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Can Digital Justice Meet Social Justice?
Lessons from Kerala During the Pandemic
The Covid-19 pandemic has exposed and deepened multiple layers of social and economic inequalities
in India and around the world. Prolonged or partial lockdowns, and the ensuing restriction of
movement, have given rise to new and multiple forms of exclusion. Preventive health protocols of
distancing and keeping physical interactions to a minimum have transformed work, home, and social
lives in many ways. Online ways of living and being have become the norm, and spatial boundaries
between the public and private have reduced. The internet has emerged as a primary cord connecting
the home to school and work, and owning laptops and smartphones has become essential for day-today functioning. The lack of access to the internet, smart cards, and gadgets is exacerbating an existing
digital divide, creating new forms of exclusion, and leaving behind whole swathes of disadvantaged
populations.

What stands out during the pandemic is that access to food, work, education,
and health – resources key for human survival and development – is increasingly
dependent on access to the digital world.
The digital divide between the haves and have-nots is as old as the advent of digital technology itself.
What stands out during the pandemic is that access to food, work, education, and health – resources
key for human survival and development – is increasingly dependent on access to the digital world. For
instance, even before the pandemic, access to social security benefits depended on having a biometric
card – Aadhaar. Since 2017, possession of this identity card began determining access to subsidized
food, the state-sponsored jobs program, MGNREGA,1 and other services. Covering 1.25 billion people
and 95 percent of the total estimated population,2 the Aadhaar program in India is a good example
of how linking a physical card to a digital one can become a life and death situation for the poor. For
instance, in 2018, the state of Jharkhand alone recorded anywhere between 12 to 14 starvation deaths
– a majority of them women and girls – after the government replaced paper-based ration cards with
the biometric Aadhaar card.3 A Right to Food campaign which investigated these deaths, found that a
majority of them were Aadhaar-related,4 linked to poor or non-existent internet connectivity or failures
in the biometric authentication system.
In the immediate aftermath of the pandemic, a stringent, nationwide lockdown and related job
losses led to a precarious situation for the poor and the disadvantaged. The cascading effects of the
lockdown are lingering long after the relaxation of its rules. Ground reports indicate an intensification
of hunger and malnutrition in India.5 School education has moved online and laptops and smartphones
have become essential gateways for accessing education. There is evidence of poor people swapping
meagre livelihood assets to buy cheap smartphones for their children, or withdrawing girls from school,
increasing gendered exclusion.6 With digitalization deepening such inequalities, the role of the state in
assuring social protection has come into sharper focus and needs to be scrutinized.
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The southern Indian state of Kerala, with a population of 35 million, is a strong welfare state with a
long history of delivering on social justice, in contrast to much of the rest of the country. During the
pandemic and the resultant lockdown, the state stood out for its implementation of a set of robust
social protection measures including ‘food for all’ as a right, access to education, and universal
healthcare with a focus on vulnerable populations, especially the elderly, among others.7 As the
pandemic worsened, Kerala progressively digitalized some of its public services. This paper explores
digital justice in Kerala and its overlaps with social justice, with a special focus on online education. I
argue that pre-existing and ongoing social justice approaches and initiatives have provided a critical
underpinning for digital justice in the state.
The unpredictable nature of the Covid-19 pandemic requires state policies and programs to adapt to
an emerging situation in short time-periods. From all accounts, over the last 11 months, since March
2020, Kerala’s response has been quick and nimble on several fronts.8 Policies and programs have
been revised or adjusted as the situation changed. Keeping track of the changes made, in an evolving
situation, was a challenge for the purposes of this paper. Evidence for this paper was gathered through
published materials, webinars, and interviews. Senior government officials shared information, data,
and materials in a changing context, while activists working in Kerala were key informants, providing
valuable insights and observations from the ground.9 Several newspaper and journal articles highlighted
developments in the state during the pandemic. The information from these sources were pieced
together and triangulated.

