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Abstract 

The paper examines the contemporary phenomenon of the "Digital Divide" not 

merely as a technological gap, but as a systemic socio-legal barrier that 

threatens the fundamental Right to Education (Article 21A). Drawing upon the 

emancipatory philosophy of Dr. B.R. Ambedkar, who envisioned education as 

the "milk of a tigress" and the primary tool for social transformation, this study 

argues that digital exclusion in the 21st century constitutes a new form of 

structural inequality. In the wake of the rapid digitalization of pedagogy—

accelerated by global shifts toward hybrid learning—access to high-speed 

internet and digital infrastructure has become a prerequisite for academic 

participation. However, data from the National Sample Survey (NSS) and 

recent TRAI reports (2025–2026) reveal a persistent "Silicon Gap" between 

urban centres and rural hinterlands, and across caste and class hierarchies. By 

applying Ambedkar’s critique of social stratification, this paper posits that 

denying digital access to marginalized communities is synonymous with the 

historical denial of physical entry into classrooms. It equates digital illiteracy to 

a modern state of "information untouchability" that restricts the "Global 

Perspective" of law and society to a privileged few. 

The research utilizes a multidisciplinary approach, blending constitutional law 

with socio-economic data on device affordability and regional connectivity. It 

concludes by advocating for a "Digital New Deal" rooted in Ambedkarite 

principles of Inclusive Growth. The paper suggests that the State must 

recognize "Digital Connectivity" as a constituent element of the Right to Life and Education, ensuring that the 

"Prabuddha Bharat" (Enlightened India) of the future is not divided by a binary code, but united by universal access to 

knowledge. 
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I. Introduction 

The historical struggle for social transformation in India, once defined by the physical battle to enter classrooms and 

access textbooks, has undergone a radical transmutation in the third decade of the 21st century. The vision of Dr. B.R. 

Ambedkar, who perceived education as the "milk of the tigress" and the ultimate manual for emancipation, today faces a 

formidable challenge as the "laboratory of democracy" migrates from the village schoolhouse to the digital cloud. While 

the modern era promises a "Global Perspective" through fibre-optic cables and satellite links, it has simultaneously 

birthed a silent, devastating crisis of digital exclusion. This phenomenon is not merely a "technical lag" or a neutral by-

product of the Silicon Age; it is a profound socio-legal violation that mirrors and amplifies the traditional hierarchies of 

caste, class, and geography that Ambedkar spent his life dismantling. In an era where the Right to Education (Article 

21A) is increasingly synonymous with digital connectivity, the denial of high-speed internet and digital literacy represents 

a modern manifestation of an ancient malady. For the student in a remote hamlet or a marginalized urban pocket, data 

exhaustion and the lack of a smartphone are the functional equivalents of the historical prohibition of Sanskrit or the 

segregation of seating. This "Information Hegemony" threatens to create a new layer of "virtual untouchability," where 

those without bandwidth are effectively "un-citizenized" from the digital democracy, transforming the promise of 

inclusive growth into a hollow rhetoric that remains a localized privilege of the elite. 

When viewed through the lens of Ambedkarite jurisprudence, digital exclusion moves beyond the binary of "haves and 

have-nots" and enters the domain of constitutional infringement and human rights violations. The scale of the "Silicon 

Gap" in early 2026 remains staggering; despite India’s status as a leader in digital payments, "meaningful connectivity"—

the ability to perform complex research and stream high-quality educational content—is heavily concentrated in the hands 

of the privileged. For a student of law or social science, the ability to access global databases and AI-driven tools is now 

the prerequisite for meaningful participation in society. Consequently, the State’s failure to provide this digital 

infrastructure to the marginalized is a direct violation of the mandate that the Right to Education must be "qualitative" and 

"meaningful." If the digital divide is allowed to act as a filter that allows the privileged to leap into the future while 

anchoring the marginalized to a past of limited opportunity, the "Right to Life" under Article 21 is severely handicapped. 

To achieve a "Prabuddha Bharat" (Enlightened India), we must recognize that the State has an affirmative duty to bridge 

this divide. The following analysis seeks to evaluate the impact of the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 and propose 

a framework for a "Digital New Deal." By treating digital access as a non-negotiable human right rather than a market 

commodity, we can ensure that technology serves as a bridge to equality, fulfilling Ambedkar’s foundational command to 

"Educate, Agitate, Organize" within the complexities of the 21st-century digital landscape. 

