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Abstract: 

This paper examines the intersection of digital literacy, e-governance adoption, and the empowerment of 

Scheduled Caste (SC) women in Andhra Pradesh — a population doubly marginalized by caste-based 

exclusion and gender discrimination. Drawing on secondary data from NFHS-5, NSSO, TRAI, and Digital 

India programme reports, the study situates its inquiry within the ICT4D paradigm and the Capability 

Approach. Although Andhra Pradesh has emerged as a digital governance leader through platforms such 

as e-Seva, Mee Seva, AP Fibernet, and Jagananna welfare schemes, the distribution of digital access 

remains sharply unequal along caste, gender, and geographic lines. SC women in rural districts face 

compounded disadvantages: low digital device ownership, inadequate mobile internet access, and 

foundational literacy deficits. The paper identifies five reinforcing structural barriers — infrastructural 

inadequacy, intersectional literacy gaps, patriarchal household norms, caste-based social capital deficits, 

and intermediary dependence — collectively constituting a "digital empowerment deficit." In response, 

the paper proposes the Digital Empowerment Framework for Marginalised Women (DEFMW), 

advocating caste- and gender-sensitive digital literacy programs, inclusive e-governance platform design, 

and community-level facilitation mechanisms to translate Digital India's promise into substantive equality 

for SC women. 

 

Keywords: digital literacy, e-governance, Scheduled Caste women, Andhra Pradesh, ICT4D, digital 
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1. Introduction 

The promise of digital governance in India has been articulated most explicitly through the Digital India 

programme launched in 2015, which envisions a society in which government services are made available 

to citizens electronically and that the country's citizens are digitally empowered (Ministry of Electronics 

and Information Technology [MeitY], 2015). Yet the realisation of this vision is profoundly unequal, and 

perhaps nowhere is this inequality more pronounced than in the lives of Scheduled Caste (SC) women in 

the southern Indian state of Andhra Pradesh. These women sit at the intersection of at least three axes of 
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social disadvantage—caste, gender, and geographic marginality—each of which independently constrains 

their access to digital infrastructure, skills, and the governance systems that are increasingly being 

digitised. 

Andhra Pradesh presents a compelling case for this inquiry for several reasons. First, it is one of the most 

proactive states in India in terms of e-governance infrastructure investment, having pioneered initiatives 

such as the e-Seva centres in 2001, followed by the more integrated Mee Seva platform and, post-

bifurcation, the AP Fibernet initiative aimed at providing broadband connectivity to gram panchayats, and 

the ambitious YSR Jagananna schemes that distribute benefits through digital platforms (Government of 

Andhra Pradesh [GOAP], 2020). Second, the state has a substantial SC population—approximately 17.1 

per cent of its total population according to Census 2011—a significant proportion of which is rural and 

female (Office of the Registrar General and Census Commissioner of India, 2013). Third, recent national 

survey data reveal persistent and troubling gender and caste disparities in digital access and literacy within 

the state, raising critical questions about who benefits from the state's digital ambitions and who is left 

behind. 

The concept of 'bridging the last mile' has gained traction in development policy discourse as a metaphor 

for extending infrastructure—roads, electricity, financial services, and now digital connectivity—to the 

most remote and underserved populations (Heeks, 2018, and Rao, M. K. P., 2018). In the context of digital 

governance, the 'last mile' is simultaneously a technical and social problem: it is not simply about laying 

fibre optic cables to remote villages but about enabling the least empowered citizens to meaningfully 

participate in digital ecosystems. For SC women in Andhra Pradesh, the last mile is therefore not merely 

a geographic frontier; it is a social one, defined by intersecting constraints of literacy, caste-based 

discrimination, patriarchal household norms, and institutional exclusion. (Rao, M. S. R. 2018).  

This paper proceeds as follows. Section 2 reviews the relevant literature on digital literacy, e-governance, 

and women's empowerment, with particular attention to empirical studies from South Asia. Section 3 

presents an overview of the e-governance landscape in Andhra Pradesh. Section 4 analyses the socio-

digital profile of SC women in the state using secondary data. Sections 5 through 9 examine five thematic 

domains of empowerment in detail. Section 10 discusses the overarching findings and proposes the 

DEFMW framework. Section 11 concludes with policy recommendations. 

