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DIGITAL CULTURES
TRANSFORMING SOUTH ASIA
The Sarai Programme
Centre for the Study of Developing Societies
Friday, 23 November 2022, 10 am-5 pm
**
Attend online here <http://bit.ly/3E9tm8n>
**
This one-day workshop explores the transformation that mediated lives in South Asia
are undergoing in this contemporary digital moment. The emergence of the digital
disrupts every sphere of our present-day lives in myriad ways. This can also be an
opportunity to discuss the binaries that inhabit our current critical consensus in South
Asia politically, economically, socially, and culturally. The binaries are in the form of
conformism/antagonism, private/public, memory/oblivion, among others. A lot has
been said about the affect of the overwhelmingness of the information economy. It is
important to analyse these transformation taking place through a range of media
objects, and platforms as it sublimates from global to local digital cultures.
This workshop brings together researchers to deliberate on these varied mediated
lives that we see being lived in South Asia in the present by discussing the following
questions:
· How do digital objects affect broader social and political shifts in South
Asia?
· What shapes the new experiences of various new media forms and
subcultural politics?
· What purpose do these media infrastructures and indigenous subjectivities
serve in the larger understanding of the region?
· What’s driving South Asia’s politics of digital transformation whether it
means labour, memory or gender?
Introduction (10:00-10:30): Awadhendra Sharan & Sagorika Singha
PANEL 1 (10:30-12:00): Mobile Media Practices and Data Politics in India
Chair S V Srinivas, School of Arts & Sciences, Azim Premji University
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Theaters of the Self(ie): Social Media Platforms and Selfie Entrepreneurship in India;
Anirban Baishya, Department of Communication Arts, University of
Wisconsin-Madison
Arriving at the Digital: Mobile Media practices from suburban North India; Gayas
Eapen, North Carolina State University
Digital Identity for All?: Tracing Civil Registration and Data Politics in India;
Khetrimayum Monish Singh, IFRIS Postdoctoral Researcher, Laboratoire
Interdisciplinaire Sciences Innovations Sociétés (LISIS), Paris
Tea Break (12:00-12:30 pm)
PANEL 2 (12:30-1:30) Studying the Digital in India
Chair Sagorika Singha, The Sarai Programme, CSDS
The Infrastructural Return in Media Studies on India: Looking Back and Ahead;
Vibodh Parthasarathi, Jamia Millia Islamia
Challenging new hegemonies: Developing digital tools for the south; arjun, IIT Delhi
LUNCH (13:30-14:30 pm)
PANEL 3 (14:30-16:00): Caste, Misinformation and Masculinity in Digital India
Chair Vebhuti Duggal, School of Culture and Creative Expressions, Ambedkar
University Delhi
Articulation of Dalit vision of the society through new media; Saroj Kumar, PhD
Scholar, AJK Mass Communication Research Centre Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi
Transformation of the misinformation ecology around majoritarianism under
informational capitalism and possibilities for interventions; Fathima Nizaruddin,
CSDS
Guns, Guys and Gaming: Masculinity in MMOG[1] in India; Smriti Singh, SSH, IIITD,
(Rishabh Hooda, ECE, IIITD, Tanuj Rana, ECE, IIITD)
Tea Break (16:00-16:30 pm)
(16:30-17:00): Concluding remarks
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For queries contact: Sagorika Singha | singha.sagorika@gmail.com

ABSTRACTS
PANEL 1: Mobile Media Practices and Data Politics in India
Chair SV Srinivas