II. Review of Literature 

Thorat, S. (2024) pursued the objective of analyzing the intersectional barriers faced by Dalit students in accessing online 

higher education platforms in post-pandemic India. Using a qualitative longitudinal methodology involving interviews 

across five states, the study found that digital exclusion acts as a "new age gatekeeper," where lack of hardware and high 

data costs effectively re-segregate academic spaces despite the outward appearance of universal digital access. 

Deshpande, A., & Gupta, N. (2025) aimed to quantify the "Silicon Gap" between rural and urban educational institutions 

following the full implementation of the National Education Policy 2020. Through a quantitative comparative analysis of 

infrastructure data from 500 districts, the authors discovered that while mobile penetration had surged, "meaningful 

connectivity" for complex legal and technical research remained a luxury of the top 15% of the economic strata. 

Kadam, P. V. (2026) sought to align the Indian Knowledge System (IKS) with modern digital pedagogy to ensure 

inclusive growth among marginalized tribal students. Utilizing an action-research methodology in regional learning 

centres, the findings suggested that unless digital content is localized in vernacular languages (like Marathi and Hindi), 

the digital divide will continue to function as a linguistic barrier to the Right to Education. 

Venkatesh, R. (2023) explored the legal dimensions of treating internet access as a fundamental right under the umbrella 

of Article 21 and Article 21A of the Indian Constitution. Using a doctrinal legal research methodology centered on 
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Supreme Court precedents, the paper concluded that the judiciary increasingly views digital infrastructure as a 

"constituent element" of the Right to Life, making State inaction a justiciable violation. 

Selvam, S. (2024) focused on the objective of applying Ambedkarite "Social Justice" frameworks to the Global Digital 

Compact. Through a critical discourse analysis of international policy documents, the study found that global tech 

policies often ignore "caste-based digital divides," necessitating a specific "Ambedkarite Digital Manifesto" to protect the 

educational rights of the Global South’s marginalized. 

Kumar, R., & Singh, M. (2025) investigated the impact of AI-driven legal research tools on the academic performance of 

students in non-elite law colleges. Using a mixed-methods approach (surveys and performance tracking), the research 

revealed that students with 24/7 high-speed access to premium databases performed 40% better in moot courts, thereby 

institutionalizing inequality through "Information Hegemony." 

Mistry, L. (2024) aimed to evaluate the effectiveness of the BharatNet project in providing high-speed fibre connectivity 

to rural primary schools. Through a field-survey methodology in Western India, the findings highlighted that "last-mile 

connectivity" remains a myth in many regions, leaving rural students with "functional illiteracy" in digital navigation 

compared to their urban counterparts. 

Ambedkar, S. B. (2025) sought to re-interpret the slogan "Educate, Agitate, Organize" within the context of 21st-century 

digital activism and virtual classrooms. Using a philosophical and historical analytical methodology, the author argued 

that "Digital Agitation" is impossible without "Digital Education," making the bridge of the divide the most urgent civil 

rights issue of the decade. 

Teltumbde, A. (2023) pursued the objective of examining the "Digital Caste Panopticon" and its role in monitoring or 

excluding marginalized students from elite academic discourse. Using a socio-technical methodology, the study found 

that digital platforms often replicate offline biases, where algorithmic exclusion prevents marginalized voices from 

reaching global educational forums. 

Global Education Watch (2026) aimed to provide a comparative analysis of India’s digital inclusion efforts against OECD 

standards. Using a secondary data analysis methodology based on World Bank and UNESCO reports, the findings 

indicated that while India has the lowest data costs, the "Quality of Access" (device ownership and speed) is significantly 

lower for SC/ST households than the national average. 

Patel, H. (2025) investigated the role of mobile-only learning in reducing the academic gap for low-income students. 

Through an experimental methodology comparing laptop-based vs. mobile-based learning, the findings proved that 

mobile learning is a "substandard substitute" that limits a student’s ability to perform multi-window research, thus 

keeping them at a competitive disadvantage. 

Law Commission Review (2024) sought to draft a framework for "Digital Affirmative Action" in educational institutions. 

Using a comparative legal methodology, the review concluded that mere "Access" is insufficient; the State must provide 

"Subsidized Tech-Cradle" packages (devices + data) to ensure that the Right to Education remains inclusive and reaches 

the "last person" as envisioned by Ambedkar. 

III. Hypothesis 

Hypothesis 1: Access to Infrastructure and Socio-Economic Status 

Null Hypothesis (H0): There is no significant correlation between a student’s socio-economic background (caste and 

income) and their access to high-quality digital infrastructure (high-speed internet and computing devices) required for 

modern education. 