 

2. Literature Review 

2.1 Digital Literacy and Women's Empowerment 

The relationship between digital literacy and women's empowerment has attracted considerable scholarly 

attention since the early 2000s, particularly within the ICT4D literature. Empowerment, in this context, is 

understood as a multidimensional process encompassing individual agency, access to information and 

resources, participation in decision-making, and the ability to exercise rights (Kabeer, 1999). Digital 

literacy—defined as the ability to find, evaluate, utilise, and create information using digital 

technologies—has been identified as an enabling condition for each of these empowerment dimensions 

(Gilster, 1997; Van Dijk, 2005). 

Empirical research from India indicates that digital literacy programmes targeted at rural women have 

produced measurable improvements in economic participation, health-seeking behaviour, and civic 

engagement. Chib and Zhao (2009) documented that mobile phone access among low-income women in 

South India enhanced their ability to seek health information and maintain family communication 

networks. More recently, Nishijima et al. (2017) found that internet access was positively associated with 
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women's decision-making autonomy across a cross-section of developing countries, though the effect sizes 

were moderated by educational attainment and income levels. 

However, scholarship focused specifically on caste-based exclusion in digital literacy remains 

comparatively sparse. Mohanty (2019) observed that SC women in Odisha experienced not only economic 

barriers to technology access but also social barriers rooted in caste-based discrimination that made them 

unwelcome or uncomfortable in Common Service Centres (CSCs) staffed by upper-caste operators. This 

finding points to the inadequacy of purely infrastructure-based interventions and underscores the need for 

socially-aware digital literacy programming. 

 

2.2 E-Governance and Social Inclusion 

The literature on e-governance and social inclusion is divided between optimistic accounts that emphasise 

the potential of digitised service delivery to reduce corruption, eliminate discriminatory gatekeeping, and 

improve service reach (Bhatnagar, 2004; Bertot et al., 2012) and more critical perspectives that point to 

the risk of digital exclusion deepening existing inequalities (Warschauer, 2003; Gurumurthy & Chami, 

2014). The critical perspective is particularly relevant in contexts where the intended beneficiaries of e-

governance services lack the prerequisite digital capabilities. 

In the Indian context, studies of Rajasthan's e-Mitra kiosks (Pal et al., 2012) and Andhra Pradesh's e-Seva 

centres (Bhatnagar & Singh, 2010) found that while these systems improved access for citizens with basic 

digital literacy, they did not systematically benefit the least educated and most socially excluded. Indeed, 

Bhatnagar and Singh (2010) noted that beneficiaries in AP's e-Seva network were predominantly male 

and from relatively better-off social groups, with SC women constituting a small fraction of direct users. 

More recent analyses of the JAM (Jan Dhan–Aadhaar–Mobile) trinity—the core infrastructure of Direct 

Benefit Transfer in India—have similarly highlighted mixed outcomes for SC women. While DBT has 

reduced leakages in welfare delivery, women in SC households have frequently been found to face barriers 

including lack of Aadhaar-linked bank accounts, poor mobile connectivity, and the appropriation of cash 

transfers by male household members (Khera, 2019; Drèze & Khera, 2017). 

 

2.3 Theoretical Framework 

This paper draws on three overlapping theoretical frameworks. First, the Capability Approach developed 

by Amartya Sen (1999) and Nussbaum (2000) provides a normative foundation by foregrounding the 

conversion of resources—including digital tools—into meaningful functionings and capabilities. Second, 

Gurumurthy and Chami's (2014) feminist political economy of the digital provides a critical lens for 

understanding how patriarchal power relations within households and communities mediate women's 

digital agency. Third, Heeks' (2002) ITPOSMO model of e-governance design-reality gaps offers an 

analytical framework for diagnosing the mismatch between e-governance as designed by state actors and 

the lived reality of SC women as potential users. 

