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Circumvention and Social Change:

ICTs and the Discourse of Empowerment

Abstract

This essay draws on ten years of work in south India to develop an interpretation of empowerment based on the concept of circumvention.  In light of the physical and social restrictions placed on many Indian women, a case for the positive impact of information and communication technologies (ICTs) on gender equality is difficult to build.  We show how women professionals use the Internet to circumvent gender codes that govern behavior, particularly those that limit access to social capital. 
INTRODUCTION


This essay examines the social implications of a specific relationship between gender inequity and information and communication technologies (ICTs) under conditions of patrifocality that characterize the Indian subcontinent.  Within the discourse of development, the debate over the benefits of ICTs to the lives and livelihoods of women in less developed countries continues to evade resolution.  ICTs have long been identified as a means to promote development by decreasing the cost and increasing the efficiency of both international and local communication, improving access to information and facilitating international collaboration (Youngs, 2002; Shrum, 2005).  Within the context of the western development paradigm, these technologies are envisioned as heralding a “knowledge society” in which upward mobility and economic power become accessible to all (Drucker, 2001).  In the United States, for example, the number of households with a computer rose from 8% in 1984 to 62% in 2003, with over half (54%) reporting Internet access in the home.  More important for studies of gender, technology, and communication is the reversal of the gender gap in the use of computers that characterized the 1980s and 1990s.  A twenty percent deficit in the home use of computers by women two decades ago had become a two percent advantage by 2001 (U.S. Department of Commerce, 2005).


Implicit in many of these lines of reasoning is the assumption that ICTs will prove similarly beneficial to women in less developed areas, with their dissemination resulting in increasingly egalitarian gender relations (Kelkar & Nathan, 2002).  Such promissory or “elixir” arguments (Davidson et al., 2002) have been viewed as either problematic or pernicious owing to their depiction of the Internet as a universal remedy for developmental woes.  According to alternative “affliction” arguments, little evidence exists supporting the premise that ICTs will radically revise gender relations in the developing world, leaving skeptics asking who the Internet has actually empowered and how relevant is the assumed underlying process (Gajjala & Manidipudi, 1999: 14).


Recent feminist criticisms view information and communications technologies as overrated, ethnocentric in nature and incapable of endorsing western development initiatives or empowering women, once removed from their original contexts (Gajjala, 2003; Gajjala & Manidipudi, 1999).  Even the ability of ICTs to increase the socioeconomic status of highly educated, professional women has been thrown into question (Patel & Parmentier, 2005).  One crucial aspect of this discussion—the concept of “empowerment”—has escaped the critical lens under which western development discourse has frequently been placed.  Empowerment has often been conceptualized in an ethnocentric manner (Parpart, Rai & Staudt, 2002).  We seek to avoid the view of ICTs as beneficial only to the extent that they promote women’s liberation in a western sense, and look instead at the degree to which these technologies allow women to “challeng[e], implicitly or explicitly, the existing hierarchies, social norms and boundaries that control them” (Desai, 2002: 221).  Can ICTs stimulate social change even without any immediate elevation in the social status of women in the developing world?


Two aspects of this analysis may raise concerns regarding what Mohanty (2003) refers to as the ideal type of the Third World woman.  First, despite the ambiguity associated with such a distinction, we conceptualize western-style feminist empowerment as that which builds on the social and political foundation established by Second Wave feminism (Baumgardner and Richards, 2000).  Specifically, empowerment in the western sense entails the institutionalization of female labor force participation, the recognition of women as entities legally separate from husbands and fathers, and the abolition of socially prescribed limitations on women’s mobility.  This differs from the empowerment accessible to women in less developed countries in terms of both legal assurance and social acceptance.  Although strategic essentialism, temporary acceptance of essentialist positions for the purpose of social action, has been touted as one way to cultivate solidarity in the women’s movement (Spivak, 1993), we do not feel this strategy to be appropriate.  Rather, we distinguish between western and non-western empowerment to acknowledge that empowerment is shaped and constrained by existing power relations (Parpart, Rai & Staudt, 2002: 4), including the unequal balance of power between western women and women in less developed and family-oriented locations.  In this sense, an essentialized definition of “empowerment” would ignore the fundamental differences between the lives of Indian women and western women and ultimately work to further feminist agendas that mainly benefit the latter group.  Second, when speaking of the social context of our study, we often refer to the social and physical limitations faced by our respondents as characteristic of limitations faced by Indian women as a group.  Our goal here is not to essentialize the lives and experiences of all Indian women regardless of caste, class, or geographic location.  Rather, we aim to provide a comparison of the general differences found between the lives of women and India and those of women in western countries in the context of development theory and practice. 


In this essay we examine the social consequences of ICTs introduced under the particular set of social structural conditions that characterize the Indian subcontinent (Palackal et al., 2006) to engage arguments on gender and empowerment in a developing context.  Rather than take the form of an empirical study in and of itself, this work draws on experience gained during 10 years of research in south India to present a theoretical interpretation of the impact of these technologies on local practices of gender stratification.  For illustrative purposes, we utilize qualitative interviews with professional
 scientists in Kerala, India
, to show how Indian women scientists use the Internet to circumvent gender codes that govern behavior and limit access to social capital.  We focus on scientists for two reasons.  First, scientists were central to the development of the Internet in the United States (Abbate, 2000), and we predict that social changes stimulated by ICT use will be first experienced and demonstrated among this group.  Second, female scientists, as members of the social and professional elite in developing areas, are likely to use ICTs more extensively than other citizens in these locales.  In this context, we argue for a conceptual revision in the concept of empowerment and propose that current developments herald the beginning of social changes with long-term gender effects, but express reservations concerning the likelihood that these changes will soon lead to gender equality of the western variety.  We address the significance of this use of ICTs for the discourse on women and development, allowing a conceptualization of the benefits of ICTs in a manner consistent with the current Indian social context.


