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ABSTRACT

Combining empirical evidence with Amartya Sen’s concept of capabilities,
this article argues that the digital divide is not merely a problem of access to
ICTs. It is part of a larger developmental problem in which vast sections of
the world’s population are deprived of the capabilities to use ICTs, acquire
information and convert information into useful knowledge. Fieldwork
research including sample surveys conducted in rural locations in Kerala
and Andhra Pradesh in India shows that these capabilities can only be cre-
ated through large-scale complementary interventions in economic and social
development.

INTRODUCTION

Information and communications technologies (ICTs) have been emerging as
tools for development and change since the 1970s. As Evans (1995: 10–11)
pointed out, developmental states with ‘transformative aspirations’ have been
looking for ways to participate in this leading industrial sector because ‘it is
the sector most likely to spark a twenty-first century conspiracy in favour of
development’. The rapid advances in computers and informatics triggered a
new international division of labour beginning in the 1970s, ostensibly paving
the way for the so-called Information Age (Castells, 1996). The transition
to post-industrialism in the North went hand-in-hand with an aggressive
process of outsourcing and offshoring of manufacturing industries to cheaper
wage locations (Cohen, 1998). Even as labour suffered from the demise of
manufacturing jobs, firms in developed countries continued to dominate
global capitalism, especially in the ‘sunrise’ information and knowledge-
based industrial sectors. In recent years, as the information revolution set in
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motion by ICTs gained further momentum, the phenomenon of offshoring
has spread to the service sector as well. India is the favourite among a number
of developing country destinations for offshoring of services.

ICTs and globalization have thus been shaping the political economy of
capitalism for decades. The focus of this article, however, is on the recent
flurry of interest in ICTs for development which has been shown by gov-
ernments, multilateral organizations like the United Nations (UN) and the
World Bank, international aid charities, and non-governmental organizations
(NGOs). According to the UN, ICTs are a ‘powerful enabler of development
goals’ (UN Millennium Project, 2005: 49); they are expected to bring about
‘greater social freedoms, increased knowledge and more productive liveli-
hoods’ (UNDP, 2001: 1). ICTs facilitate easier communication, provide better
access to information, and enhance production and utilization of knowledge.
Information and knowledge aid the process of development in many ways.
Information about prices and business opportunities is vital to the function-
ing of a fair market economy; information about people, politics and events is
crucial to a vibrant democracy. It is, therefore, not surprising that the digital
divide — the disparities in the level of technology diffusion, especially of
ICTs — is understood to be a major reason for the wide differences in social
and economic development across populations (UNDP, 2001). The very idea
behind the much heralded UN World Summit on the Information Society
(WSIS), held first in Geneva in 2003 and then in Tunis in 2005, was to find
ways to unleash the enormous potential of ICTs for social and economic
development by bridging the digital divide.

In the general policy consensus, the digital divide is more often seen as a
mere technological access problem — poor telecom infrastructure, Internet
connectivity, low computer availability, and so on (Parayil, 2005). We argue
that this is a rather limited view of the digital divide discourse. Access to
ICTs and access to the information that ICTs provide are necessary to bridge
the digital divide, but they are not sufficient. More crucial are the capabilities
— on the part of the individual and society at large — to use ICTs and to
convert the information that ICTs provide into useful knowledge. The digital
divide is part of a larger developmental problem in which vast sections of
the world’s population are deprived of these capabilities.

This article seeks to investigate the links between the digital divide and
the larger social and economic divides. It draws on Amartya Sen’s concept
of capabilities in interpreting the results of empirical research carried out in
Kerala and Andhra Pradesh. Field studies were conducted in July–August
2004 in two rural locations: Malappuram in Kerala and Kuppam in Andhra
Pradesh. Community information centres providing villagers with access to
digital technologies were operating in these locations as part of the Akshaya
programme in Malappuram and the i-community project in Kuppam. India is
an interesting case for research for a number of reasons. Here, fast growth of
the information technology (IT) sector in recent years coexists with the much
slower growth of the agricultural and industrial sectors as well as high levels
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of impoverishment among the vast rural population. D’Costa (2003) refers
to this Indian experience as a case of ‘uneven and combined development’.
The Human Development Report 2005 described India as a ‘globalization
success story with a mixed record on human development’ (UNDP, 2005: 30–
1). However, as Sen (1996) notes, there are great internal diversities within
India, and regions within India have many lessons to offer to each other.
The truth of this will become clear from our fieldwork conducted in the two
Indian states.

This article proceeds as follows. The next section looks at capabilities to
use ICTs and information in the context of increasing inequalities in the
‘new economy’; this is followed by a discussion on the Indian experience
with respect to information technology and development, with a focus on
Andhra Pradesh and Kerala. Details about the fieldwork research are then
given. Using information gathered from a stratified sampling survey in the
fieldwork locations, the following two sections analyse the capabilities to use
ICTs, and the capabilities to use the information that ICTs provide. Finally,
we offer a brief conclusion.

INFORMATION TECHNOLOGY, GLOBALIZATION AND INEQUALITY:
WHY ARE CAPABILITIES IMPORTANT?

It is a widely prevalent view that rapid advances in ICTs along with the forces
of globalization have the potential to reduce global inequalities (see Heeks,
2002). Thomas Friedman (2005), for example, argues that the ‘world is flat’
and attributes his optimism especially to the unprecedented opportunities
opened up by ICTs to access, store and manipulate information. The claim
that there is a level playing field for all in the new world of ICT-led global-
ization, however, contradicts the grounded realities of the contours of global
capitalism.

To begin with, such a claim belies the hard struggles and difficult negotia-
tions that developmental states like India, Brazil and South Korea had to un-
dergo in developing their IT industry and finding a niche in the international
division of labour (Evans, 1995). This is illustrated by the strategies employed
by the US electronics and IT industry — with the backing of the US govern-
ment — to regain its competitiveness, which was under immense threat from
the 1970s on, due to competition from Japan and the newly-industrializing
countries. These strategies involved denying a level paying field to the US’s
competitors. Schoonmaker (2002) offers a persuasive study of the struggles of
the Brazilian computer industry against pressures, mainly from the US Trade
Department, to open its market to US computer companies. The 1986 US–
Japan Semiconductor Trade Agreement was another effort to insulate and
protect the US computer and IT industry from external competition. Even-
tually, the rise of ‘Wintelism’, a de facto global computer industry standard
involving Microsoft Corporation’s Windows Operating Systems (software)
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and Intel Corporation’s micro-processors (hardware), boosted the prospects
of the US economy (Hart and Kim, 2002). The international production
networks that evolved within the Wintelism framework created new
peripheral destinations for outsourcing of computer manufacturing in Asia,
while enabling the US to maintain its dominant position in global capitalism
(Borrus and Zysman, 1997).