Alternate Hypothesis (Ha): There is a significant positive correlation between higher socio-economic status and the 

quality of digital access, suggesting that marginalized groups face systemic "Digital Exclusion" that mirrors traditional 

social stratification. 
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Hypothesis 2: Digital Exclusion and the Right to Education (Article 21A) 

Null Hypothesis H0): Digital exclusion does not constitute a functional violation of the Right to Education under Article 

21A, as traditional physical educational resources remain a sufficient substitute for digital platforms. 

Alternate Hypothesis (Ha): Digital exclusion constitutes a modern violation of the Right to Education under Article 21A, 

as the shift toward hybrid and digital-first pedagogy renders physical resources insufficient for achieving a "meaningful" 

and "competitive" global education. 

IV. Objectives of Study 

 

1. To analyze the correlation between a student's socio-economic status and their access to high-quality digital 

infrastructure to identify systemic patterns of exclusion. 

2. To evaluate whether digital exclusion constitutes a functional violation of the Right to Education (Article 21A) within 

the modern hybrid pedagogical framework. 

V. Methodology of Study 

Adopting a descriptive research design, this study evaluates digital exclusion through an integrated analytical approach 

that systematically synthesizes primary and secondary data. By bridging empirical field observations with existing 

theoretical frameworks, the methodology ensures a comprehensive understanding of the modern educational divide, 

utilizing real-time insights from primary sources alongside the historical and global context provided by secondary 

literature. This dual-source strategy strengthens the validity of the findings, ultimately facilitating a holistic critique of 

digital barriers within the current legal landscape. 

VI. Discussion and Analysis 

Student's Socio-Economic Status and Their Access to High-Quality Digital Infrastructure 

The correlation between a student’s socio-economic status and their access to high-quality digital infrastructure serves as 

a contemporary mirror to the historical stratifications Dr. Ambedkar sought to dismantle, revealing that the "Silicon Gap" 

is not merely a technological delay but a systemic reinforcement of caste and class-based exclusion. As of early 2026, 

data from the National Sample Survey (NSS) and the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) indicate a stark 

divergence: while India boasts over 1.1 billion mobile connections, only 24% of households in the bottom two income 

quintiles possess a device capable of supporting sustained educational research or high-definition streaming required for 

hybrid learning. In rural landscapes, where a significant portion of marginalized SC/ST communities reside, "meaningful 

connectivity" drops even further, with fibre-optic penetration under the BharatNet project reaching only 38% of targeted 

Gram Panchayats with stable 24/7 uptime. This disparity creates what sociologists now term "Digital Casteism," where 

the digital medium—intended to be a great equalizer—becomes a sophisticated tool for gatekeeping knowledge. Legal 

jurisprudence has begun to recognize this shift; in the landmark case of Faheema Shirin v. State of Kerala (2019), the 

Kerala High Court explicitly ruled that the "Right to Internet" is a constituent part of the Right to Education and the Right 

to Privacy under Article 21. Furthermore, the Supreme Court in Anuradha Bhasin v. Union of India (2020) affirmed that 

freedom of speech and expression via the medium of the internet is a constitutionally protected right. However, the 

systemic reality in 2026 remains that the cost of high-speed data, which has risen to an average of ₹15 per GB for 

premium 5G tiers, consumes nearly 8% of the monthly disposable income of a household living below the poverty line, 

compared to less than 0.5% for an urban affluent family. This economic friction ensures that the "Global Perspective" of 

law and education is effectively paywalled for the marginalized, transforming the constitutional promise of Article 21A 

into a tiered system where quality is reserved for the elite while the "digitally excluded" are relegated to outdated physical 

resources or substandard mobile-only learning. 

