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Abstract 

By some estimates, there are over 150 rural PC kiosk projects in India, reaching approximately 10,000 rural villages across the country.  Efforts like this to apply information and communication technologies to rural development are almost always led by urban technologists, who have preconceptions about villagers and their aspirations.  In some cases, the urban-rural cultural differences are further augmented by transnational differences, as multinational corporations, headquartered in other countries, seek to address markets elsewhere.  

We discuss a few myths frequently believed by wealthier city-dwellers about poor rural villages in India.  While not entirely untrue, these myths tend to create cognitive barriers to good product design. Ethnographic investigation of rural villages and existing kiosk projects can lower these barriers and point product designers in directions that may not be obvious at the outset.  In particular, we find that (1) villages are surprisingly up-to-date vis-à-vis modern communications capabilities, (2) some rural villagers aggressively seek out modern technology, and (3) even the poorest populations have desires that go beyond those required for physical sustenance.  These facts, along with subtle qualifications, have immediate consequences for the design of rural kiosks and the services they deliver.  

Introduction

Lagaan and Swades are two internationally known Hindi films that have attempted to handle the complexity of village India within the idiomatic context of the Bollywood movie. The depiction of rural villages in these films is typical of the view held by the wealthier, modern, urban elite.  Scenes of village life are filled with poverty, ignorance, illiteracy, superstition, and poor socio-economic conditions. At the same time, the villages are romanticized as innocent and uncorrupted by urban influence and modernity. 
Still, the movies themselves contain suggestions that villages are not as static and isolated as all that.  In both cases, the villages influence and are influenced by forces external to the villages.  Lagaan speaks about a village 200 years ago, in the shadow of a powerful British bureaucracy, with its accompanying appurtenances. Villagers and British rulers resolve their differences in a game of cricket (see Figure 1 left). The two worlds are further linked, not only by power relations but by romantic love.  
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Figure 1. Scenes from Lagaan (left) and Swades (right)
Swades is placed in contemporary times and is full of interactions between a village and the outside world. A man returns to his village after an adult life in the United States, urban activists help to uplift village conditions, and villagers themselves dream of making it abroad.  All of this is juxtaposed with local poverty and an apparent lack of political will to create change in the village.  

Both movies would have viewers believe that the interactions between their villages and the world outside had just begun within the time frames of the movies themselves. Through ethnographic exploration, however, we find that today’s villages are dynamic places that are in constant intercourse with a global world. If they appear to be “backward” or “behind” compared to their urban counterparts, it is only because of the harsh realities of small economies, not because of a fundamental ignorance of the outside world or a lack of desire to assimilate modern technologies.  

In this paper, we discuss evidence for this claim with respect to rural PC kiosk projects in India, which are one application of information and communication technologies (ICT) for development.  A rural kiosk can be thought of as a cybercafé, in which a personal computer is at the heart of a community center or a small business.  The PC may have Internet connectivity, although this is not guaranteed, due to poor communications infrastructure. Projects can be run as franchises by for-profit companies or as centers put up by non-profit organizations.

The vast majority of ICT projects are initiated by urban academics, entrepreneurs, and technologists who seek to make a positive impact on poor rural communities.  As noble as their intentions are, people who run kiosk projects consistently underestimate the degree to which rural communities are informed about contemporary culture.  Often solutions are designed without adequate consultation with the rural end-user, leading to a “design-reality” gap (Dingra and Misra, 2005). A common belief is that taking ICT to villages will require a fundamental shaking up of a community life drenched in tradition and suffering from computer illiteracy. These assumptions stem from a notion that villages maintain a self-imposed isolation – a notion that is further nurtured by anthropologists and their ideas of self-sufficiency and closed village communities. 

In this paper, we consider three preconceptions that are often shared by urban residents:  First, it is often believed that villages are static places with very little technology.  Second, city-dwellers perceive their rural counterparts as backwards and fatalistic, with little desire for change.  Third, villagers, being poor, have pressing needs for food, water, and shelter that override all other desires.  