Our analysis of gender and technology focuses specifically on social changes in the career constraints for women professionals in developing areas.  We address a central question regarding the impact of information and communication technology: Are we witnessing the onset of social changes empowering women?  We focus on ICT use by professional scientists in Kerala, India, to investigate how access to and use of these technologies could be helping female professionals circumvent social codes that limit professional and physical mobility.  We begin by reviewing the literature on women, technology and development.  Next, we examine the Indian structural context as well as previous research on female scientists in India.  Following a brief discussion of context and methodology, we present our circumvention argument as it applies to the Internet.  Finally, we discuss the implications of this social change for development discourse and its implications for women throughout the developing world.

WOMEN, TECHNOLOGY AND DEVELOPMENT 


Are information and communication technologies improving the lives of women in the developing world?  Since western development and feminist discourse often depict developing world cultures as misogynistic—and women in less developed countries as in desperate need of liberation—this question, rather than the innovations it calls to task, may seem misinformed (Gajjala, 2004; Gajjala & Manidipudi, 1999).  However, the historically precarious relationship between women and technology, within which innovations purported to improve the lives of women often function in the opposite manner (Wajcman 1995, 2004), does call attention to the need for a critical examination of current technological development initiatives.  Much recent work on the subject remains highly skeptical of the benefits of western technologies to developing world women, questioning their relevance as well as the ethnocentric nature of their proposed functions (Gajjala, 2003; Gajjala & Manidipudi, 1999; Patel and Parmentier 2005).  In the following section, we examine one variant among these perspectives, arguing that western technological development programs may be capable of positive interventions in the quality of women’s lives when they are appropriately sensitive to local context.  We begin by briefly addressing the feminist assessment of western technologies as inherently masculine and inimical to the goals of gender-centered development.  Next, we review the feminist critique of technological development initiatives as inconsistent with the lives of many of the women they aim to help. 


The dominant discourse for much of the twentieth century portrays technology transfer as a concrete, objective and neutral process, useful for social and economic development (Jones, 1971; Rostow, 1960).  In recent years, however, feminist writers including Keller (1995), Morgall (1993), and Wajcman (1991, 1995, 2004), reacting to the traditional view of technology as inherently neutral and value free, have argued that all technologies are shaped by existing social relations.  Many feminist assessments in this area argue that certain technologies function to maintain the disadvantaged position of  women: “how we use technologies(whether a particular technology brings benefits or burdens, and to whom(is very much influenced by who we are: what gender, class, and race we are and where we live” (Kirkup & Keller, 1992: 1).  In an attempt to rectify the traditional position, these feminist thinkers have argued for the placement of current as well as past technologies within their historical and social contexts.  By re-locating and re-contextualizing artifacts, practices, and use, such perspectives clarify the ways in which certain technologies promote and maintain western capitalist and patriarchal structures, often to the disadvantage of women, minorities, and developing world cultures (Mies, 1986).


It is in this sense, Harding argues, that science and technology development initiatives are actually functioning in a manner consistent with their construction when their adoption undermines the traditional positions of developing world women in their respective societies (1991, 1995).  While this result is not the direct intent of technological development, it is difficult to avoid, since progress in a biased society can be biased in orientation, though this bias does not occur in a deterministic or uniform manner.  Technology driven development policies will continue to undermine the status of women in less developed countries until they are able to take an active role in the adoption and reshaping of such innovations.  Since technologies are often adopted for uses unintended by developers, their social significance is variable (Fischer 1988; Wajcman 1995, 2004).  Similarly, social action has also proven effective in shifting the cultural implications of some technologies (Wajcman, 2004)
, for “at each stage the social meaning of technology is being constructed and reconstructed” (Morgall, 1993: 97-98).  When viewed in conjunction with feminist perspectives on development, this theory of technological construction and change becomes increasingly applicable to the situation of women in the developing world.  


Within the recent body of feminist development theory, two themes stand out: the ethnocentric nature of western development discourse and the irrelevance of western technologies to the lives of developing world women.  Ethnocentrism applies when development discourse—even that of a purportedly feminist nature—constructs developing world women as clueless victims in dire need of western enlightenment (Gajjala, 2003).  Escobar (1995) maintains that much of this work fails to recognize that gender stratification in developing world cultures merely takes a different form than in the west and is not necessarily more harmful or stringent.  These gross misconceptions can prove especially harmful to women in less developed areas in that they affect the form and content of development strategies.  These in turn can actually undermine the positions traditionally occupied by women in developing world cultures (Harding, 1991; 1995).  As Marcelle (2004) asserts, the failure of ICT-driven development policy with regard to women often stems from a fundamental inconsistencies between theoretical goals of gender equality and practical applications that fail to include women.


