importance 

of socio-cultural context in using ICTs for expanding people’s capabilities. This study adopts a view 

that ICTs should not be seen as engines of economic development, but rather as drivers of human 

development.  

 

The study is relevant because women’s rights are still a major concern for the Indian society, much 

like the rest of the world. India is ranked 125th out of 159 countries in the United Nations 

Development Programme’s Gender Inequality Index, below Ethiopia and just above Zimbabwe. 



 

 4 

Women’s rights movements have campaigned for gender equality, more increasingly for 

intersectional equality that takes into account caste, (dis)ability and sexual orientation, and the 

activists have gained considerable victories but the battle for gender justice is far from over. Hence, 

it is pertinent to understand what role does the digitalisation of India play in improving women’s 

wellbeing. 

 

The principal objective of the study is to investigate women’s wellbeing in the digitalisation process 

in India. In more specific terms, I tease out in the analysis what capabilities of women are rendered, 

transformed and/or perhaps lost in Digital India. Subsequently I will evaluate the Digital India 

programme from a feminist perspective and research whether its design generates empowerment. 

Utilising Nussbaum’s distinction between the internal and the combined capabilities and the concept 

of functionings, the thesis delineates what women have acquired from digitalisation and what 

challenges remain with the implementation of the programme so that all segments of the society are 

able to enjoy the ICTs.  

 

Although the thesis is centred on women, I do understand the importance of intersectionality in the 

research and therefore have also put a spotlight on how marginalised groups, such as women with 

disabilities and/or transgender people, experience digitalisation albeit it is a limited account. As I 

attempt to unfold the answers for the questions, I will also be able to evaluate the success of Digital 

India in forming a digitally empowered society.   

 

In the first chapters, I outline the theoretical framework. I elaborate the conceptualisation and 

terminology of the capability approach and I legitimise the usage of the approach as opposed to other 

contrasting theories. After that, I provide a brief literature review of ICT4D that will help in 

understanding the importance of digitalisation in ‘developing’ countries. It is in particular aimed at 

sceptics who believe that development should first fulfil the basic needs, such as food or housing, 

rather than focus on digitalisation.  

 

The chapter on ICT4D is followed by a chapter on the research design where I justify my decision to 

choose the interview format and qualitative content method analysis. Furthermore, I specify some 

concerns and shortcomings in the research, particularly in treating women as homogenous group and 

the lack of intersectional approach. Thereafter, I will move onto the most substantive chapter of the 

thesis: the analysis of the data, which shows that while the digitalisation process has enormous 

potential to increase women’s capabilities in India, at the moment the same has not been realised. I 
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end with some recommendations for the Government of India to incorporate women and other 

marginalised groups in their efforts to digitalise the country. Digitalisation is inevitable, but if 

implemented poorly, it has a risk of leaving large segments of the society behind.  
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2 The Capability Approach 
In this chapter, I present a systematic overview of the capability approach framework that I utilise in 

the thesis to investigate the impact of digitalisation in India on women and other marginalised groups. 

It must be noted that, in the thesis, the capability approach serves as a normative theory against which 

the data is analysed. Hence, this chapters sets the tone for the rest of this work and hence constitutes 

a fundamental part of the analysis.  

 

In the following sections, I outline how the capability approach is understood within the bounds of 

this thesis, as the said approach has been employed in a variety of disciplines and therefore there are 

different conceptualisations of the approach. Amartya Sen and Martha Nussbaum are the scholars 

who have been credited for crafting the approach and this study also focuses on their contributions. 

Whereas various scholars, including Nussbaum, have discussed divergences between Sen and 

Nussbaum, I use elements from both of them and therefore it is even more pertinent to know how the 

capability approach is defined in this context. Both Nussbaum and Sen have emphasised on the 

importance of the capability approach for women in their publications. Sen points out that “nothing, 

arguably, is as important today in the political economy of development as an adequate recognition 

of political, economic and social participation and leadership of women.”6 

 

First, I provide a brief introduction to the capability approach that shall illuminate what the approach 

means and how it is conceptualised. Subsequently, I elaborate the core concepts of the capability 

approach and attempt to reconcile the differences between Sen’s and Nussbaum’s approaches, or at 

the very least to illustrate how I will use elements from both scholars. While there are not many 

significant disputes between the two, the two scholars use different terms and place importance on 

distinct issues and hence it is important to crystallise the theory for a common and shared 

understanding. Thereafter, I explain for what reasons the capability approach is an ulterior framework 

for development as opposed to neoliberal or utilitarian visions. This brief account clarifies the reasons 

for my decision to utilise the capability approach. Note that the chapter does not discuss the 

philosophical foundations of the approach as the study is anchored in empirical study.  

 

                                                
6 Sen, Development as Freedom, 203. 
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2.1 What is the capability approach? 

The most famous operationalisation of the capability approach is the Human Development Index 

(HDI) report that the United Nations Development Program publish annually. Mahbub ul Haq who 

crafted and launched the HDI in 1990 had an explicit motive which was to shift “the focus of 

development economics from national income accounting to people centered policies.”7 The HDI 

provided a competing paradigm to the dominant neoliberal thinking and Washington consensus that 

dictated the development policies.  

 

During the Cold War development was viewed solely through the lenses of economic growth and 

gross national product. ‘Developing countries’, dependent on the aid of Organisation for Economic 

Cooperation and Development countries, were coerced to privatise state enterprises, liberalise inward 

foreign direct investment and implement fiscal policy discipline to speed economic growth. The 

emergence of the HDI provided an alternative framework to assess development and shifted the 

emphasis from the economic advances to people, but not neglecting the former. While ul Haq devised 

the HDI, it was Sen’s work on “capabilities and functionings that provided the strong conceptual 

foundation for the new paradigm.”8 Nevertheless, Sen has noticed the limitations of the HDI and has 

put forward numerous issues that the HDI must incorporate, such as human rights and democracy to 

portray an adequate understanding of human development.9 

 

Sen first presented the concept of ‘capability’ in 1979 and continued to develop the approach in his 

subsequent publications. He outlines in his paper Development as Capability Expansion that the 

problem is not the pursuit of economic prosperity in the assessment and planning of economic 

development, but rather it being the goal of development than an instrument for development.10  Sen 

criticises that the dominant development paradigm focuses on economic growth and argues that 

economic prosperity should be treated as means to expand people’s capabilities and, even as means, 

it still may be insufficient on its own to achieve the goal of development. He underlines that the 

“usefulness of (economic) wealth lies in the things that it allows us to do.”11 In response to the 

neoliberal view of development, he developed the capability approach that “sees human life as a set 

of ‘doings and beings’ – which he terms as ‘functionings’ and the said functionings relate the 

                                                
7 ul Haq, Reflections on Human Development. 
8 Fukuda-Parr, “The Human Development Paradigm,” 302. 
9 Sen, “A Decade of Human Development.” 
10 Sen, “Development as Capability Expansion,” 3. 
11 Sen, 14. 
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evaluation of the quality of life to the assessment of the capability to function.”12 Ingrid Robeyns 

summarises eloquently the capability approach when she writes that “the core characteristic of the 

capability approach is its focus on what people are effectively able to do and to be; that is, on their 

capabilities.”13  

 

Besides Sen, Martha Nussbaum is another significant contributor to the capability approach. Unlike 

Sen, who has background in welfare economics, Nussbaum develops the approach from more 

political philosophy dimension which considerably shapes her understanding of the theory. However, 

there are many similarities between the two. Nussbaum also argues that the focus on growth fails to 

capture the depravity of people and the constraints on their capabilities.14 For example, women are 

often unable to enjoy the fruits of economic growth in most parts of the world because of the structural 

discrimination against them. Nussbaum and Sen both argue that the capabilities belong first and 

foremost to individual persons, as “the approach espouses a principle of each person as an end”.15 

The approach has received considerable amount of criticism for its emphasis on individualism. 

Robeyns differentiates between ontological and ethical individualism. The former, which the 

approach rejects, views that in the society only individuals and their properties exist. However, the 

capability approach adheres to ethical individuals, that is - in our evaluative decisions in policies our 

unit of analysis should be individuals, not a group. It is essential to recognise the evaluative 

distinction, as otherwise capabilities may be impeded.  

 

A government may formulate policies using the family as a unit of analysis, which consequently often 

results in limiting women’s capabilities. Sen notes that development policies often take households 

as a unit of measurement to evaluate wellbeing and advocates incorporation of gender to address “the 

systematic inferior position of women.”16 Family and household analysis assumes that families share 

the income and responsibilities are shared equally within the family or that women have equally say 

in the decisions. The emphasis on individuals guarantees that women are not oppressed in the 

capability approach. Nevertheless, the claim that the approach ignores groups completely is false.17 

The capability approach does evaluate average capabilities of different groups such as ethnic 

                                                
12 Sen, 4. 
13 Robeyns, “The Capability Approach,” 94. 
14 Nussbaum, “Capabilities as Fundamental Entitlements,” 33. 
15 Nussbaum, “Women’s Capabilities and Social Justice,” 35. 
16 Sen, Gender and Cooperative Conflicts, 1. 
17 Robeyns, “The Capability Approach,” 109. 
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minorities against the majority population or between different genders, but the central claim is that 

the capabilities belong to individuals and not to the groups. 

 

However, it needs to be highlighted that while the capability approach centres what makes life 

worthwhile, it does not mean that economic prosperity has no value or relevance. Instead the 

capability approach shifts the focus in development policies to evaluating what people are able to do 

from economic indicators. Sen also argues that equality is a political value and should be investigated 

in terms of capabilities to make relevant comparisons of equality within the society.18 

 

2.2 Concepts in the capability approach 
In the approach, the capabilities are distinguished from functionings, which have Aristotelian roots 

and refer to one of the most common phrases of Sen: doings and beings.19 Functionings are actions 

of beings and doings that individuals “value and have the reason to value.”20 The valued functionings 

may be basic such as being adequately nourished and being able to read, but also more complex such 

as being able to participate in elections or being with the person you love or being able to play 

football. Evidently, functionings are not limited to elementary functionings, which explains the 

applicability of the human development to all the countries across the world, not just ‘developing’ 

countries. 

 

It is important to dissect the phrase ‘individuals value and have reason to value’ in the definition of 

the functionings. Firstly, functionings must be valued by the person who does it. In other words, if 

you are reading this and do not value it, it does not constitute as a functioning. Secondly, the phrase 

“have reason to value” inscribes public reasoning to make value judgements. There are functionings 

that a person may value, such as a violent husband may value beating up his wife, but the same are 

not counted as a functioning as there is no public reason to value it. However, while Sen discusses 

the processes, institutions and philosophical consequences of how to decide what people have reason 

to value, he does not suggest a concrete method to research the conclusion.21 

 

                                                
18 Sen, Inequality Reexamined. 
19 Sen, Development as Freedom, 75. 
20 Sen, 18. 
21 Alkire and Deneulin, “The Human Development and Capability Approach,” 32. 
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So, while the functionings refer to beings and doings, person’s capabilities refer to her substantive 

freedoms to achieve the valued functionings.22 In other words, the distinction between capabilities 

and achieved functions is the distinction between the opportunities and freedom (capabilities, can 

happen if desired) to choose the kind of life she wants to lead and achievements (functioning, already 

happened). Sen provides us a clear example to distinguish between the functionings and capabilities. 

Imagine an affluent person who is fasting and a poor person who has not been able to eat for days. 

While both have a similar functioning achievement in terms of nourishment, the affluent person 

possesses a different set of capabilities that allows her to choose to fast but the poor person is forced 

to starve because of his limited capabilities. Hence, the freedom to choose is inherent aspect of the 

approach.23 

 

Nussbaum, unlike Sen, distinguishes between internal and combined capabilities because, to her, it 

is vital to understand how external environment may restrict capabilities. Internal capabilities refer to 

“the person herself that are, so far as the person herself is concerned, sufficient conditions for the 

exercise of the requisite functions.”24 She differentiates them from innate equipment such as 

personality traits, emotional capacity and bodily health that she has termed as basic capabilities.25 

Sen also uses the term basic capability albeit with a different understanding.26 Combined capabilities 

are what Sen calls substantive freedom (and capabilities in general) and entails political, social and 

economic environment that affect the use of internal capabilities.  

 

To tease out the differences, consider the following example: a transgender person has acquired a 

Master’s degree in finance and understands the risk analysis in stock exchange. Their expertise is 

internal capability. However, no company wants to hire them because they are transgender. 

Therefore, the combined capabilities prevent them to work (functioning) despite having qualifications 

(internal capability). Hence, substantive freedoms “are not just abilities residing inside a person but 

also the freedoms or opportunities created by a combination of personal abilities and the political, 

social and economic environment.”27 The society may be good at producing internal capabilities, but 

also simultaneously limit the opportunities to function in accordance with them. I utilise this  

                                                
22 Note that Sen has used ’substantive freedoms’ and ’capabilities’ interchangeably since publishing 
Development as Freedom. 
23 Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, 25. 
24 Nussbaum, “Women’s Capabilities and Social Justice,” 234. 
25 Nussbaum, 234. 
26 For Sen, basic capabilities are the real opportunity to avoid poverty. 
27 Nussbaum, Creating Capabilities, 20. 
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dichotomy of the capabilities in the analysis. Furthermore, although Sen’s and Nussbaum’s 

terminology differ, Sen does not view that external factors should not be taken into consideration and 

it is in fact implied in his agency dimension of an individual. 

 

Sen’s capability approach also distinguishes between individual’s agency and wellbeing. In a crude 

formulation, the wellbeing of a person refers to the standard of living. However, people have other 

dimensions than just wellbeing. Sen asserts that not all activities of an individual aim to maximise 

wellbeing.28 For a long time, the development viewed women as passive recipients of welfare but 

recently “the objectives have, however, gradually evolved and broadened from this "welfarist" focus 

to incorporate -and emphasize- the active role of women's agency.”29 The agency aspect of an 

individual refers to her ability to decide to achieve the goals she values and has the reason to value. 

In other words, the agency relates to the concepts of self-determination, empowerment and self-

reliance that enable the person to lead the life she values and make choices based on that.  

 

The agency is “most influenced by a person’s sense of obligation and legitimate behaviour” that 

particularly impedes woman’s agency because of the social roles imposed on them. 30 For Sen, agency 

is a central dimension of women’s development and he argues that there is “urgent and basic 

necessity, particularly at this time, to take an agent-oriented approach to the women's agenda.”31 

Furthermore, he argues that while ameliorating women’s agency does not necessarily improve their 

wellbeing as individuals do not always aim to maximise their wellbeing, it is essential to challenge 

the discriminatory social values and norms that justify women’s inferior position in the society. He 

views that people should be seen as an agent of change and development processes and opposes the 

top-to-bottom approach that is dominant in the development projects and policies. In short, he is 

against treating people as “passive recipients of the benefits of cunning development programs.”32  

 

However, Nussbaum makes no distinguishing between the two dimensions. She agrees with Sen that 

the issues presented in differentiating the two are fundamental, but argues that the concepts of 

‘agency’ and ‘wellbeing’ are captured in the distinction of functionings/capabilities.33 Nussbaum 

believes that the agency/wellbeing dichotomy brings no extra value to the discussion and refrains 
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from using it. I align with Nussbaum, as her outline of capabilities and in particular the combined 

capabilities incorporate the agency dimension.  

 

Lastly, conversion factors constitute another core element of the capability approach. Sen argues that 

goods and services possess something that makes them of interest to people. The bicycle example is 

the most famous illustration of this – we are not interested in a bicycle because it is made of some 

colour or built with certain materials, but because it is able to take us from one place to another much 

faster than by walking. In the context of this thesis, mobile phones are of interest to us because we 

are able to communicate with other people and also largely because we can access Internet through 

the same.  It is the conversion factors that determine the degree an individual is able to transform a 

good or commodity into desired beings and doings. For example, an able-bodied person who has been 

bicycling since her childhood has a high conversion rate that enables her to transform the bicycle into 

efficient mobility. However, a person with physical disabilities will be likely to have a poorer 

conversion rate, meaning that she cannot transform the bicycle into a functioning. The conversion 

factors explain how much functioning one is able to achieve from a good or a service. Robeyns 

distinguishes three groups of conversion factors that impact person’s ability to utilise the resources 

for their capabilities: personal conversion factors (intelligence, skills, literacy, etc.), social conversion 

factors (public policy, gender roles, social norms, cultural practices, etc.) and environmental 

conversion factors (geographical location, climate, urban planning etc.).34 

 

2.3 What capabilities to pursue? 

In the strictest understanding of the capability approach it does not endorse specific social theory such 

as communitarianism or liberalism, but rather advocates the assessment of inequality through the 

capabilities approach.35 Therefore, Sen has never produced a list of capabilities that are relevant for 

examining inequality. He opposes creation of one predetermined and fixed list of capabilities, chosen 

by the elite without public reasoning or discussion as he prescribes strong democratic deliberation to 

formulating lists.36 Sen also argues that the items will depend on the purpose of the list and social 

conditions may vary over time. He notes that in India of 1947 the focus was on giving elementary 

education and ensuring basic health rather than technology, but considering the technological 
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advances and emergence of Internet in the last few decades, access to web now forms an important 

capability in the Indian context.37 

 

Nussbaum criticises Sen several times for not endorsing a definite list of valuable capabilities, 

because for her, otherwise the approach is futile for social justice and gender equality. She is 

especially concerned with Sen’s desire to suggesting freedom as an all-purpose good although some 

freedoms limit others.38 Nussbaum further argues that not all freedoms integrate basic social 

entitlements, some are less important and others are outright bad. Freedoms, if treated as all good, 

may justify discrimination and inflicting harm. The Government of India resists any attempts to 

criminalise marital rape, which restricts the freedom of women by asserting the husband’s prerogative 

to violate her wife’s bodily integrity. For reasons like these, Nussbaum argues that “gender justice 

cannot be successfully pursued without limiting male freedom.”39 She acknowledges that Sen does 

not endorse such freedoms, but finds it problematic that he does not explicitly reject them. To address 

her concerns, Nussbaum has generated her own list of capabilities that she considers as a yardstick 

for evaluating capabilities. Others have formulated different lists of capabilities, as well, but 

Nussbaum’s is by far the most recognised, although she has received considerable amount of criticism 

for making universalistic claims which lacks both democratic and academic legitimacy.40 

 

Her most recent list includes the following central capabilities: life, bodily health, bodily integrity, 

senses, imagination and thought, emotions, practical reason, affiliation, other species, play and 

control over’s one environment (political and material). Nussbaum, despite the criticism, maintains 

her list does not impose specific cultural values and in fact incorporates sensitivity on cultural 

differences. Nussbaum’s list is not fixed as she has revisited the list on multiple occasions, and it is 

purposefully abstract so that the list can be utilised in localised contexts.41 She also insists that as long 

as the political target is capability and not functioning, the list will protect pluralism. The list also 

protects pluralism in advocating capabilities that endorse freedom of speech and freedom of 

association. Lastly, she distinguishes between issues of implementation and issues of justice. For the 

latter, as argued in the previous paragraph, it is fundamental to devise a list of capabilities anchored 
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in social justice. To reiterate the point from the previous section, the items in the list are combined 

capabilities and not internal capabilities. 