We find that all of these preconceptions, while containing an element of truth, nevertheless hide subtleties of village life that can have a direct impact on the design of a rural kiosk. In most cases, there are persistent examples where the preconceptions simply do not apply. We believe an understanding of these myths, together with their subtle interplay with reality, are an essential part of the design process for a kiosk project. Computing technology, being the highly malleable thing that it is, can be customized for different markets. Through careful ethnography, we can point designers and product development in the right direction. 

Our observations are based on site visits to over 50 rural kiosks throughout India ethnographic village studies, secondary data, participant observation, structured interviews, and open-ended interviews, the latter with kiosk operators and their customers.  
The Myth of Stasis
For someone from the city, a casual drive through a small rural village leaves a strong impression.  Unlike modern cities, remote villages have roads that are unpaved, houses made of mud and thatch, and cows plowing fields.  Because of the stark contrast, it is easy to believe that the differences are attributable to forces which effectively isolate village from city. From there, it is a quick mental hop to conclude that villages are static and have always been the way they are now.  

But, even a slightly closer look reveals that this is not quite the case.  Peek into the neighborhood village tea shop, and customers are crowded around a color TV, watching ESPN delivered over satellite broadcast. 
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Figure 2. A PCO-cum-Internet-access-center in rural Uttar Pradesh (left); and a satellite dish for cable TV in rural Tamil Nadu (right).
Stay a while, and one of the customers may answer his mobile phone, whose ring is set to the latest pop tune.  Clearly, villages are not static or immature in their communication capabilities. 

Since the 1980s the change in communication infrastructure reaching rural India has been dramatic. In the 1980s, history was created with Public Call Office phone booths – essentially manned pay-phone facilities – opening in every corner of the country. Estimates range between 400,000 to 600,000 PCO phone booths in rural India today, thanks to a mid-1980s effort to bring PCO boxes to every village (Bose, 2001; Chandok, 2005).  Indeed, it is difficult to walk into even the remotest villages without finding local shops with yellow boards advertising phone services (see Figure 2, left). 
In the 1990s, there was a proliferation of TV sets in rural areas quickly followed by cable TV operators extending services into his belt. By 2001, almost a fifth of rural households owned TV sets (Bijapurkar and Goswami, 2005). One study of villages around Pondicherry suggests that of the 29% of households which have TVs in rural India, as many as 38% are connected to cable systems (Press, 1999).  Despite the label, cable TV is generally delivered to rural areas via satellite, and a casual stroll through villages finds one encountering large satellite dishes next to mud-brick housing (see Error! Reference source not found., right). 
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Figure 3. A laptop demo in progress in a tribal hamlet, Kashele, Maharashtra (left): An Internet kiosk in Melur district, Madurai (right).

The turn of the 21st century brought trickles of PCs, Internet cafes, and mobile phones into rural India. Mobile phone penetration in India is growing at a rate of approximately 2 million new subscribers per month, and 15% of these connections are in rural India (Business India, 2004).  Around 200 million people in 1700 towns are currently within the mobile network coverage (TRAI, 2004). It is believed by some that there are nearly 150 separate computer kiosk projects operating in rural India (see Figure 3), reaching nearly 10,000 villages (Toyama et al., 2004).  There is a claim that today over 15 million villagers in India are aware of the Internet and over 300,000 villagers have used it (Bose, 2001).
The Myth of Self-Imposed Isolation
All of the technologies mentioned in the previous section were invented and commercialized by people or organizations outside of rural areas.  This is not to say that rural villages do not innovate (Gupta, 2002), but technologies such as the telephone, the television, or the mobile phone are sufficiently sophisticated that they require economic and technological infrastructure that is nearly impossible to build up or sustain in rural villages.  Since the technologies themselves have been developed outside of villages, some effort is required to bring them into villages.  

External forces, undoubtedly, are critical to this process.  PCO boxes, for example, required a number of technology and policy adaptations before they became prevalent in rural areas (Dataquest, 2002).  

Villages, however, are not passive recipients of these technologies.  Of course, it is clear that none of these external initiatives would have succeeded if there were no demand for the technology.  We can, however, make stronger claims about rural villages’ thirst for technology.  