Social Justice and Digital Justice: The Connections
Embracing principles of equality, access, participation, human rights, and diversity as a normative guide,
this paper takes an approach to social justice that acknowledges inequalities within societies, and the
systemic and structural obstacles that perpetuate them. As an element of this broad idea of social
justice, digital justice is also based on the same principles. However, the unique characteristics of the
internet and the digital world bring in distinct dimensions to the concept of digital justice.

As in the case of social justice more broadly, a recognition of the varied needs for
access and participation across diverse social groups, and the intersectionality
of class, caste, gender, ethnicity, age, ability, religious affiliation, and sexual
orientation are key in understanding digital justice.
First, digital technology is a Janus-faced entity that can empower by advancing life opportunities and
opening up new ways of engaging, or disempower as a tool of surveillance, violence, and oppression.
Second, unlike public goods like water, electricity, or roads where common infrastructure and points of
distribution translate into access for all members of a household, access to the internet is ‘atomized’.
It is routed through smart gadgets like phones and laptops that are, by and large, individually owned/
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used. Third, even where smart gadgets are shared, access and use are unequal, with gender power
and hierarchies marking digital deprivations within households. More men and boys own smartphones
(and laptops) compared to women and girls.10 The usual age hierarchy, however, gets reversed as
younger men have greater access to gadgets than the older generation.11 Being tech-savvy and having
digital literacy gives the youth an edge but the same skills do not always translate into access for girls.
In some communities of North India, elders and men have banned mobile phones for girls to prevent
them from accessing the digitally-facilitated world outside of strict patriarchal controls.12 Fourth, despite
the decentralized nature of the internet, there is a huge gap in access between the privileged and
non-privileged, and rural and urban areas. Cheap smartphones imported from China and competition
among telecom companies have ‘leveled’ the playing field to some extent, as has access to open-source
software. Yet, deprivations due to digital exclusion continue to plague access to this key resource –
across geographies, populations, and the socio-economic spectrum.
As in the case of social justice more broadly, a recognition of the varied needs for access and
participation across diverse social groups, and the intersectionality of class, caste, gender, ethnicity, age,
ability, religious affiliation, and sexual orientation are key in understanding digital justice. In that sense,
both social and digital justice draw heavily on the idea of ‘substantive equality’ which acknowledges that
access and opportunities to knowledge, power, and resources for different social groups is mediated
through their socio-economic, political, and cultural locations. Substantive equality also means that a
one-size-fits-all approach to laws, policies, and programs does not work.13 There are varying structural
and systemic barriers that need to be specifically considered.

Non-discriminatory access to the internet – with a right to dignity and safety, and
freedom from online-violence and cybercrimes – is key to digital justice.
Digital justice includes not only fair access but also the ability to leverage digital means and methods to
demand justice. Campaigns and protests for various causes can be launched by engaging with digital
spaces and using online tools and methods. When combined with offline mobilization and protests,
this is a powerful weapon for ensuring justice and accountability. Digital justice can also include access
to justice using online dispute resolution (ODR) mechanisms.14 Moving justice delivery systems from
physical to virtual courts may be more efficient and cost-effective, and can ensure speedy access to
dispute resolution, provided there is fair access to the digital medium and technologies.
Non-discriminatory access to the internet – with a right to dignity and safety, and freedom from onlineviolence and cybercrimes – is key to digital justice. The increasing online presence of women, children,
and transgender people has coincided with various forms of violence, harm, and bigotry against them
in the virtual world that mimics the real world. The ‘male gaze’ and violence in the online domain is as
toxic, if not more vicious and destructive, than in the offline space. The cover of relative ‘anonymity’ for
a perpetrator, and a perverse use of the creative potential of digital tools have given rise to new forms
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of gender-based violence. Among others, this includes online stalking, trolling, sharing pornographic
materials, morphing images, blackmailing, and online sexual coercion. Extending the concept of the
Panopticon,15 a scholar from Kerala has developed the concept of “Omni-opticon”.16 She argues that
surveillance is omnipresent in the digital space – ‘anyone can surveil anyone, many can surveil many’,
given the nature of the medium. During the pandemic, for instance, governments across the world
latched on to digital technologies to enforce mandatory quarantines and monitor people’s movement
through health and geo-fencing apps, extending the state’s surveillance capacities, and bringing into
sharp focus its ‘panoptic’ power and the erosion of the democratic agency of citizens.