More importantly, and in contrast to any optimism about a ‘flat’ world,
evidence suggests that global inequalities have increased in the last two
decades, thus reversing the trend towards declining inequalities during the
‘golden age’ years from the 1950s until the late 1970s (Cornia et al., 2004;
Parayil, 2005). Since the late 1970s, inequalities have widened between coun-
tries, as well as within many nations, both developed and developing (Parayil,
2005; Picketty and Saez, 2003). In the US between 2000 and 2005, mean
real money earnings rose only for the highly educated, comprising just 3.4
per cent of the labour force (in 2005), while they fell for more than 96 per
cent of the labour force (Scheve and Slaughter, 2007).

An important factor contributing to increases in global inequalities is the
nature of technological and organizational changes characterizing the ‘new
economy’, which are biased in favour of the skilled and educated worker.
Skill-biased technological changes and the declining strength of trade unions
worldwide have been especially detrimental to the welfare of less-skilled or
unskilled workers (Parayil, 2005; Wood, 1995). It appears that activities in the
new economy or ‘informational economy’ are characterized by increasing
returns. Firms or individuals who manage to obtain control over knowledge
resources will build on these and get further ahead, while those who do not
have similar access to knowledge, or comparative cognitive skills to translate
information into intellectual capital, lose out. In this way, the informational
economy can be said to be a ‘winner-take-all’ or ‘in or out’ economy (Frank
and Cook, 1995; Parayil, 2005).

Capabilities in the Age of Information Capitalism

To understand certain features of the rise in inequalities in the age of infor-
mation capitalism, it is appropriate to make use of the concept of capabili-
ties. Amartya Sen recognized that the conventional analysis of poverty and
inequality based on the ownership of commodities (viz. income or food)
is inadequate. He argued that the focus of study should be on functioning,
that is, on what a person ‘manages to do or to be’ as a result of his or
her possession of a commodity. According to Sen (1985: 7), ‘a function-
ing is an achievement of a person’, such as, for example, ‘being adequately
nourished’. ‘Living may be seen’, in Sen’s words, ‘as consisting of a set
of interrelated “functionings”, consisting of beings and doings’ (Sen, 1992:
39). Capability refers to ‘the various combinations of functionings (beings
and doings) that [a] person can achieve. . . a set of vectors of functionings,
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reflecting the person’s freedom to lead one type of life or another’ (Sen, 1992:
40).1

A commodity has certain characteristics: bread, for example, has nutrition-
giving characteristics. The conversion of characteristics of a commodity into
a functioning for an individual depends on two conversion factors: personal
characteristics (such as metabolism, physical condition) and social charac-
teristics (such as infrastructure, social norms) (Sen, 1999: 74–6). Therefore,
an individual’s achievement of a certain functioning (of being healthy, for
example) is determined not only by his/her command over commodities
(food, in this case) but also by personal characteristics (whether, for instance,
the person is able bodied or physically challenged) (Sen, 1985). This implies
that two persons sharing exactly the same commodity bundle can have vastly
different opportunities of quality of life owing to their individual differences
in age, gender, (dis)ability, and so on (Sen, 1999: 69). Therefore, Sen argues
that the appropriate instrument for evaluation of well-being (or the absence
of it) is not utility comparisons based on real incomes or commodities but
comparisons of the ‘substantive freedoms — the capabilities — to choose a
life one has reason to value’ (Sen, 1999: 74).

Following from this, it can be shown that access to ICTs or access to infor-
mation that ICTs provide does not automatically lead to positive development
outcomes. More crucial are the personal attributes and social characteristics
of the individual who uses ICTs and information.2 An illiterate person can
have access to computers and the Internet through a village information cen-
tre, but might not have the skills required to browse the Internet. Even if
this hurdle can be crossed, and the person learns to use computers and the
Internet, lack of education and specific skills might still prevent the indi-
vidual from, for instance, applying for a job which is advertised there — in
other words, from being able to use the information found on the web. Social
norms that discourage women from venturing outside their homes would
pose further obstacles to even an educated woman deriving benefits from a
village information centre. Thus, command over commodities — in this case,
access to computers and to the information that the Internet provides — does
not as a matter of course result in achievement of functionings: of ‘being
able to browse the Internet’ or ‘being able to apply for jobs posted on the

1. See discussions on Sen’s capability approach in Gasper (1997), Martins (2006) and Robeyns
(2000). It came to our attention just before this article went to press that Sen’s functionings-
based approach as an evaluative framework to explain the impact of the Internet on poverty in
developing countries was also used by James (2006). James’s findings, based on secondary
sources of evidence of the differential benefits of the Internet on rural poor in Mozambique
(foreign-aid tele-centres) and Sri Lanka (blending radio with the Internet), is similar to the
evidence we have gathered in our field research in Kerala and Andhra Pradesh. James shows
the inadequacy of the standard welfare economics-based approach in explaining the link
between technology and poverty alleviation.

2. See Parayil (1999) who argues that a clear understanding of the structural conditions of the
society is important in order to induce meaningful diffusion of technology to the people.
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Internet’. In a volume edited by Mansell and Wehn (1998), it was pointed out
that the capabilities for producing software and information content that are
relevant to people, and the capabilities required for converting information
into useful knowledge, are equally important for realizing the opportunities
promised by ICTs. As James (2006) argues, the specific context of the users
of the Internet is the key to understanding the differential impact of ICTs on
rural poverty.

At the same time, for an educated person belonging to a well-to-do house-
hold yet disadvantaged by his location in a village, access to the Internet
would open up new opportunities. In other words, while the socially advan-
taged classes possess individual and social characteristics (such as better
education and social connections) that enable them to convert access to the
Internet into desirable functionings, the socially disadvantaged classes do not
possess such characteristics. In such a situation, ICTs, rather than reducing
the distance between the various social classes, would actually widen the
existing inequalities — confirming the ‘winner-take-all’ tendency of infor-
mation capitalism. In fact, UNDP (1999) reports that people who access the
Internet are more often the better-educated and higher-income groups, men
rather than women, and younger rather than older people. A study by Arun
and Arun (2002) showed that ICTs may reproduce or even intensify many of
the broader gender inequalities.

We thus begin with the hypothesis that the capabilities to use ICTs and
the capabilities to use the information that ICTs provide will be greater,
the higher the levels of social development. The reason for the choice of
India, and more specifically Andhra Pradesh and Kerala, for the study of the
relationship between ICTs and social development will be explained in the
next section.

