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Introduction 1

This collection is the first fruit of the media research initiative of 
the M. S. Merian – R. Tagore International Centre of Advanced 
Studies ‘Metamorphoses of the Political’ (ICAS:MP), a programme 
focused on mapping the transformative energies that we associate 
with the category ‘political’. What does it mean to theorize, think 
through and research the political through the register of media? 
For the writers in this volume, the political is not given, it is some-
thing to be located in the complex interplay of media technology, 
media industry and media economy, institutions of media regula-
tion and mediatized surveillance and the way media engages users, 
audiences and spectators through representations in sound and 
moving/image, sensory ways and affective networks. The political 
always exceeds formal politics, its institutions of representation and 
instruments of power, though it can also emerge from these sites, 
providing unexpected perspectives on their form and function. The 
sites, durations and transformative force of the political are inevi-
tably entangled with media form. Even as we note this, we realize 
the more general belatedness of engaging the mediatized nature 
of history and contemporary life. If the political is always already 
entangled in media, there is a collateral imperative of establishing 
more generally how information, perception and knowledge are 
always mediatized.

INTRODUCTION
Ravi Vasudevan
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One of the issues at stake is that of the archives, and how 
to think of them as mediatized repositories, crucially defined by 
their existence and organization as paper, file, index and catalogue 
(Gitelman 2014; Vismann 2006); as celluloid defined by its material 
forms, its indexicality, its techniques of editing, shot distance and 
shot composition, duration, angle, sound structures, colour and 
special effects, its liability to deterioration (Leyda 1964; Russell 
2018); video formats, non-linear editing, the shifting functions of 
their storage capacities, durability and conditions of access (Blom 
2017; Hildebrand 2007); sound archives, gramophone records, 
cassettes and audio files, listening technologies and compression 
techniques (Sterne, 2003, 2012). Our understanding of archive has 
substantially mutated over time by attending to spaces beyond 
governmental and company archives, especially in personal col-
lections (Ravikant 2015; Siddique, 2020; Tanvir 2013; Zamindar 
2020) and also through Internet-based archives such as archives.org 
and indiancine.ma, and in the continuous surprise and rediscovery 
facilitated by YouTube uploads and a host of social media posts and 
links that share all sorts of material. This expanded archives not 
only requires the replenishing on new terms of traditional functions 
such as organizing content chronologically, departmentally, subject 
wise and in terms of provenance, but also by building relational 
searches across series facilitated by databases. We should note that 
there is also something political in the bringing into being of this 
expanded archive: this is in its always liminal status as property, 
who can access it, who can show it, who seeks to patrol it and who 
seeks revenues from it through a regime of copyright clearances, 
and the legal and sub-legal techniques to facilitate sharing and 
creative engagement among communities of users.

An important thematic focus of enquiry is that of media indus-
try and media economy, providing a distinct way of engaging the 
historicity of media, and how their management and transformation 
offer novel perspectives on historical and political change (Athique 
et al. 2018). If analysis of industrial firms, industrial associations, 
government policies relating to media commodities, trade unions, 
technical and artist associations provides a key register of the 
research, media ethnographies and archival research traversing 
different sites of media practice provide another. These include 
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participation in and observation of industrial practices (Ganti 
2012); of media regulatory practices, for example, of censorship, 
(Mehta 2012) including the deployment of informal practices of cir-
cumvention (Khanna 2005) and censorship from the streets (Cody 
2015; Mazzarella 2013); in film studios (Mukherjee 2020; Pillai 
2015), television studios (Udupa 2015), forensic labs (Paul, n.d.), 
cinema theatres (Hughes 2006), fan associations (Srinivas 2011) 
and listeners clubs (Duggal 2018). It also poses the complicated 
challenge of entering the space of social media, a key area in the 
transformation of contemporary politics (Banaji and Bhatt 2020; 
Narrain 2017; Udupa 2017; Udupa and Pohjonen 2019) and the 
site of unexpected strategic interventions, for example, recently 
of K-pop in US politics, generating a mirage of numbers through 
online registrations to take the wind out of a Trump boosterist 
rally. In another inventive move, a recent collection suggests that 
rather than site we need to attend to the importance of networks of 
people, skills, technologies, built forms and finance to understand 
the dynamic through which institutional stability unravels (if it is 
ever really there) and innovations and potentialities unfold (Mehta 
and Mukherjee 2021).