The issue of the relevance of western technologies transferred from their original contexts is perhaps the most intriguing criticism of development theory.  Applied to ICTs, this line of argument questions their allegedly positive impact on the lives of women in the developing world when innovations themselves are “saddled with colonial baggage (Gajjala and Mamidpudi, 1999).”  Even Kelkar and Nathan’s (2002) overly optimistic assessment, based on the premise that ICTs will fundamentally shift the distinction between heavy and light (male and female) labor, shows that the diffusion of these technologies among engineers in India has thus far had limited success increasing gender equality in the labor force.  Patel and Parmentier (2005), however, maintain that these innovations have adapted to the existing social structure and now effectively function within the parameters of traditional gender roles curbing the participation of women in the information economy.


The difficulty with many of these feminist and developmental critiques, even in the well-examined context of India, is their lack of systematic evidence.  Although examples conjure a glum image of the future for Indian women professionals, the widespread adoption of the Internet may be changing their lives in ways not readily apparent to the uninitiated and not adequately characterized by the notion of empowerment, or its absence.  When the concept is reexamined outside the western context, we can reappraise the manner in which the Internet has impacted the social resource acquisition capabilities of women professionals.  Harcourt and Escobar refer to this sort of sensitivity as part of the larger discourse of the politics of place, which “…allows us to talk about women's forms of place-based politics without reducing them to any overarching global logic, but seeing them in their own right and in terms of the translocal effects they may generate through networking and shifts of scale” (2005, 6).  Keeping this framework in mind, we next discuss Indian social organization and the corresponding position occupied by Indian women within a context best described in terms of patrifocality.  Following a review of previous research on gender differences in career attainment among Indian scientists, we introduce new evidence of social change.

THE PATRIFOCAL SOCIAL ORDER


Gender stratification in Indian society is more stringent than in the western world, but it is also organized in a different manner, since the western ontology of individualism does not exist in the Indian social context.  Rather, the prevailing ideology is one of family orientation within which, according to Abraham (2000), the dominant image of women reifies fertility and subordinate status to males.  These images crosscut divisions of class, religion, and caste to define women in terms of their male relatives, to whom they are expected to sacrifice their individual identities.
  Individual interests are overshadowed by the collective interest of the extended family, generally meaning the interests of male family members.


This family orientation is merely symptomatic of the overarching social structure that characterizes India.  Differing from western patriarchy
 in that it does not imply universal male dominance
, patrifocality has been characterized by Gupta and Sharma as:

subordination of individual interests to the welfare of the family; gender-differentiated family roles with females being associated with the ‘private’ sphere; gender differentiated family authority structure (with authority of same-generational males over socially equivalent females, such as husbands over wives, brothers over sisters); family control of marriage arrangements; patrilineal descent, inheritance, and succession; patrifocal residence, with daughters shifting allegiance to husband’s family after marriage; and an ideology of ‘appropriate’ female behaviour that emphasizes chastity, obedience, and modesty (2002, 902).

Like patriarchy, patrifocality cannot be denoted by a specific set of static characteristics, but is centrally concerned with female sexual purity and family responsibility (Chanana, 2001; Derne, 1994).  Within this context, women are prohibited from having prolonged contact with unrelated men, engaging in travel without a proper male escort, exercising authority in household decisions, or maintaining a residence separate from their families (Chakravarthy, 1986; Mukhopadhyay & Seymour, 1994; Subrahmanyan, 1998).  According to some authors, Indian women, particularly those with higher levels of education, have recently experienced greater freedoms, including participation in family planning decisions (Riessman, 2000), financial decisions (Shukla, 1987), and the gendered division of household labor (Ramu, 1987; Rout et al., 1999).  


Despite these social gains, Indian women are still subject to severe limitations on their physical and social mobility.  The analysis here focuses on women scientists because we regard professional women in India as a harbinger of the future, not because social gains automatically trickle downward to lower caste and class.  Rather, it is simply unlikely that gains involving new ICTs would be first indicated by groups with few resources and low rates of adoption and use.  Scientists and engineers played an important role in the early development of the Internet in the U.S. (Abbate, 2000) and we feel that women scientists might be early indicators of ICT-related change.  At present, however, there is little question regarding the lower status of women scientists.  In their study of 82 female faculty members at elite Indian science and technology institutes, Gupta and Sharma (2002) found respondents experienced conflict between gender and profession in three ways.  First, women scientists felt they must work twice as hard as their male counterparts to prove their competence.  Second, women lacked informal interaction and broad social networks given the physical and social distance they are required to maintain from unrelated men.  Third, women experienced pressure to maintain gender roles while assuming professional roles, including the assumption of submissive roles toward male colleagues and allowing family interest to trump career concerns.


Our account of patrifocality stresses female purity and family responsibility, values that imply prohibitions on certain forms of contact with unrelated men, individual travel, and separate residences.  These prohibitions have significant impacts on individual attainment for women, given the importance of networking and social contact to the development of professional careers.  Key to this assessment is that ICTs, at least in theory, should allow women the opportunity to overcome professional isolation and network limitations resulting from patrifocal limitations on mobility.  Empirical evidence of the problem in the pre-Internet era is provided by an analysis of data on 294 professional scientists in Africa and India by Campion and Shrum (2004).   They directly address the question: Why do women in the developing world have more difficulty pursuing scientific careers than their male colleagues?  Through the analysis of gender differences in educational and personal backgrounds, research productivity, professional activities, organizational resources, and professional networks, as well as the consequences of these differences, they argued that gender inequality results from a lack of social capital rather than material resources.  In comparison to their male colleagues, female scientists were more likely to be trained locally, had lower rates of work related travel and more locally oriented professional networks
.  Overall, the networks of male scientists were found to have broader range than those of their female counterparts.