Social and Digital Justice in Kerala During the Pandemic17
Kerala’s history of redistributive justice is well-documented.18 With more than a century of progressive
social movements behind them, its citizens have a strong political consciousness of their rights.
Demands from below have democratized the public sphere, shaped public action, and resulted in a
progressive, rights-based social contract. The state, however, remains a paradox when it comes to
women’s rights. On some socio-economic development indicators, including education and access
to health, women do well. On other indicators like violence against women in the private and public
sphere, the unequal burden of care work, and women’s low work participation rate, shortcomings
persist.19 On a positive note, however, Kerala’s Transgender Policy,20 introduced in 2018 to address the
rights of the community, is a first in India.

Social justice initiatives in Kerala include effective health and education policies
and a bulwark of strong, decentralized institutions – panchayats.
Social justice initiatives in Kerala include effective health and education policies and a bulwark of strong,
decentralized institutions (panchayats). These local self-governance institutions are by no means
perfect. Yet, they have become robust after 25 years of deepening democracy, maturing into a strong
scaffolding for governance. With a series of interventions in capacity-building and technical support by
the state,21 decision-making has been decentralized. A network of 4.5 million women-led neighborhood
groups, called Kudumbashree,22 enables and supports the panchayats. During a spate of recent crises,
including recurrent and devastating floods, the panchayats, along with Kudumbashree and front-line
workers, have risen to the occasion and demonstrated creative leadership, resilience, and innovations in
action and solutions. A set of social protection measures initiated by the state were operationalized by
the panchayats at the grassroots to reach the most vulnerable. During the ongoing pandemic, a strong,
rights-based universal public healthcare system23 has provided accessible and affordable health services.
In 2016, Kerala launched a Nava Keralam (New Kerala) Mission for a renewed thrust on social justice
to address ‘second-generation’ challenges faced by the panchayats on health, education, housing,
agriculture, and sustainable environment.
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Kerala successfully managed the first wave of the pandemic (February-June 2020) on both health care
and social protection fronts. Despite having the largest number of Covid-19 cases in the country in
February 2020 (due to large numbers of returning migrants), the state managed to flatten the curve
of the infection, and ensured the lowest fatality rate in the country (0.58 percent) by deploying a large
number of volunteers through the panchayats for tracking, contact tracing, testing, and treatment.24
However, the second wave, from July 2020 onwards, has proven more difficult to control, with the
lifting of the national lockdown and easing of curbs on travel. Cross-border economic transactions with
neighboring states has led to community transmission. By October, the return of close to a million nonresident Keralites and the arrival of the harvest festival, Onam, led to a spike in the infection rate. In a
span of six months, from end-July 2020 till end-February 2021, Kerala moved up the Covid-19 ladder
in the number of cases from the 16th to the 2ⁿd position within the country.25 The exponential increase
in Covid-19 cases, though challenging, has been matched by an increase in care-giving facilities, while
adding innovations through a three-tier Covid-care system, resulting in the lowest case-fatality rates in
India (0.3 percent).26 In addition, Kerala’s USD 270 million (INR 20,000 crore) relief package has provided
food security, job-guarantee, pensions, interest-free loans, and support for laborers and migrant
workers.
Digital Services, Investments, and Infrastructure
As the pandemic has continued unabated, Kerala has gone the digital way to provide select services
at scale. These include, among others, the creation of a wide network of telemedicine services as one
option for non-Covid healthcare and emergency care for senior citizens, especially single women. A
disability-friendly online portal, accessible through smartphones and laptops, provides consultations
for general medicine and specialist healthcare services, free of charge.27 For senior citizens,28 especially
single women, weekly team visits by healthcare workers are backed by an emergency care system that
alerts the local police through a radio-frequency technology. A specialized patrol is sent and ambulance
service alerted shortly after the call.29