 

Nussbaum devised a list of central capabilities that serve as “basis for the idea of the fundamental 

political entitlements and constitutional law.”42 In other words, Nussbaum claims that governments 

have the responsibility to provide these central capabilities to their citizens because any life that falls 

short of any of the ten central capabilities is not a good human life.43 Her trust in the benign 

government to ensure the capabilities attracts criticism as it seen as legitimating the control of a 

paternalistic government.44 However, while the criticism expresses legitimate concerns, Nussbaum 

explicitly emphasises that the task of the government is to create conditions for combined capabilities, 

not functionings. The entire idea of paternalistic government demolishes the idea that an individual 

has the right to lead the life she values, not the state, and Nussbaum repeats in numerous occasions 

that the capabilities belong to individuals. 

 

This study utilises Nussbaum’s list to evaluate what happens to women’s (and other marginalised 

people’s) capabilities in digitalisation. Although her list is abstract, it provides a good contextual tool 

to tease out capabilities from the data. Concrete examples of applying the list could include being 

able to access a mobile phone, being able to use Internet to find information, being able to utilise 

government services and being able to participate in the online spaces. Her demands from the 

government also renders me an option to assess the government’s efforts to expand capabilities in the 

digital world, whether it is internal or combined capabilities that India promotes or functionings. The 

following quote from Nussbaum crystallises how the study understands the approach: “The approach 

is concerned with entrenched social justice and inequality, especially capability failures that are the 

result of discrimination and marginalisation. It ascribes an urgent task to the government and public 

policy – namely, to improve the quality of life for all people, as defined by their capabilities”.45 

 

2.4 Why the capability approach? 
One of the biggest opportunities with the capability approach is that it recognises the human diversity 

such as gender, socio-economic status, (dis)ability, religion, geographical location, sexual orientation 

and health. Therefore, the approach affirms that some require more for their capabilities to be realised. 
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Sen already in his first lecture, where he conceptualised the capability approach, identified that a 

person in a wheelchair will require more resources that enable mobility for him than a person without 

difficulties to move. It is not simply enough to provide a wheelchair to the person, but it is also 

important to have area planning that caters the needs of people with disabilities. Sen frequently 

criticises other welfare theories for assuming that all people share the same utility functions and are 

able to participate in the same way in spite of the personal, social, and environmental characteristics. 

For him, human diversity “is a fundamental aspect of our interest in equality.”46 Inherently, the 

approach recognises the importance of intersectional analysis even if this thesis focuses on women. 

 

The capability approach rejects the utilitarian evaluation of individual wellbeing for similar reasons. 

Sen’s fundamental issue with the utilitarian approach is that it solely centres on the utility and 

disregards the social structures and other information from our judgements on the wellbeing. The 

information that utilitarianism leaves out may provide us essential insights to evaluate wellbeing, and 

not just physical considerations but also moral and social issues that are fundamental in understanding 

the capabilities of women and marginalised groups.47  

 

Utilitarianism pivots on the mental state of satisfaction. In other words, if a person feels that she is 

happy and satisfied with what she has and the life she lives, the utilitarian will argue that she is doing 

well. However, this interpretation disregards several important aspects in evaluating her wellbeing. 

A woman might be content in a violent relationship, because she believes that no one else will love 

her. Or a gay man can lead a happy life in a heterosexual marriage, believing that this is the best 

option for him. In the utility-approach, people deprived of their capabilities can accept their defeat in 

the life and be content with the minimal standard of living, as they believe this all what they will 

acquire in life. The approach makes no difference between a happily married woman whose husband 

treats her with dignity and an equally happy woman who experiences violence in her marriage. 

Nussbaum and Sen underline that the utility-model eschews the gender dimension in evaluating 

wellbeing as social norms and traditions may condition woman to believe that whatever capabilities 

she currently has is all she may attain and therefore be satisfied with her life. Nussbaum calls them 

as ‘adaptive preferences’ where women are socialised to choose within the constraints of the social 

norms. Unlike the utility-model, the capability approach also insists on the “need to scrutinize the 
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context in which economic production and social interactions take place, and whether the 

circumstances in which people choose from their opportunity sets are enabling and just.”48 

 

In addition, Sen and Nussbaum criticise the strong investment in economic growth to ameliorate 

wellbeing. According to Nussbaum, the pivot on Gross National Product per capita in contextualising 

how we view development results in distributional inequalities and impedes gender justice.49 It also 

neglects to consider other fundamental dimensions of development, including health and education 

that do not always correlate with economic growth. On other hand the resource-based theories fail to 

incorporate the fact that people have differing abilities to convert the resources into capabilities and 

functionings. The occlusion of understanding this problem renders the resource-model inadequate in 

achieving equality.  

 

To recapitulate, the capability approach rejects measuring development only with economic 

indicators. Rather it argues that people’s well-being should be assessed from analysing what 

capabilities an individual has to lead the life she values and has the reason to value. The two most 

important concepts in the approach are functioning and capability. The former refers to achieved 

beings and doings (i.e. you reading this thesis is a functioning) while the capability means having the 

potential to achieve beings and doings (i.e. you can read this thesis if you want). Nussbaum 

distinguishes between two capabilities: internal and combined capabilities. Internal capabilities mean 

what a person herself is able to do, but combined capabilities also incorporate how the external 

environment affect person’s ability to use the capabilities she has. The distinction between the two is 

essential for understanding the analysis of this thesis.  
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3 Information and Communication Technologies for Development 

(ICT4D) 
While the capability approach renders the normative and evaluative framework for the research, this 

chapter shall enable to understand what it means to use information and communication technologies 

for development (ICT4D). The interest in ICT4D has increased in the past years, but the topic remains 

a niche in the field of development. As the study does not contest the premise of using ICTs in 

development work, the chapter provides a contextual background to comprehend the importance of 

ICT4D. 

 

First, I anatomise the history of ICT4D research. The brief outline gives an insight to the origins of 

ICT4D, examines the challenges and opportunities of ICT4D and reports the current situation in the 

field. Henceforth, I discuss the intersection of the capability approach and ICT4D. As I will show in 

the subsequent sections, the implementation of ICT4D generated widespread criticism as it struggled 

to define the purpose of development and in response to that. The critics expressed their support for 

using the capability approach in ICT4D. In the last part, I investigate the relevance of ICT4D for 

women and other marginalised groups. The existing literature shows that the gender digital gap 

persists across the world and underpins the importance of ICTs for women’s capabilities. However, 

the section also illustrates the problems that arise in relation to gender justice and ICT.s 

 

3.1 History of ICT4D 
ICT4D is relatively new term for the scholarship dealing with the use of ICTs for development. 

Considering the fast development of different ICTs, the field constantly struggles to keep the research 

relevant for the development policies. The use of technology has changed considerably in the last 

decade with the emergence of social media and the prevalence of smartphones all around the world. 

However, it is still relevant to understand the state of ICT4D in the past as it has become increasingly 

multidisciplinary and attracted attention from a wide range of actors - from policy-makers to 

development agencies. 

 

George Walsham tracks the history of ICT4D to 1980s when a substantial number of research on the 

issue was published in journals and conferences.50 In the early period, ICT4D research was chiefly 

conducted in the discipline of information systems and the focus was on the social implications of 
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information systems for ‘developing’ countries. Researchers identified four major themes for 

implementing ICTs in ‘developing’ countries: 1) understanding the social context, 2) the importance 

of indigenous development, so the technology is just not directly taken from the West and imposed 

on the people, 3) participatory and cooperative design of ICTs that takes into account the inputs of 

communities and local people and 4) ICT is not a panacea for the problems but just one tool to 

improve the livelihoods. As Walsham notes, these issues remain pertinent for the ICT4D research. 

 

Walsham notes that the second wave of ICT4D research lasted from mid-1990s to mid-2000s. It was 

the period when internet started slowly becoming part of everyday life especially in the Western 

world and the cost of technologies decreased, which galvanised more interest in using ICTs for 

developing countries. Walsham states that this led to two significant results, namely the scope of 

research expanded within the information systems and, more importantly, the field attracted attention 

from other disciplines as well.51 In the second wave, the research continued to explore the themes 

identified earlier, but also began to utilise a wide range of theories such as globalisation and theories 

of power.52  

 

However, as the field became more prominent, it also drew criticism. In 2002, Robert Wade noted 

that the promotion of ICTs might in fact lead to further dependency on the West, particularly in case 

the technology is directly imported from the US and Europe.53 It was the period when several 

international organisations, including the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and Development 

and the World Bank, claimed that the bridging the digital divide was the central issue for 

development. Heeks showed that the ICT4D fails to define the ‘development’ that the research aims 

to ameliorate and underlined the importance of theory-building.54 Furthermore, the issue of gender 

was brought to the limelight in the context of ICT4D as scholars noticed that there were no discussions 

on women and ICT4D.55 

 

Walsham calls the period from mid-2000s to present as ‘proliferation’ for the ICT4D and credits the 

explosion in the use of mobile phones in the developing countries for an increasing interest in the 

field. Sociologists and anthropologists began to study the use of ICTs in developing countries and the 
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development studies journals also published more papers on issues related to ICT4D. Besides the 

strengthening of the interdisciplinary nature, ICT4D becomes more anchored in theories and in 

particular the capability approach received substantial popularity from the researchers. The capability 

approach is not the only theory utilised to evaluate the impact in the ICT4D research, but it is perhaps 

the most widely utilised. I will discuss the relationship between the two in detail later.  

 

Chrisanthi Avregou distinguishes between two perspectives of ITC-enabled development that helps 

to contextualise the contentious issues in the field.56 First, the progressive transformation in the 

ICT4D underlines the potential of ICTs to harness the social and economic gains. As stated earlier, 

major international development agencies had adopted this view. The United Nations Development 

Programme’s annual Human Development Report dealt with the importance of technologies already 

in 2002.57 The report asserts the positive relationship between human development and technology 

and says the combining the two will bring desirable results. Among other issues, the report 

emphasises the utilisation of ICTs to improve state’s health and education services. Because 

development requires effective government, the proponents of progressive ICT4D research 

encourages the implementation of e-governance for efficiency, accountability and transparency.58 

The progressive perspective also views that ICTs in ‘developing’ countries contribute to economic 

growth and is seen as a panacea for poverty.  

 

On the other hand, disruptive transformation doubts the effectiveness of ICTs in development and 

also suspects the intentions of international donor agencies to enforce ICTs.59 At the international 

level, the Washington Consensus, which underlines the importance of trade liberalisation and 

privatisation, causes scepticism as it is viewed that ICTs are used to strengthen the neoliberal 

principles. At the local level, researchers note that ICT4D neglects the differential social power 

relations and inequalities, enabling people to have different levels of effects from ICTs. The 

disruptive perception attempts to reveal hidden power relations to ensure that the usage of ICTs do 

not reinforce or maintain inequality in development. Moreover, the disruptive transformation 

perspective criticises that ICTs are viewed solely an engine of economic growth and argues that there 

should be attention paid to their potential in reducing inequalities. 
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3.2 Criticism of ICT4D 
While ICT4D has gained prominence in different disciplines, it still has shortcomings. Roger W. 

Harris shows that the ICT4D research fails to make a meaningful societal impact, because of 

researchers’ inability to deliver the message to the policy-makers and influence the policies.60 The 

current ICT4D research is highly specialised and largely quantitative, which is inaccessible to the 

general public. He also finds that the researchers are obsessed with citation rates and impact factor 

rather than engaging with policy-makers. Some scholars have identified the lack of indigenous 

knowledge as a serious concern for development, noting that these scholars themselves are not located 

in the countries where they study the impact of ICTs and development.61 Hence, the ICT4D research 

tends to adopt Western notions and theories that are exported to ‘developing’ countries. Furthermore, 

Tim Unwin points out that the voices of poor and marginalised are never directly present in ICT4D 

forums and this is one of the pitfalls of this research.62 Chrisanthi Avregou criticises the ICT4D 

researchers for adopting a universalistic view that does not pay attention to socio-economic context 

that impedes development.63 

 

Unwin argues that while ICTs have a great potential to elevate people from poverty and ameliorate 

the wellbeing of citizens, it has done exactly the opposite in the recent years: “ICTs have actually 

increased inequality, and if ‘development’ is seen as being about the relative differences between 

people and between communities, then it has had an overwhelming negative impact on 

development.”64 He criticises the earlier research for taking the benefits of ICTs for granted and 

adopting the progressive transformation view. Unwin also warns against the instrumentalist 

perspective of ICTs that make them value free and autonomous from social context.65 ICTs are never 

neutral and should not be treated as inherently good. Therefore, with any ICT related development 

process it is important to dissect the interests behind the ICT4D-projects and the intent of using them 

to evaluate the success of improving wellbeing.66 Unwin stresses that ICT4D only succeeds if the 

ICTs are developed and utilised in the interest of the most marginalised in the society. Furthermore, 
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the instrumentalist view highlights the symbolic value of modernity that the ICTs render despite the 

fact that the individuals are unable to utilise the tools. 

 

Unlike many researchers in the field of ICT4D, Unwin also highlights the changing nature of privacy 

and security issues with the increasing use of ICTs. He argues the essential changes that “new ICTs 

have introduced in the context of surveillance are the ability to create, store, and access vast amounts 

of data about individuals, their movements, and their communications.”67 In particular, it is 

fundamental to consider the implications of e-governance projects and surveillance as they tend to 

devise an extensive database of information about the citizens. Unwin criticises the lack of ethical 

considerations and safeguarding the right of privacy in the process of e-governance. He stresses that 

in ‘developing’ countries the poorest and the most marginalised have limited information to make 

rational decisions when giving up data about themselves and the weakness is often exploited.  

 

Furthermore, the governments frequently do not engage with their citizens in a transparent manner 

before introducing laws that grant greater access to digital data of the citizens by infringing their right 

to privacy. In other words, the e-governance projects and data collection of citizens must assure that 

the data collected is secure and cannot be arbitrarily accessed or used. Unwin adds that while the 

citizens might trust their current government while surrendering their information (consciously and 

being aware of the consequences), there is no guarantee that the future governments may not use the 

available information for purposes it was not intended. He warns that that “ICTs are increasingly 

being used to control, rather than empower, and hence people also need to be heeded”.68 

 

The criticism towards the current ICT4D research and projects aim to generate a method to make the 

use of ICTs truly inclusive and useful for the poorest and most marginalised communities. It does not 

reject the utilisation of ICTs in development, but in fact understands its importance and potential for 

the development. However, ICT4D tends to fail if the people they are meant to support are not 

involved in designing the projects.  As long as the ICTs will cater the needs of private sector and 

governments, they will continue to produce inequality.69 
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3.3 The capability approach: Solution for ICT4D 

As noted in the previous section, a number of ICT4D researchers have expressed a significant interest 

in the capability approach. Especially the proponents of disruptive transformation view of ICT4D, 

who dispute the focus of the research on economic growth and access to ICT, and support utilising 

the capability approach in the ICT policies.  

 

The ICT4D research that uses the capability approach is able to recognise whether different social 

groups are able equally to convert the commodities into functionings and capabilities. Jayan Thomas 

and Govindan Parayil, in their research, concluded that ICTs are increasing inequalities, because 

already deprived groups are not being able to convert the access to ICTs into something that they 

value, while ICTs expands the capabilities of more privileged people.70 Dorothea Klein, one of the 

most notable champions of ICT4D and the capability approach, sees the capability approach as a tool 

to shift the focus of the ICT4D from the economic growth to more meaningful understanding of 

human development.71 Björn-Sören Gigler emphasises that only with the capability approach the 

ICT4D will focus on the interests of the poor people.72 Furthermore, as suggested by Klein, the 

capability approach puts the onus on the human development of the people rather than the ICTs at 

the centre of the research and development projects. The utilisation of the capability approach to 

ICT4D challenges the dominant view of international aid agencies that see ICTs as an end to all 

developmental issues.73 

 

Yingqin Zheng emphasises several other points where the capability approach helps ICT4D research 

to contextualise issues from a human perspective.74 With the approach, it is evident that ICTs ought 

to be treated as means rather than as ends although, as mentioned earlier, it is necessary to be wary 

of seeing ICTs as inherently good, even as means. The human diversity aspect of the capability 

approach makes it possible for the ICT4D to incorporate the different conversion factors in 

transforming commodities into capabilities and functionings. Zheng stresses that the agency aspect 

of the capability approach is essential for ICT4D projects to work for the poorest and the most 

marginalised. The absence of agency will result in development interventions that treat people as 

passive recipients of development. Zheng’s assessment of ICT4D has two implications: firstly, no 
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longer the evaluation of ICT4D should focus on how many people have access to ICTs or the 

economic benefit it generates, but rather ICT4D places significance on how ICTs meet the needs of 

people who use the ICTs. Secondly, ICT4D respects people’s agency and values public discussions 

and participation in ICT diffusion and adoption.  