This evidence of the professional limitations imposed by patrifocality was based on data gathered in 1994, when connections to the Internet were still extremely rare in India.  A follow- up was conducted in 2000 in the vicinity of the capitol of Kerala, with data collection continuing to the present.  This analysis showed that the diffusion of ICTs
 has facilitated the careers of female researchers: women scientists dramatically increased their use of new information and communication technologies both at work and at home (Miller et al., 2006).  In the next section, we briefly discuss our south Asian research setting and methodological approach.

KERALA CONTEXT


Located on the southwest coast of the Indian subcontinent, the state of Kerala has continued to draw considerable attention on both local and foreign levels due to its unique political and socio-cultural history: the first elected Communist government in the world and matrilineal kinship organization among the Nayar caste.  More recently, however, the state has attracted interest on the basis of its paradoxical pattern of growth, often referred to as the “Kerala Model of Development,” characterized by significant improvements in quality of life despite low degrees of economic growth and industrialization (Franke & Chasin, 1994; George, 1993; Oommen, 1992, 1999; Ramachandran, 1996, 2000; Shrum & Iyer, 2000).  


Since the status of women is the most significant aspect of Kerala culture for our analysis, it is important to note two opposing depictions in the literature.  Owing to the tradition of female education and property ownership among some of Kerala’s upper castes, the state has gained a reputation for a high degree of gender equality among Indian states.  Kerala possesses a gamut of impressive social statistics including almost total female literacy and a female to male ratio (1.04:1) mirroring that of the west (Parayil, 1996).  Yet recent investigation of the matrilineal kinship organization of the Nayar caste revealed that these practices did not translate into increased social or economic power
 (Renjini, 2000).  In the contemporary context of the growing incidence of crimes against women, coupled with rising rates of suicide and mental illness, serious doubts have arisen regarding the widely publicized high status of women in Kerala as measured by these conventional indicators (Eapen & Kodoth, 2002).  However, it is important to note that within Indian feminist literature, the concept of ‘status’ itself has been criticized as failing to recognize the unequal relations of power between men and women in a society that situates women in an inferior position inside and outside the private sphere (Saradamoni, 1994).


Our conclusions below are based the following sources.  First, we draw on the two aforementioned quantitative surveys (1994, 2000) conducted using sample population of Indian professional scientists.  Second, we conducted approximately 100 face-to-face interviews with professional scientists in Kerala, including those employed in both academic and government research sectors.  Third, in the summer of 2005, we conducted videotaped interviews to obtain greater detail on themes that were first explored in the earlier interviews.  These interviews were conducted with three distinct groups: 1) professional scientists (some of whom were included in the original sample, 2) professional social scientists who are also our Indian collaborators on this project, and 3) young women who had recently graduated from high school.  Finally, we have drawn from our own experiences of international scientific collaboration, that is, our professional and social interactions with Indian colleagues.  In the remainder of this section we provide more detail on our data sources, including previous findings on gender differences.


The project began with conventional survey-based interviews in 1994, with a second wave in 2000, and a third wave that is now being cleaned and coded.  While the first survey was a social network study of scientific communication patterns, the studies since 2000 were formulated to gauge the impact of new ICTs on the social and professional networks and productivity of scientists in less developed countries.  Implicit throughout this investigation was the objective of locating gender differences in terms of network composition, ICT use, and productivity.  On the basis of the first wave of this survey, Campion and Shrum (2004) argue that greater localism in social networks, educational experience, and research opportunities by women significantly curb their productivity and professional attainment.  However, this analysis suggested a great many other questions, particularly in regard to our female respondents from Kerala.  We felt certain at this point that quantitative surveys alone could not sufficiently assess the key elements of gender relations, specifically those previously prohibited by social custom but now made possible by ICT use.  


In 2003 we began conducting face-to-face audiotaped interviews in Kerala with professional scientists, including those employed in both academic and government research sectors.  By the end of 2005, we had completed approximately 100 of these qualitative interviews.  Our informants represent a variety of fields, within four university faculties and research institutes that focus on areas related to agriculture, environment, and natural resource management near Thiruvananthapuram, the capital.  These interviews intensively examined use of ICTs, the size and distribution of interpersonal networks, and other personal and professional characteristics, including gender relationships and constraints.  Indeed, the analysis of these qualitative interviews conducted by Palackal et al. (2006) reveals a trend that was not apparent in earlier analyses of quantitative data.  Although women were found to possess unchanged degrees of educational and research localism, their professional networks were found to be less locally oriented than those of their male colleagues. 


In light of the apparent contradiction between the quantitative and qualitative analyses, we conducted videotaped interviews with some of the respondents during the summer of 2005.  We included several of our Indian colleagues and a group of girls who had recently graduated from high school.  Of the professional scientists, we sought to elaborate on their use of ICTs as well as the opportunities to network outside the local context made possible by these innovations.  We also requested additional information on the types of gender inequality that affect them personally and professionally.  Similarly, our Indian colleagues provided us extensive background on the Kerala social context as well as first hand accounts of the types of gender discrimination faced by modern Indian women.  The college bound women in this sample provided the unique perspective of young women who have grown up with access to these technologies and the particular benefits derived from their use.  Our own experience in a long term international collaboration has also provided an opportunity to reflect on the experiences of our female colleagues in Kerala, as contrasted with those of professional women in the west.