Theaters of the Self(ie): Social Media
Platforms and Selfie Entrepreneurship
in India
Anirban Baishya
Dept. of Communication Arts
University of Wisconsin-Madison
Ours is an age of self-branding where the “person” has transitioned into “the brand”
(Marwick 2013; Khamis et. al. 2017; Abidin 2018). Sangeet Kumar (2021) posits that there
is an intricate connection between global selfie culture and the neoliberal ethos of
self-branding that is encoded into the very architecture of web 2.0. Drawing on such work,
this paper examines the “work of being watched” (Andrejevic 2008) on social media as a
form of entrepreneurial labor. I approach this through the lens of the selfie, which I define
as not only a kind of image, but a mode of self-making unique to the “always-on lifestyle”
(boyd 2012). In particular, I focus on two cases—the musician-turned VJ-turned-“happiness
coach” Clince Varghese who has been dubbed India’s “selfie king,” and the singer Dhinchak
Pooja whose viral song “Selfie Maine Le Li Aaj” (“I have taken a selfie today”) has been
universally labeled a “cringe pop” phenomenon. Though Varghese and Pooja are very
different kinds of social media figures, they are connected by a focus on the quantification of
visibility (through likes, views, and shares) to achieve fame. Forged through a broadcast of
the self over platform interfaces, this kind of (micro)celebrity can be understood to be the
monetization of the interfacial self—what I am calling “selfie entrepreneurship.” However,
the differing public responses to the two figures (“selfie king” vs. “cringe pop” sensation) are
also indicative of a fissure in the façade of selfie entrepreneurship. While the term
“microcelebrity” drums up an imaginary of homogeneously glamorous lifestyle, Varghese
and Pooja take different routes to platform fame. By unpacking the platform presence and
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media strategies of these two figures, I examine the role of aspiration, class, and taste in
the making and unmaking of selfie entrepreneurship.
Keywords: selfies; entrepreneurship; neoliberalism;
Anirban Baishya is an Assistant Professor at the Department of Communication Arts,
University of Wisconsin-Madison. He is currently working on a book on selfies and digital
cultures in India. His research interests include new media, social media and politics, media
aesthetics, and global media. His work has been published in journals such as International
Journal of Communication, Communication, Culture & Critique, South Asian Popular Culture,
Porn Studies, Communication and Critical/Cultural Studies, and Media, Culture & Society.
—-----

Arriving at the Digital: Mobile Media
practices from suburban North India
Gayas Eapen
PhD Candidate

North Carolina State University
Abstract
Drawing on experiences of ethnographic work in suburban and rural Southern Haryana and
bordering Rajasthan, this presentation spotlights the exigence of conceptualizing mobile
media and technologies through a practice-based approach. This means arriving at
adoptions, cultures, and transformations emerging from digital technologies, instead of
using them as starting points to analyze emerging social relations. Observing media
practice is an important heuristic to understand the contemporary moment in India,
particularly in making sense of ethno-religious polarization, caste-related violence, and
agrarian-urban tensions. I will discuss DJ trucks, cycle circus troupes, and street travelers as
“media” in order to discuss disparate, yet interconnected, contexts and sites of inquiry
bringing together the natural and spatial environment, technological practices and social
relations. I will conclude with observations on emerging subjectivities— of caste,
masculinity, religion, and nationality— that are either consolidated or modified through
differential mobilities and the infrastructures that mitigate or facilitate these.
Keywords: Haryana DJs; mobile media; identity; subjectivity
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Gayas Eapen is a PhD candidate in Communication, Rhetoric, and Digital Media at North
Carolina State University. His areas of research interest include materialist and digital media
studies, platforms, infrastructures, and identity. His forthcoming dissertation project is
focussed on supposedly anachronistic objects, technologies, and practices that offer
evidence of parallel media technological or institutional histories informing the present
moment; using them to interrogate identities and subjectivities and the role of media
technologies in forming them.
___________

Digital Identity for All?: Tracing Civil
Registration and Data Politics in India
Khetrimayum Monish Singh
IFRIS Postdoctoral Researcher
Laboratoire Interdisciplinaire Sciences Innovations Sociétés (LISIS), Paris
In India, several studies have discussed the ongoing interventions and debates on civil
registration and digital identity systems for developmental goals, especially in the case of
Aadhaar, the biometrics-based welfare benefits distribution system, and data-driven
institutional practices of categorizing and enumerating Indian citizens in the National
Register of Citizens (NRC). This paper focuses on the case studies of Aadhaar and NRC in
India to explore emerging digital ID systems in India. Through ongoing research on user
experiences, legal and administrative policies, debates around privacy and data protection,
and critical public and community-based engagements, this paper engages with the
institutional practices, debates and controversies around digital identity systems and the
subsequent social impact of data politics in India.
Keywords: digital identity, data politics, user experiences, policies, privacy, data protection,
social impact
Khetrimayum Monish Singh is an IFRIS Postdoctoral Researcher at Laboratoire
Interdisciplinaire Sciences Innovations Sociétés (LISIS), Paris. He primarily works on data
and governance, and the impact and marginalization of data-driven practices and analytics
on individuals, communities and groups, specifically with regard to access, security and
identity. His current research focuses on the question of digital identity in India; and the
emerging debates around technology policies, data practices and politics, and subsequent
social issues in the Global South.
_______
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PANEL 2: Studying the Digital in India
Chair Sagorika Singha