 

The capability approach aids ICT4D to go beyond the mere issue of providing people access to ICTs. 

Rather it helps ICT4D to investigate the impact of ICTs on how people are able to lead the life they 

value and especially how the most marginalised are making effective use of ICTs. Do ICTs provide 

the substantial freedoms that render people with capabilities to do and be the things they value – this 

is what the intersection of the capability approach and ICT4D investigates. From the capability 

approach, the ICTs should be viewed as “a means to achieve an expansion of human capabilities to 

lead a life as they value.”75 The simple access to ICTs does not expand people’s capabilities to choose 

the relevant functionings. The construction of high-speed broadband in rural areas and providing 

WiFi spots do not translate to expansion of capabilities. In fact, Zheng argues that addressing the 

conversion factors, which affect people’s agency and capabilities to utilise ICTs, is even perhaps 

more important than bringing technologies to different communities.76 

 

Therefore, the capability approach proponents in ICT4D challenge the concept of ‘digital divide’ as 

the primary problem in the literature and development projects. Digital divide was the core concern 

of the World Development Report published in 2016 and continues to dominate the discussions.77 

The doubt stems from the very fact that digital divide concentrates again on the availability of 

technologies to people; it focuses on the numerical results of access rather than adopting a human-

centered approach. To reconceptualise the issue of digital divide by incorporating the themes in the 

capability approach, Zheng and Welsh recast digital divide as “one that focuses on the deprivation of 

capabilities that are considered essential in the e-society.”78 In other words, rather than focusing on 

the question how many people have no access to Internet or other ICTs, the reframing now inquires 

what essential capabilities are deprived by the lack of the access. 

 

In essence, the utilisation of capability approach in the ICT4D addresses the several concerns about 

ICT4D expressed in the previous section. It challenges the measuring of impact of ICTs by economic 
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growth and resources available. It also emphasises the human diversity, which means that people 

have different abilities to convert the ICT commodities into capabilities and valuable functionings. 

The capability approach treats people as users of ICTs for leading the life they value rather than 

imposing technologies just because they will be beneficial for them. This is particularly essential for 

my thesis, as I focus on investigating the capabilities of women and other marginalised communities 

in this study. The capability approach in ICT4D also addresses one of Unwin’s central concerns, 

namely incorporating the interests of the poorest and most marginalised, as it argues that ICT-enabled 

solutions should specifically cater the needs of users and their voice should be heard in designing the 

ICT adoption.  

 

Sajda Qureshi recognises that the impact of ICTs in improving people’s wellbeing can be explored at 

following levels: the individual, organization, country, region and the world levels.79 Therefore, it is 

important for ICT4D research to establish what is the object of the investigation. The majority of 

ICT4D research takes place at an organisational level.80 In this thesis, I am focused on individuals 

and Qureshi recommends then to focus on the capabilities and personal freedoms of an individual 

and assess whether the people are able to pursue better wellbeing and if the ICTs improve the quality 

of their life. These questions indeed are at the heart of the study.  

 

3.4 Gender and ICT4D 

While there has been growing interest in the intersection of ICT4D and gender, the research has been 

rather limited on the issue. Hazel Gillard et al. criticise Walsham’s and Sahay’s first comprehensive 

review of ICT4D research from 2006 for omitting gender and gender relations in ICTs.81 However, 

in his most literature review of ICT4D research, Walsham identifies gender and ICTs to be one of the 

most relevant issues for further ICT4D research albeit the paucity on the role of women in the field 

persists.82 Tim Unwin, one of the most prominent ICT4D researchers, has not devoted a chapter 

specifically for gender issues in his latest book on reclaiming ICTs for the poorest. Instead he 

discusses the issues pertaining to women haphazardly without making a solid linkage between ICTs 

and gender. As explained in the introduction, one of the reasons for this thesis is to fill in the gap that 
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exists in the feminist research about ICT4Ds as ICTs are becoming increasingly more important in 

‘developing’ countries. 

 

Since the beginning of the 21st century, ICTs have been viewed as having potential for gender equality 

and women’s empowerment. International agencies approach ICTs as a panacea for women’s 

empowerment, eulogizing the potential of ICTs in empowering women in developing countries. 

United Nation’s Division for the Advancement of Women proclaimed that “ICTs can provide diverse 

avenues for women’s social, political and economic empowerment.”83  The report asserted the 

benefits of ICTs for women’s participation, enhancing women’s capabilities and women’s economic 

empowerment. The Commission on the Status of Women, considered the topic “Participation and 

access of women to the media, and information and communication technologies and their impact on 

and use as an instrument for the advancement and empowerment of women” as a priority theme for 

the 2003 session. 

 

Technology has a vast emancipatory impact if ICT4D is developed keeping in the mind the needs of 

the most marginalised and the poorest. Anita Gurumurthy gives an example of queer communities 

for whom “the Internet has provided subversive territory in which to assert their identity and lobby 

for their human rights.”84 Gurumurthy notes that ICTs can have unprecedented gains for building 

women’s capabilities. She writes that it is necessary to target women who have limited access to ICTs 

in ensuring that all are equal beneficiaries of technology. Gurumurthy discusses several dimensions 

of capacity building, including entrepreneur skills, ICT skills and participation in decision-making 

processes.  

 

Furthermore, internet makes it possible for women to attain information that secure their rights. In 

particular, Vikas Nath asserts the importance of access to information for women that supports them 

in realising their rights.85 Nath argues that “the one resource that liberates people from poverty and 

empowers them is knowledge” and underlines the potential of ICTs to render women the information 

this is often deprived from them.86  
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Several studies have emphasised that technologies boost women’s economic productivity, fitting 

closely with the neoliberal school of development. Nevertheless, it still is an important dimension. 

One aspect is the introduction of technological tools that reduce women’s hardship in the household 

such as treadle water pumps or improved fuel-efficient cook stoves.87 However, this kind of 

innovation will continue to lock women in the household chores rather than allowing them to get 

outside of the house. Hence, there is an increasing focus on rendering women ICT skills for 

employment and to earn their own income.88 Private companies and governments offer digital literacy 

programs for women, creating new opportunities for economic independence. In addition, e-

commerce initiatives enable women to reach potential buyers online and expand their business in 

ways that would not be possible without ICTs.89 However, if the patriarchal attitudes are not 

addressed, there is a danger of double burden, meaning that women are responsible for both house 

chores and working outside of the house.90  

 

Besides the economic empowerment, it is also important to note the impact of ICTs on women’s 

political and social empowerment. Gurumurthy notes that women’s rights activists have utilised the 

online spaces to form safe spaces, galvanise their troops against the patriarchy and forge global 

solidarity with other feminists. Technologies allow the marginalised women to raise voices, which 

they otherwise would not be able to use and this is not limited just to online spaces, but also with 

utilisation of community radios where women generate the content which is most relevant for them. 

ICTs enable the incorporation of women’s views, perspectives and comments in the information 

society. Also, the online activism offers women different strategies to battle their combat for gender 

justice. 

 

However, while international agencies hail ICTs for transforming women’s lives in ‘developing’ 

countries, giving them the autonomy and independence, the research is critical of overly positive 

attributes towards ICTs. Feminist scholars in the ICT4D research have particularly teased out the 

impact of oppressing social and cultural norms that prevent women from benefitting from the ICTs 

and intensify inequality. Some practices restrict women’s usage of ICTs for their own “protection.”91 
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Cara Libbis shows that while “mobile phone is a liberating and equalizing technology, it can also 

reinforce rather than upset patriarchal power relationships.”92 In addition, Kutoma Wakunuma 

exhibits that introduction of ICTs may produce more male domination over women as men control 

by “deciding when women can use mobile phones or even whether they can at all.”93  

 

Furthermore, the mere cost of accessing ICTs is a concern for women as they have lower incomes 

and have less control over their spending. Affordability is a fundamental factor for closing the gender 

gap in ICTs. Women also have less free time than men so that they could learn and adopt new 

technologies.94 Lastly, feminist ICT4D scholars call for recognising that internet is not genderless 

and while the technology itself may not innately discriminate against women, gender plays a role in 

accessing and using ICTs.95 Women and marginalised groups experience internet differently from 

men and therefore internet has different implications for more privileged and less privileged.  

 

Despite the rapid growth of mobile phone users in ‘developing’ countries and internet penetration in 

the last decade, the World Wide Web Foundation’s report discovers from the study on nine 

‘developing’ countries in Africa and Asia that women are “about 50% less likely to be connected 

than men in the same age group with similar levels of education and household income.”96 

Nevertheless, it is essential to understand the issue with structural exclusion of women from digital 

sphere is not simply due to the lack of access as it implies that if women get an access to technologies, 

inequalities would magically disappear.97 One notable example is the report of World Wide Web 

Foundation, showing that women are half as likely as men to participate and speak out in online 

spaces.98 Another study from India demonstrates that traditional gender roles persist in the Indian IT 

sector which impedes women’s socio-economic and political status, preventing them from 

participating equally in the information economy.99 
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Furthermore, some scholars have identified the digital violence against women and sexual harassment 

online as one of the major issues for expanding women’s capabilities with ICTs. Unwin argues that 

the issue contains various problems from revenge porn to trolling and threatening of women who 

participate in online spaces. For example, in Pakistan, women and girls are blackmailed about images 

that often are innocent, but because of the patriarchal norms have implemented strong modesty 

requirements for women, they are subject to blackmail.100 It is particularly problematic to address the 

issue as legislators and policy-makers do not recognise the gravity of digital violence against 

women.101 

 

To dissect the benefits of ICTs, the feminist ICT4D scholars have been particularly keen on utilising 

the capability approach to evaluate the impact of the ICT policies on women, highlighting the 

capability and agency aspect of women. In their research, Rachel Masika and Savita Bailur note that 

adaptive preferences and patriarchal bargains explain to what extend women utilise technology.102 

Women, consciously (lack of options) and/or unconsciously (lack of awareness), “strategically 

negotiate agency through ICTs—if it upsets the status quo too much to the extent that it jeopardizes 

their situation, it is not worth ‘empowerment’ in other areas.”103 Various negotiation tactics that 

enable women to decide the extent of using ICTs, often downgrading their preferences, are result of 

patriarchal norms. However, Masika and Bailur emphasise that the preferences and bargaining tactics 

should not be viewed as irrational acts but placed in the structural conditions where women are 

situated. Furthermore, the compliance with the norms does not mean that women accept the 

legitimacy of restraining their capabilities to utilise ICTs. The researchers call for more attention in 

understanding women’s socio-cultural context that impacts their bargains and preferences in order to 

realise the potential of ICTs as an emancipatory revolution.  

 

In addition, ICT4D scholars have recognised the absence of gender dimension in ICT policies. It is 

largely explained by the assumption that ICTs automatically generate equality and also thinking that 

ICTs are gender-neutral.104 In their critical discourse analysis of South Asian ICT-policy, Annika 

Andersson and Mathias Hatakka documents witness that when women are addressed, they are 
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portrayed as: “(1) as disadvantaged or marginalized, (2) as important because of their role in the 

family, and (3) as a potential resource for working with ICTs”.105 The construction of women in the 

policies and the failure to incorporate the discriminatory structures that prevent women from utilising 

ICTs make the policy irrelevant for supporting women’s empowerment.  

 

Association for Progressive Communications has formulated a list of ‘Feminist Principles of Internet’ 

together with activists, lawyers, journalists and researchers from all around the world.106 The list 

underlines the importance of Internet for women, queer and marginalised communities and outlines 

different principles to ensure that all segments of the society are able to benefit from Internet. It 

provides a comprehensive account of how the ICTs should be formulated in order to expand women’s 

capabilities in the digital era. 

 

In short, the ICTs have a vast potential to liberate and empower women to an extent that they may 

even gain independence from the men be it their fathers, husbands, brothers or any other male 

guardian. However, the feminist ICT4D research demonstrates that in order for the ICTs to work for 

advancing women’s capabilities, it needs to be implemented properly and address the socio-cultural 

norms that may prevent women from utilising the ICTs. 
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4 Research Design 
Proper research design is important for ensuring that the quality of the study and the results obtained 

are reliable. In fact, the design forms the base for the entire research. Furthermore, a successful 

research designs also helps the researcher to utilise her skills to a maximum level and reduce wasting 

time and energy. It is also important for the reader to know how a particular research is conducted 

and this chapter provides that essential information for this study. Knowing how research is designed 

creates transparency, guides the reader through the thought-process behind the research and helps to 

understand how exactly data is acquired and treated. A lack of proper research design risks the validity 

of the results, adds uncertainty and undermines the foundation of the entire research.  

 

In the first section, I discuss the research questions and method. It elaborates the issues that I wish to 

answer and also justifies why I use the qualitative content analysis for the study. Subsequently, I 

provide information on the interviewees I conducted for the data collection. In the same section, I 

also discuss the benefits and challenges of using expert interviews. Lastly, I also debate my position 

as a Finnish researcher who investigates Digital India. I introduce the problems of academic 

imperialism in social sciences and how this research in fact confronts the prevailing orientalism in 

the modern academia. 

 

4.1 Research questions and method 

I opted to deploy a qualitative research method to address these questions and more specifically I 

utilised content analysis that aims “to provide knowledge and understanding of the phenomenon 

under study.”107 Before formulating the questionnaire for the experts, I researched extensively the 

issues in relation to digitalisation in India and identified five prominent issues in the discourse, 

namely the issues of access, digital violence, Aadhaar (the government identification program), 

internet shutdowns and cashless economy and hence decided to analyse the gendered implications of 

these issues in particular, but I did not limit the conversation to only these topics.  

 

To refresh the reader’s mind, the primary task of the study is to tease out in the analysis what 

capabilities of women are rendered, transformed and or perhaps lost in the process of digitalisation? 

As noted in the chapter regarding the capability approach, Martha Nussbaum’s distinguishes between 

internal and combined capabilities, so one of the most pertinent question in the thesis is - does Digital 
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India provide women and other marginalised groups the necessary combined capabilities for them 

to meaningfully access and use different ICTs? In other words, the research sheds light on whether 

Digital India promotes combined capabilities, internal capabilities or functionings. The thesis also 

aims to establish what ICT4D approach (progressive or disruptive) the Government has adopted for 

Digital India? 

 

The literature review forms the framework for the analysis in the following chapter. I utilise the 

concepts discussed earlier as it supports in the coding process and organise the analysis in a systematic 

manner. ICT4D literature allows me to bridge the data with the existing knowledge and locate Digital 

India programme’s ideology within the discourse. It is pertinent to keep in mind that the study is 

anchored in the capability approach, which provides the normative guideline for evaluating Digital 

India programme. In other words, proponents of neoliberalism or utility-model would assess Digital 

India differently. For example, neoliberals would put a focus on the economic growth that Digital 

India generates rather than the capabilities of people. Also, the feminist ICT4D literature provides 

me the framework to dissect Digital India and reveal whether the programme has responded to the 

criticism expressed in the literature. 

 

I utilise the qualitative content analysis method for probing the data I have collected in my quest to 

answer the questions formulated above. The content analysis method enables me to code the data 

using the capability approach normative framework as a backdrop for the analysis. The role of the 

theory is significant in the thesis, so one may argue that I utilise deductive content analysis as I have 

established the concepts and framework before the data collection. However, I suggest that the theory 

guides my analysis rather than controls it. While I can and do connect the findings with the existing 

literature, I do not refrain from identifying issues outside the scope of the theoretical framework. 

Hence, I argue that my approach to the analysis utilises abductive rather than deductive reasoning.  

 

The process for my qualitative content analysis was following: I first read all the data, then transcribed 

interviews and the secondary data, as a whole and made notes about my first impressions. Afterwards 

I labelled relevant words and sentences that are relevant for the thesis, in other words the coding 

process. Here it is important to qualify how and what was I labelling/coding. First of all, I highlighted 

all segments that the interviewee stressed to be important. Secondly, I labelled all the information 

related to capabilities and functionings. In addition, any data that related back to the theory on ICT4D 

or the capability approach generally; if I noticed something related to internal/combined capabilities 

or conversion factors or ICT4D, I would code it. I also coded information that was surprising, 
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commented on the Government’s efforts generally (not just ICT-related women’s empowerment) or 

other information that I found to be relevant to answer my research question.  

 

The aim of the thesis is not merely synthesising the information that I have gathered, but to provide 

a conceptualisation of women’s capabilities in the process of digitalisation in India. Henceforth, after 

identifying the initial codes I grouped them together and created different categories that related to 

my research questions. The qualitative analysis allows me to understand whether Digital India 

promotes functionings or capabilities, which is one of the concerns for Martha Nussbaum and 

understand how combined capabilities are nourished in the process of digitalisation. My analysis is 

strongly anchored in the theoretical framework and I will attempt to bridge the findings with what 

was discussed in the earlier chapters. From my analysis, I identify the strengths and limitations of 

Digital India to formulate recommendations for ensuring that it is able to increase women’s 

capabilities and foster their agency. 

 

The qualitative analysis has attracted widespread criticism for the lack of “consensus for assessing its 

quality and robustness.”108 The issues of validity and reliability are common in quantitative research 

and the positivist tradition, while the qualitative method has a range of disagreements on the meaning 

and relevance of the two.109 Hence, there has not been a consensus or a unified approach to ensure 

the quality and rigour in the qualitative research. However, in the simplest term reliability refers to 

the consistency that the research would produce the same results if it was to be repeated. In other 

words, it ensures the repeatability of the research. On the other hand, validity confirms the accuracy 

of the data produced. 