CIRCUMVENTION AND PATRIFOCALITY


Traditionally, technological development programs have taken what Harding (1995) labels the “just add women and stir” approach: ICTs were expected to prove uniformly beneficial to all developing world women by inciting western style social change.  Harcourt (2005), however, maintains that doctrines promoting a western knowledge base as the foundation of modern transformative politics are increasingly being called into question in favor of those that account for place as well as the fluidity of power relations.  Due to fundamental differences between the lives of women in South Asia and those in the west, the concept of circumvention may be preferable to the kinds of social change that are cultivated through ICTs than the western discourse of equality.  

At the present time, to speak of “equality” between the sexes in India is to speak of a castle in the sky.  Although it is a popular subject for much western feminist discourse, it is simply too remote from entrenched social values and practices to be feasible
.  Indian women occupy a much lower position on the social ladder than do their western counterparts.  Apart from a few celebrated cases they are generally hesitant to engage in a struggle for equal rights, view western feminists as hating men, and often understand feminism as a fight to assert female dominance over men.  In the words of one female colleague, “Feminists want to be better than men and that is not part of our custom.”  While no wage gap exists between professional men and women in India, women’s labor outside the home is not accorded the same significance as that of men.  Although the same can be said of the social value attributed to women’s work in many western countries, the difference is that this practice is largely unchallenged in India.  An important point of reference is the perceived conjunction of western feminism and social problems with family structures in which women do not maintain domestic order.  There is no general desire among Indian women professionals to mimic western patterns and some of our interviewees were overtly skeptical of how feminism has benefited western women.  Equally important, most of the women with whom we spoke were compliant with the restrictions to which they were subject.  One female colleague went so far as to state: “We like the restrictions.  We want them.  Sometimes we think they are kind of silly, but our society needs them.”

In this sense, the discourse of equality and empowerment is a balancing act between normative judgment and analytical power and, as such, must be conceptualized in a manner that neither recalls radical feminism nor reifies patrifocality.  Our discussion of patrifocal social structure and its difference from western patriarchy implies difficulties within the Kerala social context.  For us, the use of the concept of empowerment is problematized by two characteristics of patrifocality: (1) domestic responsibilities and (2) limited mobility. 


“In Kerala we say that a lady has ‘cultural limitations’ when we speak of these gender restrictions,” a female colleague informed us.  Indeed, many women mentioned ‘cultural limitations’ or ‘restrictions’ when the topic of limited mobility or family obligations was introduced and this is borne out by our quantitative studies.  At their most routine, cultural limitations closely resemble the gender division of labor in the United States preceding the second wave feminist movement.  The archetype of the happy, modern-yet-traditional housewife saturates Indian media (Chanda, 2005).  Western images of gender roles often value equal participation regardless of the underlying division of labor.  This is uncommon in the Indian context, where women shoulder the majority of household and child rearing responsibilities without envisioning an alternative.  Professional women in our study face a substantial second shift of domestic labor upon returning home from work, often putting their careers on hold when family demands increase.  These role relationships were characterized by a female colleague: “Both [husband and wife] come back from work at the same time.  Man will sit on the couch and read the newspaper and ask for tea.  Women will straight away go to the kitchen and make supper, feed the children.  Same job, same earnings, same everything.  Only difference is husband and wife.”  Similarly, one human ecology professor described her case as follows: “Like my Ph.D., I took almost seven years to complete it.  Actually, most of the time I had to do my housework also, combine both the roles.”  Another university scientist revealed, “I didn’t have any problems in the academic field.  My problem was in the house.”  


Our own colleagues—both men and women—have frequently said that women are indoctrinated from a young age with the belief that they should receive an education and pursue a career in order to assist their husband and ensure that they not become a burden in the event that their marriage fails.  A professional life, however, is not something to which they feel entitled.  For these reasons, many of the purported benefits of ICTs do not translate into the Indian social context.  For example, telecommuting is a common way for western women to reconcile professional and domestic roles.  Indeed, Hylmo (2004) found that female telecommuters in her study were quite capable of delimiting work time from family time while working from home.  In India, however, the household burden of married women is much more extensive than in the west and finding reliable domestic help is difficult.  Even though the technological infrastructure necessary for telecommuting now exists in Kerala, ICTs have not been adopted for this use.  Since female professional earnings are seen as an asset rather than a necessity, many women feel conflicted about engaging in professional labor while physically located in their residence.  As one university scientist articulated, “We cannot sit and do our work when there is something to be done in the kitchen.  It’s subconscious.”


Family obligations often function to restrict the lives of women, but social constraints on mobility prove even more confining.  As one unmarried female colleague stated, “Believe it or not, society restricts us much more than our parents.” These restrictions on mobility were rooted in the overarching social concern with appropriate female behavior that affects the lives of both married and unmarried women.  As one female Head of Department described her situation: “We cannot move out freely after the household chores. My husband is not the kind who is supportive...My husband is very orthodox. He would get irritated with studying after marriage.”  This statement is characteristic of roughly half of our respondents.  The other half reported that their husbands were “good”, meaning that they would assist with the household labor and support their wives’ choices to pursue careers.  Implicit in all respondents’ assessments of mobility restrictions, however, was the premise that decisions of mobility were not autonomously reached, but contingent upon a husband’s approval. 