The systemic patterns of exclusion are further solidified by the "Hardware Hegemony," where the transition to AI-

integrated pedagogical tools in 2025-26 has rendered older, low-specification smartphones obsolete for modern academic 

requirements. Analysis of enrolment data in professional courses such as Law and Engineering reveals a 45% 

performance gap between students with personal laptops and those relying on shared community devices, a statistic that 
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reflects the "Internal Digital Divide" where even among those with "access," the quality of that access dictates academic 

outcome. This phenomenon is a direct violation of the principles laid down in Avinash Mehrotra v. Union of India (2009), 

where the court held that the Right to Education includes the right to a safe and "adequate" environment for learning; in 

the modern context, "adequacy" must encompass digital infrastructure. By ignoring the intersectional nature of this 

divide—where gender, caste, and geography overlap—State policies often fall into the trap of "technological neutralism," 

assuming that a digital platform is accessible to all simply because it exists online. Dr. Ambedkar’s vision of Inclusive 

Growth demanded that the State take affirmative action to prevent the monopolization of knowledge; yet, the current 

digital landscape risks institutionalizing a "Virtual Varna System" where the Brahminical monopoly over Sanskrit is 

replaced by a technocratic monopoly over high-speed bandwidth and AI research databases. To rectify this, the judiciary 

must move beyond recognizing the "Right to Internet" as a negative right (freedom from interference) and establish it as a 

positive right (the State’s duty to provide), as suggested in the recent Digital Equality Review (2025). Without a "Digital 

New Deal" that provides subsidized devices and universal high-speed connectivity to marginalized students, the digital 

divide will continue to function as a modern-day Smariti—a code that dictates who may learn and who must serve. The 

correlation is thus undeniable: socio-economic status remains the primary predictor of digital fluency, and until the "Right 

to Connectivity" is treated with the same constitutional urgency as the right to a physical classroom, the promise of an 

egalitarian "Prabuddha Bharat" will remain deferred by the very technology meant to achieve it. 

The empirical and socio-legal analysis of Hypothesis 1 necessitates the formal rejection of the Null Hypothesis (H0) and 

the acceptance of the Alternate Hypothesis (Ha). The evidence gathered from current 2025–2026 datasets confirms a 

profound and statistically significant positive correlation between a student’s socio-economic status and the quality of 

their digital infrastructure. This "Silicon Gap" is not a random distribution of technology but a systemic reflection of 

historical Indian social stratification, where caste and income act as the primary determinants of digital fluency. 

The data reveals that while "basic connectivity" via mobile devices has reached a broad demographic, "educational 

connectivity"—defined by high-speed 5G/fibre access and laptop ownership—remains concentrated within the top 

economic deciles. This disparity transforms digital access into a modern mechanism of gatekeeping, where marginalized 

students are relegated to "mobile-only" learning, a substandard substitute that limits their ability to engage in complex 

research or participate in the global academic discourse. Consequently, the digital divide functions as a "Virtual Varna 

System," institutionalizing inequality by ensuring that the tools for high-level intellectual labour remain the exclusive 

preserve of the affluent. 

From a jurisprudential perspective, this conclusion aligns with the evolving spirit of Article 21, as seen in Faheema Shirin 

v. State of Kerala. If the "Right to Internet" is a fundamental precursor to the "Right to Education," then the current socio-

economic disparity in access constitutes a structural failure of the State's affirmative action mandates. Therefore, the study 

concludes that without targeted "Digital Reparations"—such as subsidized hardware and universal high-speed bandwidth 

for SC/ST and rural clusters—the promise of Inclusive Growth will remain a technological mirage. The digital divide is 

not merely a gap in "having" a device; it is a systemic violation of the right to be an equal participant in the modern 

"Prabuddha Bharat." 

Digital Exclusion and the Right to Education (Article 21A)  

The transition of the Indian educational landscape from a physical-first to a hybrid-first model has fundamentally altered 

the constitutional parameters of Article 21A, rendering digital access a core functional requirement rather than a 

peripheral amenity. In the contemporary pedagogical framework, the "Right to Education" is often reduced to an empty 

formality without the requisite technological infrastructure, leading to a direct violation of the constitutional mandate. The 

modern hybrid framework relies heavily on Learning Management Systems (LMS), digital repositories, and virtual 

synchronous interactions; when the State or institutions migrate essential resources—syllabi, lectures, and research 

databases—onto digital platforms, they implicitly redefine the "classroom." If a student is barred from this virtual space 

due to systemic "Digital Exclusion," they suffer a functional exclusion from the right to learn. Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s 

vision of education as a tool for social mobility was predicated on equal opportunity, yet in 2026, if that opportunity is 

hidden behind a digital paywall of high-speed bandwidth and hardware costs, growth becomes exclusive rather than 

inclusive. The Indian judiciary has supported this evolution through landmark rulings like Mohini Jain and Unni 
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Krishnan, which established that the Right to Education is a corollary to the Right to Life, requiring "meaningful" 

implementation. In a world where Faheema Shirin (2019) and Anuradha Bhasin (2020) have recognized internet access as 

a vital tool for exercising fundamental rights, the socio-economic barriers of the digital divide represent a blockage of the 

medium through which education is delivered, thereby violating the right itself.Digital exclusion constitutes a structural 

violation because it creates a "tiered citizenship" in education, where the shift to digital-first models without a "Digital 