SOCIAL AND DIGITAL DIVIDES IN INDIA

Contemporary Indian development presents a paradoxical picture: the growth
of high technology industries and entrepreneurship in some cities, while
poverty and deprivation haunts much of rural India. In many ways, the In-
dian experience is an extreme manifestation of the inequalities inherent in
the ‘new economy’. India’s GDP has been growing at an annual rate of
over 6 per cent since the early 1990s, and at over 8 per cent from 2005–
06.3 India is emerging as a favourite destination for offshoring of a range of
service sector jobs, including jobs in knowledge-intensive fields such as soft-
ware engineering, aircraft design, pharmaceuticals research and automobile
manufacture. The combined revenues from IT (comprising software produc-
tion and IT services) and information technology enabled services (ITES)

3. Calculations using National Accounts Statistics published by Central Statistical Organiza-
tion (CSO), available from Economic and Political Weekly Research Foundation (EPWRF).
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industries (including IT hardware) in India reached an estimated US$ 47.8
billion in 2006–07, or 5.4 per cent of the country’s GDP in that year.4 In
recent years, Indian executives have been receiving salary increases ranging
between 10 and 14 per cent, the highest in the Asia-Pacific region (Kelly Ser-
vices, 2006). At the same time, 70 per cent of India’s population of over one
billion lives in rural areas. Poverty head-count ratios for the year 1999–2000
are estimated to be at least 28.8 per cent for India’s rural areas and 25.1 per
cent for India’s urban areas (Sen and Himanshu, 2004: 4254–5).5 According
to the Census of India 2001, 34.6 per cent of Indians were illiterate. Of India’s
total workforce of over 400 million, only 1.3 million work in the IT sector
and 26.5 million in organized sector jobs, while the rest of the labour force
is engaged in low value adding agricultural and informal sector jobs.6

Given this picture of contemporary India, can ICTs aid development,
particularly development of rural areas, in India? There are several chal-
lenges in India for the growth of the IT industry itself. India’s IT industry is
extremely reliant on export markets, which discourages inter-firm linkages
and innovation-led future growth of the industry (D’Costa, 2006). Limited
employment generation, dominance of a few large firms, and dependence
on less skill-intensive segments for revenues are some of the other growth
concerns (Chandrasekhar, 2005; Saith and Vijayabaskar, 2005). India’s IT
industry has not developed extensive linkages with the domestic market and,
therefore, its impact on productivity improvements in other sectors such as
manufacturing is not very high (Joseph, 2006). With respect to diffusion of
ICTs to rural areas, the most immediate constraints are deficient telecom-
munication infrastructure, low penetration of personal computers, and poor
Internet connectivity. Although telecom reforms have been moving apace
in India since the 1990s, resulting in very impressive overall expansion of
the country’s network, there are significant variations in telecom connec-
tivity between different Indian states and between urban and rural areas. In
December 2005, there were only eighteen telephone lines in India per 1000
rural population.7 For effective diffusion of the Internet in rural areas, greater
emphasis must be paid to the development of information content in the local
languages (Thomas, 2006).

The challenges to development with the aid of ICTs are not limited to
problems of physical infrastructure alone. Illiteracy and various forms of
social exclusion based on caste and gender continue to prevail in several
regions and states of India, and there will be no surprise if a person belong-
ing to the scheduled castes is barred from using a village Internet kiosk in

4. Based on data from India’s NASSCOM (National Association of Software and Service
Companies) (www.nasscom.org). See also Thomas (2005a, 2005c).

5. Poverty calculations are based on the 55th round of India’s National Sample Survey.
6. Total workforce refers to the sum of ‘main’ and ‘marginal’ workers as reported in the Census

of India 2001. Figures for IT sector jobs pertain to the year 2005–06 and for organized sector
employment pertain to the year 2003–04. See Thomas (2005c) and data from NASSCOM.

7. World IT Report (2008); see also Thomas (2005a: Table 8.5).
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some of these regions (Sreekumar, 2006). The record of the Indian state in
ensuring basic education for the masses has been rather dismal; the country
has still not achieved the goal of providing free and compulsory education
to all children up to the age of fourteen (Drèze and Sen, 2002: 146–67).
In many parts of rural India, landlessness among labouring households is
a continuing feature. Relatively successful implementation of land reforms
took place only in two Indian states, Kerala and West Bengal. The period
of economic reforms in India since 1991 has been characterized by signi-
ficant slowdown in public investment in agriculture and rural infrastructure
(Ramachandran and Swaminathan, 2003). There has also been a decline in
the volume of rural credit disbursed by banking institutions over this period
(see Chavan, 2001 and articles in Ramachandran and Swaminathan, 2005).
Against this background, it is relevant to ask whether ICTs will help resolve
the fundamental obstacles to development of India’s rural areas.

Andhra Pradesh and Kerala

With respect to their record in the growth of high-tech industries and broad-
based development, the two south Indian states of Andhra Pradesh and Kerala
present a picture of some contrasts. Andhra Pradesh has been a pioneer
among Indian states in informational development, especially in regard to
building regional institutions for innovation and introducing state-sponsored
programmes in e-governance (Eischen, 2006). Large numbers of software
professionals from the state head to the USA every year: Andhra Pradesh
accounted for 23 per cent of all Indian software professionals working in
the USA in 1998 (Ramachandraiah, 2003). The state, and particularly its
capital Hyderabad, has been a leader in software, ITES and pharmaceutical
industries. Compared to Andhra Pradesh, Kerala is far behind in the growth
of software and ITES industry. In 2003–04, Kerala accounted for only 0.5 per
cent of total software exports from India, compared to the Andhra Pradesh’s
share of 9.7 per cent (see Table 1).

Despite the notable growth of the IT industry, Andhra Pradesh has been
gripped by unprecedented rural crisis. Several cases of starvation deaths,
distress migration of landless agricultural labourers, and suicides among
farmers and handloom textile workers have been reported. The poverty level,
measured by head-count ratio, is considerably higher in Andhra Pradesh than
in Kerala. Average household per capita expenditure in Kerala was the highest
among all the Indian states in 1999–2000, and much higher than the per capita
expenditure in Andhra Pradesh (Drèze and Sen, 2002: Table A.3). In June
2005, per 1000 population, there were 97.4 telephone lines in rural Kerala
compared to only 23.7 in rural Andhra Pradesh (see Table 1).