In one reported case, a scientific project was considering a move from formal quarters in a university setting to a less expensive base in the home of a faculty member, recently married, with a young child.  While the individual was a respected community figure known for his impeccable character, his wife was employed and was not typically home during the day.  Thus, the domestic setting was problematic for an unmarried female worker: marital prospects could be impaired if she was seen to be working in the home of a man whose wife was not present.  However, in this instance, one of the female researchers was able to work independently from her home computer.  Research continued much in the same way, but inappropriate contact and neglect of family responsibilities were avoided.


Throughout the past decade, our research in Kerala has allowed us to witness the development and manifestation of this latent social change caused by the diffusion of ICTs.  A survey we conducted in 2000, six years after our original, showed that mobility restrictions faced by female respondents remained about the same.  But qualitative interviews revealed a change in the awareness of resources previously beyond their reach.  Despite the fact that the local orientation of their careers persisted in terms of both educational and job-related travel, they had begun to speak of more foreign contacts, foreign journals and international research opportunities in which they would like to participate.  By themselves, these findings evidence a social shift.  At the same time, we begin to notice something even more intriguing, as Kerala families, with their near obsessive concern with education, began to acquire dialup Internet connections at home.  As in the western context, children and adolescents were often the motivation for the adoption of this new technology, either through their direct demands or through the perceived value of the Internet for their educational attainments.  Regardless of the reason, women’s domestic responsibilities were suddenly advantageous: their time caring for the children at home translated into a learning environment for the Internet—indeed, many told us explicitly that their initial experience and much of their learning curve was due to their use at home, with their children.  According to one university scientist, “we have [an Internet connection ] in our department since about a year [but using the Internet] was difficult as I do not know typing. When I do something when I try to open or close a window if something happens I would get stuck.  My daughter would help me.”

Ultimately, our data show that the most profound change for women since the mid 1990s is their heightened awareness of international professional contacts and opportunities.  In our qualitative interviews, women mentioned more foreign colleagues than their male counterparts and took great joy in discussing these relationships.  Due to domestic responsibilities and mobility restrictions characteristic of the patrifocal social context, valuable professional resources were often beyond the reach of our female respondents in the pre-Internet era.  Women simply lacked opportunity to gain exposure to foreign professionals, who seldom conduct research in tech-poor developing nations, and foreign journals, which are often unaffordable to those outside western nations.   In this sense, the diffusion of Internet access seems to have provided women with a means of circumventing these restrictions.  One academic scientist described the impact of increased Internet connectivity at her university on her level of contact with foreign professionals in the following manner, “[My] contact has become a lot, really, otherwise contact was very less.  Even when I go for training there also I get some help.  Otherwise we [did] not communicate.  We are ladies, you know, [we use] either phone or email.”  This statement, characteristic of those of many of our female respondents, indicates the utility of ICTs to professional women in the Kerala social context.  Although many female scientists spoke extensively of such email-based relationships with foreign contacts, we cannot deduce on the basis of qualitative data alone whether they actually have more international contacts than men, or simply attach greater value and meaning to the contacts that they do experience.  Our second wave survey data indicate that social networks were still more limited for women, but it was collected in 2000, and change may have occurred between that time and the period in which our qualitative interviews were conducted.  


What bears emphasis is that there remain rigid restrictions on physical mobility for women as well as interactions between men and women.  These social limitations produce a state of affairs in which the women professionals in our study value international contacts highly, both in terms of their existence and their style of interaction.  When limits on physical mobility are strictly enforced, opportunities to create and maintain professional ties that are facilitated by new ICTs represent a circumvention of constraints: an avoidance of restrictions but not a violation of norms.  Simply put, social prohibitions on Internet use do not parallel mobility norms that constrain women in physical space.  They are not prevented from contacting men and their purity is not impugned by conversing with men over the Internet in an unsupervised fashion.  Nor are temporal restrictions (e.g., sending emails from home at night) relevant to the conduct of interpersonal relations.  The ability to bypass spatial and temporal constraints that are conventionally enforced by both male and female family members and internalized by women themselves, is what we mean by “circumvention.” 


Our personal experiences conducting research in Kerala also lend support to this finding of ICT-driven circumvention.  Although the majority of our Indian colleagues are female, the attendees of our project dinners and excursions are often disproportionately male.  During a recent trip to Kerala, one female associate was in the process of getting engaged.  This state of affairs prevented her from attending a project banquet on the rooftop of a centrally located hotel with two dozen persons present.  In this case, the restriction was imposed out of concern that her fiancé or a member of his family might telephone while she was out of the house.  An unmarried woman’s absence from the home after dark, together with the explanation that she was mingling with male and female colleagues at a hotel restaurant would raise questions about her virtue.  She had no choice but to decline the invitation.  Despite mobility restrictions such as these, during her time as a project associate she was a highly productive member of our research team.  Through email, she was able to communicate, collaborate, and build close working relationships with the same foreign and male colleagues with whom social custom prevented physical interaction after dark during this crucial pre-engagement period.  No familial concern was ever raised about her professional interactions with men outside the family sphere and outside the local context, given that they occurred in a prescribed manner.