Several focuses frame the collection. The first is to consider 
a site-sensitive approach to tracking the political, involving both 
major configurations, as in the division of polities and the forma-
tion of nation states and also apparently minor loci, for example, 
in the media practices of households, in neighbourhoods, in the 
everyday. There are issues of a mediatized territoriality here, how 
media networks relate to political territoriality and sovereignty. 
The second centres on media infrastructures of photography and 
photographic transfer, of cinema as mediatized production design, 
of newsreel as a complex archive of a transitional, decolonizing 
state. The question of media publics, who media products address, 
who use them (and make them), how to explore the aggregation of 
the social, the formation of crowds and collectives, on screens and in 
audiences, as online communities (often of strangers) and framed by 
law, is another key topic. Finally, we explore the digital as political 
form (Anirban Baishya 2015; Chakravartty and Roy 2015; Govil 
and Anirban Baishya 2018), the technologies of communication, 
transfer and surveillance, of personalization and agglomeration, of 
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WhatsApp groups and cell phone capture and real-time circulation, 
of data analytic start-ups for election campaigns as they unfold in 
real time.

One approach to site specificity lies in an intensified encounter 
with and displacement of the nation state as the key frame through 
which to understand cultural and political experience. De and 
Chowdhury (2020) argue for the exploration of trans-regional film 
encounters in a ‘South Asian Filmscape’. The authors they assemble 
explore boundaries and margins, neglected film practices, minority 
cultures, female assertion, unheralded connections across spaces, 
to unsettle the certitudes of a singular national identity. On the 
other hand, tracing different moments, configurations and plea-
sures of the mainstream of national productions also constitutes a 
productive line of political enquiry. The initiatives of Ahmad (2014, 
2016), Ahmad et al. (2014), Zamindar (2020) and their collaborators 
map an evolving and contested field of language, genre, production 
centre (Lahore/Karachi), technology and form of exhibition (single-
screen/multiplex; cinema/video), along with a focus on memory and 
cinema. In these projects, independent filmmaking and aesthetic 
discourse do not disappear from the agenda, but there is a conscious 
challenge to hierarchies of taste, thereby enabling a welcome focus 
on popular cinephilia. In the process, the territory of Pakistani 
cinema is substantially opened up. This is fertile ground to think 
the political from multiple cultural perspectives in a context of the 
continuing instability propelled by great power contests and fun-
damentalist mobilization, Hindu as much as Islamic.

Following these logics of enquiry, Lotte Hoek in her important 
article on the inadvertent presence of Urdu cinema within an 
insistently Bengali-oriented Bangladesh film archive, captures the 
suppression of the multiple languages and cultures that constituted 
East Pakistan as lived practice (Hoek 2015). In her chapter for this 
volume, she continues to explore the issues of media institutions 
and networks in relation to political territoriality and sovereignty. 
She focuses on the relationship between the regulatory authority of 
the East Pakistan censor board, and subsequently its Bangladesh 
successor, a superordinate West Pakistan authority, and foreign 
diplomatic missions to chart the complicated terms of sovereignty. 
Political tensions arose around whether the East Pakistan Board 
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would implement the west’s diktat or exercise its own judgement, 
claiming to manage a differently ordered cinema public with 
different anxieties and vulnerabilities. Not only was the domi-
nance of West Pakistan an issue. To manage a sizeable, imported 
catalogue of informational shorts, the board had to step outside its 
own territoriality to view films on 16 mm projectors—not easy to 
access—in the auditoria of foreign missions. The foreign mission 
in fact provided a conduit not only for information but also for art 
cinema, circumventing strictures on import and censorship when 
it facilitated screening at the venue of the embassy. As Hoek indi-
cates, the informational swathe of film experience was a substan-
tial component of filmgoing, including films of instruction, public 
relations, travel shorts, health films and advertising films. Given 
that these films tended to be imported rather than being produced 
locally, they were part of a territory that was tied into a broader 
regional and transnational network of so-called ‘useful cinema’, 
a term coined by Heidi Wasson and Charles Acland (Wasson and 
Ackland 2011) to capture a film experience that extended beyond 
entertainment and theatrical exhibition. All of this suggests that 
lines of tension arising from an aspect of indeterminate sover-
eignty generated autonomous zones and patterns of exchange. 
Subsequently, as Hoek shows, after the constitution of Bangladesh 
and its subsequent mutation into military dictatorship after 1980, 
the censor board developed a different dynamic. With the foreign 
mission continuing to have an important function for the film soci-
ety, censorship of film society films aimed to contain the Leftish 
film culture emerging at these sites.