A new IT policy was unveiled in 2017 that recognizes the internet as a basic right
of citizens. The policy vision on digital empowerment of citizens emphasizes
principles of “Freedom, Ubiquity, Inclusion, Transparency, and Safety and
Security for all”.
The IT policy of 1998 aimed to turn the state into a knowledge hub with world-class infrastructure and
corresponding human capacity and skills.30 A new IT policy was unveiled in 201731 that recognizes the
internet as a basic right of citizens. The policy vision on digital empowerment of citizens emphasizes
principles of “Freedom, Ubiquity [read Universality], Inclusion, Transparency, and Safety and Security
for all”. A network of supportive institutions under the IT ministry promotes research and development,
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and oversees the strengthening of human resources, skill-building and digital literacy as a priority. Free
and Open-Source Software (FOSS) is leveraged, along with an emphasis on cyber security to ensure
privacy and freedom.
Supporting the process of digital empowerment is the Kerala State Information Technology
Infrastructure Limited (KSITIL),32 an apex institution for infrastructure development. One of the
initiatives under KSITIL is the recently inaugurated33 Kerala Fibre Optic Network (K-Fon) project.34
Costing USD 209 million (INR 15.78 billion/1,578 crore) and stretching over 40,000 kilometers, it is
designed to provide high-speed internet access to all, with free access to over 2 million BPL (below
poverty line) families. In addition, internet connectivity is to be provided at affordable rates for families
that do not fall within the BPL bracket. KFON’s network coverage also includes faster wireless mobile
internet services through its linkage to mobile tower. Supported by the Kerala Infrastructure and
Investment Board (KIIFB),35 a government-managed financial institution, the funding target is USD 675
million (INR 50 billion/5,000 crore) to be accessed from the international bond market.

Kerala has the second-highest penetration of broadband internet in India after
the national capital Delhi, and the proportion of women with access to mobile
phones is the highest in rural areas and second highest in urban areas in India.
Kerala has the second-highest penetration of broadband internet (56 percent) in India after the national
capital Delhi (69 percent).36 The proportion of women with access to mobile phones is the highest in
rural areas (about 91 percent), and second highest in urban areas (91 percent) in India. Across the state,
65 percent of women have access to smartphones and wireless broadband. In addition, among women
without personal ownership of a digital device, women in Kerala lead the country in shared access to
mobile phones in their households, both in rural and urban areas.37 This contrasts with a wide gender
gap in mobile ownership in India vis-à-vis Kerala (33 vs 18 in percentage points) and patriarchal control
over women’s access to mobile phones in North India.38 In June this year, the monthly growth rate of
wireless broadband subscription in Kerala (0.80 percent) topped the country as virtual school education
was launched in the state.39
Digital Initiatives in Public Education
There are 4.3 million students enrolled in public schools across Kerala. The state has a history of
gender parity in enrollment and retention. In 2017, girls outnumbered boys in higher secondary school
enrollment (51.8 percent vs 48.2 percent for boys).40 Kerala’s first experiment with IT in public education
goes back to 2002, when an IT@School program made IT and computer studies a compulsory subject
for secondary schools. While teachers enhanced their capacities, limited computers in school labs in
the initial stages led to a digital divide among students. Students with access to computers at home
performed well, while those without access fell behind in computer literacy, comprehension, and class6