The Infrastructural Return in Media
Studies on India: Looking Back and
Ahead
Vibodh Parthasarathi
Associate Professor
Centre for Culture, Media and Governance
Jamia Millia Islamia
One of the hotly pursued debates recently in media studies has catalysed a range of
disciplinary and methodological preoccupations to explore ‘media infrastructures’. Informed
and enriched by scholarship in urban sociology, STS, and cultural studies, an immediate
consequence of this scholarly confluence is of course a plurality in the very imagination of
the term. This scholarship is part of a wider trend in multi-disciplinary social sciences
veering around to understand infrastructures in all its guises - the urban, the informatic, the
informal, the regulatory. There are even arguments to construe a new field of inquiry called
(critical) ‘infrastructural studies’. Such a fragmentation of fields of inquiry may be
undesirable, since it risks running contra to calls of ‘opening the social sciences’ to traverse
longstanding intellectual silos and disciplinary orthodoxies. More puzzling are recent
propositions to term this scholarly attention as the ‘infrastructural turn’ in media studies--a proposition this paper engages with. For one, there is an argument to be made about the
genesis of media studies (including in India) being congenitally rooted in the study of
information and communication infrastructures. It may be more accurate to see recent
endeavours signalling a return, not a turn, to such preoccupations. Secondly, proponents of
“the turn” may do dis-service to rich endeavours in the political economy of communication.
In fact, both aspects of the alleged novelty of “the turn”--- i.e. infrastructure as an object of
study and as an analytic--- have been central to preoccupations in the political economy of
communication.
Keywords: infrastructural turn; political economy; media studies.
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Vibodh Parthasarathi maintains a multidisciplinary interest in media policy, digital
transitions, and policy literacy. Associate Professor, Centre for Culture, Media and
Governance, Jamia Millia Islamia, he has been a visiting scholar at the University of
Queensland, KU Leuven, University of Helsinki, and IIT Bombay, and is currently a CMDS
Non-Residential Fellow at the Central European University. Parthasarathi has been at the
forefront of media policy research in India and a winner of numerous grants including from
the Ford Foundation, IDRC, SSRC, HIVOS and UGC. His co-edited volumes include Platform
Capitalism in India (Palgrave, 2020), the double-volume The Indian Media Economy (OUP,
2018), and the triptych Communication Processes (Sage 2007, 2009, 2010). His
experiments in the teaching of media policy have been put together in Pedagogy in Practice
(Bloomsbury, 2022). Parthasarathi is involved in book series at MIT Press and Oxford
University Press, and is Associate Editor of the Journal of Digital media and Policy.
Currently, he is developing a monograph on ownership and diversity in Indian media policy.
(vibodhp@yahoo.com)
_______

Challenging new hegemonies:
Developing digital tools for the south
arjun
Professor
Department of Humanities and Social Sciences
IIT Delhi
Digital transformation has significantly altered the way users and researchers access and
interpret objects of cultural importance. The impact of digital technologies can be compared
to the moment of emergence of print which resulted in an exponential increase in
availability of written records leading to growth of rational enquiry. Digitization of cultural
resources can make possible remote access to archival records. Further the digitized record
can be subjected to computational analysis which can identify patterns in the data far
beyond the capacities of the human mind. But digitization and computational analysis is
dependent on corresponding tools that make such digital transformation possible. Tools for
digital transformation, particularly those that are based on AI and ML, can be culture
specific eg. training data for OCR/ HTR; datasets for natural language processing. In the
absence of culture specific tools in underdeveloped societies anglo-american interpretive
categories and assumptions become the default. Further, anglo-american institutions are
working to use their advantage in technology-culture synergy to acquire greater hegemonic
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control over human heritage resources and perpetuate the "digital after-lives of
colonialism". The global south needs to challenge this hegemony by developing relevant
techno-cultural synergies. As part of this effort, at IIT Delhi we have been developing and
augmenting OCR/HTR tools for the Indian languages.
Keywords: digital cultural heritage, OCR, colonialism, digitization, cultural analytics
arjun is a professor at the Department of Humanities and Social Sciences, IIT Delhi. His
research interests included digital humanities, technology in society and performance
studies. He has published three books A History of the Jana Natya Manch: Plays for the
People (2012: Sage), Freedom from Profit: Eschewing Copyright in Resistance Art (2014:
IIAS Shimla) and an annotated translation of Nabanna: Of Famine and Resilience (Rupa:
2018).
________