 

However, a number of researchers argue that trustworthiness is more apt in qualitative research rather 

than the concepts of validity and reliability.110 There are a number of strategies to ensure the 

trustworthiness, including the use of validity and reliability, peer-review and triangulation. Often the 

trustworthiness is broken down to credibility, transferability, dependability and confirmability. In this 

research, I have described the process of research design in detail so that if another researcher is 

interested, she is able to reproduce the study. In the subsequent sections, I have also outlined all the 

personal biases that may influence my analysis. I also have explained the shortcomings of the research 

when it comes to the confirmability aspect of the trustworthiness as the interviewees selected 
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represent a small proportion of the civil society organisations working on women’s rights or 

digitalisation in India. In addition, the research has been under scrutiny from my thesis supervisor 

that further adds to the trustworthiness. I still have to highlight that the results in qualitative research 

are “both a process and a product in which the researcher is deeply and unavoidably implicated.”111 

It means that my research position (discussed further in detail in the last section of the chapter), 

knowledge and background contributes to the construction of subjective knowledge on the issue dealt 

in this study. The reader has the ultimate power to decide whether she rejects or accepts the results 

according to their own established criteria for evaluating the quality of the research. 

 

4.2 Interviews 
I adopted expert interview method to sample the data in the quest of addressing the research questions 

posed in the study. There are several organisations working on the issue, but the available information 

is fragmented and hence the interview method allowed me to acquire existing knowledge from 

various experts and utilise the same to provide a comprehensive overview of digitalisation in India. 

Here, I need to address one of the pitfalls of the thesis: it relies on elite and hegemonic information 

and the representatives of the women whose capabilities this research aims to investigate. It does not 

mean that the data is tainted or less valuable, but it provides a certain character to the results in the 

research. I did not conduct an ethnographic research where I observed how women utilise 

digitalisation and through that analysing the results on capabilities. However, this study uses other 

ethnographic studies to incorporate the findings in the analysis.  

 

Prior to identifying the relevant experts who would possess the relevant knowledge I decided to 

restrict the selection of experts to the members of civil society organisations and independent think-

tanks. I considered incorporating private sector such as Google, Facebook and Twitter who have 

launched several campaigns and programs to support women’s digital empowerment, but, 

considering the constrained resources for the study, I decided to limit the scope of the thesis to civil 

society organisations and independent think-tanks. For similar reasons, I opted not to interview 

government officials who probably would have not been able to provide objective analysis of the 

impact. 

 

The interviews with the experts touched upon other marginalised groups, including transgender 

people and people with disabilities. However, the intersectional approach is limited in the thesis and 
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that is a huge disadvantage for the research. American legal scholar and feminist Kimberlé Williams 

Crenshaw coined the term intersectionality to describe how race and gender work in tandem in 

producing and maintaining unequal power relations in the society.112 It has been further developed 

since its conception and now intersectional feminists hold that different forms of oppressions such as 

racism, sexism and transphobia do not operate independently of each other but rather form a system 

of oppression. In the Indian context, a Dalit woman experiences discrimination not only because of 

her gender but also due to her caste, similarly a transgender woman with disabilities faces 

discrimination based on her gender and abilities. In the same vein, for the purpose of this study, 

digitalisation shall impact a Dalit woman and a transgender woman with disabilities differently, 

owing to their societal positioning. However, this research does not systematically unveil the 

variations of experiences women in India face because of a move towards digitalisation. The reader 

must be aware of this limitation and realise that the stronger research design in terms of 

intersectionality is required. 

 

Gläser and Laudel emphasise the importance of “quality” experts in the academic research and 

underpin the importance of distinguishing between “bad” and “good” experts.113 They note that 

different experts with different backgrounds and different approach to their work can provide very 

different results. Therefore, it is necessary to integrate the issue of “expert quality” in all steps of the 

search, starting from the selection.  

 

Hence, I devised a set of specific criteria for identifying the most relevant organisations and 

individuals for the study, which included presence of social media, number of publications and the 

size of the organisation at question. In particular, the social media was a point of departure 

considering the theme of the study and my own activity on Twitter. Alexander Bogner and Wolfgang 

Menz define method, similar to mine, of identifying relevant experts as the constructivist concept of 

an expert which is method-relational and a social-representational approach.114 The former indicates 

that the researcher chooses the expert based on their established reputation, such as the activities and 

publications, while the latter “reflects the fact that every expert is also to some degree the “construct” 

of a researcher’s interest”.115 
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I conducted my fieldwork in July and August 2017 and interviewed nine different organisations. Five 

of the interviews were conducted in person while the remaining were held over Skype audio call. 

Gabriela B. Christmann has underlined the difficulties that come with telephone interviews, including 

the fact that the interviewer is unaware of the situation on the other side and therefore unable to 

control the situation or realise how focused the interviewee is.116 Although her criticism is dated from 

2009, the Skype audio calls differ minimally from telephone calls. I did not experience the mentioned 

problems during the interviews and in fact felt that the interviewee devoted their full attention to the 

interview. Having Skype audio calls also enabled incorporating the information from organisations 

which were not based in Delhi, where I was located. 

 

Overall, I interviewed one expert each from eight organisations whereas with one organisation I had 

an interview with three people at the same time. Ten out of eleven identified as women which is 

positive indicator as my thesis centres on women. It means that the interviewee was also able to 

present her personal experience of the digitalisation in the country, although most of the interviewees 

acknowledged that they talk from a very privileged position, as they were university educated and 

from an upper caste. Most of the interviewees I had identified directly from Twitter, but with two 

organisations I approached via general email address of the organisation. The profile of interviewees 

varied: a large proportion possessed a senior role in the organisation or were the relevant expert on 

the intersection of digitalisation and gender. My interviews generally lasted for an hour and all the 

interviews were recorded for data collection. The interview setting was non-formal and besides the 

Skype calls, the interview took place at the premises of the organisation. All my interviews were 

conducted in English, which is one problematic aspect of the thesis as it excluded any organisation 

that were not able to share their insights in English. 
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Table 1.1: Organisations interviewed in the study and their profiles according to their websites 
Organisation Description of the organisation 
Feminism in India Feminism in India is a digital intersectional feminist 

platform to learn, educate and develop a feminist 
consciousness among the youth.117 

Digital Empowerment Foundation Digital Empowerment Foundation aims to connect 
unreached and underserved communities of India in an 
effort to bring them out of digital darkness and equip them 
with access to information.118 

CREA CREA is a feminist human rights organisation based in 
New Delhi. It is one of the few international women's 
rights organisations based in the global South, led by 
Southern feminists, which works at the grassroots, 
national, regional, and international levels.119 

IT for Change IT for Change aims for a society in which digital 
technologies contribute to human rights, social justice and 
equity.120 

Centre for Social Research Centre for Social Research is a non-governmental 
organisation dedicated to creating a violence-free, gender-
just society through social research, capacity building and 
advocacy.121 

Observer Research Foundation  Observer Research Foundation is an independent think 
tank based in New Delhi, which seeks to lead and aid 
policy thinking towards building a strong and prosperous 
India in a fair and equitable world.122 

Internet Democracy Project (Point 
of View) 

Through research, advocacy and debate, the Internet 
Democracy Project (IDP) works for an Internet that 
supports freedom of expression, democracy and social 
justice, in India and beyond.123 Note, that IDP is part of 
Point of View just like EroTICs. 

The Centre for Communication 
Governance at National Law 
University, Delhi 

The Centre for Communication Governance (CCG) is a 
research centre at the National Law University, Delhi. 
CCG has been involved with significant media law and 
policy research in India.124 

EroTICs (Point of View) Point of View (PoV) amplifies the voices of women and 
remove barriers to free speech and expression. Our work 
straddles multiple forms of media, art and culture, both 
online and offline. PoV coordinates the EroTICs India that 
deals with the intersection of gender, sexuality and 
Internet.125 
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Although I restricted the pool of interviewees to the third sector, it does not imply that their 

knowledge is homogenised. Interviewees include non-governmental organisations who work on 

advocacy and policy whereas others implement projects at the grass-root level. The interviewees 

included experts who work generally on gender, others who work on the intersection of gender and 

digitalisation and furthermore experts who work generally on digitalisation. This renders data 

production from various knowledge positions, which enabled me to incorporate views from 

organisations working on different issues. However, I must emphasise that the expert knowledge is 

not neutral, as inevitably they are part of the societal relations and have their own agenda.  

 

Considering the profile of the organisations interviewed, it needs to be noted how a large number of 

organisations have a strong focus on digitalisation and ICTs. The results yielded could had been 

considerably different if I had interviewed organisations exclusively working on women’s rights. In 

the same vein, the data obtained could had varied had I focused only on civil society organisations 

working exclusively in the field of digitalisation. But in this case, all the interviewees had extensive 

knowledge on women’s issues while some women’s organisations representatives admitted that their 

work on digitalisation was limited in its scope. Furthermore, while it was not explicitly stated in all 

the conversations, all the interviewees seemed to identify with an intersectional feminist movement. 

CREA, for example, rejects an abolitionist perspective on sex work, Feminism in India publishes 

several articles on queer issues and EroTICs promotes feminist approach to pornography rather than 

advocating for its ban. Here, therefore, we witness that there is a wide range of women’s interest 

groups and it seems that in this pool of interviewees, the theme of intersectionality is most prominent. 

If I had interviewed women’s organisations that do not support LGBTIQ rights or push tougher 

sanctions for buying sex, they could had viewed ICTs in a very different manner and the results would 

had been different.   

 

A few interview requests to organisations working on women’s issues were declined, because they 

felt that they would not be able to contribute to my study although I believe they would had important 

knowledge for the purpose of this study. In retrospect, I believe that my focus on Digital India in my 

requests could had been downplayed and instead I could had expressed that I am interested in 

understanding women’s role in digitalising India rather than the programme itself.  

 

The selection of the organisations raises a significant question pertaining to the legitimacy of the 

research. It is important to consider whether the method utilised is equipped to answer the research 
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questions. I admit that ethnographic methods would render better insights on how ICTs impact 

women’s capabilities, but I would also stress that most organisations interviewed had first-hand 

knowledge about the situation at the grassroots level. I did interview a few organisations that 

predominantly work at the policy level, but their insights are valuable in evaluating the Government’s 

approach to ICT4D. Some may question whether the interviewees were truly able to represent the 

interests of subaltern women in India, considering their privileges and social position. However, I 

reiterate that many of these experts have closely worked with the women at the grassroots level and 

have incorporated the subaltern visions in the work of their respective organisations.  

 

My interviews were conducted in a semi-structured manner with open-ended questions which related 

to digital empowerment, women and digitalisation and Digital India. With some experts, I confined 

the discussion to a few issues, as they were keen to discuss certain areas of digitalisation in-depth. 

All the interviews were transcribed for the purpose of analysis. The interviews are the primary data 

for the analysis, but as the research on digitalisation and gender in India is limited and fragmented, I 

have opted to also utilise media reports on digitalisation and other studies to complement the primary 

data. The data includes blog posts, opinion pieces, news articles and other relevant studies on the 

intersection of gender and digitalisation in India. There has been no systematic collection of the 

secondary data. Most of the secondary data was recommended by the interviewees for further reading 

and whenever reading newspapers, I saved the most pertaining pieces to my study. In other words, I 

have not read the newspaper systematically to uncover more data. Furthermore, I attended a 

conference on online abuse of women in Delhi and I use that information in the analysis. Two of the 

organisations I interviewed were also participating in the conference as panellists. All data will be 

utilised to answer the research questions, but the larger focus will be granted to the interview data.  

 

Bogner and Menz also note that data collected from the experts depend on the expert’s perception of 

the interviewer and their relationship. In other words, depending whether the interviewer viewed as 

a co-expert, lay person, authority, accomplice or potential critic, the data varies.126 I, by no means, 

was treated as an authority or potential critic. In my first interviews, I certainly did not treat myself 

as a co-expert, but soon in the following interviews I noticed myself asking numerous counter 

questions and was able to refer to the knowledge acquired from the earlier encounters. However, in 

all the interviews there was shared normative (feminist) background between the interviewee and me 

                                                
126 Bogner and Menz, “The Theory-Generating Expert Interview: Epistemological Interest, Forms of 
Knowledge, Interaction,” 70. 
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and hence I was mostly an accomplice in the interview setting. It was demonstrated in a number of 

off the record personal conversations after the formal interview concluded. The accomplice 

relationship allowed me an access to privileged and confidential information and there was thus high 

level of openness in the discussion. Neverthless, it also has problematic aspects such as inability to 

challenge the views offered. For the reasons that in some cases very sensitive and strong criticism of 

the Government was shared by the interviewees, I do not specify the source of information in the 

data. However, interviewees, their names and organisations, is in an appendix.  

 

4.3 Research position 

The issue brings me to another caveat in the research, namely knowledge production in the academia. 

Edward Said in his ground-breaking book Orientalism, which subsequently led to the formation of 

postcolonial studies, shows - it is the Western world that represents and defines other cultures.127 It 

is the Western academia, the white people that construct the knowledge about ‘developing’ countries. 

A. Suresh Canagarajah writes that nondiscursive conventions and requirements of academic 

publishing serve to exclude Global South authors from academic publication process.128 The Orient 

is treated as an object, rather than as a subject and therefore at university courses dealing with India 

you may pass the course without reading a single article by an Indian author. The Western’s monopoly 

on the academia regulates the information flow and assigns value to social sciences knowledge 

production. Syed Farid Alatas terms this as academic neo-colonialism that is maintained via the 

condition of academic dependency where Global South scholars are dependent on the western social 

science.129 Raewyn Connell has pushed for southern theory in the social sciences that adopts more 

inclusive and democratic approach to the knowledge production.130 

 

Embracing the southern theory, this thesis challenges the Western domination of social sciences, 

particularly about the Global South, and empowers the knowledge produced in the global South. 

Hence, in this research I have made a conscious effort to include literature from scholars who are 

anchored in South Asia. It has been a daunting task and the success has been limited, especially in 

the literature review and research design. All the data, both primary and secondary, are Indian albeit 

one of the interviewee is not Indian but has lived in India for fifteen years.  

                                                
127 Said, Orientalism. 
128 Canagarajah, “‘Nondiscursive’ Requirements in Academic Publishing, Material Resources of 
Periphery Scholars, and the Politics of Knowledge Production.” 
129 Alatas, “Academic Dependency and the Global Division of Labour in the Social Sciences.” 
130 Connell, Southern Theory. 
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Furthermore, my research position is challenging. I am writing the thesis for a Finnish university 

supervised by a Finnish professor. In addition, I hold a Finnish citizenship. However, my parents are 

of Indian origin, I speak Hindi to an extent and have lived in India for a year before conducting my 

fieldwork which allowed me to locate myself in India. I am also an Overseas Citizen of India that 

gives me a certain legitimacy to conduct research on India.131 Nevertheless, I understand that I do not 

entirely belong to India. My intentions with the research is not to produce academic knowledge about 

India from the North, but rather to use my privilege as a Master’s student in Finland to amplify the 

knowledge located in the South. I reject the attempts to use the study to deem India as uncivilized 

and highlight that many of the issues presented in the study are also concerns in the West. 

 

How do my decisions and research position impact the thesis? First, the conscious decision to 

emphasise Global South theorists in the research does not reduce the quality of knowledge in the 

paper. The academic imperialism obstructs the Global South scholars to acquire prominence in the 

social sciences, but it does not translate to the merit of their work being any less valuable. Secondly, 

my background enables me to acquire ‘insider’ information that I would had not probably received 

without my Indian background. The interviewees discussed openly with me and I was not treated as 

an outsider who wished to impose certain views on them or explain how we in Finland have achieved 

gender equality and teach them best lessons from our experience. The power relations were not 

asymmetrical as it might have been if a white Master’s student had conducted the interviews, even if 

the interviewee was more senior to her. 

 

As a last note, I will also briefly touch upon the fact that I am a cis male investigating women.132 My 

gender was one of the reasons I refrained from conducting an ethnographic study, because my gender 

would had influenced my interactions of women in rural India and also it would had been unlikely 

for me to communicate with them on my own. I acknowledge that as a cis-man I do not have the 

experiences that woman endure solely because of their gender, but belonging to other minority groups 

(ethnicity and sexual orientation) allows me to relate to the struggles of injustice. Feminism, in 

particular intersectional strain of feminism, is a powerful tool to address sexism, heteronormativity, 

racism, ageism, classism, transphobia and other forms of discrimination, including structural, and I 

                                                
131 People of Indian origins without an Indian nationality may apply a legal status as an Overseas 
Citizen of India. It is a scheme that is similar to dual citizenship, but the person cannot vote, hold a 
public office or work in the government. 
132 A cisgender refers to a person who identifies as the gender that he/she/they was assigned at birth. 
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do not believe my gender identity prevents me from investigating issues pertaining to women. In fact, 

I encourage more my cis-men compatriots to use their privileges to combat the discrimination that 

women experience. However, we must refrain from speaking on behalf of women and not take up the 

space from women. As I mentioned earlier, ten out of eleven people I interviewed identified 

themselves as women – it is their voice at the centre of this study.  
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5 Towards feminist digitalisation in India 
This chapter is the meat of the study that analyses the digitalisation process in India and investigates 

its impact on women’s capabilities. The reader needs to keep in mind that I combine the data and 

analysis in the chapter, meaning that I will both describe the phenomenon and also conduct my 

analysis simultaneously. As mentioned earlier, my primary data is the information received from the 

interviews but in addition to that I will be utilising information from a conference, that I attended, on 

digital violence against women in India, media reports, blog posts, opinion pieces and government 

publications to evaluate how digitalisation has expanded and transformed women’s capabilities. I will 

also identify the challenges and the opportunities for a truly digitally empowered and inclusive Indian 

society. 