Frank Bösch’s focus on print and music captures unexpected 
dynamics, and a persistence of the eastern-ness of the east after 
the unification. While substantial changes of ownership took place 
in East German media, news personnel didn’t change, and neither 
did an emphasis on the district to which local newspapers pan-
dered. Print consumption did show a rise in media consumption of 
West German content, but this was primarily for entertainment 
and consumer pleasures, rather than news and politics. Was there 
something here of an intransigence, a refusal to engage, something 
political about not finding politics interesting? To be dominated is 
not exactly a pleasant situation and does not encourage cultural 
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and political investment in content produced by those whose money 
power comes to overwhelm and subordinate. These insights arising 
from a media industrial analysis open up intriguing pathways into 
the political implications of media territorialities. Bosch’s focus 
on music suggests a somewhat different frame, that of temporal 
disappearance and return. East European bands which had lost 
favour even locally come to reprise themselves and develop an 
extended fan base across Germany. Rather than retail a narrative 
of historical backwardness between the socialist dictatorship and 
the free market, the post-unification media scene suggests nodes 
not so much of resilience as of truculent resistance and unexpected 
response from consumers outside local cultural circuits of produc-
tion and performance.

My chapter on the newsreel archive explores how political, ter-
ritorial and ethnic division was imaginatively anticipated by the 
cinema. Entertainment cinema projected social and cultural (and 
perhaps political) difference in the genre of the Muslim social film 
that emerged around 1940 at the time of the call by the Muslim 
League for a separate nation, Pakistan (Allen and Bhaskar 2009; 
Siddique 2022; Vasudevan 2015). The world of this genre was by 
and large only populated by Muslims, though Hindus were involved 
as actors and in filmmaking. The stated ambition of filmmakers, 
however, was not to isolate and separate Muslim life but to share 
it on the cinema screen with the wide and diverse audiences it 
commanded. Fiction film and newsreel overlapped, especially in 
the imaging of community at places of worship, around religious 
festivals such as Eid and Dussehra, a sub-territoriality which 
spatialized difference on a transitioning national screen. I argue 
that newsreel is a technology of segmentation and aggregation: it 
itemizes the world, textually inscribes and uses voice-over to render 
and communicate different spaces, institutions, people, bodies and 
activities across the country and beyond, with a view to aggregating 
these for the putative national subject. And it does this as a kind 
of oversight agency of the state. I pay particular attention to the 
political as contingent, captured in the newsreel’s coverage of politi-
cal assemblies and meetings, emplotting potentialities favourable 
to a colonial government seeking to contain anti-imperialist forces 
by highlighting alternative configurations of politics. Unwittingly, 
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they also present alternatives to colonial forms of rule, ones which 
were never simply nationalist.