The question is whether this circumvention—clearly a social shift in and of itself—heralds a relaxation of constraints on bodily mobility and a time when women are allowed to move freely?  If this is true we would expect that women might be more likely than in the pre-Internet era to travel outside the home.  Our survey results show, however, that in 2000 women were actually less likely to go abroad for higher education and spend fewer days traveling outside their organization than in 1994.  Since this pattern also holds for men, and for respondents in other settings,
 it is probably not the result of increased restrictions on women, but could be the result of the Internet itself.  Tasks that previously required face-to-face interaction may be conducted electronically.  Resource constraints are viewed as controllable through efficient Internet use.  Interaction through ICTs would then be substituting for face-to-face meetings, site visits, and conventional forms of scientific interaction.  It should be noted that we have no direct evidence of this kind of substitution—indeed, it was not reported in our qualitative interviews.  However, the reported use of the Internet among women is a clear sign of circumvention through international professional networking and a greater awareness of conferences and workshops.


In short, women are using the Internet to circumvent restrictions on mobility and interaction with men.  This does not violate patrifocal norms, which are generally nonexistent or undeveloped regarding appropriate online behavior of women professionals.  Such proscriptive norms could emerge but we do not foresee this: freedoms are easier to prevent than to take away.  Our results might be conservatively interpreted as the beginnings of an implicit challenge to the social norms and boundaries that have traditionally restricted the mobility of Indian women.  Further, this challenge is not a conscious move on the part of our respondents, many of whom are equal participants in the patrifocal authority structure and view it as necessary to maintain the integrity of their family system.


Married, professional women possess this mindset as a result of socialized concerns for familial well being (Rajan, 2004).  In contrast, the teenage years often serve as the socially sanctioned time in which rebellion against restrictions is acceptable.  During our formal and informal interactions with respondents, colleagues and friends, we noticed that these women experience a gradual buy-in to patrifocality.  Female scientists were hesitant to acknowledge the existence of gender stratification or its impact on their careers.  When they did speak of such occurrences, they did so in a “matter of fact” manner without many expressions of discontent.  These women were all married, with a median age of about forty years.  Our female colleagues, graduate-level sociologists who conduct interviews, were generally around twenty-three years old, approaching marriageable age.  This group gave us a slightly different response when quizzed about restrictions.  Although willing to admit that restrictions impacted their lives, they maintained that society needs these regulations.


In contrast, the group of college-bound, eighteen year old girls we interviewed were extremely vocal about their discontent with gender stratification in Kerala.  One revealed that the “problem with the boys in our society is they think they are superior to us in all ways.  And we feel that we are inferior to them because we are brought up in that kind of a society.”  These young women also expressed the desire for social change stating: “We want to be free, independent, but they won’t let us.”  Since this is the group that (1) encountered the Internet during their formative years, and (2) will soon be positioned to negotiate social changes, it is important to follow their development.  What seems clear among the younger generation is that we are already witnessing fundamental shifts in the practice of arranging marriages
.  In the mid-twentieth century, Gist (1953) observed that the trend of placing matrimonial advertisements in newspapers provided increased choice of potential marriage partners.  Currently, young people interact on the Interact with prospective partners that may be ‘introduced’—often deceptively—to their parents, who then take the lead in arranging a marriage consistent with south Indian social practice.  Much like the Internet dating services found in western countries, Indian matrimony and matchmaking websites feature compatibility tests, personality profiles, and live chatting.  In the remaining section, we discuss the manner in which circumvention addresses previous critiques of western development discourse and the social changes that might result.

A CIRCUMVENTION INTERPRETATION OF EMPOWERMENT


Within feminist development discourse, western technological initiatives have recently come under fire for failing to recognize the complexities of gender relations throughout the developing world (Gajjala, 2003; Gajjala & Manidipudi, 1999).  At the heart of these critiques is the charge that the expected benefits of ICT diffusion, gender equality and women’s empowerment have been conceptualized in a manner inconsistent with many developing world contexts (Desai, 2002; Parpart, Rai & Staudt, 2002).  Further, some view ICTs as inherently masculine technologies that will merely adapt to local forms of gender stratification (Patel & Parmentier, 2005).  In response to these criticisms, we argue for a circumvention interpretation of ICT-related social change, in which restrictions are avoided without violating social practices.  Women professionals in Kerala, India, exemplify this pattern through their use of ICTs to imagine and enact a social world in which women can engage in global interactions with their colleagues, including male colleagues. 


This theory is based on qualitative evidence suggesting that even though female scientists have maintained an unchanged degree of educational and professional localism over the past decade, they now see more advantage to international contacts than do their male colleagues.  This period (1994-2005), coincided with the diffusion of ICTs in Kerala, and women seem to be establishing and maintaining many of these ties through Internet use.  Whether this is simply a period of excitement and discovery that will disappear with time, we cannot say.  But we maintain that ICTs are allowing women to negotiate restrictions on their mobility and access professional resources previously out of reach.  Implicit in this line of reasoning is an understanding of, rather than an acquiescence to, the patrifocal structure characteristic of the Indian subcontinent as well as a reconceptualization of empowerment.  