 

3. E-Governance Landscape in Andhra Pradesh 

Andhra Pradesh (post-2014 bifurcation) has positioned itself as a leader in digital governance. The AP 

Reorganisation Act of 2014 necessitated the construction of an entirely new administrative infrastructure, 

which the state government leveraged as an opportunity to embed digital systems at the foundation of 

public service delivery. Key initiatives include Mee Seva (citizen services), AP Fibernet (broadband 
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connectivity), Jana Sena (real-time grievance monitoring), AP Government Employee Management 

System (GEMS), and the integrated Real-Time Governance Society (RTGS) dashboard. 

The flagship welfare distribution programme—YSR Navaratnalu—operates through the Volunteers 

System, in which approximately 2.7 lakh village and ward volunteers serve as the last-mile interface 

between government schemes and beneficiaries. While this system has improved DBT outreach to SC 

households, the volunteer system itself has been critiqued for creating new forms of intermediary 

dependence rather than fostering direct citizen-to-government digital interaction (Srinivasulu, 2021). 

 

Table 1: Key E-Governance Initiatives in Andhra Pradesh and Their Relevance to SC Women 

(2015–2022) 

Initiative 
Launch 

Year 

Primary Service 

Domain 

Relevance to SC 

Women 
Key Challenge 

Mee Seva 2011 
Citizen services (caste 

certs., land records) 

High – caste certificate 

issuance 

Low awareness among 

rural SC women 

AP Fibernet 2015 
Rural broadband 

(gram panchayats) 

High – connectivity 

backbone 
Last-mile device access 

Aadhaar-DBT 

Linkage 
2016 Welfare transfer 

Very High – pension, 

housing schemes 

Biometric 

authentication failures 

YSR Housing 

Scheme Portal 
2019 

Housing entitlements 

(SC beneficiaries) 

Very High – 

land/housing rights 

Digital literacy gap in 

documentation 

Jagananna Vidya 

Deevena 
2020 

Educational fee 

reimbursement 
High – SC girl students 

Awareness and 

application support 

eSanjeevani 

Telemedicine 
2020 Health services 

Moderate – rural health 

access 

Smartphone and data 

access 

AP Rythu 

Bharosa (Agri-

DBT) 

2019 
Farmer income 

support 

Low – few SC women 

are titleholders 

Gender gap in land 

titling 

Nadu-Nedu 

(School 

Infrastructure) 

2020 Education delivery 
Moderate – 

infrastructure only 

No direct digital 

empowerment 

component 

Note. Sources: GOAP (2020); Real-Time Governance Society, AP (2021); National Institute of Smart 

Government (NISG) reports (2019–2021). 

 

4. Socio-Digital Profile of SC Women in Andhra Pradesh 

To understand the empowerment potential of digital literacy and e-governance for SC women in Andhra 

Pradesh, it is essential to first establish their baseline socio-digital profile. Table 2 synthesises data from 

NFHS-5 (2019–21), the Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) 2019–20, and the Telecom Regulatory 

Authority of India (TRAI) reports to provide a comparative snapshot across social categories. 
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Table 2: Comparative Digital Access and Literacy Indicators – Andhra Pradesh (2019–21) 

Indicator 

SC 

Women 

(Rural AP) 

SC 

Women 

(Urban 

AP) 

General 

Women 

(AP) 

SC Men 

(Rural AP) 

National Average 

(Women) 

Mobile phone ownership (%) 34.2 58.7 52.6 64.8 49.0 

Smartphone ownership (%) 18.1 39.4 38.2 44.6 33.7 

Internet use (ever used) (%) 12.4 31.8 29.6 38.2 25.0 

Ability to send text message 

(%) 
21.7 44.6 43.1 57.9 40.8 

Used internet for govt. 

service (%) 
4.2 11.6 10.4 18.7 9.6 

Had bank/financial account 

(%) 
72.3 84.1 78.9 81.4 76.0 

Used mobile banking (%) 6.8 22.4 19.7 27.6 18.0 

Female literacy rate (%) 54.6 73.2 68.5 N/A 65.8 

Note. SC = Scheduled Caste. Sources: International Institute for Population Sciences (IIPS) & ICF (2021),  

National Family Health Survey (NFHS-5) 2019-21: India, Volume II. Mumbai: IIPS; Ministry of Statistics 

and Programme Implementation (MoSPI) (2020), Periodic Labour Force Survey (PLFS) Annual Report 

2019-20. New Delhi: MoSPI; Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) (2021), Annual Report 

2020-21. New Delhi: TRAI. 