In our ethnography of rural kiosks, we have found in the person of the kiosk operator, powerful personalities that pull technology into villages.  Kiosk operators are those who run PC kiosks in their villages.  Depending on the model developed by agency that introduced the concept in the village, kiosk operators may be franchisee-owners of the kiosk, salaried employees, volunteers, or some hybrid combination. They are often screened for various traits, including level of education and interest in running a kiosk.  And, in almost all cases, they are people drawn from the local community.  

Not all kiosks are successful – at least in the sense that they can maintain themselves financially, or that they bring a perceptible benefit to the kiosk operator or the community (Dhawan, 2004; Srinivasan, 2004).  It is generally accepted that one of the key factors to success is the ability and dynamism of the kiosk operator (Toyama et al., 2004).  

A close look at social profiles of kiosk operators has surprises to offer. Successful kiosk operators are not country bumpkins trying to make a quick buck – they are often savvy entrepreneurs with a mission to modernize their villages.  Many of them have rejected a life in the city for the comfort of their village. Most want to be the agency of change that ushers a digital world into their communities. And typically, they are early adopters and technology evangelists who look for opportunities to pull in technology.  
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Figure 4.  A computer center in a small town in Maharashtra (left); a kiosk operator in Haryana (right).
P.S., a man running a kiosk in Maharashtra, quit his job in a city and returned to his rural home to begin a computer training institute which draws connectivity from a local Internet kiosk agency.  He wanted “to be his own boss.”  He says, “Why live in an urban slum when you have abundant light, air, and above all, business prospects right here in the village?” Some of his ideas are imported from his experience in the city: He hopes to find marital partners for village youth through an online match-making site that connects nearby village communities.  He wants to create opportunities for rural data-entry services for jobs outsourced by urban firms and is confident that he can maintain tight quality control. 
Baba S., working in a small town 20 minutes from Pune, has been running a computer institute since 1990.  The institute holds computer-education classes for over 80 students and is certified by CDAC, a prominent government-funded research institute operating out of Pune.  Apart from computer-training classes, Baba provides a service where farmers search an online agriculture database to find solutions for common crop diseases. He plans to compile a demographic database of his rural community. He has already prepared a voters list, detected inconsistencies, and is offering solutions to correct the data. He frowns upon entertainment uses for his center and is proud that children of local farmers take his classes.  Baba went to college in the city of Pune, and has been handling computers for the last 17 years.  
Prashant T. is an MBA who gave up a job with a large corporation to return to farming.  He manages an organic manure business and formed a farming group of 200 local farmers who meet regularly to discuss organic farming issues.  He is not particularly passionate about computing technology, per se, but sees a lot of potential in what the technology can deliver to farmers.  His primary interests are in having a computer deliver information about drip irrigation, water-sprinkling techniques, proper use of manure and other fertilizers, and so forth.  In order to accomplish this, he operates a computer kiosk that provides this information to local farmers.  Currently, the kiosk is not connected to the Internet, as he finds the available information online is not specific enough for his customers’ needs. 
What is interesting in all of these cases is that someone who has experienced life in the city has voluntarily returned to rural village life.  Although they have rejected the geography of the urbanite, they remain eager to bring sophisticated technology into their villages.  We are finding that this is not a isolated phenomenon – it is a frequent occurrence, further providing evidence of the highly permeable cultural boundaries between rural and urban areas.  
The Myth of Overriding Physiological Needs
Abraham Maslow, in his seminal work on human motivation, posited that there exists a hierarchy of needs, with physiological needs such as food and water at the bottom, and loftier goals of self-actualization at the top (Maslow, 1954).  The idea was that in general, the desires at the top of the hierarchy were activated only when needs at the bottom were fulfilled.  Reality, again, is more complex than this simplified picture of behavior, and we find evidence to the contrary in villages.  
The struggle for water, food, and gainful employment debilitates the poorer villages in India. Nevertheless, poor villagers express clear desires that are higher on Maslow’s hierarchy.  
Education of children is one prominent example. Although the poorest of families continue to treat their children as extra hands to bring income into the family, parents are committed to finding a better life for their children, as well as for themselves in their twilight years.  They are aware that formal education can bring these benefits (Bijapurkar and Goswami 2005). In our research in Tamil Nadu, we find not only that most children across economic strata attend public school, but that a surprising number advance to college and even masters degrees.  The more successful find ways to work abroad in the Middle East, and these stories only fuel others to send their children to school.  