assignments.41 Typically, students from scheduled castes (Dalit), tribal,42 and coastal fishing communities
were impacted by this. In some villages from the poorer coastal areas, students were provided afterschool computer classes in community centers run by civil society organizations.43
Fifteen years later, the IT@School initiative morphed in 2017 into KITE44 – Kerala Infrastructure and
Technology for Education – a nodal agency in charge of transforming public education into a digital
system.45 In January 2018, an ambitious project to convert all public schools in Kerala into high-tech
schools with IT-enabled learning was launched. Unlike the 2002 initiative where the focus was on IT
as a subject, the 2018 initiative aimed to mainstream education through IT applications and methods.
Initially, ‘smart classes’ were set up in high schools, and incrementally expanded to include secondary
and primary schools. By February 2020, the process of 100-percent digital education was successfully
completed in the state.
The digital education system in Kerala covers all 4.3 million students in 16,000 public schools, across
45,000 classrooms from Grades 1-12. In the classrooms, a large digital screen stands side by side with
a blackboard. Teachers and students move seamlessly from one to the other, depending on the subject
and content. All classrooms are networked to high-speed broadband internet for streaming content
from laptops. To enhance and upgrade their skills, 1,83,440 teachers have undergone intensive training
to handle IT equipment and create digital content.

High-tech schools, reportedly, have revolutionized teaching and learning with
creative digital pedagogy. The feedback from students is positive, especially with
regards to the use of digital applications to understand difficult concepts.
An online resource portal for diversity inclusion called Samagra Shiksha Kerala (SSK), translated as
Inclusive Education Kerala, enables pedagogy and content.46 SSK is designed to meet the special needs
of students from the economic margins or with disabilities, including those with learning challenges. A
special initiative for tribal students in the portal, called Namath Basai, has 28 tribal dialects/languages to
aid teaching. The preference of tribal students, especially in primary school, is to learn in their mother
tongue. For students with disabilities, the resources on digital pedagogy and content in SSK are adapted
to include six categories of disabilities – students with hearing and visual impairments, those with
intellectual disabilities, those on the autism spectrum, those with specific learning disabilities, and those
with cerebral palsy. Content is driven by tested software applications and study materials are uploaded
in a program called White Board.
High-tech schools, reportedly, have revolutionized teaching and learning with creative digital pedagogy.
The feedback from students is positive, especially with regards to the use of digital applications to
understand difficult concepts.47 An interesting consequence of the introduction of smart classes, is a
large-scale migration of half a million students from private to public schools.48 The infrastructure for
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digital schools is financed by KIIFB, the Kerala Infrastructure and Investment Fund Board. Panchayats,
Members of Parliament and Legislative Assembly also contribute from Development Funds in their
districts and constituencies.49
Several reports have highlighted the success of Kerala’s digital education system. One question,
however, still remains: has universal digital education translated into equal opportunities for students
from disadvantaged communities and bridged the digital divide in Kerala? Available material indicates
a commitment by the state, along with a key strategy to be inclusive of marginal groups. Of the 16,000
public schools, 400 (3 percent) are located in difficult geographies where internet infrastructure is
either patchy or challenging. The back-up is to use Y-MAC and 3G mobile sim-based networks. In these
and other areas, teachers carry laptops with pre-recorded content. By early 2020, Kerala achieved the
unique distinction of being the first state in the country to achieve 100-percent coverage of digital
education in all public schools.50 And then, the pandemic broke out.
A Pandemic Challenge: From Digital Education in Schools to Virtual Education
at Home
As the crisis intensified, a big challenge was to open schools virtually on the first day of the academic
year, June 1, as scheduled, covering 4.3 million students. The state launched the First Bell program
to roll out virtual classes on a trial basis for two weeks. With only 56 percent of Kerala’s population
being able to access the internet, and smartphone ownership still far from universal, the state adopted
a mixed-medium digital strategy. Satellite television, which has a 94 percent penetration in Kerala,
became the primary medium for streaming classes, thereby ensuring near universal access. This was
supplemented by social media platforms like Facebook, WhatsApp, and YouTube, where the same
classes were streamed.
TV outreach was facilitated by a state government-owned satellite channel called VICTERS (Versatile
ICT Enabled Resource for Students) that was launched in 2005 to reach students in remote
geographies. Currently, classes are streamed from Monday to Friday for Grade 1-1251 and positioned
as ‘supplementary’ school. VICTERS is facilitated by direct-to-home (DTH) and cable TV operators who
provide the service free of cost, as part of community service.
However, on the very second day of First Bell trial period, a girl student died by suicide because the TV
in her home was not working, and the family could not afford to repair it. The government responded
quickly. During this period, a detailed survey was being undertaken by teachers to assess the number
of students without access to online facilities52 and examine the special needs of tribal communities/
pockets, and students with disabilities. Every teacher in Kerala was charged with assessing the needs
of students in their care (35 students per teacher). The aggregated results indicated that 2,60,000
students (6 percent) from disadvantaged households and living in remote areas did not have access to a
TV, laptop, or a smartphone or the necessary infrastructure to operate them.
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A massive resource mobilization drive, spearheaded by the panchayats in their respective areas, was
undertaken to allow these 2,60,000 students to access the First Bell classes. The response was positive,
with corporate houses, youth organizations, political parties, film stars, and philanthropic institutions
cobbling together public-private partnerships with the panchayats. TVs, smartphones, or laptops were
distributed to students as needed. In addition, KITE harnessed available resources and gadgets from
the digitalized public schools for the panchayats to hold neighborhood First Bell classes in small groups
of students, following Covid-19 protocols. Teachers created WhatsApp groups for every class, to help
students with assignments and post alerts on any learning challenges that were encountered. Parentteacher associations, which are an integral part of schools, participated actively. By June-end, there was
near-universal coverage of online education as local panchayats and teachers worked hand-in-hand
to make sure that every student had access to the VICTERS channel, either in their homes or in the
neighborhood community centers. This included students living in coastal areas.53