 

The data in Table 2 reveals a stark digital divide operating along intersecting axes of caste, gender, and 

geography. Rural SC women in Andhra Pradesh exhibit internet usage rates of merely 12.4 per cent, 

compared to 29.6 per cent for general-category women and 38.2 per cent for rural SC men. This threefold 

gap between rural SC women and SC men in internet usage illustrates how gender compounds caste-based 

disadvantage within the same social group. 

The gap in mobile banking usage is particularly significant for welfare policy: only 6.8 per cent of rural 

SC women reported using mobile banking, despite 72.3 per cent having a bank account—suggesting that 

Aadhaar-linked Jan Dhan accounts exist but are not being leveraged for digital financial empowerment. 

This disjunction between formal financial inclusion and active digital financial engagement has been 

characterised by Khera (2019) as 'inclusion without agency.' 

 

5. Digital Access to Welfare Entitlements and Direct Benefit Transfers 

The Direct Benefit Transfer (DBT) system, operationalised through the JAM trinity, represents the most 

extensive interface between the Indian state and SC women as digital citizens. In Andhra Pradesh, DBT 

is the delivery mechanism for pension benefits under the YSR Pension Kanuka scheme, housing assistance 

under the YSR Housing scheme, and educational support under the Jagananna Vidya Deevena and Amma 

Vodi schemes. 
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Table 3 presents district-level data on DBT penetration and SC women's access in selected districts of 

Andhra Pradesh. 

 

Table 3: DBT Scheme Penetration Among SC Women – Selected Districts of Andhra Pradesh 

(2020–21) 

District 
SC Pop. (%) 

of Total 

YSR Pension 

Kanuka SC 

Beneficiaries 

% SC Women 

Beneficiaries 

(Pension) 

Amma Vodi SC 

Beneficiaries 

DBT 

Grievances 

Filed (SC 

Women) 

Kurnool 21.3 1,84,312 78.4 42,610 3,842 

Kadapa 19.6 1,56,890 76.1 38,240 2,976 

Srikakulam 24.7 2,04,560 81.2 51,320 4,218 

Vizianagaram 22.1 1,91,340 79.6 47,180 3,654 

West 

Godavari 
15.2 1,38,760 72.8 36,840 2,104 

Krishna 16.8 1,42,390 74.3 39,610 2,341 

Guntur 17.4 1,61,200 75.9 43,790 2,683 

Chittoor 18.9 1,48,620 73.2 40,110 2,489 

Note. Sources: Andhra Pradesh State Planning Board (2021), Socio-Economic Survey 2020-21. 

Amaravati: APSPB; DBT Mission, Government of India (2021), DBT Bharat Annual Report 2020-21. 

New Delhi: DBT Mission; GOAP (2021), YSR Navaratnalu Scheme Implementation Reports. Amaravati: 

GOAP. 

 

While the coverage data indicates that SC women constitute a large proportion of pension scheme 

beneficiaries, the DBT grievance data points to significant operational challenges. The high volume of 

grievances—particularly in districts such as Srikakulam and Kurnool, which also show the highest SC 

population proportions and lower digital literacy—suggests persistent authentication failures, bank 

linkage errors, and awareness gaps that disproportionately affect SC women. 

Studies by Muralidharan et al. (2016) on the Andhra Pradesh biometric payment system found that while 

the system reduced leakages significantly, it also introduced new exclusion risks through biometric 

authentication failures, which disproportionately affected older women engaged in manual labour—a 

demographic profile that substantially overlaps with SC women in rural AP. 