 

I start with a brief description and analysis of the Digital India programme that forms the contextual 

background for the thesis. The Government of India’s aggressive push for digitalisation is one of the 

reasons I am conducting the study and hence it is important to comprehend what the programme is 

about and its aims. Thereafter, I move onto to identifying opportunities and challenges of 

digitalisation for women in India. From my discussions with the experts three most prominent 

categories that emerged were empowerment, sexuality and control. Therefore, I have decided to 

construct my analysis of capabilities and functionings around these categories. I reserve the 

evaluation of the programme for the last part where I bridge together the assessment with the 

theoretical background and the data analysed. 

 

5.1 Unpacking Digital India 

As discussed in the introduction, the Prime Minister of India, Narendra Modi, has been a staunch 

supporter of technology-enabled solutions for development and had outlined his vision for digitally 

empowered India in his election campaign which resulted in a massive landslide victory for his party. 

Keeping his promise to fulfil his dream of Digital India, he launched Digital India programme on 1 

July 2015 in a lavish gala event that was attended by more than 10 000 people, including senior 

corporate heads from the IT sector. The Government describes the programme as a “flagship 

programme of the Government of India with a vision to transform India into a digitally empowered 

society and knowledge economy.”133 

 

                                                
133 Department of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India, “About Digital 
India.” 
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Before dwelling into unpacking the content of Digital India and examining the impact of digitalisation 

on women, it is noteworthy to present some statistics that gives a partial image of the situation in 

India. GSMA study shows that there this is a significant gender gap in mobile as Indian women are 

36% less likely to own a phone than men.134 The gender gap in mobile phone ownership in India is 

wider than in other parts of the world. The report also identifies gender gap in social media websites, 

noting that Facebook at the time had 111 million users in India but only about 27 million were women. 

The 2017 study confirms the same finding, that only about a quarter of the Facebook users are 

female.135 In some states such as Bihar and Gujarat there is one female for every four males online. 

Another report finds that most of political conversations on Twitter was conducted by men; 46% to 

8% (others were organisations or gender was not disclosed).136 

 

The statistics paint a glim image for women, but as said Digital India has a vision to digitally empower 

the citizens of India. The Department of Electronics and Information Technology (DeitY) outlines 

three components in the program’s strategic document.137 Digital infrastructure as a utility to every 

citizen incorporates the infrastructure dimension of the digitalisation, aiming to provide high speed 

Internet as a core utility for citizens, mobile banking, secure cyber-space and creation of unique and 

lifelong digital identity that functions as an authenticating mechanism for government services. The 

second pillar forms around Governance & Services on Demand that strives to strengthen the e-

governance and render all government services online, including making all financial transactions 

electronic and cashless. The third dimension of Digital Empowerment of Citizens addresses the issues 

of digital literacy, making content available in various Indian languages and devising digital platforms 

for participative governance. To achieve the vision for Digital India, DeitY devised nine pillars that 

will support in creating Digital India, namely Broadband Highways, Universal Access to Mobile 

Connectivity, Public Internet Access Programme, e-Governance: Reforming Government through 

Technology, e-Kranti - Electronic Delivery of Services, Information for All, Electronics 

Manufacturing, IT for Jobs and Early Harvest Programmes. The Digital India programme is 

coordinated by DeitY, but it is to be implemented by all the ministries of the Government.  

 

                                                
134 GSMA Connected Women, “Bridging the Gender Gap: Mobile Access and Usage in Low- and 
Middle-Income Countries.” 
135 We Are Social, “Digital in 2017.” 
136 Anderson, “India’s Gender Digital Divide: Women and Politics on Twitter.” 
137 Department of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India, “About Digital 
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There are a vast number of different initiatives around the three components and I cannot dwell on 

each of them in detail, but I describe the three most relevant for the purpose of this study. Aadhaar 

identification scheme is one of the most fundamental dimensions of Digital India programme. The 

scheme was launched in 2009, but it was under Modi’s government that the Aadhaar became 

prominent aspect in the lives of Indian residents with the enactment of Aadhaar (Targeted Delivery 

of Financial and other Subsidies, benefits and services) Act, 2016. The Aadhaar is a 12-digit identity 

number issues to all Indian residents and collects their biometric and demographic data. It provides 

the holder a digital identity and attempts to ease the process of authenticating an individual. Ajay 

Bhushan Pandey, CEO of UIDA-government institution that maintains Aadhaar, argues that Aadhaar 

is “a powerful instrument which enables people to establish their identity, receive their entitlements 

and exercise their rights without fear of being excluded or having their rights taken away”.138 

However, the programme has received a considerable amount of criticism for several reasons.  

 

Critics argue that with Aadhaar, India is in a danger of a creating surveillance architecture. The 

Government has aggressively implemented the Aadhaar system upon its citizens and has been making 

it mandatory to link it with numerous dimensions of life, including SIM-cards, bank accounts, 

government benefits, hospitals and some argue it may go as far as hotel reservations and visits to 

restaurants. Jean Dreze argues that the databases where all the information is stored can be easily 

accessed by the Government without any special reasoning.139 He notes that Aadhaar, portrayed as a 

voluntary possibility, in fact is a lie as soon it will be nearly impossible to live in India without 

Aadhaar.  

 

In terms of the capability approach, the Government is not promoting capabilities but a functioning, 

to be part of the Aadhaar system. Aadhaar in fact has limited people’s capabilities of receiving 

government welfare, because machines do not recognise the biometric data due to technical problems 

or Aadhaar contains other wrong information. The criticism towards Aadhaar has been multifaceted, 

but the primary concerns has been the aspect of surveillance and confidentiality. In fact, a number of 

times Aadhaar numbers and personal details have been leaked online because of poor data 

protection.140 Dreze, among many others, believe that Aadhaar and the surveillance architecture it 

                                                
138 Pandey, “Criticism without Aadhaar.” 
139 Dreze, “Dissent and Aadhaar.” 
140 Sinha and Kodali, “Information Security Practices of Aadhaar (or Lack Thereof).” 
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devises is a major threat to civil liberties.141 One interviewee noted that the purpose of Digital India 

and Aadhaar is the collection of big data and surveillance for the purposes of control rather than 

expanding people’s capabilities.  

 

The second important initiative is the Pradhan Mantri Gramin Digital Saksharta Abhiyan 

(PMGDISHA, previously known as the Digital Saksharta Abhiyan or National Digital Literacy 

Mission) aims to make 60 million Indians in rural areas digitally literate, aiming to reach “around 

40% of rural households by covering one member from every eligible household by 31st March, 

2019.”142 The scheme plans to empower citizens by training them to use computer or another ICT 

devise to “send and receive e-mails, browse Internet, access Government services, search for 

information, undertake digital payment etc. and hence enable them to use the Information Technology 

and related applications especially Digital Payments to actively participate in the process of nation 

building.”143 The scheme aims to target especially the most marginalised population, including 

scheduled caste and tribes, women and people with disabilities. However, the interviewees 

complained that there are no specific efforts to include women in their missions. The trainees in the 

training centres are often men, which discourages or prevents women from participating in the 

program. 

 

To take into account an intersectional approach, I briefly also comment on Sugamya Bharat Abhiyaan 

that aims to make government buildings and infrastructure, such as airports and railway stations, more 

accessible for the people with disabilities. Furthermore, it includes making government websites more 

accessible by providing text to speech option and training employees in sign language on government 

TV channels. There is also a mobile application that provides information on accessible places across 

the country. One interviewee, not knowing that the campaign was also part of the Digital India 

programme, said that the lack of intersectional focus to the programme impedes the success as it 

neglects to understand the different forms of discrimination that women with disabilities experience. 

She elaborated that programmes like Accessible India Campaign are unable to empower people with 

different abilities, because they do not create favourable conditions for the people to utilise mobile 

devises even if they have the capacity to utilise ITC-enabled solutions. As commented earlier, these 

                                                
141 Ramanathan, “Who Is Opposing the Aadhaar Project?”; Moglen and Choudhary, “Aadhaar and 
the Right to Privacy.” 
142 Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India, “About 
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143 Ministry of Electronics and Information Technology, Government of India. 
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three are just among the few initiatives under the Digital India. There are numerous other schemes 

aimed at improving e-governance (e-panchayat and eHospital) and digital transactions (National 

Mission on Financial Inclusion) among other things. Individual schemes are not the concern of the 

study, but rather the overall impact of the programme on women. 

 

Since the conception of Digital India, the Government of India has asserted that the programme is 

aimed at the poor and the most marginalised. Ravi Shankar Prasad, Minister of Law & Justice and 

Electronics and Information Technology, has repeated in different occasions that “Digital India is 

more for poor and underprivileged.”144 In Modi’s first Independence Day speech in 2014, a year 

before the programme was launched, he proclaimed that “when I talk of "Digital India", I don't speak 

of the elite, it is for the poor people.”145 In the same speech, he outlined the importance of 

digitalisation for the poor, noting that India must move towards a future where the poor is able to 

operate her bank account from a mobile phone, receive government schemes and conduct all the 

business through mobile regime. He noted the importance of producing electronic goods within India 

rather than importing devices from abroad and glorified e-governance as an “easy governance, 

effective governance and also economic governance.” The fact that Modi devoted a considerable 

amount of attention to Digital India in his maiden Independence Speech demonstrates the importance 

of digitalisation for his government. However, it is also important to note what is absent in his 

description of Digital India – nowhere he speaks of empowerment aspect of digitalisation, but rather 

focuses on providing government services through electronic means to the poor and economic growth 

with digitalisation.  

 

Three years later on October 2017 when speaking of Digital India, Modi emphasised again the 

importance of technology for citizens through e-governance.146 He considered the digital divide to be 

the gravest concern for the technological revolution in India and noted that his government scheme 

PMGDISHA will address the issue. Nevertheless, recalling from the ICT4D chapter the concept of 

‘digital divide’ has been contested as it puts the focus on the availability of technologies to people, 

reducing the problem to the issue of access instead of adopting a human-centred approach. 

Furthermore, Modi made no concessions about the issue of women in Digital India, but rather 
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repeated the power of e-governance and technology as a driving force for economic growth in his 

latest speech. In fact, Anita Gurumurthy et al. describe the program documents of Digital India as 

gender-neutral and argue that omission of women issue in the program is a strategic silence.147 Search 

results for “women” in Digital India’s Twitter handle produces mere 23 hits from the last 3,5 years, 

demonstrating that women are not the focus of the programme.  

 

Rather the Government has established strong partnerships with companies to realise Narendra 

Modi’s dream of Digital India. In 2015, he visited the Silicon Valley and met with the leaders of 

Facebook, Google and other companies to attract investments and support for Digital India. In his 

speech at the Digital India Dinner for the companies, he reiterated that his government “has attacked 

poverty by using the power of networks and mobile phones”, demonstrating his belief in the 

progressive transformation of ICT4D.148  

 

His firm trust in the power of technology has convinced the world’s biggest ICT-companies to invest 

in India. Google has devised several programs to support Digital India, including Internet Saathi that 

aims to bridge the digital gender divide in rural India. Facebook CEO Mark Zuckerberg expressed 

his support for Digital India by adding the colours of India to his profile photo.149 When India’s one 

of the largest conglomerate released its mobile service Jio, that revolutionised the Indian mobile 

markets by offering unlimited mobile data, phone calls and text messages for six months, the 

company used Modi’s image to market the service. Similarly, PayTM, an electronic payment method 

in India, utilised Modi’s picture the day after he announced the shocking demonetisation move to 

scrap 86% of the cash. Neither of the companies had acquired authorisation to utilise his image, but 

it comes as no surprise that the two technological companies would use him as a spearhead for 

advertising, considering the Government’s efforts to digitalise.150 As Unwin warned, the ICT4D will 

not reach its goal of empowering the most marginalised and the poorest if their interests are not 

incorporated in the policy-making and it seems that Modi has been more inclined to please the 

interests of corporations than the poor.  
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The interviewees described Digital India as “a high-profile campaign” and “a superficial PR-

campaign” to attract financial investments for digital infrastructure and economy.151 One interviewee 

notes that all the initiatives that are under the Digital India programme have existed before Modi 

came to power and he just put them under one umbrella of Digital India. Another interviewee notes 

that Digital India lacks a concrete policy document that would guide the programme towards its goals. 

The absence of the same results in haphazard and incoherent actions from the Government, because 

the programme has no clear content. In essence, 

“There is a certain amount of confusion about it (Digital India). I think about 

Digital India as a branding exercise rather than a clear programme with content. 

As far as I can tell about the different things that I'm hearing about Digital India 

is that it appears to be one of those things, it is a great catchword, it is marketed 

very easily. But the services they provide under Digital India, what are the baseline 

goals, whether anyone is doing cost-benefit analysis, all of that is pretty much 

missing. That is the reason why I called it branding exercise.” 

In the following segments, I discuss in detail some of the most prominent issues that emerged from 

my discussions with the interviewees. The analysis demonstrates how the Government adopts a 

progressive view of ICTs and treats digitalisation as a panacea for the country’s gripping inequality. 

Digital India also provides women with ground-breaking capabilities to achieve the functionings, 

which otherwise would not be possible but the Government fails to understand – or simply ignores – 

that providing access, digital infrastructure and digital literacy for women is not enough as the socio-

cultural factors bar women from utilising technologies in a way that they desire. In short, the analysis 

provides a comprehensive account of how women’s capabilities are affected in the process of 

digitalisation in India and the results are mixed at best. 

 

5.2 Independence 

There was no doubt in the conversations with the experts that technological tools and internet have 

pivotal potential to empower women, expand their capabilities and strengthen their agency. 

Fundamentally, ICTs render women the capability to be independent from male members who control 

women’s beings and doings. 

 

                                                
151 Henceforth, all the texts in italics are direct quotes from the interviewees. 
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This section outlines how the process of digitalisation has enabled women to lead the life they value 

and showcases some of the projects that exemplify how women have been empowered with the 

technological innovations. However, there is a caveat and all the interviewees stress the need of 

understanding the social-cultural barriers that structurally prevent women from benefitting from the 

ICTs. One of the results with women’s empowerment has been the increase of digital violence against 

women, that attempts to silence women and deprive them from their right to participate in the public 

sphere. 

 

Similarly, to what was discussed in the section in regard to ICT4D and gender, many interviewees 

noted that with mobile technologies and internet women will have access to information which is “a 

crux for all the empowerment” as stated by one interviewee. Another interviewee elaborated that 

depriving women of information is a form of exploitation, because it actively prevents women from 

becoming aware of their rights, entitlements and opportunities. At the most basic level, women with 

basic digital literacy will be able to avail the government schemes that are available in the region. 

Another interviewee confirmed the benefits of e-governance: 

“I think the governance will be eased, as I mentioned a lot of people do not avail 

scheme, especially women -- they do not want to wait in long lines, they do not want 

to interact with government officials or they do not have the freedom of mobility. 

But with e-governance women are enabled to access these services online.” 

The e-governance service removes the middle men on whom villagers rely and who often claim they 

are not entitled to any state support, but with the digital empowerment women will become 

independent from these men. Furthermore, digital payments ensure that it is the women who receive 

the benefits and not a male member of the family. However, this is a problematic claim to make as 

often the bank accounts or other e-wallets are often controlled by a male member of the family.  

 

Regardless, the access to information with different technologies has a powerful impact on women’s 

capabilities. With the ability to search for information online, all dimensions of women’s live will 

also improve significantly if digitalisation process is properly implemented. In reference to Martha 

Nussbaum’s list, the access has a life-changing potential for all the capabilities. Interviewees 

explained that in their digital literacy programme women are eager to search for information 

regarding to their educational opportunities or use internet to do something productive in their lives. 

While boys and men tend to utilise internet for searching songs and games (recreational purposes), 
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girls and women who get access to internet see internet “as something that can empower them and 

bring them livelihood.” 

 

Interviewees also noted that digitalisation, in particular the growth of e-commerce, has substantial 

benefits for rural women. One interviewee noticed that with mobile phones and online access, women 

are able to reach larger pool of potential buyers who would be interested in their products: 

“Whether they do pickle-making or whatever, in their own limited capacity they 

wish to promote their industry and in some way or another they are using the digital 

media to promote this.” 

Women still remain a minority in the Indian workforce, so e-commerce is an important tool for 

women’s employment. The e-commerce platforms enable women to become successful entrepreneurs 

and gain financial independence. It is this financial independence that renders women different 

capabilities to achieve desired functionings that is stressed in the research regarding ICTs and women. 

One interviewee noted that the strength of e-commerce for women’s economic empowerment is the 

fact that the platform eliminates the middleman that is otherwise required for selling their products. 

Furthermore, it is also important to take into account the booming information technology sector in 

India that has the potential of providing jobs to women and therefore increase their financial 

independence. However, Gurumurthy and Nandini Chami note that most senior and management 

level positions in IT sector are still largely dominated by men and the pervasive gender imbalance 

continues to persist in Indian Institutes of Technologies.152 A number of civil society organisations 

such as Feminist Approach to Technology have emerged to challenge the male dominance in science, 

technology, engineering and mathematics fields and encourage more women and other genders to 

participate in the industry. 

 

An interviewee working primarily on digitalisation issues accentuated the revolutionary character of 

ICTs for women. The interviewee eagerly commented: 

“India is sitting on a tinderbox of mass scale agitation, social change, because of 

geometrical progression of interference of mobile. Ultimately mobile will be in the 

hands of all women and the social change will be so drastic that men will not be 

able to handle it. That is what we are hoping, we are looking for that, I know that 
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this revolution will come. It will hurt India in many ways, the feudal character of 

the country and the South Asian patriarchy.” 