It is also consistently the case that in India, where there is widespread understanding that the computer industry brings wealth and stable employment, even villagers find an association with computers to be desirable.  We have just begun uncovering anecdotal evidence that parents will tend to leave their children – both boys and girls – in school longer, if the school offers computer education.  
It might be argued that education, being seen as a route to a more stable economic situation, remains an active, if long-term attempt to meet physiological needs.  But, this argument does not hold for popular entertainment.  

Mass media is a vital force in rural India. Village residents appear to be no less interested in popular soap operas and TV serials than their urban counterparts.  Radio, cable TV and mobile phones bring the latest popular recreation, especially popular music, into village homes. Mass media has been a vital force in introducing urban popular cultural content in rural India. It has, above all, introduced simultaneity in receiving popular messages, images and audio-visuals connecting cultures in real time (Baskaran 1981). Radio, cable TV and mobile phones bring the latest popular cultural forms, especially popular music into public and private domains (Appadurai, 1996).

This is one reason for the aforementioned rise of cable TV in villages.  Today cable operators broadcast down linked and taped entertainment, including movies from the prolific Indian film industry, but they may evolve into last-mile network links.  Popular film drives cable uptake in rural India, contributing to a full one-third of the installations of cable TV in the country (Press, 1999).  Where money is scarce, a single cable TV in the home of a villager may cater to the entertainment needs of a number of neighboring families.  
From field ethnography, we find that urban youth slang and speech styles do not lag behind in villages.  Neither do communication styles and channels.  Instant messaging is immediately embraced by younger kiosk operators. Fan clubs of matinee idols bring in youth fashion and trends along with film music. Most popular films and film music are released within a month in hub-towns.  Cassettes, pulp-film magazines, and even VCD’s are snapped up quickly by rural consumers.  We found in one case, that women from a village in Tamil Nadu flocked to a rural kiosk where an online celebrity chat was organized with the director of a contemporary soap opera. 

All of these findings suggest that rural villages, while poor, nevertheless find value in things which bring entertainment and personal growth, even when more basic needs are not entirely met.  

Discussion
We find that villages are dynamic environments that maintain a constant dialogue with modern, urban culture. Differences between the two, particularly with respect to new technology, are not as clear cut as one might first imagine.  
We have outlined a few of the prevailing myths about rural villages, from the perspective of the modernized city-dweller.  Again, we emphasize that it is not that these myths are without basis in fact – indeed, to first approximation, it is true that modern technologies are not as ubiquitous in rural villages as they are in cities.  But, by taking this approximation as the reality hides opportunities for new products or product features.  

In particular, our findings are that (1) rural villages play host to many of the most modern communication technologies, (2) some village residents are extremely progressive in their view of technologies and can be passionate advocates that pull new technologies into their villages, and (3) even among the poorest villagers, “higher” needs such as basic education and popular entertainment remain strong desires, in spite of unmet needs for adequate food or water.  
We believe these facts have direct consequences on the design of products and business strategy. For example, in the context of rural PC kiosks, it would seem that there is a large potential customer base for services that can be delivered via a connected PC – this is a potentially large target segment, which if poor, nevertheless can benefit from computing technology.  
Next, when designing a marketing strategy for rural kiosks, it would seem that identifying the early adopters of technology in villages would be a critical step – these residents not only understand the needs of their villages as well as the technology, they appear to be active evangelists who argue for what the technology can deliver to their communities.  
And, the third point suggests that kiosk services need not be limited to those that address the fundamental needs for survival. Many kiosk projects focus on agriculture and healthcare, because it is believed that rural residents lack information on these topics, on which life itself depends.  Without trivializing the need for these services, we also believe that villages also seek entertainment and diversion, and that activities such as watching films and listening to pop songs are no less desired by rural residents.  
As noted, the interplay of preconceived notions and the reality in the field is quite subtle. The situation is rarely clear cut, but knowledge of the intricacies can have great impact on the design of products addressing rural consumers.  As future work, we intend to continue our investigations of consumers in rural India, and hope to continue to uncover unexpected facts about them which, in turn, will inform the design of rural kiosks.  
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