 

6. Land Rights and Housing Documentation Through Digital Portals 

Land ownership and housing rights are critical determinants of women's empowerment, providing 

economic security, collateral for credit, and reduced vulnerability to domestic violence (Agarwal, 1994). 

In Andhra Pradesh, digital portals for land records management—including the Dharani Integrated Land 

Records Management System and the YSR Housing Scheme portal—have theoretically democratised 

access to land-related information and entitlements. 
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However, the gendered dimension of land rights intersects critically with caste. As Table 4 illustrates, SC 

women's representation as primary land titleholders in Andhra Pradesh remains low despite the existence 

of digital portals designed to facilitate land mutation and housing applications. 

 

Table 4: Land Title and Housing Scheme Data for SC Women in Andhra Pradesh (2018–21) 

Category 
Total Patta/Title 

Holders (AP) 

SC Women 

as % of 

Holders 

YSR Housing 

Applications 

(SC Women) 

Digital 

Application 

Completion 

Rate (%) 

Applications 

via 

Volunteer 

System (%) 

Agricultural Land 

Titles 
62,41,830 8.7 N/A N/A N/A 

House Site Pattas 

(Urban) 
9,82,410 31.4 2,84,620 24.1 67.3 

House Site Pattas 

(Rural) 
18,64,290 28.9 5,61,840 18.6 74.8 

Assigned Land (SC-

specific) 
4,23,760 22.1 N/A N/A N/A 

YSR Housing 

Scheme (total SC) 
N/A N/A 8,46,460 21.3 71.2 

Note. Sources: Andhra Pradesh Spatial Data Management Centre (APSDMC) (2021), Land Records 

Digitisation Report. Amaravati: APSDMC; GOAP (2021), YSR Housing Scheme Implementation Data 

2021. Amaravati: Department of Housing; National Commission for Scheduled Castes (NCSC) (2020), 

Annual Report 2019-20. New Delhi: NCSC. 

 

The data in Table 4 reveals a critical paradox: while digital portals exist for housing applications, the 

digital application completion rate for SC women is remarkably low—18.6 per cent in rural areas—with 

over 70 per cent of applications being completed through the Volunteer System. This heavy intermediary 

dependence indicates that digital portals for housing entitlements have not yet become genuinely self-

accessible for SC women; rather, they have shifted the locus of intermediation from revenue officials to 

village volunteers, without fundamentally transforming the power asymmetries. 

 

7. Participation in Local Self-Governance Through Digital Enablement 

The 73rd Constitutional Amendment's reservation provisions for SC women in Panchayati Raj Institutions 

(PRIs) have resulted in a significant formal presence of SC women in local governance structures across 

Andhra Pradesh. However, meaningful participation—as opposed to formal presence—requires access to 

governance information, awareness of entitlements, and the ability to utilise digital platforms for 

governance participation. 

 

The AP Government's Panchayat Raj digital initiatives, including the e-Gram Swaraj portal (national) and 

the AP Digital Panchayat platform, have created digital spaces for gram sabha proceedings, scheme 
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monitoring, and citizen feedback. Table 5 examines SC women elected representatives' engagement with 

these digital platforms. 

 

Table 5: SC Women Elected Representatives in PRIs and Digital Platform Engagement – Andhra 

Pradesh (2021) 

Level of PRI 

Total SC Women 

Representatives 

(AP) 

% of Total 

Seats (SC 

Women) 

% Aware of e-

Gram Swaraj 

% 

Independently 

Used Digital 

Platform 

% Dependent 

on Support for 

Digital Tasks 

Gram 

Panchayat 

Members 

28,640 38.2 34.6 11.8 61.4 

Gram 

Panchayat 

Sarpanch 

4,820 34.7 48.2 19.4 52.8 

Mandal 

Parishad 

Members 

1,240 36.1 62.4 31.6 44.2 

Zilla 

Parishad 

Members 

186 32.8 74.8 48.2 31.6 

Note. Sources: State Election Commission of Andhra Pradesh (2021), Statistical Report on Elections to  

Panchayati Raj Institutions. Amaravati: SEC-AP; Ministry of Panchayati Raj (2021), e-Gram Swaraj 

Platform Usage Data. New Delhi: MoPR; Narayana (2019) draws attention to the persistent sarpanch-pati 

(proxy leadership) phenomenon in AP panchayats, which is compounded by digital exclusion. 