The resistance towards allowing women to use ICTs and mobile phones stems from this fear that men 

will lose their grip on the power and the male-dominance comes to an end. The interviewee’s words 

demonstrate that ICTs have transformative potential to support women in expanding their capabilities 

and therefore Digital India is paramount for advancing their wellbeing. However, the Government’s 

focus on promoting just the internal capabilities and not the combined capabilities, as it will be 

demonstrated later in the chapter, undermines the feminist revolution with the help of ICTs. 

 

5.2.1 Political empowerment  

One of the most frequent capabilities that the interviewees underlined was the freedom of speech and 

expression and political empowerment that women acquire with utilising different forms of 

technologies in India. It has transformative capacity to render the subaltern a platform to produce 

their own narratives the hegemonic male-dominated media landscape. One interviewee said:  

“There are definitely people who are now able to give their own versions of issues 

and events that would had never gotten a hearing earlier.”  

Technologies allow the incorporation of women’s voices in the flow of information, addressing issues 

that matter to them and rendering their view on the events. There are a number of initiatives that 

utilise this aspect of technologies for the women. In particular, community radios have become a 

powerful tool to disseminate women’s points of view.153 Khabar Lahariya produces rich digital 

content that is produced entirely by Dalit (‘untouchables’), Adivasi (tribal) and Muslim women. 

Feminism in India is a digital feminist platform that strives to amplify voices of women and the 

marginalised, including queer and disabled voices. Point of View maintains a website on sexuality 

and disability that renders visibility for one of the most marginalised communities in the India on a 

mystified topic of sex. The digitalisation process in India has enabled people’s capability of speaking 

on their own behalf rather through someone with privilege and establishment. It is not only platform 

for their voice that women and the marginalised acquire with technologies, but also the possibility to 

make a change in their societies and demand the rights that belong to them. 

 

Besides organised groups, women as individuals have taken up space in online spaces. The speakers 

on the conference against online violence highlighted that more and more women are participating in 
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political conversations online which is traditionally seen as a male dominated domain. The fact that 

anyone is able to produce content in the public realm of internet, in the form of blogposts, videos, 

photos or tweets, allows women and the marginalised to involve themselves in the debates that not 

only concern them, but on which they have an opinion. Also, the anonymity provides an option to 

take part in the discourse without putting yourself into a vulnerable position.   

 

5.2.2 Resisting women’s political empowerment online 

However, women’s empowerment online and participation in the public realm of internet has met 

resistance in India, as well. In my interviews, I had planned to ask specifically about digital violence 

against women, but often the interviewees themselves brought up the issue as one of the most 

challenging obstacles for women’s meaningful access to Internet. One interviewee noted that Internet 

reflects the offline world and hence it comes as no surprise that women who take up space in the 

digital discussions experience harassment and violence, especially if she comments on political topics 

that are traditionally seen as men’s sphere in India. The same interviewee told me that it does not 

matter what political movement you represent as a woman, because regardless of the affiliation, 

women, who dare to voice out their political opinions online, are prone to threats of sexual violence 

and harassment. Another interviewee added: 

“Digital violence is nothing than what is happening offline, it is just finding its way 

to online.”  

Women with opinions are harassed online, because the goal is to suffocate their voice and eliminate 

their activities and presence from the public sphere. One interviewee notes: 

“Even when men are abused, the abuses are not as brutal or sexually offensive as 

it is for women. This kind of disparity, it is not a simple disagreement with 

someone's views, it has a serious gender component. Internet provides space where 

women can express their opinion and it threatens men. If you notice it, it is always 

opinioned women who are either talking about religion or politics who get the 

worst treatment online. It is about women giving opinions in traditionally 

masculine spaces and them having spaces to give this an opinion that threatens a 

lot of men and this is the reason for the violence.” 

Hence, the disparity is not merely because of disagreement with someone’s views but rather the 

violence has a serious gender component as women’s presence online threatens the patriarchal 

structures and men’s exclusive privilege over public space. Another expert commented that women 
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expressing their opinion online and therefore harassed is analogous to women wearing a miniskirt in 

the streets and therefore sexually harassed by strangers – in both cases the women are “begging for 

trouble”, as they do not confine to gender roles prescribed to her. She also reminded that digital 

violence also violates women’s bodily integrity and autonomy. The digital violence has devastating 

consequences for women’s capabilities, because even if she has the internal capability to participate 

in social media and other online platforms, they risk their mental wellbeing, bodily integrity and 

autonomy and life if they decide to do it. The socio-cultural environment impedes women’s political 

participation, meaning that the Government has not promoted the required combined capabilities for 

women. 

 

There are two prominent examples of digital violence against women that received media attention 

in the public. One was of Gurmehar Kaur, a student activist, who featured in a video where she said 

that Pakistan did not kill her father who was a soldier in the Indian army but the war did. She launched 

a campaign #ProfileForPeace to advocate peace between Pakistan and India. A year after releasing 

the video, it went viral in February 2017 and she was viciously attacked and trolled for her remarks.154 

Fake videos and photoshoped images of her showing in her ‘distasteful manner’ were widely shared 

online.155 Even high-profile individuals, including the Union Minister of State for Home Affairs and 

former cricketer Virender Sehwag, ridiculed her. Furthermore, she received death and rape threats, 

and was forced to leave Delhi for safety concerns. 

 

In another case, journalist Dhanya Rajendran experienced an attack of a massive organised troll army. 

She had tweeted a critical review of a Bollywood movie, comparing it to a South Indian movie: “I 

watched Vijay’s Sura till interval and walked out. #WhenHarryMetSally has made me break that 

record. Could not sit till interval.” Vijay is a superstar in South India where male actors are 

worshipped and the critical remark generated 30 000 tweets under the hashtag #PublicityBeepDhany 

which began trending in India.156 The tweets attacked her character and many threatened her with 

violence and rape. Rajendran underlines that the trolling was organised, as the tweets started flooding 

at a certain time and notes that the movie industry perpetrates misogyny, explaining the sexual nature 

of the abuse.157 
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These are just the two most prominent examples of 2017 and it is not even the tip of the iceberg. 

Doxing, where trolls post private or identifiable information of women and girls online, is also a tool 

of harassing women which can result in online violence spilling offline. Digital violence against 

women does not only diminish their capabilities to participate online, but often also has grave 

consequences on the mental wellbeing and affect their choices and abilities in the offline life. The 

explicit purpose of digital violence against women is to ensure that she does not dare to open her 

mouth again and put her in her place.  

 

The interviewees seemed to find it problematic that the Government and other state institutions do 

not provide an ideal environment for realising women’s combined capabilities in regard to political 

empowerment. The legal framework is limited for addressing the issues of digital violence against 

women.158 Another significant issue that the law-enforcement often does not take seriously is that of 

digital violence. When the police recommend the survivor to take down their social media accounts 

to counter the attacks, it is simply playing into the hands of the perpetrators as the guidance limits her 

capabilities to lead the life she values. One interviewee summed all the problems in respect to digital 

violence: 

“The online violence is not taken very seriously, as far it comes to the law. There 

are ambiguities regarding violence against women online and furthermore women 

are not aware about how to handle these things because not every woman wants to 

file a report in a physical police station because that is also not a pleasant 

experience. In addition, the police are not aware about how to tackle these issues, 

instead they try to counsel you and advise you to block the person or delete your 

account, as opposed to taking action against the perpetrator. Unfortunately, the 

online threat is not perceived as a brutal as physical.” 

In other words, women are punished for exercising their capabilities, not the people who are 

committing the violence. Here we note that while the Government may indeed provide women the 

platform and infrastructure to express herself online, it does not simultaneously guarantee favourable 

conditions for women to convert her resources into a functioning, in this case - the Internet, for 

expressing their views.  
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Kaur and Rajendran, despite the digital violence they have endured, continue to participate in online 

spheres and utilising it to add their voice in the male narrated flow of information. Without the internet 

and mobile technologies, it would be more difficult to achieve this specific functioning. Nevertheless, 

the Government must take adequate steps to address the issue of digital violence against women and 

incorporate social media giants, women’s rights groups and other relevant stakeholders to create safer 

online spaces for all segments of the society.  

 

5.3 Sexuality 

One of the most interesting findings in my study was the presence of sexuality in my discussions with 

the experts. Nussbaum does discuss pleasure in her list of capabilities and hence sexuality forms an 

important capability, but the existing ICT4D-literature is surprisingly silent on the issue. Some of my 

interviewees traced the restrictions of girls’ and women’s access to mobile phones and internet to 

control of their sexuality while other experts noted the importance of ICTs for liberating women’s 

sexuality and advancing sexual and reproductive health rights. First, I will discuss the emancipatory 

dimension of people’s sexuality in India and present some campaigns that have utilised digital 

platform to promote sexual and reproductive health rights. Thereafter, I analyse how the threat of 

liberating women’s and girls’ sexuality in India has resulted in mobile bans for them and how some 

advancements to digitalise India may in fact impede women’s sexual freedom rather than expand it. 

 

5.3.1 Internet and sexual freedom 

“Definitely for LGBTIQ+ community in India the internet has been very important, 

the way they have been able to organise and advocate over the past decade and 

half, has been facilitated by the Internet. It became a space, I know so many people 

in India who came out first online.” 

Several interviewees noted the importance of internet and technology for lesbian, gay, bisexual, 

transgender and queer (LGBTQ+) individuals in India. Indian LGBTQ+ individuals experience harsh 

discrimination in the society and the penal code still criminalises same-sex activity between men, 

although at the moment the Supreme Court is reviewing the petition to decriminalise the outlawing 

section. In the meantime, internet provides a safe haven for the sexual and gender minorities of India. 

The members of the LGBTQ+ community have been able to utilise Internet to discover other like-

minded people, seek for support that otherwise is not available in the place where they live and be 

open about who they are even if they are anonymous online. The interviewees who discussed the 

LGBTQ+ people asserted that Internet has been fundamental source of empowerment for the sexual 
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and gender minorities in India.  One interviewee expanded her argument and said that without 

Internet, the LGBTQ+ community in India would not be what it is today: 

“If you think about queer community, they exist simply because of internet. Because 

it gave the space where they could be anonymous, explore their sexual and gender 

identity without fear of repercussions. In countries that are partly homophobic, 

they know what they rights are but in total homophobic countries you can find your 

community online. Internet helps you to progress sexual rights.” 

In other words, Internet is enabling tools that substantially expands the capabilities of LGBTQ+ 

people, such as having sex or just merely sharing a conversation with another LGBTQ+ person, that 

otherwise would be extremely difficult. As one interviewee said: “Internet liberates our sexuality.” 

Digital India and internet penetration will have a meaningful impact for the LGBTQ+ people and 

increase their capabilities as long as the Government refrains from censoring content online. 

 

Interviewees also emphasised the significance of technology to advance sexual and reproductive 

health rights in India.  Sexual and reproductive health constitutes a major dimension of women’s 

lives, but the information available in India is limited, partial and sometimes it is simply misleading. 

A women’s rights NGO said that the Government has little interest in advancing sexual and 

reproductive health, especially for young unmarried girls, as sex is seen as a privilege that comes with 

marriage and many civil society interventions are too small.  

 

Hence, some women’s organisations, including CREA and TARSHI, utilise the ICTs to disseminate 

correct information on sexual and reproductive health. CREA and TARSHI together with a 

technological company established Kahi Ankahi Baatein mobile phone infoline that answers young 

people’s questions about sexuality. Rupsa Mallik from CREA explained that a person calls the phone 

number, the system will call you back, which makes it less costly for the caller. She emphasised that 

guaranteeing anonymity and privacy are essential for such services to work. CREA also worked with 

some community-based radio stations to disseminate information on sexual and reproductive health 

by conducting a series of workshops on the issue to build the capacities of the journalist to make 

stories about it. The programming increased the number of calls considerably, showing that there is 

a need for such information. 

 

There are several other initiatives and campaigns online that offer information on sexual and 

reproductive health. Feminism in India and TARSHI have launched a campaign to highlight the 
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importance of comprehensive sexual education in the schools (#WhyCSE). In addition, TARSHI 

offers an online course on comprehensive sexual education for a nominal fee, which is a significant 

resource considering that teachers often receive no formal training on the topic. Besides offering 

information, one interviewee also expressed the potential of ICTs in breaking the silence and the 

stigma around the issues of sexuality and sexual and reproductive health. One of the major strengths 

of ICTs in this regard is the anonymity and confidentiality that they enable. Another interviewee 

pointed out that Internet can be life-saving for women who need information on abortion: 

“Many people turn out to Internet to find out more information about sex and 

reproductive health. Internet is an important source of information and with 

accurate information online, you can use it efficiently to access information that 

you would otherwise not have. If the Internet was not there, a lot of women would 

not know that abortion is not illegal per se and that there are places where you can 

get abortion. This saves your life because you do not go for coat hanger abortions 

or other unsafe means of abortion.” 

5.3.2 Limiting women’s sexuality 

Since the internet and other ICTs have the potential of liberating women’s, people with disabilities’ 

and LGBTIQ+ people’s sexuality in India, the patriarchal forces attempt to restrict women’s and 

marginalised groups’ access to computers, phones and other technologies. Virtually all the 

interviewees brought up the issue of panchayat (village level councils existing in India) banning girls 

from using mobile phones. Instances of mobile usage bans are widespread in India, including Uttar 

Pradesh, Gujarat, Haryana and Bihar.159 The latest reported ban (as of October 2017) took place in 

Uttar Pradesh where the village panchayat of Madora announced that women using cell phones in 

public will be fined a hefty sum of 21,000 rupees (300 EUR).160 

 

Several interviewees explained the ban on mobile phones stemming from the fact that panchayats 

desire to control women’s sexuality: 

“Now their argument is that if women have mobile phones they will become 

distracted, they talk to other boys on the internet which will lead them having 
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affairs or them getting pregnant and also falling in love with boys who are outside 

of their caste.” 

“Actually, I think fundamentally it (mobile bans) rests on the control of sexuality 

because suddenly everybody is jittery: all those women if they have a mobile phone, 

then they can talk to more people, maybe she can get a boyfriend or girlfriend…”. 

One interviewee said that the thought-process behind the ban is deeply rooted in the Indian culture 

where the girls’ behaviour reflects on the family’s honour and therefore women are constantly moral 

policed in order not to bring shame upon the family name. There is a fear that if girls utilise mobile 

phones and Internet, they will be distracted from their ‘duties’ and talk with boys which would show 

of an immoral character. The potential of Internet to liberate women’s sexuality creates a sense of 

moral panic in the communities and there are desperate, even if futile, attempts to control their 

sexuality through bans and deprive the capabilities of girls in the name of honour. The panchayat in 

Madora presumably viewed mobile phones as being dangerous for unmarried women because it 

would tempt the women to elope or talk with men outside of their family. A panchayat in Bihar 

banned unmarried women and girls from using mobile phones because the technologies promoted 

extramarital affairs and eroded the moral sense of the community.161 The view is that mobile phones 

will pollute and corrupt women’s character.  

 

The mobile bans obstruct the combined capabilities of girls and women in rural India to use mobile 

phones. While Digital India programme seeks to create a digitally empowered society where the 

citizens are able to utilise mobile phones, computers and other ICT-enabled devises, the socio-cultural 

environment continues to impede women’s ability to make an effective use of her digital skills. The 

Government’s plans to digitalise are vain, because even if women acquire the internal capabilities to 

use mobile phones, there are still active efforts to rob them to actually transform the capability into a 

valued function. Similarly, this means that the conversion factors are greater for men than women, 

especially in the panchayat where mobile bans are in force. Even if all genders have the mobile phone 

(resource), the man has a higher conversion factor to convert the resource into a desired function that 

helps them to lead the life they value. 
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Interviewees also noted that the increase of revenge porn is an alarming attempt to shame women for 

their sexuality and constitutes a form of digital violence against women. Revenge porn is the leaking 

of images or videos of a person without her consent. One interviewee said: 

“It (revenge porn) is a huge thing in South Asia because there is a huge shame 

about female body. Also, women are threatened with the idea that there will be 

more fear of putting nude pics online.” 

Women are deprived of their sexual capabilities because they are made fearful of the consequences 

of their actions such as sending a nude photo of herself to her boyfriend that was supposed to remain 

between the two. While the interview said that India has robust laws against the transmitting photos 

without one’s consent, the situation on the ground remains murky. The problem specifically is 

anchored in the moral policing of women’s sexuality, which prevent women from accessing justice: 

“But when you go to the police (about the revenge porn) you face two problems. 

First, they do not take you seriously. Second, you are seen as a loose woman for 

sharing such photos with a man who you are not married to. Even if you are 

married, then why are you doing this. You know then, there are these judgements 

that come out of morality which acts as a barrier for women. You make laws which 

address the problem but you cannot use the law because of prejudices.”  

Women’s sexual capabilities are diminished in such a humiliating process which aims to deter women 

from committing such an ‘immoral’ and ‘corrupt’ act once again. It is women who are shamed for 

their behaviour while men who are transmitting such images experience little or no repercussions for 

their actions. Revenge porn has devastating consequences for women’s capabilities to enjoy their 

sexuality freely without a fear, but the social factors actively impede their freedom.  

