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ABSTRACT

Digital India represents one of the most ambitious and transformative governance initiatives undertaken in the
Global South. Envisioned as a comprehensive programme to improve administrative efficiency, transparency,
and accessibility, Digital India has fundamentally reshaped the relationship between the Indian state and its
citizens. This paper argues that digitalisation is not merely a technological intervention but a structural
reconfiguration of welfare delivery mechanisms, citizenship practices, and social equity. By situating Digital
India within a historical, institutional, and socio-political framework, the study examines how digital platforms
have expanded access to welfare through initiatives such as Aadhaar-based identification, Direct Benefit
Transfer (DBT), and egovernance portals, while simultaneously producing new forms of exclusion. These
exclusions arise from infrastructural deficits, digital illiteracy, biometric failures, algorithmic decision-
making, and uneven access to technology. Drawing upon real-world examples from food security, pensions,
healthcare, and education, the paper adopts a critical yet balanced approach to assess the implications of digital

governance for India’s social sector and its relevance to the vision of Viksit Bharat @2047.
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INTRODUCTION

The rapid expansion of digital technologies has emerged as a defining feature of governance in the twenty-
first century. Across the world, states increasingly deploy digital tools to manage populations, deliver public
services, and improve administrative efficiency. In developing societies like India, digital governance is often
promoted as a solution to chronic problems such as bureaucratic delay, corruption, leakages in welfare
delivery, and lack of transparency. The launch of the Digital India initiative in 2015 marked a decisive shift

toward data-driven governance, aiming to integrate digital technologies into welfare, education, healthcare,
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financial inclusion, and public administration. While Digital India has undoubtedly enhanced speed and

convenience, its deeper social consequences demand careful academic scrutiny. This paper explores how
digital governance reshapes India’s social sector and interrogates whether technological transformation

promotes inclusive development or reproduces and intensifies existing social inequalities.

DIGITAL INDIA: OBJECTIVES, ARCHITECTURE, AND GOVERNANCE FRAMEWORK

The Digital India programme rests on three core pillars: digital infrastructure as a core utility to every citizen,
governance and services on demand, and digital empowerment of citizens. These pillars are operationalised
through initiatives such as Aadhaar, Direct Benefit Transfer, Digi Locker, e-Hospital services, online education
platforms, and nationwide broadband expansion via Bharat Net. For example, DBT has significantly reduced
delays and intermediaries in the disbursement of pensions, LPG subsidies, and scholarships by transferring
funds directly to beneficiaries’ bank accounts. However, the increasing reliance on digital architectures has
also centralised decision-making within technological systems. This shift raises critical concerns regarding
data privacy, surveillance, algorithmic control, and the dilution of democratic accountability, as governance

processes become increasingly automated and less transparent to citizens.

WELFARE AND THE INDIAN STATE: A HISTORICAL AND CONCEPTUAL OVERVIEW

Since independence, the Indian state has conceived welfare as a constitutional responsibility rooted in the
principles of social justice and equality. The Directive Principles of State Policy underscored the state’s
obligation to ensure education, healthcare, employment, and social security. Over time, welfare policy evolved
through distinct phases, including state-led planning, targeted anti-poverty programmes, and rights-based
legislation such as the Right to Education Act and the National Food Security Act. Digitalisation represents a
new phase in this trajectory, introducing technology as an intermediary between the state and citizens. Welfare
delivery is now increasingly mediated through biometric authentication, data verification, and digital profiling,
raising fundamental questions about the transformation of welfare from a citizenship right into a conditional

entitlement.

DIGITALISATION, WELFARE DELIVERY, AND EVERYDAY EXPERIENCES

Digital governance has reshaped everyday interactions between citizens and welfare institutions. On the
positive side, online portals have reduced physical travel, waiting times, and dependence on middlemen.
Digital ration cards, online hospital appointments, and scholarship portals illustrate how technology can
simplify access to services. At the same time, ground-level experiences reveal significant challenges.
Biometric authentication failures under Aadhaar have resulted in the denial of food rations to elderly citizens
and manual labourers whose fingerprints do not authenticate. Similarly, pensioners in rural areas often face
delays due to connectivity issues or technical errors. These experiences demonstrate that digital efficiency

does not always translate into social justice.
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DIGITAL INCLUSION AND THE PROBLEM OF EXCLUSION

One of the central promises of Digital India is inclusion. However, digital inclusion is unevenly distributed
across social groups and regions. Digital illiteracy, lack of access to smartphones, unreliable electricity, and
poor internet connectivity disproportionately affect rural populations, women, persons with disabilities, and
marginalised communities. For instance, women’s access to digital devices is often mediated by household
power relations, limiting their independent engagement with digital platforms. These exclusions are not
merely technical shortcomings but reflect deeper structural inequalities embedded within Indian society. As a

result, digital governance can unintentionally reinforce existing hierarchies.

DATAFICATION, CITIZENSHIP, AND ALGORITHMIC GOVERNANCE

Digital governance converts citizens into data subjects whose identities, entitlements, and rights are
represented through digital profiles. Algorithmic systems increasingly determine eligibility for welfare
schemes, healthcare services, and educational benefits. While these systems claim objectivity and efficiency,
they often function as opaque ‘black boxes’ with limited transparency and accountability. Errors in data entry,
biased algorithms, and inadequate grievance redressal mechanisms can have severe consequences for
vulnerable populations. Without meaningful human oversight, algorithmic governance risks weakening

democratic accountability and undermining trust between citizens and the state.

DIGITAL INDIA AND THE VISION OF VIKSIT BHARAT @2047

The vision of Viksit Bharat @2047 seeks to transform India into a developed, inclusive, and sustainable nation
by the centenary of independence. Digital India is expected to play a central role in this transformation by
enabling efficient governance, financial inclusion, and innovation. However, digital transformation alone
cannot guarantee inclusive development. Achieving the goals of Viksit Bharat requires complementary
investments in digital literacy, ethical data governance, multilingual and accessible platforms, robust grievance
redressal systems, and strong institutional safeguards. A people-centric approach to digital governance is

essential to ensure that technological progress aligns with constitutional values.

CONCLUSION

Digital India represents a profound transformation in the governance of welfare and social policy in
contemporary India. While digital technologies have improved efficiency, transparency, and access to services,
they have also introduced new risks and exclusions that disproportionately affect vulnerable populations. The
long-term success of Digital India depends on striking a careful balance between technological innovation and
the principles of social justice, accountability, and human dignity. An inclusive, ethical, and participatory
approach to digital governance is essential to ensure that India’s digital future contributes meaningfully to

equitable development and the realization of the vision of Viksit Bharat @2047.
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