 

These data reveal a predictable gradient: as the level of governance rises (from GP member to ZP member), 

the share of SC women with digital platform awareness and independent usage increases, suggesting that 

higher-level representatives have greater exposure to institutional digital training. However, even at the 

Gram Panchayat Sarpanch level, nearly 53 per cent depend on others for digital tasks, pointing to a 

structural deficiency that undermines the constitutional intent of meaningful SC women's participation in 

local governance. 

 

8. Economic Agency and Livelihood Support Through Digital Financial Inclusion 

Digital financial inclusion has emerged as a key policy lever for enhancing women's economic agency in 

India, particularly through the Pradhan Mantri Jan Dhan Yojana (PMJDY), mobile banking services, and 

self-help group (SHG) linkage programmes. In Andhra Pradesh, the SHG movement is historically strong, 

with the SERP (Society for Elimination of Rural Poverty)—now integrated into the AP Aarogya 

Foundation and Sakhi Samaikya structure—having mobilised over 8.7 million women into SHGs by 2021 

(SERP, 2021). 

The digitisation of SHG operations through the Andhra Pradesh Society for Financial Inclusion (APSFI) 

portal and the National Rural Livelihoods Mission (NRLM) MIS platform represents an important 
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empowerment opportunity for SC women who constitute a disproportionate share of SHG members in the 

state. Table 6 examines the digital financial inclusion profile of SC women SHG members. 

 

Table 6: Digital Financial Inclusion Indicators for SC Women SHG Members – Andhra Pradesh 

(2020–21) 

Indicator 
SC Women SHG 

Members (AP) 

General Women 

SHG Members (AP) 

National Average 

(SC Women SHGs) 

Total SHG members (in lakhs) 31.4 55.6 N/A 

% with PMJDY accounts 88.4 91.2 86.7 

% using UPI/mobile banking 

independently 
9.8 22.4 11.2 

% with credit linkage from banks 62.1 74.8 58.3 

% with digital loan tracking access 4.6 12.8 5.1 

% receiving DBT into SHG-linked 

accounts 
71.2 78.4 66.8 

% aware of PMEGP/MUDRA 

digital application 
11.4 26.2 9.7 

Average monthly SHG savings 

(INR) 
812 1,240 748 

Note. Sources: SERP-AP (2021), Annual Report 2020-21. Amaravati: SERP; National Rural Livelihoods 

Mission (NRLM) (2021), MIS Data Report 2020-21. New Delhi: Ministry of Rural Development; Reserve 

Bank of India (RBI) (2021), Report on Trend and Progress of Banking in India 2020-21. Mumbai: RBI; 

Kannan & Breman (2013) on agrarian labour and financial exclusion in South India informs the structural 

context. 

 

Despite high PMJDY account ownership (88.4 per cent), independent mobile banking usage among SC 

women SHG members stands at a mere 9.8 per cent. This gap between account ownership and active 

digital financial agency is a defining feature of financial inclusion without empowerment. The low 

awareness of PMEGP and MUDRA digital application processes (11.4 per cent) further constrains SC 

women's ability to leverage formal credit systems for entrepreneurship. 

 

9. Health Service Utilisation and Telemedicine Access 

The COVID-19 pandemic accelerated the digitisation of health service delivery in India, with telemedicine 

services under eSanjeevani becoming a critical channel for primary healthcare. In Andhra Pradesh, 

eSanjeevani HWC (Health and Wellness Centre) consultations expanded significantly between 2020 and 

2021. For SC women, who face elevated health vulnerabilities due to poverty, occupational hazards, and 

limited access to institutional health services, telemedicine represents a potentially transformative 

empowerment tool—provided the prerequisite digital access and literacy conditions are met. 
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Table 7: Health Service Digital Access Indicators for SC Women – Andhra Pradesh (2019–21) 

Indicator 
SC Women 

(Rural AP) 

SC Women 

(Urban AP) 

General Women 

(AP) 

National Avg. 