Differences in social achievements between Andhra Pradesh and Kerala
are even more striking. Kerala has been widely fêted for its exceptional
achievements in the social spheres, particularly in health and education. In
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Table 1. Selected Indicators of Development: Andhra Pradesh,
Kerala and India

Indicator Andhra Kerala India
Pradesh

Population, 2001 (millions) 76 39 1027
Life expectancy at birth for males, 1998–2002 (years) 62.0 70.8 61.6
Literacy rate for females age 7+, 2001 (%) 51.2 87.9 54.3
Average household expenditure per capita 1999–2000 (Rupees/month) 541 810 589
Telephones (per 1000 people), rural, June 2005 23.7 97.4 17.4
Share in total software exports from India, 2003–04 (%) 9.7 0.5

Sources: For population and literacy rate: Census of India 2001, figures available at www.censusindia.gov.in
(accessed 9 March 2006)
For life expectancy at birth: GOI (2006: Table 9.1)
For average household expenditure per capita: Drèze and Sen (2002: Table A.3)
For telephones per 1000 people: Lok Sabha Starred Question No 244, dated 10 August 2005, cited in
www.indiastat.com (accessed 10 March 2006)
For share in total software exports: Lok Sabha Unstarred Question No 3136, dated 13 August 2004, cited
in www.indiastat.org (accessed 9 March 2006).

2001, the female literacy rate in Kerala was 88 per cent; in Andhra Pradesh
it was just 51 per cent. In 1998–2002, an average male could expect to
live for 70.8 years in Kerala compared to 62 years in Andhra Pradesh (see
Table 1). Kerala has had a relatively successful programme of land reforms,
and displays relatively low levels of inequality between different castes and
genders, and between people in urban and rural areas; in all these aspects,
Andhra Pradesh’s track record has been far less impressive.

Kerala’s achievements in the social spheres have been the result of decades
of public action. Kerala society displayed highly inegalitarian features dur-
ing the nineteenth century, including some of the worst forms of caste-based
oppression and dominance of landlordism in villages. The agents of change
in Kerala’s progressive transformation have been many, some of them long-
standing. They include policies of the Travancore and Cochin administration,
which were generally supportive of social and educational reforms; activi-
ties of Christian missionaries; and progressive attitudes in Kerala society
towards women’s survival, education and health. There were also important
caste-based reform movements, notably the Ezhava social reform movement
of the late nineteenth and early twentieth centuries. Kerala has a long history
of agrarian struggles dating back to the 1830s. Left political parties have
been active in Kerala since the 1930s, and they succeeded in mobilizing
the many reform-minded forces into a powerful political movement. Suc-
cessive elected state governments from 1957 onwards initiated a number of
measures in health and education aimed at improving the general welfare of
the population. Land reform measures implemented by state governments,
including the Kerala Land Reforms Bill 1967, laid the foundations for a rela-
tively successful redistribution programme (Ramachandran, 1996). From the
mid-1990s, Kerala initiated an ambitious programme of decentralization and
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devolution of greater administrative and financial powers to democratically
elected local governments.

Public action of a similar nature is yet to take place in Andhra Pradesh and
most other regions in India. Reddy (1989) argues that many of the policies of
the colonial state and of governments in the post-independence period helped
to maintain the dominance of the upper castes in Andhra society. The leaders
of disadvantaged groups were accommodated through the distribution of pa-
tronage and reward, while the disadvantaged groups themselves continued to
survive in a state of misery (ibid.: 265–6). In recent years, Andhra Pradesh has
been passing through an acute agrarian crisis, and the policies of the state and
central governments have been held largely responsible for this crisis. Studies
have pointed to a sharp decline in the availability of institutional credit for
farmers, inadequate and declining supply of water resources in the state, and
a squeeze on resources for agricultural research, particularly for dry-land
farming. Prices of agricultural commodities have been low and declining,
and farmers’ incomes have been vulnerable to market fluctuations (Govern-
ment of Andhra Pradesh, 2004). Investigations in thirty-six villages spread
over three districts of Andhra Pradesh, completed in early 2004, showed
that people in the villages were falling into poverty due to high costs of
health care, loans from private money lenders at usurious rates of interest,
and droughts exacerbated by the absence of irrigational facilities (Krishna
et al., 2004). For the Telengana region of Andhra Pradesh, Vakulabharanam’s
(2005) study showed that falling output prices of non-food crops, rising costs
of agricultural inputs and electricity, stagnant growth of institutional credit,
and the rise of market intermediaries in the peasant economy have contributed
to agrarian distress.

Disenchantment with the policies of the previous state administration in
Andhra Pradesh, which prioritized high-tech development mostly around
Hyderabad while ignoring the livelihood crisis in rural areas, led to its rout in
the elections held in May 2004. Armed struggle led by left extremists (known
as ‘Naxalites’) demanding land reforms and other measures for greater equity
in the countryside is currently being waged in Andhra Pradesh and in eleven
other Indian states, including Bihar, Chattisgarh, Orissa and Madhya Pradesh.

Thus there are major differences between Andhra Pradesh and Kerala in
historical patterns of development, current social and economic conditions,
levels of informational development, and in the growth of the IT industry.
How do these differences affect the capabilities to use ICTs and the capabil-
ities to use the information provided by ICTs among rural populations of the
two states?

THE FIELDWORK

The fieldwork for this study was conducted in July–August 2004. The Andhra
Pradesh government and the computer company Hewlett Packard (HP) had
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jointly launched the ‘inclusive community’ (i-community) project in the
Kuppam area in Chittoor District in April 2002. The government of Kerala
inaugurated the Akshaya computer literacy training programme in Malappu-
ram district in November 2002. The i-community centres in Kuppam and the
Akshaya centres in Malappuram were both operated by local entrepreneurs,
and both encouraged villagers to use computers and the Internet in a number
of fields that affect their daily lives, including agriculture, health and edu-
cation. While some of the services provided by the centres, especially those
related to computer literacy, were given free of charge, a nominal fee was
charged for some other services. Entrepreneurs operating these community
information centres (CICs) received financial assistance from local govern-
ments or panchayats in Malappuram, and from the state government and HP
in Kuppam.

As a background to the fieldwork, discussions were held with a num-
ber of officials and entrepreneurs involved in the Akshaya programme in
Malappuram and the i-community project in Kuppam. These discussions
were intended to ascertain the nature of the programme/project and to gain
some preliminary idea about its relative success in the villages where it was
implemented. Research data came from a stratified sample survey of house-
holds in selected areas in Kuppam and Malappuram.8 The areas or hamlets
selected for fieldwork in Kuppam and Malappuram lay within a 3 km radius
of a community information centre. The location for research and the infor-
mation centre in its vicinity were so chosen as to be representative of the
larger region and programme/project under study.