Gender equality, as defined in western discourse, is an unattainable goal in the near future within an Indian social context.  It involves imaginings not shared by the majority of our female informants.  Due to the internalized nature of gender stratification, the achievement of true equality will require much more than the implementation of information and communication technologies whose short term consequences are more obvious than their long term effects.  “Empowerment” as both conceptual and linguistic strategy is a problematic way in which to view this social change, for it implies acting upon powerless, victimized women and denies agency.  Conversely, circumvention acknowledges those whose lives stand to benefit from these technologies and reflects Wajcman’s (2004) theory of the social reconstruction of technologies.  


Circumvention does not necessitate equality, but it does undermine an oppressive power structure.  In this sense, the continued use of ICTs by female scientists to network outside of their local context could actually serve to gradually chip away at the power structure that restricts their lives.  Recent data, collected in 2005, suggest that there has been an increase in the physical mobility of women relative to our 2000 survey and relative to men.
  While it is too early to celebrate such a reversal, it may be that that current circumvention practices will lead to future relaxed constraints on physical mobility for Indian women professionals.  As they continue to use the Internet to cultivate ties with foreign contacts more doors will open and more international opportunities will become available.  Family responsibilities and mobility restrictions may prevent them from taking advantage of every chance that presents itself, but they will come to possess a heightened awareness of the world around them.


Given the importance of children and youth for Internet adoption, as well as the observed tendency of teenage girls to rebel against cultural limitations, it is critically important to determine whether the cohort now reaching maturity with extensive Internet experience will be the engine for further change.  That is, will age of exposure to ICTs have an impact based on familiarity with Internet-based practices of association and lead to demands for other sorts of changes?  These age-related views on gender stratification open up new questions.  If Indian women currently exhibit an increasing commitment to patrifocality as they age, how will the exposure of younger cohorts to ICTs shift their experience of career?  Will it enhance opportunities such that family constraints become more flexible?  Will the use of these technologies to circumvent restrictions on physical mobility affect the degree to which patrifocal views are eventually accepted or rejected?  Although we cannot answer these questions, future research should focus on whether new cohorts of women exposed to ICTs continue to circumvent restrictions on mobility or move beyond this practice to directly challenge patrifocality.  Internet technologies have proved invaluable to countless individuals in diverse ways and we should continue to conceptualize the benefits of ICTs in a manner that does not lose sight of this diversity.
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� By “professional,” we mean highly educated individuals holding white collar occupations that allow relatively high control over work conditions.


� Project interviews with male and female scientists were conducted in 2003-2004.  Additional interviews were conducted in Kerala during the summer of 2005 with professional sociologists and college-bound, high school graduates.  These were used to supplement our existing data in regard to the discussion on women’s buy-in to patrifocality and life course.


� Wajcman (2004) points to the wide scale adoption of the microwave, a product originally developed for and marketed to single men, by housewives.  In the case of this innovation, its unintended use resulted in a change in appearance as well as a change in its location in department stores.  Likewise, social action spearheaded by the women’s health movement effectively shifted the social construction of pap smear technology from a deskilled, feminized field to a legitimate branch of cytological screening. 


� This applies even in locations such as Kerala among castes that are explicitly matriarchal (Renjini, 2000).


� This is not to imply that western patriarchy does not exist in the Indian context.  As Harcourt and Escobar (2005) maintain, the form of western patriarchy varies from place to place but is an omnipresent force, resulting in unequal power relations between women and men, among women and among men.  Some view the very nature of the exploitative relationships between western and developing nations is reflective of western patriarchy.


	� While the behavior of all women living in patrifocal structures is significantly controlled by male family members, high-ranking women such as mothers-in-law also exercise authority over younger women.





� Gender differences in professional communication networks should be viewed in light of the more general finding that scientific networks in the developing world are always predominantly local (Shrum and Campion, 2000).


� The improvement of Internet connectivity in Kerala in the decade since Campion and Shrum’s (2004) initial assessment of gender and science is shown in work by Sooryamoorthy and Shrum, (2003) and Ynalvez et al. (2005).


� Although Nayar women legally controlled all property belonging to the tarawad, or household, its management was undertaken by the karanavan, the most senior males in the kin group.  Similarly, while husbands of Nayar women maintained separate residence from their wives and children and held virtually no authority over them, the karanavan exercised total authority over all in the tarawad.  In this sense, Nayar women were actually subject to the same system of patrifocality as women in other land owning castes and were expected to obey the tarawad for the good of the kin group as a whole.


� In making this assertion, our intent is not to undermine the social and legal ground gained through decades of feminist activism in India.  We do maintain, however, that Indian women will not come to possess the degree of gender equality found in western countries in the foreseeable future.  As Derne (1994) and Chanana (2002) maintain, even in modern India, patrifocal concerns over protecting women’s sexuality effectively allow men to control the behavior of related women.


� Unpublished analysis.


� Comparative research sites are located in Ghana and Kenya.


� Although arranged marriages are still the norm throughout India, it is important to note that none of our colleagues, friends, or respondents spoke of being forced into marrying against their will.  Rather, they informed us that marriages are arranged in the sense that family members select suitable candidates and make introductions.  Both the potential bride and groom, however, are generally free to reject perspective partners.  “Love marriages” can also receive familial approval as long as the match is appropriate in terms of class, caste, and religion.


� We caution that this is an early finding, based on data that have not yet been subject to checking and cleaning.
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