PANEL 3: Caste, Misinformation and Masculinity in Digital India
Chair Vebhuti Duggal

Guns, Guys and Gaming: Masculinity
in MMOG[1] in India
Smriti Singh, SSH, IIITD | Rishabh Hooda, ECE, IIITD | Tanuj Rana, ECE, IIITD
Sarkeesian (2012) pioneered the inquiry into the gendered space of MMOGs with her
project "Tropes Versus Women in Video Games". The project highlighted the sexism and
misogyny that exists in the online gaming space. The backlash that Sarkeesian received for
shining light on the problem (Campbell, 2014) laid bare how sexism and misogyny in
virtual gaming were not restricted to online space and had the potential to impact everyday
lives of people. It highlighted how online games contextually nurtured a template of violent
masculinity that could be carried forward by gamers beyond the confines of the virtual
gaming world. This realisation inspired academic research in the western context, to
systematically focus on the study of gender in MMOG. The resultant research could be
classified into three broad focus areas (1) who is allowed to enjoy video games, (2) how
players may behave within the game, and (3) how those who play video games enact
gender within the more "anonymous" digital environment (Webb & Temple, 2015)
emphasising a feminist analysis of sexism and misogyny in online games.
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Further, studies about gendered roles within gaming subculture have highlighted the
differences in experiences of men and women in online gaming, including genderbending
(Yee, 2004), gendered experiences of gaming among women (Royce et al., 2007), gendered
roles (Thornham, 2008), gendered perception of online gaming (Thornham, 2008; Royse,
Lee, Undrahbuyan, Hopson, & Consalvo, 2007), character portrayals (Olgetree & Drake,
2007), gendered representation and stereotyping (Beasley & Standley, 2002; Dietz, 1998).
However, despite Yates and Littleton's (2001) urging scholars to study gamers'
understanding of online gaming and its impact on their gendered identity, studies
examining masculinity among communities of gamers and in gaming culture remains little
explored.
Despite the expanding online gaming industry in the Indian context, similar studies
examining similar tropes in online gaming in India are further far and few. Between the
financial year (FY) 2018 to FY 2023, the revenues from the online gaming industry have
more than doubled. Between 2010-2018 the number of online gamers in India increased
nearly ten times (KPMG Survey, 2019). A study on Online gaming cultures among Indian
gamers is pertinent.
We present here preliminary findings of a study on masculinity in online gaming among
young adults in India. The study began with familiarising ourselves with the research and
theoretical work on masculinity in western and Indian contexts. The methodology of the
study was divided into three stages. The first stage focussed on semiotic analysis of online
streaming videos to identify themes and tropes of masculinity among young-adult gamers
juxtaposed against R.W. Connell's theoretical framework on masculinity and the works on
masculinity in the Indian context. The second stage involved the student researchers taking
turns playing the games and recording play-session observations. The study is still ongoing
and at the third stage of collecting data from young adult gamers via online forms and
in-depth interviews. The study seeks to identify patterns and tropes of masculinity among
young adult gamers in India. We have already identified patterns that reflect distinctly
Indian characters and global influences on masculinity among young adult Indian gamers.
The study is significant in highlighting the significance of theories of masculinity to the
study of 'communities of play' (Pearce & Artemesia, 2009) as well as in thinking through
the significance of the gaming universe and communities of play to the performativity of
masculinity among young adult men in India.
Keywords: Online Games, Gaming Culture, Masculinity, Gamer Talk
Smriti Singh is an Assistant Professor of Sociology at the Department of Social Sciences
and Humanities (SSH) at Indraprastha Institute of Information Technology-Delhi (IIITD). She
has worked on questions of Urban Space, Community and Identity. Her current research
work is focusses on the theme of Urban Space and Gender. Alongside her primary research
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interest she is also interested in questions of IT Sector Employment, Gender & Caste; and
Gender & Media. The presentation here reports preliminary findings of an ongoing
Research-Track, B-Tech Project (BTP) on the theme of Masculinity in Online Gaming that
she is supervising Student Researchers Rishabh Hooda and Tanuj Rana on. Rishabh and
Tanuj are both enrolled in the B-Tech (ECE) programme at Indraprastha Institute of
Information Technology. Smriti, Rishabh and Tanuj are collaborating to write a paper
reporting the findings of this project. They can be reached via email at Smriti:
(smriti@iiitd.ac.in) Rishabh: (rishabh19193@iiitd.ac.in); Tanuj (tanuj19210@iiitd.ac.in)
_______________