The Kuppam area, which had a population of approximately 320,000 at
the time of the study, was spread over five mandals, ninety-nine grama
panchayats and 714 villages.9 At the time the survey was conducted, thirteen
community information centres were operating in different parts of Kuppam
as part of the i-community project. Sample surveys were conducted in two
villages belonging to two different mandals: Kadepalle and Venkatepalle,
which had 141 and 168 households respectively.10

At the time the survey was conducted, a total of 582 Akshaya centres were
operating in different parts of Malappuram district, which had a population of
3.6 million (according to the 2001 Census).11 Malappuram district comprises
six taluks (which are administrative subdivisions of a district in Kerala) and
135 villages. The sample survey was conducted in Karachal ward (a smaller

8. The methodology for this fieldwork research was motivated by studies conducted in Pais
(2004), Ramakumar (2006), and Rawal (2001). It also benefited from an ongoing study
conducted by V. Surjit of the Indian Statistical Institute, Kolkata.

9. In Andhra Pradesh, each district comprises several mandals, and each mandal comprises a
number of grama panchayats or village councils, which are formed from a group of villages
or habitations.

10. Kadepalle village was in Gudupalle mandal and Venkatepalle village was in Santipuram
mandal.

11. See http://www.akshaya.net/itmission/akshaya/vitem.asp (accessed 5 October 2004).
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Table 2. Stratified Sample Survey in Kuppam and Malappuram, 2004

Kuppam, Andhra Malappuram, Kerala

Number of sample households 45 45
Number of adults (age 7+) 197 223

in the sample households
Females per 100 males 99 108
Number of landless 7 0

labourer households
Number of households in which 2 12

one or more members were migrant workers
Literacy rates among females/males 46.9/78.8 95.7/97.2

(age 7+) in the sample households, in %

Source: Survey data, July–August 2004.

unit of a village) of Pullippadam village, located in Nilambur taluk. Karachal
ward had 381 households and an Akshaya information centre was operating
in this ward (Thomas, 2006).

A list of all 309 households in the two selected villages in Kuppam and 381
households in the selected ward in Malappuram was prepared. This list, con-
taining names of heads of household and ownership of landholdings, formed
the sampling frame for the survey. A representative sample of forty-five
households each was then chosen from the sampling frame in Kuppam and
Malappuram using stratified random sampling procedure, with stratification
on the basis of the size of landholdings (Thomas, 2006). Size of landholdings
owned gives an approximate indicator of income levels of households in the
surveyed villages. However, this approach has many limitations, as it does
not take into account variations in physical qualities of land or differences in
socio-economic status of households (see Ramachandran, 1990: 74–7).

The total number of persons above the age of seven in the forty-five
surveyed households in Kuppam was 197 (98 females and 99 males) and
in Malappuram it was 223 (116 females and 107 males). With respect to lit-
eracy and educational levels, Malappuram was distinctly ahead of Kuppam:
the literacy rate among females above age seven was 47 per cent in Kuppam
and 96 per cent in Malappuram (see Table 2).

Agriculture was the major source of livelihood in the surveyed villages
in both Kuppam and Malappuram. Cultivation or agricultural labour or both
was the main source of income in twenty-eight out of the forty-five surveyed
households in Kuppam and nineteen out of the forty-five surveyed house-
holds in Malappuram. Members of many sample households in Kuppam were
engaged in low-paid jobs in the non-agricultural sector, mainly construction
work in the village and in the nearby city of Bangalore. A railway station,
located close to the surveyed villages, provided a small number of low-paid
as well as a few better-paid jobs. Compared to Kuppam, there was greater
diversification of employment opportunities in Malappuram. Many
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household members were engaged in small businesses such as operating
as intermediaries in land transactions, running grocery shops and selling
books, as well as in jobs such as estate supervisor, postmaster and bus driver.
In twelve out of the forty-five households in the sample in Malappuram, one
or more family members worked in the Arabian Gulf countries, and remit-
tances from the migrant family members made a substantial contribution to
family incomes (Thomas, 2006).

Paddy, ragi, groundnut, tomatoes, chamanthi flower and vegetables are the
major agricultural crops in Kuppam. Commercial crops, particularly rubber,
coconut, areca nut, pepper and banana, are the major agricultural crops in
Malappuram. It is worth noting that the samples did not contain any large
cultivator or major landlord households in either Kuppam or Malappuam.
The largest size of landholding owned by a household in the sample was
7.8 acres in Kuppam and 3.5 acres in Malappuram. Landlordism is a contin-
uing feature of the agrarian situation in Andhra Pradesh, and it is possible
that the sample in Kuppam did not capture the true extent of the inequalities
that it generated.

At the time of the study, the surveyed village in Malappuram was separated
from the nearby town by a river that could be crossed only by a ferry; further-
more, parts of the village were not electrified. Therefore, at least in terms of
physical infrastructure, the surveyed village was less developed than most
other villages in Kerala. Kuppam in Chittoor district falls within Rayalaseema
region, which is a relatively less-developed region of Andhra Pradesh. At the
same time, however, the state assembly constituency of Kuppam has wit-
nessed a considerable amount of developmental activities in recent years.
It has been returning Chandrababu Naidu, former Chief Minster of Andhra
Pradesh, to the state Legislative Assembly continuously since 1989, includ-
ing the elections held in 2004. The survey was conducted just two months
after the May 2004 elections, and many families in the sample in Kuppam
had visibly benefited from enhanced public spending before the elections,
especially in the form of toilets built through food for work programmes.

CAPABILITIES TO USE ICTS: WHO USES COMPUTERS IN VILLAGES?

In the survey, questions were asked of the heads of the sample households
regarding the awareness of every member in the household about computers
and about the information centre in the village. There were also questions
about the use of computers, television, radio, telephone and newspapers
by each family member. Although every attempt was made to verify the
responses with each family member present at the time of the survey, some
amount of error is likely in the responses. It was found that the awareness
and use of computers was greater among the younger family members. In
the responses made by heads of sample households, awareness and use of
computers could be underreported in cases when none of the younger family
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members were present at the time of the survey, and when the head of the
household had insufficient information regarding a family member’s famil-
iarity with computers. Therefore, it may be noted that the results reported
below are derived from the responses made by heads of sample household
subject to the information available to them at the time of the survey (see
also Thomas, 2006).