 

5.3.3 Sexual and reproductive health in Digital India 

Furthermore, several interviewees noted that the mandatory linking of Aadhaar with all aspects of 

one’s life restricts women’s sexual and reproductive health. As Aadhaar is becoming more prominent 

in people’s lives with more and more areas of life, including access to health services, requiring 

Aadhaar, it will become difficult for women to access abortion or abortion pills. Attorney General 

(AG) argued in the Supreme Case in an Aadhaar case that citizens do not have an absolute right over 
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their bodies, which created anxiety and worry among women’s rights activists.162 One interviewee 

asserted that after AG’s comment, she thought that “Aadhaar will directly infringe on your (women’s 

and transgender’s) bodies.” Pairing up Aadhaar with health services threatens women’s ability to 

access abortion, because the recorded data allows tracking and surveillance of women’s bodies which 

is information that does not belong to the Government. Interviewees argued that the data is extremely 

sensitive for the majority of Indian women and marginalised groups and already without the data 

storage, they experience considerable difficulties in accessing abortion services. Considering, that a 

person’s Aadhaar number is easily available and the database is not secure, almost anyone can find 

out whether a woman has had an abortion. Similarly, one interviewee also expressed her concern 

about the constant monitoring and surveillance of women’s pregnancies: 

“Women are being increasingly tracked, like whole pregnancy monitoring that is 

happening. It is worrying because in order to ensure safe delivery, pregnant women 

are being monitored and sent messages through mobile phones and they assume 

every woman getting pregnant must be wanting to have the baby, so what happens 

to abortion?” 

The assumption behind the government-facilitated pregnancy apps and monitoring is that all women 

want to keep their babies. The Aadhaar, therefore, is a huge constraint to women’s capabilities to 

exercise their sexual and reproductive health rights. Again, the Government is forcing upon a 

functioning upon women rather than creating an enabling environment where women have the 

freedom to choose functionings that they value. While I have limited the conversation to women and 

girls, it does not mean that Aadhaar does not have severe implications on transgender people and 

people with HIV. In fact, the mandatory linkage restricts especially capabilities of people with HIV. 

One interviewee highlighted that people with HIV may even stop purchasing medicine in order to 

safeguard their privacy: 

“If you look for example the access to medication and HIV + people in the 

government-run hospitals, I cannot remember whether the medication was free or 

heavily subsided, it was much cheaper than private market. But when the linkage 

was made on Aadhaar, the number of people using government services drastically 

dropped and it is quite obvious why. People are concerned that making the linkage, 
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their data will get out and if you are HIV positive in India, the consequences for 

your life can be massive if your social circles find out.”163 

Admittedly, the people with HIV, who stopped using the government subsidised medicine, chose not 

to avail the service. However, it was the forced functioning (linking medical services with Aadhaar) 

that drove them into the situation where they had to choose between protecting their privacy or 

upholding their health. This example shows how people’s wellbeing can get jeopardised when the 

governments promote functionings as opposed to combined capabilities.  

 

While the NGOs have utilised the Internet and other ICTs to promote sexual and reproductive health 

rights, there is one hurdle that hinders the dissemination of information. Protection of Children from 

Sexual Offences Act (POCSO) outlines that transmission of ‘obscene’ material to minors is a criminal 

offence with imprisonment up to seven years. However, the act fails to define ‘obscene’ and therefore 

some NGOs expressed their concern about working on sexual and reproductive health rights. 

Although NGOs have been able to circumvent the problem, POSCO includes severe penalties and 

there is a risk that someone could assume sexual and reproductive health information to be ‘obscene’ 

and therefore file a police report against the NGO. Furthermore, one interviewee informed that the 

Government arbitrarily shuts downs websites that have material on sexual education.  

 

Interestingly, one interviewee mentioned that with material relating to sexuality, intermediaries, like 

Facebook and Twitter, sometimes censor the content. For example, one interviewee mentioned that 

sometimes Facebook removes their posts on sex although the content does not include graphic 

material. I asked whether she thought this was because Facebook might have adopted a more 

conservative attitude in the region, but she said that social media sites always have had a troublesome 

relationship with women’s sexuality (i.e. blocking women’s nipples, but allowing men’s chest to 

appear). However, the problem in India relies on the issue that in other democracies you might be 

able to complain against the censorship to a relevant body but in India that would not be viable due 

to the taboo on sex. Also, she noted that NGOs with direct personal connections in the companies are 

able to get information back up soon, but smaller NGOs may not have such resources. It might be 

useful as a future reference in the research on gender and technology to incorporate the role of social 

media websites in expanding and/or limiting women’s capabilities in the online spaces. 
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In essence, ICTs have the potential to facilitate sexual liberation and guarantee sexual and 

reproductive health rights. The capabilities of sexual and gender minorities are expanded in the digital 

era, as they have the capability to experience pleasure and be who they are. However, precisely 

because of Internet’s power to emancipate sexuality, women are barred from using mobile phones in 

rural places. So even if women have the internal capabilities  to use mobile phones, the combined 

capability exist to a limited extent because of the patriarchal attitudes that force modesty upon 

women. It shows that men have better conversion factors than women to transform mobile phones 

(resource) into a value functioning. Aadhaar poses a risk for women’s sexual and reproductive health 

rights. However, despite the struggles, the NGOs have utilised the ICTs to disseminate information 

on sexual and reproductive health that help all genders to realise their sexual capabilities safely.  

 

5.4 Control 

One issue that emerged in all my conversations with the experts was the issue of control and 

surveillance with digitalisation. I briefly touched upon the concerns with Aadhaar and the data that it 

collects, but there were also some other dimensions that were brought up in my discussions with the 

interviewees that I will discuss in this section. First, I need to emphasise that even if women and girls 

acquire the necessary capabilities to use digital technologies such as mobile phones or computers, 

they are always not able to use them in a manner that helps them to achieve desired functionings. 

That is because in most cases, their use of mobile phones and internet is monitored in order to ensure 

that girls and women use technologies for ‘appropriate’ reasons. 

 

Thereafter, I discuss the Government’s move towards a cashless society and investigate its impact on 

women’s capabilities. I argue that the Government’s imposition of digital transactions deprives 

women from their capabilities and enables the surveillance of their spending. In short, the move 

towards a cashless society produces more patriarchal control. Lastly, I demonstrate that Digital India 

facilitates control over its citizens through censorship and Internet shutdowns. It shows that in essence 

Digital India is unwilling to allow people freely to transform their capabilities into the desired 

functionings. Rather than nurturing civil and political rights in the digital sphere, the Government 

shows hostility towards realising people’s capabilities to express their concerns online. 

 

5.4.1 Monitoring the usage  

The issue of access to ICTs for women appeared in all my conversations. Interviewees noted that in 

the patriarchal society, women were always last to receive anything within the family, starting from 
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the basic commodities such as food or menstrual pads that often were not even purchased as men do 

not need them. Also, the question of affordability emerged in most cases. Mobile phones, despite the 

fact that prices are dropping significantly with the increasing innovation in technology, remain 

expensive for most families, in particular phones that would enable access to online spaces. Thirdly, 

there was a question of language barriers. Rural women do not have skills in English and content in 

different regional languages and dialecst remain limited, even when it comes to government websites. 

Therefore, the interviewees highlighted the importance of generating more content in various regional 

languages so that Internet would be more accessible to a larger segment of the Indian society. 

 

However, what is striking is that even if women overcome all these barriers, including the ones 

discussed in the empowerment section in regard to socio-cultural norms that ban women from 

utilising mobile phones and digital violence, women’s capabilities to achieve their desired function 

are still limited because their use of mobile phones and ICTs is monitored:  

“In a lot of families in India mobile phone is a family asset. Very few families have 

multiple phones. Boys and men are given priority over using the phone. Even when 

women and girls use it, there is constant monitoring around it, who are you talking 

to or what are you doing with the mobile. There is constant monitoring.” 

The majority of interviewees said that even if girls and women receive mobile phones or have access 

to computers, the use is controlled by other members of the family. In many cases the purpose of the 

mobile phone is to keep in touch with the family members and not communication with outsiders, 

even friends from school. In the case of access to internet, girls and women are encouraged to utilise 

internet only for their educational purposes and from a desktop where their usage can be monitored 

easily. Another interviewee said that girls and women are allowed to use computers in computer labs: 

“Labs are open and everyone can see what you're doing. There's a supervisor who 

will be walking in the space. Everything that you're doing is public. The danger 

with mobile phone is privacy -- that you determine what you do and that it is much 

harder for other people to keep track on you and how you are using the mobile 

phone.” 

The surveillance of the usage diminishes women’s capabilities of using Internet in a manner that they 

value the most. One interviewee said that girls tend to use ICTs for the purpose of improving their 

livelihoods, but monitoring and ensuring that the usage is for ‘appropriate’ purpose curtails what girls 

are able to do with Internet. Furthermore, related to the issue of sexuality, the surveillance of girls’ 
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use of Internet means that lesbian and bisexual girls will experience more problems exploring their 

identity than boys who are questioning, wondering and seeking their sexual or gender identity.  

 

Dr. Anja Kovacs in her study of mobile bans notices that girls have internalised the imposition of 

using mobile phones in a specific a manner, as all girls in her fieldwork characterised themselves as 

‘responsible’ users: “to study, to look for valuable information on the Internet, to check their exam 

results, to look for jobs, at best also to WhatsApp with family and friends or make online 

purchases.”164 However, after querying further, the girls admitted using the mobile phones also for 

recreational purposes such as watching videos or listening to music. In the previous section, I briefly 

mentioned how one interviewee mentioned how girls use ICTs for educational purposes while the 

boys mentioned more recreational uses and this might explain the differences – girls are expected to 

restrict their use of Internet for only certain aspects of life. 

 

The social surveillance of girls and women restricts the combined capabilities. Here we note again 

how girls and women who have the necessary skills to use mobile phones and internet are denied 

from utilising those capabilities to achieve the desired functionings that would help them to lead the 

life they value. Digital India programme ignores blatantly the realities of women, as it makes no 

attempt to address these concerns that prevent women, girls and other marginalised communities from 

transforming the offered resource into a desired action. The monitoring leads to the situation where 

women and girls are forced to hide their use of mobiles phones and Internet, as if their activities are 

criminal. The proponents of ICT4D and capability approach have constantly asserted that mere access 

is not enough, it is equally crucial to take into account whether people are able to use their substantial 

freedoms to utilise ICTs in a manner that they value. The surveillance of girls’ and women’s mobile 

and internet severely impedes this freedom, as the society sets strict norms on how they are supposed 

to benefit from ICTs.  

 

5.4.2 A cashless society 

On 8 November 2016, Modi, in a shocking move, announced that use of all 500 and 1000 rupee 

banknotes would be invalid past midnight and that the Government would issue new 500 and 2000 

rupee notes to replace the old banknotes. The demonetisation decision paralysed the country as within 

three hours after the announcement, India wiped out 86% of its cash in circulation.165 Initially, Modi 
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argued that the demonetisation was required to curb the menace of “black money” but soon, within a 

few weeks after the historical move, Modi changed the focus of demonetisation from the black money 

to making India a cashless society.166 In his monthly radio programme, he devoted a substantial 

amount of time discussing the dimension of a cashless society, proclaiming that it should be our 

“dream” and emphasising how Indians have “many opportunities today from a cashless society, for 

digital banking or for mobile banking.”167 This section will not discuss the ‘success’ of 

demonetisation move, the said move having been both supported and criticised from various segments 

of the society. Instead, I focus on dissecting the impact of cashless society on women and their 

capabilities. My discussions with the experts demonstrate that the uncritical praise of a cashless 

society has dangerous consequences on women’s freedom in India. 

 

The interviewees noted that considering the prevailing patriarchal attitudes in India, a cashless society 

will tighten men’s control over women and restrict their capabilities to achieve functionings that they 

could acquire with the presence of cash. One interviewee noted that especially in rural areas, the man 

in the family tends to control the finances in the house and he gives money to the woman for shopping 

for groceries and other household things. In many cases, women tend to take five or ten rupees out of 

the sum if possible and save it for themselves, for their children or for rainy days. This small saving 

expands women’s capabilities, even if it not considerably, but it allows the woman a slice of 

independence as this saving is usually the only financial ownership she has in the house. However, 

with the move toward the cashless society, she will not be able to take a small proportion of the money 

for herself because it is only possible with cash. Most rural women save in cash from the money that 

their spouses give for the household expenses, so a cashless society squanders their chance to make 

their owns savings: 

“Almost everyone you talked to in patriarchal households, the woman in the 

households, they have a habit of taking a little money away because it is the only 

space for their agency, right? They skim a little cash and they collect a little bit of 

money which gives them freedom.” 

Many interviewees emphasised that savings form an important dimension of women’s economic 

independence. The immediate effects of the demonetisation move were the thousands of women 

across the country who lost their savings overnight and while one could visit banks to exchange the 
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invalid notes, it still impeded women’s capabilities. One interviewee noted that often the man in the 

family is unaware of the savings, but the demonetisation forced women to disclose their savings to 

the man. Therefore, the money she had saved no longer was her possession and the disclosure may 

lead to further imposed restrictions on women.  

 

Furthermore, the cashless society increases surveillance on women’s spending as all the financial 

transactions are recorded and saved. One interviewee noted the surveillance will deter women from 

buying items she would like to purchase, because as discussed earlier even if women have access to 

ICTs, their usage is monitored and the result of cashless society leads to monitoring women’s 

spending by their husbands, fathers or other male member of the family: 

“Women in a cashless economy, there is a record of every transaction. Imagine a 

rural woman who wants to purchase something nice for herself? What is a woman 

supposed to do when there is a record of every transaction? The records allow 

everyone to track her.  And worst, imagine a woman who is escaping from an 

abusive spouse and a record of the ticket is left.” 

Interviewees also mentioned that the forced move towards a cashless society is problematic already 

because a substantial proportion of women in India have no bank accounts. Secondly, women often 

do not even possess mobile phones, let alone a smart phone, that is required for e-wallets. Therefore, 

the aim of a cashless society in India makes women further dependent on men. Mitali Nikore also 

notes that opening a bank account often requires a male guardian’s approval. She writes that “in 

essence, women require the consent of male relatives to access formal financial channels, whereas 

cash offers them a certain amount of independence.”168 

 

Considering that I wished to incorporate at least some intersectional analysis in the study, I would 

like to also highlight the troublesome impact of a cashless society and demonetisation on transgender 

people. Firstly, transgender people experience significant difficulties in replacing their invalid 

banknotes at the banks because they do not have bank accounts or ID proofs. In particular, hijras earn 

some of their money from begging and the move towards cashless society eliminates this.169 

Secondly, many transgender people are forced without other option to work as sex workers and 
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experience particular hardship, as, even if they had online banking accounts, their clients would be 

reluctant to conduct a payment electronically.  

 

In other words, the move towards cashless society in India blatantly ignores the realities of women 

and marginalised communities. It is evident that rather than promoting capabilities to utilise digital 

payments, Modi’s government is currently forcing upon a functioning of conducting all financial 

transactions digitally. In the aftermath of the demonetisation move, it was the poorest and most 

marginalised who suffered the most from the lack of cash. The move towards the cashless society in 

fact will strengthen men’s dominance over women and diminish their capabilities to achieve 

functionings they desire. In fact, one interviewee said that a cashless economy will facilitate more 

patriarchy than gender equality if it is implemented in the current way. The Government needs to 

incorporate the realities of women on the ground and hence continue supporting payments in cash 

rather than forcing or favouring digital transactions. As discussed in the literature review, the 

Government cannot impose technological solutions on its population just because they will be good 

for them but rather enable people to use ICTs for leading the life they value. Modi’s Digital India 

seems to be doing the exact opposite.  

 

5.4.3 Censorship and Internet shutdowns 

Many interviewees mentioned that censorship is one the main challenges for digitally empowered 

society in India. One interviewee stated that it is rather hypocritical to paint an image of Digital 

Dream, but at the same time the Government arbitrarily shutdowns access to Internet when it wants 

to control its citizens in a tighter manner. In this section, I will briefly discuss the issues related to 

freedom of speech and Internet shutdowns and how the Government’s actions in fact demonstrate 

that Digital India is not a project aimed at increasing citizens’ political and civil rights.  

 

Most interviewees commented that one of the primary objectives of Digital India is to digitalise the 

governance that would expand poor people’s capabilities when accessing different government 

schemes. One interviewee explained that in her perspective “Digital India is very much about 

delivering”, meaning that with Digital India the Government is designing “an architecture that would 

make providing modern services to people in easy and efficient ways”. Another interviewee stated 

that Digital India “aims to achieve a digital society in a sense where e-governance is an everyday 

reality” and to connect citizens with the people in the Government in a more direct way. The claims 

are supported by the fact that one of the focus areas in the curriculum of PMGDISHA (digital literacy 
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mission) is to teach the citizens how to access government benefits online, filling out the relevant 

forms and submitting them in the right places.  

 

Hence, the Government adopts a strong progressive view of ICTs and uses ICTs mainly as engines 

of economic growth and delivering social and economic welfare to its citizens. Some interviews 

expressed their deep concerns regarding the fact that the Government failed to guarantee citizens’ 

political and civil rights in the process of digitalisation. In fact, one interviewee highlighted that the 

Government curbs citizens’ right to freedom of speech and expression and controls what is expressed 

online. In 2015, India was the world leader in requesting Facebook to remove content from the 

websites, as it made 15 155 demands.170 The same interviewee explained the civil society and human 

rights activists were relieved when the Supreme Court struck down the draconian Section 66A of the 

Information and Technology Act which was used continuously to oppress content online.171 In some 

cases, people were also arrested for simply liking a Facebook post or retweeting political content.172 

However, the interviewee stated that the Government currently utilises other clauses of the Act related 

to obscenity to suffocate political discontent even though the issue at hand has nothing to do with 

obscenity. 

 

Internet shutdowns are another form of digital censorship practised in India. Software Freedom Law 

Centre reported 31 instances of Internet shutdowns in different parts of India in 2016 and to this day, 

India has witnessed 55 occasions when the state has restricted the access to Internet.173 The data 

shows that the Government is increasingly interfering with the people’s capabilities of using Internet 

in an attempt to limit people’s access to information and curb the freedom of speech and expression. 

The arbitrary shutdowns target always mobile Internet services, but often also the fixed-line services. 