(SC Women) 

Institutional delivery (%) 84.6 92.3 90.1 80.4 

ANC registered via digital 

system (%) 
31.4 58.7 52.4 28.6 

eSanjeevani telemedicine 

consultations (% aware) 
14.2 38.6 35.8 12.4 

eSanjeevani consultations (% 

ever used) 
5.6 18.4 16.2 4.8 

Aadhaar-linked health records 

(% with) 
48.3 71.2 67.4 44.6 

ASHA digital reporting in HH 

(% of households) 
42.6 61.4 58.2 38.4 

Anaemia prevalence (%) – 

NFHS-5 
63.8 54.2 52.4 N/A 

Child immunisation via 

digital tracking (%) 
28.4 52.6 49.8 26.2 

Note. Sources: IIPS & ICF (2021), NFHS-5 2019-21: Andhra Pradesh State Fact Sheet. Mumbai: IIPS; 

Ministry of Health and Family Welfare (MoHFW) (2021), eSanjeevani Telemedicine Service Data. New 

Delhi: MoHFW; National Health Authority (NHA) (2021), Ayushman Bharat Implementation Report 

2020-21. New Delhi: NHA. 

 

The health data presents a nuanced picture. While institutional delivery rates for SC women in Andhra 

Pradesh (84.6 per cent in rural areas) are relatively high—attributable to the state's strong ASHA and 

ANM networks and scheme incentives—digital health engagement remains markedly low. The 5.6 per 

cent eSanjeevani usage rate among rural SC women, against an awareness rate of 14.2 per cent, suggests 

that awareness campaigns alone are insufficient in the absence of device access, bandwidth, and digital 

navigation skills. 

The high anaemia prevalence rate of 63.8 per cent among rural SC women, despite digital health 

infrastructure, underscores the limits of supply-side digitalisation in addressing deeply embedded health 

inequities. As Lingam and Yeravdekar (2013) argue, health empowerment for marginalised women 

requires not merely informational access but the social conditions under which information can be acted 

upon. 

 

10. Discussion: The DEFMW Framework 

The preceding sectoral analysis reveals a consistent pattern across welfare entitlements, land rights, 

governance participation, economic agency, and health services: SC women in Andhra Pradesh are 

nominally included in digital e-governance ecosystems but functionally excluded from their empowerment 
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potential. This gap between nominal and functional inclusion is what this paper terms the 'digital 

empowerment deficit.' 

The digital empowerment deficit for SC women in Andhra Pradesh is produced by five reinforcing 

structural conditions: 

First, infrastructural inadequacy: despite AP Fibernet's rural broadband ambitions, household-level device 

access and data affordability remain constraints, particularly for SC households in northern coastal and 

Rayalaseema districts. 

Second, intersectional literacy gaps: the low female literacy rate among rural SC women (54.6 per cent, 

Table 2) creates a foundational barrier to digital literacy, since digital skills presuppose basic textual 

literacy. 

Third, gendered household digital norms: ethnographic research from comparable contexts (Gurumurthy 

& Chami, 2014; Sreekumar, 2011) documents how patriarchal household norms govern women's access 

to shared devices and mobile internet, constraining SC women's autonomous digital engagement. 

Fourth, caste-based social capital deficits: SC women face specific barriers in accessing Common Service 

Centres and government digital help desks that may be controlled by upper-caste operators, reproducing 

offline caste discrimination in digital spaces (Mohanty, 2019). 

Fifth, intermediary dependence: the design of AP's volunteer system—while effective for welfare delivery 

reach—structurally discourages direct citizen-to-government digital interaction, reinforcing passive rather 

than active digital citizenship. 