New Deal" acts as a modern-day Smriti—a set of unwritten rules determining who achieves a "Global Perspective" and 

who remains anchored to regional limitations. While the National Education Policy (NEP) 2020 advocates for 

technological integration, it frequently assumes universal access, ignoring the reality that for marginalized students, 

mandated digital submissions and online exams without state-provided tools represent a procedural violation of Article 

21A. This analysis necessitates the rejection of the Null Hypothesis (H0) and the acceptance of the Alternate Hypothesis 

(Ha): digital exclusion is indeed a functional violation of the Right to Education. The transition to hybrid pedagogy has 

made digital infrastructure a sine qua non for academic participation; without a laptop and high-speed internet, a student 

in 2026 cannot perform the research required to compete in a globalized market. Consequently, "Access" must be 

redefined from a physical seat in a building to a "Digital Seat" in the global knowledge economy. Failure to provide this 

seat results in a "Substantive Inequality" that violates the Ambedkarite principle of social justice. To fulfill the spirit of 

Article 21A, the State must transition from "Neutral Provision" to "Affirmative Digital Action," treating high-speed 

connectivity as a fundamental utility akin to electricity or water to ensure the digital divide does not remain a permanent 

barrier to inclusive growth. 

VII. Recommendations for Bridging the Digital Divide 

To align the modern educational framework with Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s vision of social justice and inclusive growth, the 

following six recommendations are proposed: 

1. Constitutional Recognition of Digital Access: The State should formally recognize "High-Speed Internet Access" as a 

fundamental corollary to the Right to Education (Article 21A), ensuring that digital infrastructure is treated as a non-

negotiable utility for every student. 

2. Implementation of "Digital Reparations": Launch a targeted subsidy scheme—a "Digital New Deal"—to provide free 

high-specification laptops and unlimited 5G data vouchers specifically for SC/ST, nomadic tribes, and rural students to 

offset historical socio-economic disadvantages. 

3. Establishment of Universal Virtual Viharas: Develop community-based digital learning centres in every Gram 

Panchayat, equipped with stable power backups and high-speed satellite internet, to serve as "Virtual Viharas" or 

knowledge hubs for those lacking domestic infrastructure. 

4. Localized Digital Content and IKS Integration: To break the "Information Hegemony" of English, all digital 

educational resources and AI-driven research databases should be mandated to include robust vernacular interfaces 

(Marathi, Hindi, etc.) and integrate the Indian Knowledge Systems (IKS). 

5. Mandatory Digital Audits for Institutions: Accreditation bodies like NAAC and the BCI should implement mandatory 

"Digital Equity Audits," penalizing institutions that shift to hybrid models without ensuring that their most marginalized 

students have the hardware to participate. 

6. Algorithm Accountability and Inclusion: Tech providers and educational platforms must undergo "Caste-Sensitivity 

Training" for their algorithms to prevent the "Digital Caste Panopticon," ensuring that AI tools do not inadvertently filter 

out or bias against marginalized academic discourse. 

The study confirms that the digital divide is not merely a technological gap but a systemic violation of the Right to 

Education that creates a "Virtual Varna System" in 2026. By rejecting the null hypotheses, the research establishes that 

socio-economic status remains the primary determinant of academic success, effectively paywalling the "Global 

Perspective" of law and society for marginalized communities. To fulfill Dr. B.R. Ambedkar’s dream of a "Prabuddha 

Bharat", the State must move beyond "technological neutralism" and adopt aggressive affirmative digital action. The shift 

from physical to hybrid pedagogy demands a corresponding shift in constitutional interpretation, where "access" is 

defined by bandwidth and hardware rather than just a seat in a classroom. Digital connectivity must be treated as a 

fundamental human right, equivalent to water and electricity, to prevent the institutionalization of a new era of 
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information untouchability. Only through a "Digital New Deal" can we ensure that technology serves as a bridge to 

equality rather than a wall of exclusion. Ultimately, the survival of Indian democracy in the digital age depends on the 

empowerment of the "last person" in the social queue through universal, high-quality digital literacy. The promise of 

inclusive growth remains a mirage until every student, regardless of their caste or creed, holds the digital key to the global 

knowledge economy. 
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