As evident from Tables 3 and 4, awareness and use of computers was
far more extensive among the sample households in Malappuram than in
Kuppam. With respect to the proportion of sample household members who
read newspapers, listened to radio, and operated a telephone, Malappuram
was distinctly ahead of Kuppam (although with respect to the proportion of
household members who watched television, Kuppam was marginally ahead
of Malappuram) (see Table 5).

In Malappuram, at least one family member in 64.4 per cent of all house-
holds in the sample made use of the services of the local information centre
(see Table 3). In fact, in many sample households, more than one household
member took part in the e-literacy programme conducted by the informa-
tion centre. Female members actively took part in the e-literacy programme:
the computer instructor in the Akshaya centre in the surveyed village was a
twenty-one-year old Muslim woman, a graduate in Arabic who completed
training in computers. Members belonging to Paniyar community (a socially
backward community of scheduled tribes) took part in the e-literacy pro-
gramme in some of the Akshaya centres in Malappuram. Local entrepreneurs
running Akshaya information centres in Malappuram worked in close
association with and received support from officials of panchayats or
local self-governments, local politicians and social activists, and this helped
the better performance of the programme (Thomas, 2006).

Capabilities to use computers and other media show variations depending
on the social and individual characteristics of users. Table 3 shows that in
Kuppam and, to a limited degree, even in Malappuram, members of the
‘less-educated’ and ‘poorer’ households were less likely to have made use
of the services of the local information centre. In Kuppam, awareness about
computers and about the local information centre was much lower among
the less-educated and poorer households compared to the whole sample (see
Table 3).

As Table 4 shows, 84.6 per cent of all persons who used a computer in
the sample in Kuppam belonged to the highest educated group (comprising
persons who had completed more than ten years of schooling). None of
the illiterates or persons with only primary education (one to four years of
schooling) used a computer in Kuppam. At the same time, 59.2 per cent of
all computer users in Malappuram had only five to ten years of schooling
(see Table 4).

All the thirteen persons who used a computer in the sample in Kup-
pam were males. In Malappuram, although women actively took part in the
e-literacy programme, they were marginally behind men in the use of
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Table 4. Persons who Used a Computer: Distribution by Gender, Age and
Years of Schooling, Kuppam and Malappuram, 2004 (Numbers of Persons)

Persons who used a computer Kuppam Malappuram

By gender
Females 0 (0.0) 32 (45.1)
Males 13 (100) 39 (54.9)

By age
7–15 2 (15.4) 11 (15.5)
15–30 10 (76.9) 49 (69.0)
30–50 0 (0.0) 10 (14.1)
50 and above 1 (7.7) 1 (1.4)

By Years of schooling
Illiterate 0 (0.0) 0 (0.0)
1–4 years 0 (0.0) 1 (1.4)
5–10 years 2 (15.4) 42 (59.2)
More than 10 years 11 (84.6) 28 (39.4)

All persons who used a computer 13 71

All persons who used a computer as % of all adults (age 7+) in sample 6.6% 31.8%

Notes: Figures in brackets indicate persons belonging to the specified category as percentage of all persons
who used a computer.
Source: Survey data, July–August 2004.

Table 5. Penetration of Media: Media Users as Proportion (in %) of All
Females and Males above Age 7, Kuppam and Malappuram, 2004

Kuppam Malappuram

Females Males Females Males

Who read newspapers (%) 22.4 54.5 74.1 80.2
Who watched TV (%) 68.4 73.7 61.2 73.3
Who listened to radio (%) 42.9 60.6 72.4 66.4
Who operated a telephone (%) 37.8 58.6 76.7 82.8
All females and males above age 7 (numbers) 98 99 116 107

Source: Survey data, July–August 2004.

computers (see Table 4). A division along gender lines was clear with respect
to the penetration of media (see Table 5). In Kuppam and, to a limited degree,
in Malappuram, the proportions (of all females above age seven) of females
who read newspapers, watched television and used a telephone were lower
than the corresponding proportions for males (see Table 5). It is nonetheless
noteworthy that in Malappuram 74.1 per cent and 72.4 per cent of all females
above age seven read newspapers and listened to radio respectively. Writing
on Kerala’s development, scholars have made special mention of the asso-
ciation between relatively high female literacy, newspaper readership even
among females, and the formation of progressive attitudes in Kerala society
(Jeffrey, 1987). Persons in the age group of fifteen to thirty years accounted
for the bulk of all computer users in the sample in both sites. Persons above
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thirty years accounted for 15.5 per cent of all computer users in the sample
in Malappuram and just 7.7 per cent in Kuppam (see Table 4).

It is clear from the above that access to computers or media technologies
does not automatically translate to capabilities to use computers or media
technologies. These capabilities were found to be higher among the better-
educated and richer households in the villages studied. Within a household,
the capabilities to use computers were found to be higher among males than
among females and higher among the young than among the old. The dispari-
ties between different genders, the young and the old, and the better-educated
and the less-educated were all highly pervasive in Kuppam. Such disparities
existed in Malappuram as well, although to a considerably smaller degree. It
needs to be highlighted that there were favourable social factors that enhanced
the capabilities to use ICTs in Malappuram, including an environment
generally encouraging of women’s education and social participation,
and active involvement of panchayats and local activists in the Akshaya
programme.

CAPABILITIES TO USE INFORMATION: WHO NEEDS COMPUTERS
IN VILLAGES?

During the time the fieldwork was conducted, programmes and projects were
being implemented in Kuppam and Malappuram to make use of ICTs in a
range of areas including agriculture, health and medical care, and education.
There were projects that would provide information on new agricultural prac-
tices and agricultural markets; information about educational and vocational
opportunities; and information about health-care facilities. The projects that
were under various stages of implementation in Kuppam included ‘farm-
ing information system’, ‘tele-agriculture’, an ‘expert system’ for farm-
ers, an electronic employment exchange, an electronic ‘public grievance
system’, and ‘Yojanalu’, a scheme for people to submit online applications
for various government programmes.12 The Akshaya information centres in
Malappuram were trying to provide information content on education, jobs,
agriculture, health and law, as well as devising modules on spoken English,
vocational training, ‘personality development’, career planning and account-
ing (Thomas, 2006).13

Since the programmes were yet to be fully implemented, it was not possible
to ask direct questions during the survey about their effectiveness. Instead,
questions were asked to find out the potential demand for the information
that they offered. These questions included whether household members
were aware of agricultural prices, whether they had received loans from

12. Discussions with officials of the Kuppam i-community project; see also www.hp.com/e-
inclusion/en/project/kuppam.pdf (accessed 29 April 2004).