The introduction of digital education in public schools since 2018 has given
Kerala a head start in adapting available digital technologies to design
curriculums that can meet the needs of students with disabilities.
There are approximately 12,500 students with disabilities in the public-school education system; 90,902
students in the tribal communities of Kerala are concentrated in remote pockets. Online education at
home for students with the six broad disability types identified by the state, both physical and mental,
brings in challenges. Lessons have to be tailored for content and pedagogy to meet the specific needs
of students with each disability type. This, in turn, needs to be prepared for each grade and subject,
while contending with the lack of academic consensus on lip reading or sign language.54 Nonetheless,
the introduction of digital education in public schools since 2018 has given Kerala a head start in
adapting available digital technologies to design curriculums that can meet the needs of students with
disabilities, including individually-tailored lessons for those with hearing impairments.55 For students
from tribal communities, considerable effort has gone into improving access through community
centers with TVs or laptops set up by the panchayats, adapting pedagogy, and surmounting language
barriers.

Conclusion
Kerala’s strategy for online education during the pandemic attempted to be inclusive across the diversity
board. This was made possible as digital justice is built on a long legacy of commitment to social
justice, where public policy is designed to serve and include marginalized populations. In its current
tenure, the ruling Left Democratic Front (LDF) government’s bold and innovative New Kerala vision
ushered in policies with investments in a second generation of reforms in health and education. This
yielded unanticipated and positive results during the pandemic. An upgraded and strengthened public
healthcare system prepared and buffered Kerala to deal with the Covid-19 pandemic swiftly, efficiently,
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and effectively. A 100-percent digitalization of public education enabled the state to be ready and
leverage tools, technology, and TVs to achieve near-universal coverage of online education. As a result,
challenges of access for poorer students, and inclusion of students with disabilities and those from tribal
communities in forested enclaves were surmounted effectively.
The deep roots of decentralized governance in more than 1,000 panchayats is a second critical
element of Kerala’s success. Equipped with the power and financial resources to prioritize local issues,
panchayats have developed strategies for institutionalizing substantive equality aimed at universal
inclusion, especially during crises. Detailed surveys are undertaken on a regular basis to gauge the
specific needs and requirements of every household, especially those on the margins. This sensitizes
panchayats and front-line workers on the barriers to access and lays a strong foundation for substantive
equality. It also enables the tailoring of unique interventions and outreach programs for diverse groups
on health, education, food, and other issues. In these long-standing measures, Kerala unequivocally
demonstrates that, beyond investments in infrastructure and technology, ensuring fair and equal access
for all is key to digital justice.
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