Articulation of Dalit vision of the
society through new media
Saroj Kumar
PhD Scholar, AJK Mass Communication Research Centre
Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi

Abstract
In contemporary India, Dalits are using new media technologies to express themselves. This
space of expression is traditionally denied in the ‘mainstream media’ for Dalits (Jeffrey,
2000; OXFAM, 2019). Therefore, they are communicating their stories and issues as well as
challenging the discrimination and oppression they face through new media practices. They
are using new media forms such as websites, YouTube and social media platforms (Thakur,
2019). In this process, they are also articulating their vision of the society through new
media. This vision is egalitarian and inspired by the ideas of iconic figures ranging from
Ravidas to Ambedkar (Omvedt, 2008). In this paper I will use the case study of the working
practices around two YouTube channels ‘the Activist’ (formerly ‘Activist Ved’) and ‘National
Dastak’ to analyze the specificities around the expression of this egalitarian vision through
new media forms. What kinds of publics are formed through the work of ‘the Activist’ and
‘National Dastak’? Does the formation of such publics indicate a new kind of mobilization
through new media that results in a specific sense of pride and intensity? What are the
limits of such mobilizations? The paper will analyze these questions to form a broader
argument about the emerging new media practices by Dalits, their online mobilization and
the way in which their vision of an egalitarian society is articulated through such practices
and mobilizations.
Keywords: Dalits, New media, YouTube, Ambedkar, Online Mobilization
WORKSHOP: DIGITAL CULTURES TRANSFORMING SOUTH ASIA
The Sarai Programme | Centre for the Study of Developing Societies
Friday, 23 November 2022, 10 am-5 pm

10

Saroj Kumar is a PhD scholar and senior research fellow at AJK Mass Communication
Research Centre, Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi. His research focuses on the new media
usage of Dalits, one of the most marginalized groups in Indian society. He has done his
Master of Philosophy (M.Phil.) from Jamia Millia Islamia on the topic New Media and DalitsPossibilities for Diverse Articulations. His most recent peer-reviewed publication is
“#ShoesfortheDM campaign: An Expression of Dalit Identity through Social Media”
_______________

Transformation of the misinformation
ecology around majoritarianism under
informational capitalism and
possibilities for interventions
Fathima Nizaruddin
Abstract
While misinformation and extreme speech that targets outgroups have been an important
constituent of majoritarian circulations in India since the colonial times, such circulations
have undergone considerable transformations following the advent of informational
capitalism. In terms of misinformation, Howard’s (2020) arguments around lie machines
can be used to understand the nature of such transformations in the age of digital
platforms in India. The precision of the majoritarian lie machine contributes to an expansion
of its misinformation ecology within which digital platforms and a section of mainstream
media are active constituents. In such a context, what possibilities of interventions exist?
While fact-checking has emerged as an important response to such a scenario, is it possible
to imagine other responses that go beyond the binaries of ‘truths’ and ‘lies’? The paper will
respond to these questions through an examination of the possibility of using the
indeterminate nature of poetry and humour to intervene within the misinformation
environment around majoritarianism. This examination will draw primarily from two sites of
study in Uttarakhand and Kerala respectively. At Uttarakhand, the field work done using
arts-based methods that relies on the iconoclastic traditions around the saint-poet Kabir’s
work will be analysed to understand the role of poetry to create thinking spaces that can
work against the spread of misinformation that targets outgroups. From Kerala, the work of
popular meme collectives that use humour to ridicule right-wing circulations including
misinformation will be examined. The paper will compare both responses to understand
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the limits and possibilities of such responses.
Dr Fathima Nizaruddin is an academic and documentary filmmaker. She is a recipient of
studentship for doctoral research from the University of Westminster (UK) and
post-doctoral fellowship from IRGAC, Rosa Luxemburg Stiftung (Germany). She was an
Assistant Professor at Jamia Millia Islamia, New Delhi from 2007-2020. Her current work
focuses on the possibility of creating thinking spaces through the use of arts-based
methods to resist right-wing digital circulations.
[1]

MMOG: Massive Multiplayer Online Game
_____
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