 

In response to these structural conditions, this paper proposes the Digital Empowerment Framework for 

Marginalised Women (DEFMW), which comprises four integrated pillars: 

 

Table 8: Digital Empowerment Framework for Marginalised Women (DEFMW) – Proposed 

Pillars and Interventions 

Pillar Core Objective Key Interventions 
Implementing 

Agencies 

Indicative Targets 

(5 Years) 

I. Digital Literacy 

as a Right 

Universal 

functional 

digital literacy 

for SC women 

18–60 yrs 

SC-exclusive digital 

literacy modules at 

Anganwadi/SHG level; 

integration with adult 

literacy missions 

SERP, APOSS, 

SHG federations, 

MeitY 

80% SC women 

with basic digital 

literacy in AP 

II. Gender-

Responsive E-

Governance 

Design 

Redesign e-gov 

portals for low-

literacy users 

Voice-based IVR 

interfaces; vernacular 

Telugu UX; pictographic 

navigation; simplified 

DBT dashboards 

NIC, MeitY, GOAP 

IT Dept. 

50% reduction in 

intermediary 

dependence for 

DBT 

III. Community 

Digital 

Facilitation 

Infrastructure 

SC-led CSCs in 

SC habitations 

Exclusively SC-operated 

CSCs in revenue wards 

with >30% SC 

population; women CSC 

operators prioritised 

CSC SPV, MeitY, 

SC Corp. 

1 SC-led CSC per 

500 SC households 
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Pillar Core Objective Key Interventions 
Implementing 

Agencies 

Indicative Targets 

(5 Years) 

IV. Digital 

Grievance 

Redressal and 

Rights Awareness 

SC women's 

informed claim-

making via 

digital channels 

Dedicated SC women's 

digital helpline; 

mandatory digital 

grievance tracking for SC 

welfare schemes; legal 

literacy integration 

SC Corporation, 

GOAP, NHRC 

90% SC welfare 

grievances 

trackable online 

within 48 hrs 

Note. DEFMW = Digital Empowerment Framework for Marginalised Women (proposed by authors). 

APOSS = Andhra Pradesh Open School Society; CSC SPV = Common Service Centre Special Purpose 

Vehicle; NIC = National Informatics Centre; SC Corp. = Andhra Pradesh Scheduled Castes Cooperative 

Finance Corporation (APSCCFC). Sources: Adapted from Gurumurthy & Chami (2014); Bhatnagar 

(2004); MeitY (2020) DigiShakti Programme Guidelines; GOAP Digital AP Vision 2019. 

 

11. Conclusion 

This paper has examined the intersection of digital literacy, e-governance adoption, and the empowerment 

of SC women in Andhra Pradesh through a multi-sectoral lens. The evidence assembled from NFHS-5, 

PLFS, TRAI, GOAP data, APSDMC records, and the scholarly literature converges on a clear finding: 

the digital governance infrastructure of Andhra Pradesh has expanded significantly in scope and ambition, 

but its empowerment dividend for SC women remains sharply circumscribed by the compounding effects 

of gender, caste, geography, and literacy. 

The paper's central contribution is the conceptualisation of the 'digital empowerment deficit'—the gap 

between nominal digital inclusion and functional digital empowerment—which manifests across welfare 

entitlements, land rights, governance participation, economic agency, and health service domains. The 

data presented in Tables 1 through 7 demonstrate that this deficit is not random but systematic, 

concentrated among rural SC women who occupy the lowest rungs of Andhra Pradesh's intersectional 

social hierarchy. 

The proposed DEFMW framework offers an integrated response to this deficit, premised on the 

recognition that digital empowerment for SC women requires simultaneous interventions across literacy, 

platform design, community infrastructure, and rights awareness—and that these interventions must be 

explicitly caste- and gender-sensitive to overcome the structural barriers that general digital inclusion 

programmes have consistently failed to address. 

The 'last mile' for SC women in Andhra Pradesh is not a technical metaphor; it is a lived social reality of 

exclusion, intermediary dependence, and untapped agency. Bridging it will require not merely 

infrastructure but institutional imagination—a commitment by the state to treat SC women's digital 

empowerment not as a residual concern of welfare administration but as a constitutional imperative of 

substantive equality. 
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