The state governments claim that the shutdowns are aimed to control civil unrest that may spill into 

violence, but activists have disputed their claims and Meenakshi Ganguly, South Asia director of 

Human Rights Watch, says that the lack of transparency behind the Internet shutdowns strengthens 

the “perception that they are meant to suppress nonviolent reporting and criticism of the 

Government.”174 The internet shutdowns can last from a few hours to months. In particular, Jammu 
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and Kashmir have experienced long-lasting shutdowns, in 2016 access to mobile internet was 

completely denied for nearly four months in Kashmir Valley. 

 

One interviewee elaborated that shutdowns allow governments to control their citizens in a very 

powerful way and dictate the narrative of what is happening in a volatile situation: 

“What internet shutdowns do is that they allow powerful communities to control 

people in a very forceful manner. When the state shuts down the internet, it wants 

to control people’s access to media and have the power to shape the on-going 

story.” 

The most marginalised, including women, are often the ones who suffer the most from the control as 

it deprives them of their autonomy and from presenting their point of view from the grassroots level. 

This also means that the ones whose voices have been shut down are also excluded from the decision-

making when it comes to calming the unrest.  

 

While not gender-specific, the censorship has perilous consequences for people’s capabilities. In this 

case, the Government itself deprives citizens of using their capabilities to expressing their views and 

also controlling the flow of information that reaches people. The conversion factors of capabilities 

are diluted because of direct government actions, not just merely because of the socio-cultural 

influences. Citizens who have mobile phones and access to Internet are actively denied from 

achieving the functioning (criticising government policies) that their internal capability (writing on 

social media) allows them. The censorship practices prevent citizens using the capabilities that the 

state has offered them through educational and ICT policies. This demonstrates why considering the 

conversion factors and thinking capabilities in terms of combined capabilities are fundamental to 

improve people’s wellbeing rather than considering only people’s internal capabilities. 

 

Additionally, other interviewees noted that the internet shutdowns are not problematic just from the 

point of view of civil and political liberties, especially for women. They had noticed that boys and 

men in Jammu and Kashmir had more experience with technologies than other genders, so they were 

able to utilise Virtual Private Network and therefore could circumvent the ban on Internet. However, 

women and also transgender people do not usually possess such proficiency in utilising technologies 

so the shutdowns particularly curbed their capabilities to access and use Internet. Also, the 

interviewees noted that women, who use e-market services to sell their products, struggle selling their 

products during internet shutdown and therefore it has dire effects on their livelihoods. Hence, the 
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shutdowns have profound gendered effects that, in particular, they limit women’s capabilities to 

achieve the desired functionings.  

 

5.5 Digital India for the citizens 

Several interviewees stressed that despite the problematic aspects of Digital India and its 

implementation, digitalisation remains important for the wellbeing of Indian citizens. Similarly, what 

was argued in the ICT4D section regarding the benefits of utilising ICTs for development, many 

interviewees highlighted the importance of mobile phones, internet and digitalisation for accessing 

information. One interviewee in fact said that access to information is the first and foremost factor 

for citizens’ survival, as the lack of awareness about their rights and entitlements results in control 

over their capabilities. It is the absence of knowledge that restricts the poorest and the most 

marginalised from having the ability to achieve the desired functionings. 

 

Digital India fails to incorporate the criticism expressed by the ICT4D scholars who argue that many 

digitalisation projects neglect the human dimension and focuses on generating economic growth. 

Also, researchers have warned against treating digitalisation and technologies as a panacea for 

poverty but Modi’s government has evidently adopted an approach where the introduction of ICTs 

solves all the challenges of development. My conversations with the experts demonstrate that Digital 

India is not interested in promoting capabilities so that the citizens are able to use ICT-enabled 

solutions, but rather forces upon functionings, i.e. making them use the ICT-services provided. The 

imposition of Aadhaar and the move towards a cashless society shows the unwillingness of the 

Government to let the citizens decide how they wish to lead their lives. Some interviewees noted that 

Digital India is a vehicle for collecting a vast amount of data about the citizens rather than increasing 

their capabilities to participate in the digital era. Tim Unwin had noted that data collection is one of 

the main challenges that ICT4D faces and India seems to be a perfect case study for unravelling the 

issues related to it.  

 

While the interviewees agreed that digitalisation is necessary for the country, they also explained that 

the current approach of Digital India treats the citizens as subjects rather than actors. Amartya Sen 

had criticised viewing citizens and women as passive recipients of development because it neglects 

their agency – and that is what Digital India does. A majority of the interviewees expressed their 

concern about the top-down design that forces certain functionings upon the citizens and threatens 

people’s existing capabilities rather than expanding them. The interviewees noted that there were 
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minimal consultations with the civil society organisations regarding the programme and its 

implementation. The lack of consultations can be justified on the premises that Digital India in fact 

is not a policy programme, but rather an umbrella term for various different initiatives. This allows 

politicians and civil bureaucrats to decide what is in the interests of the poorest and most marginalised 

as opposed to designing projects and schemes in accordance with the needs of the poorest and people 

at vulnerable positions.  

 

Almost all interviewees demanded that the Government should include them and other stakeholders 

in developing Digital India further. Currently, the decision-makers have opened their doors to the 

Indian IT-companies working in different sectors, but there has been relatively little space for the 

civil society organisations to participate in a manner that allows them to shape the programme. 

Instead, the Government mainly uses the NGOs as operational partners. Unwin stressed that ICTs 

will not be able to support the poorest of the society if their interests are not incorporated and that is 

what has happened with Digital India.   

 

However, despite all the criticism, some of the interviewees acknowledged that the current 

Government understands the necessity for digital infrastructure and empowerment albeit it has a 

narrow comprehension of the latter. Due to the extensive branding of Digital India, the civil society 

organisations working on the digital empowerment of the poorest, the marginalised and women have 

received more funding and attention from the private sector. The Government allocates a significant 

amount of money in its annual budget to various Digital India programmes. Also, Digital India has a 

vision of building a digitally empowered citizenry and the idea of universal access and infrastructure 

are incorporated in Digital India and the Government should be credited for generating an interest in 

digital policies. One interviewee warned against dismissing completely the Digital India mission 

because it is the first time that an Indian government has recognised the importance of ICTs in 

development. Granted, the previous governments had initiated most of the digitalisation schemes, but 

it has been Modi’s government that has vehemently pushed for digitalisation in India.  

 

Whereas I agree that we should not castigate the entire programme, Digital India falls short from the 

capability approach and in fact some government actions cast doubt on the motives behind the entire 

programme. As several interviewees noted the purpose of Digital India is to enhance e-governance 

and deliver different government services to the people along with supporting digital economy. 

However, political and civil rights have suffered considerably under the current Government’s regime 

albeit not just online. The dramatic increase of internet shutdowns in recent years is a worrisome 
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trend that illustrate how willingly the Government suppresses people’s capabilities. It is not socio-

cultural factors that obstruct the combined capabilities of citizens, but outright political actions that 

prevent them from expressing their own narrative of the events and accessing information from other 

than government sources. 

 

In regard to gender, Digital India ignores the socio-cultural realities and the patriarchal forces at the 

grassroots level. The Government is well aware of the situation, as the mobile bans that restrict 

women’s access to ICTs and violate their constitutional rights have received media attention but the 

politicians have restrained from denouncing the blatant discrimination. The panchayats yield 

considerable political capital to the Government and hence are too important to be questioned on their 

blatant infringement of the rights of girls and women. Hence, as long as the Government neglects to 

create an environment where women are able to use ICTs and access it without surveillance or fear 

of gendered digital violence, Digital India is not a victory for women’s empowerment. The vision of 

creating digitally empowered society is a hypocritical dream when the Government does not address 

the socio-cultural environment. The systematic failure to guarantee the combined capabilities of 

women while offering digital literacy is detrimental for women’s empowerment in India. In order for 

women to be included in Digital India, the Government must incorporate gender-sensitive analysis in 

its digitalisation policies that acknowledges the socio-cultural norms that deprive women from 

utilising ICTs. Furthermore, the Government needs to ensure that that gender is incorporated in all 

aspects of ICT-policies, including its desire to digitalise the economy so that it is aware of what 

(unintended) harmful consequences the policies may have on women. 

 

From my conversations with the experts, it was evident that privacy was paramount for securing 

women’s capabilities in the digitalisation process. The interviewees feared that the linking of Aadhaar 

with different dimensions of life, from banking to government schemes to booking flights and 

restaurants, threatened people’s capabilities to achieve functionings. Also, it is the dimension of 

privacy that mobile phones render to women which frightens the patriarchal dominance because it is 

harder to monitor what women do with a mobile phone as opposed if she used landlines or desktop 

computers. Furthermore, a cashless society not only rob women of their capabilities to save and 

achieve some financial independence, but it also exposes their shopping to the male members of 

family as all purchases are recorded and men tend to have control over women’s mobile phones. In 

August, the Supreme Court ruled unanimously the right to privacy as a “guaranteed fundamental 
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right.”175 While the debates on privacy will continue in India, the ruling was a significant step forward 

in cementing people’s right to privacy in a digitalising country. It is evident from the analysis that 

without privacy, women’s combined capabilities to accessing and using ICTs are under threat. 

 

In reference to my first research question on what capabilities Digital India renders women, it is clear 

that the programme offers internal capabilities that support women in using ICT tools but often their 

usage will be monitored. Furthermore, some aspects of digitalisation such as the move towards a 

cashless society may in fact cause women to lose certain capabilities such as the capability of saving 

money and acquiring a little bit of financial independence. The thesis also asked whether the 

programme promotes internal capabilities, combined capabilities or functionings and evidently 

Digital India is not able produce combined capabilities as there are little efforts to curb the mobile 

bans or digital violence against women. In fact, Digital India programme tends to force upon certain 

functionings upon people such as subscription to Aadhaar programme or utilising online payment 

methods. Lastly, I attempted to dissect how Modi’s government viewed the ICTs and there is no 

doubt that Digital India’s approach to ICTs is transformative where ICTs are seen as inherently good 

and as ends rather than as means. 

 

All in all, Digital India should serve the interests of the citizens, not of the government or the nation 

as a whole. The current implementation of digitalisation in India is at a risk of generating more 

inequalities as opposed to reducing them, because women and marginalised communities have poorer 

conversion rates in transforming ICT-commodities into capabilities and functionings. In other words, 

it is mainly men and the ones with privileges who are able to enjoy the fruits of the programme. 

Digital India’s focus on digital economy and supporting the indigenous IT industry is not per se 

detrimental for the nation’s development. However, the issue is that Digital India, while claiming to 

represent the interests of the poorest, ignores the human dimension of digitalisation. This thesis 

provides some insights into what capabilities are being deprived from women in the process of 

digitalisation. In addition, there are strong and knowledgeable civil society organisations who are 

advocating for a digitalisation that strengthens democracy, bolsters civil and political rights and 

incorporates all segments of the society in the move towards digitalisation. 
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6 Concluding remarks 
In this research, I discussed the impact of digitalisation on women’s wellbeing in India. I utilised 

Amartya Sen’s and Martha Nussbaum’s capability approach as a normative framework to evaluate 

the successes and challenges of Digital India programme in expanding women’s capabilities. Also, 

the existing ICT4D literature provided important conceptual notions about digitalisation in the 

development process which helped in characterising the programme. For data collection, I 

interviewed nine different civil society organisations working on women’s rights and/or 

digitalisation. I rearranged the knowledge acquired with the support of the theoretical framework and 

the qualitative content analysis method through which I discovered three distinct categories in the 

coding process: independence, sexuality and control. In the analysis, I employed these three 

categories to dissect the impact of digitalisation on women’s capabilities in India. 

 

I demonstrated that Digital India focuses on expanding people’s internal capabilities and sometimes 

even imposes certain functionings upon the citizens, which consequently limits their freedom. 

Nussbaum’s capability approach underlines the importance of combined capabilities which Digital 

India fails to promote, which is probably a conscious decision considering the widespread reports of 

mobile bans and digital violence against women. The Government’s gender-blind approach to Digital 

India and its progressive view of ICTs that treats digitalisation as a panacea for combatting poverty 

thwart the efforts of creating a digital society where all genders use ICTs to expand their life choices. 

In essence, the research shows that while digitalisation and ICTs have a significant role in expanding 

women’s capabilities, that potential will not be realised as long the Government views ICTs only as 

engines of economic growth and treats data as a means of control. 

 

The research also contributes valuable knowledge to the existing ICT4D literature. As discussed in 

an earlier chapter, ICT4D remains a niche field of study in the development studies but there has been 

an increasing interest in dissecting the relationship between development and information and 

communication technologies. The gender component is still largely missing in the conversations and 

this paper works to minimise the void that has a significant effect on gender equality. Also, it is 

important to note that while the thesis is in English, it is submitted to University of Helsinki and the 

academic discussion on ICT4D remains limited in Finland. I hope the thesis is able to spark off some 

debate on ICT4D among the development professionals and scholars. 
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Besides the ICT4D literature, this paper also contributes to the Digital India discussions which have 

largely centred around the issues of infrastructure, privacy and digital economy. Whereas the public 

discourse on the intersection of gender and digitalisation remains limited, I have hopefully also 

succeeded in demonstrating that there are a number of great organisations who have insightful 

knowledge on the topic. Rather than generating new knowledge, the research sketched out the existing 

knowledge to analyse the impact of digitalisation on women using the capability approach 

framework. In other words, the study was an innovate attempt to reorganise the information available.  

 

Also, it is among first studies to contextualise Digital India programme within a gender paradigm and 

bind together different aspects of digitalisation in India, including cashless society, digital violence 

and Internet shutdowns, to dissect their impact on women’s capabilities.  IT for Change, one of the 

leading organisations in the field of ICT4D, is currently writing a paper on Digital India which 

assesses “the key gaps and opportunities for gender equality in relation to the programme and 

recommend a strategic action plan in this regard.”176 To put it differently, the research bridges the 

gap existing in the literature by incorporating gender in academic discussions around Digital India. 

However, some elements of digitalisation were not discussed in-depth with my interviewees. For 

example, discussions on the potential and challenge of booming Indian IT industry for women’s 

capabilities were not tackled in-depth among other topics. 

 

In addition, the field continues to rapidly change and transform. Just in the midst of my interviews, 

the Supreme Court ruled that privacy is a fundamental right, as pointed out briefly earlier in this 

thesis, and the Government continues to push various new digitalisation efforts. In addition, it has 

been reported that the parliamentary expert panel, which was established by the Government after the 

Supreme Court struck down the controversial Section 66A of the IT Act, has recommended new 

stringent penalties to combat hate speech online.177 Several individuals have already criticised the 

proposed measures for curbing freedom of speech.178 Therefore, it is important to keep in mind the 

newest turn of events when assessing digitalisation in India.    

 

Further research is required to paint a complete picture of Digital India. I have only interviewed civil 

society organisations that have English-speaking staff so the results reflect their views rather than the 
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views of the users on the ground. Also, the data obtained might have been different if other 

organisations such as private companies and trade associations were included who have supported 

the move towards a cashless society. Additionally, incorporating civil society organisations who have 

limited proficiency in English might have produced different insights to the discussions. In a similar 

vein, it might be of interest to investigate how different states fare in realising women’s digital 

capabilities and whether there are differences among the regions. Do the women in Manipur in 

Northeast India experience similar problems with accessing ICTs as the women in South India’s 

Tamil Nadu? This research currently discusses India as whole, but there might be some regional 

differences that should be teased out to have a proper assessment of Digital India and women’s 

capabilities.  

 

In sum, this research is a beginning to making a feminist Digital India which generates socio-cultural 

environment where women and other marginalised groups are able to transform their capabilities into 

desired functionings. It shows that as long as gender is absent in the programme, Digital India shall 

be unsuccessful at realising its vision of “transforming India into a digitally empowered society and 

knowledge economy.” 
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Appendix 1: Interview questions 
 

1. How do you understand ‘digital empowerment’ for women and what are your views on 

using ICT tools for development in India?  

2. How would you explain the Digital India programme? 

3. What are the barriers for women’s access to ICTs? 

4. What are the issues behind digital violence against women? 

5. What concerns do you have with Internet shutdowns, especially for women? 

6. What opportunities and challenges Aadhaar present, especially for women? 

7. What are the consequences of cashless society for women? 

8. How would you assess the success of Digital India? 

9. What policy recommendations would you suggest for ensuring that Digital India enables 

digital empowerment, particularly of women and other marginalized groups? 

10. How important is Digital India for the societal and economic development of India and how 

important the process of digitalization should be in India? 
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Appendix 2: Interviewees 
 

Name Position, organisation Location and date 

Udita Chaturvedi Senior Officer (Communications & Media), 

Digital Empowerment Foundation 

 

 

 

Delhi, 11.07.2017 

Osama Manzar Founder and Director, Digital Empowerment 

Foundation 

Eshita Mukerhjee Senior Officer (Research and Advocacy), Digital 

Empowerment Foundation 

Japleen Pasricha Founder and Editor-in-Chief, Feminism in India Delhi, 12.07.2017 

Rupsa Mallik Director, Programs and Innovation, CREA World Delhi, 19.07.2017 

Manasi Mishra Head, Research & Knowledge Management, 

Centre for Social Research 

Delhi, 07.08.2017 

Vidisha Mishra Junior Fellow, Observer Research Foundation Delhi, 11.08.2017 

Chinmay Arun Research Director, Centre for Communication 

Governance, National Law University, Delhi 

Skype, 22.08.2017 

Smita Vanniyar Research and Communications Officer, Point of 

View (EroTICs) 

Skype, 23.08.2017 

Anja Kovacs Director, The Internet Democracy Project  Skype, 28.08.2017 

Nandini Chami  Senior Research Associate, IT for Change Skype, 29.08.2017 

 