13. Information from Department of Information Technology, Government of Kerala.



426 Jayan Jose Thomas and Govindan Parayil

formal sources, and whether any of the household members were looking
for jobs and higher studies. Results from the responses to these questions
from households belonging to different land owning categories are reported
in Table 6.

The demand for information about agriculture was significantly higher
in Malappuram compared to Kuppam, as was the demand for information
about employment opportunities and about the outside world in general. In
Malappuram, as Table 6 shows, 46.7 per cent of all sample households were
aware of the prices of agricultural goods produced in their village; the corre-
sponding proportion in Kuppam was 28.9 per cent. Farmers in Malappuram
also showed keen interest in better agricultural practices and cultivation of
new crops like vanilla. One or more household members were searching for
jobs in 57.8 per cent of the sample of households in Malappuram compared
to 26.7 per cent in Kuppam. The proportion of households whose members
were interested in pursuing higher studies and had received loans from for-
mal sources was also considerably higher in Malappuram than in Kuppam
(see Table 6). One or more members in twelve (26.7 per cent) of the sample
households in Malappuram were working in the Arabian Gulf countries. In
comparison, one family member was working outside the village (but not
outside the country) in just two (4.4 per cent) of the sample households in
Kuppam (see Table 2). The demand for communication with migrant fam-
ily members is an important factor that explains the higher proportion of
telephone users in Malappuram compared to Kuppam (see Table 5). Many
persons in the sample in Malappuram were aware that the Internet provides
a cheaper means of communication with their relatives abroad: at least three
persons expressed interest in Internet chatting and webcam (Thomas, 2006).

Capability Deprivation in the Use of Information Provided by ICTs

It is clear from the above that the ‘capability deprivation’ (following Sen,
1999) in terms of the potential use of information provided by ICTs was
greater in Kuppam than in Malappuram. Differences between the two
regions in the nature of agricultural growth and extent of landlessness were
behind this divergence. It was observed that there were many basic constraints
to agricultural growth in Kuppam; consequently, the capabilities to use infor-
mation on agricultural prices or agricultural practices that ICTs could provide
were very restricted. There were seven households of landless labourers in
the sample in Kuppam; these households did not produce agricultural crops
to be sold in the market, nor did they have the bargaining power to convert
an increase in agricultural prices into a corresponding increase in wages.
Among the thirty-five land-owning households in the sample, fifteen house-
holds owned land that was not irrigated at all, another six households owned
land that was only partially irrigated, and sixteen households owned land that
was less than one acre in area. Indeed, in response to a question to identify
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the most important problem to agricultural growth that the farmers faced,
twenty-three households (accounting for 65.7 per cent of all land-owning
households in the sample) in Kuppam pointed to the absence of irrigational
facilities. For sixteen households, non-availability of credit was the most or
second-most important constraint to agricultural growth. The absence of a
proper mechanism for collection, storage, transport and marketing was an-
other important hurdle in Kuppam, especially in the case of easily perishable
produce such as tomatoes and flowers (Thomas, 2006).

The conditions for agricultural growth were more favourable in Malap-
puram and, as a result, the potential demand for information on agriculture
was much higher. All households in the sample in Malappuram possessed at
least a small plot of homestead land.14 Giving ownership rights to homestead
land occupied by the rural poor was an important component of land reform
measures implemented in Kerala from 1957 onwards (Ramachandran, 1996:
294–300). Malappuram (and the rest of Kerala) receives plentiful rainfall
from the south-west and north-east monsoons, and most households in the
surveyed village had wells in their plot of land. Cultivation of vegetables or
coconut was, therefore, possible even on as little as 5 cents of homestead
land. In fact, a study in a village in North Kerala showed that incomes from
homestead land were a substantial portion of the total incomes of agricultural
labour households (Ramakumar, 2006). The prices of rubber, coconut and
areca nut grown in Malappuram have generally been high. The sample house-
holds in Malappuram received credit from more than six different sources of
institutional credit, including scheduled commercial banks and co-operative
banks — another factor in its favour. The infrastructure for collection, trans-
port and marketing of agricultural products was better in Malappuram than
in Kuppam (Thomas, 2006).

‘Coupling of Disadvantages’ and Capability Deprivation

In his study of poverty, Sen (1999: 88) writes about the coupling of
disadvantages — income deprivation made severe by adversity in converting
income into functionings. Our fieldwork research shows evidence of cou-
pling of disadvantages in Kuppam, with disadvantages on account of land-
lessness or small size of landholdings being aggravated by low educational
levels of household members. The Spearman’s rank correlation between size
of landholdings owned and mean years of schooling of household mem-
bers (above age seven) in the sample of households in Kuppam is positive
(0.3403) and statistically significant at less than 5 per cent level. In contrast,
the corresponding correlation coefficient estimated for Malappuram is not
statistically significant (Table 7). This statistical exercise implied that there

14. Among the sample of households in Malappuram, the area of homestead land was a
minimum of 5 cents (one-twentieth of an acre).
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Table 7. Spearman’s Rank Correlation between Size of Landholdings Owned
and Mean Years of Schooling, Sample Households, Kuppam and Malappuram,

2004 (n = 45)

Kuppam, Andhra Malappuram, Kerala

Correlation coefficient 0.3403 0.0557
p value 0.0222∗ 0.7164

∗ Significant at less than 5% level.
Source: Survey data, July–August 2004.

is a possibility of finding better-educated family members in poorer (in terms
of ownership of landholdings) households in the sample in Malappuram, but
not in Kuppam, where educational achievements and land ownership went
hand in hand.

A consequence of the coupling of disadvantages of the type observed in
Kuppam is that the capability deprivation in terms of the use of informa-
tion will be all the more severe. This can be seen from the data on potential
demand for information across households classified by size of landholdings
owned (see Table 6). In Kuppam, those who were deprived of the capabil-
ities to use information related to agriculture were also less able to use
information on jobs or higher studies, as a result of the association between
landlessness and low educational achievements. Among the seven landless
labourer households in Kuppam, demand for information about agricultural
prices was non-existent. None of the members in these households were in
search of jobs or higher studies, and none of the seven households received
loans from formal sources of credit (see Table 6). On the other hand, survey
data show that all the persons who ever used a computer in Kuppam belonged
to another seven households (out of the forty-five households in the sample).
Median landholding for these seven households was 3.04 acres whereas the
median landholding for the whole sample in Kuppam was only 0.71 acres.
These seven households accounted for sixteen of the twenty-two persons in
the whole sample in Kuppam who were educated for more than ten years,
thirteen of the eighteen persons who were looking for jobs, and all the seven
persons in the whole sample who were interested in higher studies (survey
data; also see Table 6). In fact, our fieldwork notes show that the person who
was the most frequent user of computers in the whole sample in Kuppam was
a twenty-three-year old male, post-graduate in business administration, and
belonging to the household owning the largest plot of land in the sample; he
used the Internet in his search for a better job.

Table 6 shows that in Malappuram too, awareness about agricultural prices
and members looking for jobs and higher studies were, in general, higher
among households owning bigger plots of land. There are, however, certain
notable observations. First, there were a number of agricultural labourers in
Malappuram who owned only small homestead lands but were still aware of
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the fluctuations in the price of rubber (see Table 6). Agricultural workers in
Malappuram, like agricultural workers in the rest of Kerala, are unionized,
and with their organizational strength they are able to convert an increase
in prices of agricultural crops into an increase in wages (Thomas, 2006).
Secondly, as Table 6 shows, the proportions of households who received
loans from formal sources of credit were roughly the same across different
land owning categories in Malappuram. The demand for information about
jobs and higher studies was significant from households possessing less than
0.1 acre of land (see Table 6). Thirdly, of the forty-seven persons in the whole
sample in Malappuram who were educated for more than ten years, twenty-
nine (or 62 per cent) were females, more than half of them belonging to
relatively poor households (with landholdings less than 0.3 acre) (survey
data). A majority of these educated females from relatively poor households
were knowledgeable in the use of computers and the Internet, and there were
many among them who wanted to use the Internet in their job search.

The sample in Kuppam thus exhibited, to a considerable degree, the ‘winner
take all’ tendency of information capitalism. While the coupling of disadvan-
tages arising from landlessness and low educational achievements denied the
capabilities to use ICTs and information to a large section of the population,
the combination of assets and good education enhanced these capabilities
for a few others. On the other hand, in Malappuram, educational achieve-
ments cut across divisions of gender and land ownership. As a result, the
capabilities to benefit from ICTs and to benefit from the information that
ICTs provide were more broadly distributed there. It is important to recog-
nize that in Kerala the capabilities that facilitate the easy diffusion of the
new technology were not built by a short-term, accelerated programme of
spending on ICTs. These capabilities are the result of a number of favourable
factors such as mass education, land reforms, and progressive gender rela-
tions, which, in turn, have been created by decades of public action through
popular mobilization (Ramachandran, 1996; Parayil and Sreekumar, 2003).

Kerala and Andhra Pradesh: Lessons for Each Other

After its success in Malappuram district, the Akshaya programme is now
being implemented in other districts of Kerala with the objective of mak-
ing at least one person in each of the 6.5 million families in Kerala
e-literate.15 Compared to Andhra Pradesh and most other Indian states,
Kerala is one region where ICTs can be effectively deployed even in
rural areas for employment generation and participatory economic growth.
There are, however, many areas of concern. First, like many other Indian
states, Kerala too has been witnessing, in recent years, a fall in prices of its
agricultural commodities and a decline in agricultural incomes. Disturbing

15. See The Hindu (2006); also see www.akshaya.net
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reports of farmer suicides have been coming in from many districts in the
state.16 Secondly, Kerala is far behind Andhra Pradesh and the other two
south Indian states, Karnataka and Tamil Nadu, in the growth of knowledge-
intensive industries.17 Knowledge-based industries exhibit a tendency
towards clustering, and cities such as Bangalore, Hyderabad and Chennai
provide a favourable environment for the growth of such industries. Kerala
can hope to emerge as a leading centre for knowledge-based industries only
with more active intervention by the government, backed by a broad political
consensus with respect to investments in technology-intensive industries and
research institutions.

For Andhra Pradesh, the advanced state of its software and ITES industrial
base as well as the relatively better e-governance structure it had set in motion
are big assets. However, it faces enormous challenges with respect to creating
conditions for equitable growth in rural areas. Thus, while Kerala can learn
from Andhra Pradesh’s success in building knowledge-intensive industries,
Andhra Pradesh can learn from Kerala’s remarkable achievements in social
spheres.

CONCLUSIONS

The case for the digital divide as simply an access issue has been overstated.
The evidence presented in this article shows that bridging the digital divide
alone will not bridge the existing social and economic divides. A crucial
aspect missing from the digital divide discourse relates to the capabilities to
use ICTs and to convert the information that ICTs provide into useful know-
ledge. The conversion of commodities (in this case, access to information
on the Internet) into desirable functionings or capabilities (of being able to
sell agricultural produce in the market, making the best use of the regular
updates on agricultural prices available on the Internet, and so forth) depends
on the personal abilities of the individual as well as the social environment
within which the individual operates. Social structures that tolerate illiteracy,
landlessness and other inequities among large sections of the population
deprive the individual of the capabilities to use ICTs and to benefit from the
information that ICTs provide.

Evidence from fieldwork presented here confirms this hypothesis. Kerala
is significantly ahead of Andhra Pradesh with respect to most indicators
of social development. The capabilities to use ICTs and the capabilities to
convert information into useful knowledge were found to be higher among the
sample households in Malappuram in Kerala compared to Kuppam in Andhra

16. See the articles by P. Sainath on the agrarian crisis in Kerala, which appeared in The Hindu
newspaper in December 2004 (www.hinduonnet.com). See also Parayil and Sreekumar
(2003).

17. See Parayil (2000) and Thomas (2005b) for certain aspects of economic growth and devel-
opment in Kerala.
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Pradesh. In Kuppam, these capabilities were found to be higher among males
than among females, higher among the young than among the old, and higher
among the relatively rich and better-educated households. Some of these
divisions were also evident in Malappuram, but to a significantly smaller
degree. It is clear that social divisions are mirrored in the digital divide.

The difference between Kerala and Andhra Pradesh with respect to broad-
basing the capabilities to use ICTs and information is due to a number of
factors. Notable among them are Kerala’s educational achievements that cut
across class and gender divisions, and redistributive reforms in the coun-
tryside that improved standards of living for all. Public action lasting many
decades has been the cornerstone of Kerala’s past and present achievements.
It is these achievements, which have not been the result of any fast-paced
investment programme in ICTs, that provide a good platform for harnessing
ICTs as well as other new technologies for equitable growth.

It follows, therefore, that to bridge the digital divide, complementary
social interventions are required — policy interventions that promote greater
equity and ensure access to primary education, public health, drinking water,
electricity, functioning roads, and employment opportunities. Such interven-
tions are crucial in a country like India where social divisions are deeply
rooted in history, and new divisions are being created by the workings of
the emerging economic conditions. A technological determinist policy of
providing access to ICTs through rural kiosks alone will not bring about
development and change.
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