It is remarkable what these different histories share in terms 
of an unpredictable dynamic in the relationship of media to politi-
cal and territorial division; in the case of Germany, a reunification 
which re-channels rather than brings earlier histories of division to 
a close under the burgeoning rule of capital. Media as a particular 
field at once spectacular and everyday actively shapes a contrary 
design for living. We see some of this particular interplay in our 
next section, which gathers research on media infrastructures and 
ecologies. Annette Vowinckel’s chapter is about the transmission 
of photography by Wirephoto, whereby images were converted into 
electrical pulses and sound that could be carried over telephone 
lines and retrieved as images at the point of destination. It thus 
speaks to a key dimension of the contemporary, the immediate 
transmission and potential circulation of images. While dealing 
with media and communication infrastructures central to the devel-
opment of international photojournalism, Vowinckel’s chapter also 
carries further the discussion on media, communication technology 
and space by capturing a differentiated cartography of visibility. 
Tracking the key agency Associated Press which pioneered and 
continued to dominate Wirephoto services from the mid-1930s, 
Vowinckel notes that the agency’s choice of territories from which 
to transmit news photographs saw low activity in Africa and South 
Asia, while investing in Southeast Asia, even if telecommunica-
tion infrastructure there was no better than in Africa. The motive 
force for the focus on Southeast Asia related to the Korean and 
Vietnam wars. Obviously, there was no lack of need for reportage 
from Africa too. However, Vowinckel notes that apart from a severe 
inadequacy of telephone infrastructures, there was also a lack of 
revenue potential for photojournalism in this territory, disclosing 
a market logic to this uneven visibility. AP’s infrastructural power 
saw its presence traversing states on either side of the Cold War 
divide. This is observable in the agency’s presence in Poland, and 
also in Moscow at the height of the Cold War, with the agency tout-
ing its capacity to bridge the visual gap between contending sides. 
At some point, there is the suggestion that these new Wirephoto 
services cast a veritable blanket of photography over the planet. 
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We may note a critical engagement emerging around such photo-
graphic proliferation. A ‘blanket’ of photographs recalls Siegfried 
Kracauer’s sombre projection that the photography published in the 
proliferating illustrated magazines after the First World War was 
akin to a ‘strike against understanding’, a blizzard that ‘betrays 
an indifference to what the things mean’.1 And Andre Bazin noted 
that ‘we live more and more in a world stripped bare by film’, the 
myriad news broadcasts constituted a skin over the world which 
had to be shed daily to accrete new layers.2 Blanket, blizzard, 
sheddable skin all in different ways connote some kind of obfusca-
tion or blockage to vision and visibility rather than transparency 
and clarity; for Kracauer, such a realm of topical photography lay 
in counterpoint to that of the memory image, which in turn was 
subject to decay and death.

The Cold War context is also a background for Sabeena Gadihoke’s 
careful exploration of the pitch the market in photographic goods 
made to potential consumers in post-Independence India. Despite 
German division, and the division of Agfa as key retailers of film 
stock as well as the camera company Zeiss Ikon, the divided com-
pany still continued to supply to a single agency in India. This 
suggests intriguing accommodations across political barriers to 
further company interests. The more general significance of East 
European film stock and cameras, as in the success of the East 
German ORWO film and cameras, also emerges in Priya Jaikumar’s 
research on images of tourism in the governmental documentary 
of the 1960s (Jaikumar 2018). More affordable photographic goods 
could also suggest a modification of our understanding that pho-
tography was, as individuated practice, an elite phenomenon. The 
argument that Christopher Pinney and Sudhir Mahadevan have 
developed is that the photo studio was the key space for a more 

1 Never before has a period known so little about itself. In the hands of the ruling society, 
the invention of illustrated magazines is one of the most powerful means of organizing 
a strike against understanding... The contiguity of these images systematically excludes 
their contextual framework available to consciousness. The ‘image idea’ drives away the 
idea; the blizzard of photographs betrays an indifference toward what the things mean. 
(Kracauer and Levin 1993: 421–436)
2 We live more and more in a world stripped bare by film, a world that tends to peel 
off its own image. Hundreds of thousands of screens make us watch, during the news 
broadcasts, the extraordinary shedding performed each day by tens of thousands of 
cameras. As soon as it forms, History’s skin [la peau de l’Histoire] peels off again. (Bazin, 
1946, cited in Amad 2015: 84)
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socialized rather than individuated engagement with photogra-
phy, a space for identification documents, family and individual 
portraits, for play with self-presentation and fantasy (Mahadevan 
2015; Pinney 1997). Using advertisements addressed to the ama-
teur photographer, Gadihoke suggests a more complex pattern 
of individuated use, tracking the penetration of photography to 
a specifically middle class and domestic consumer. If patriarch 
photographing family hearth and home was a common image in 
advertisements, women did get out and about with the camera. In 
Gadihoke’s analysis, advertisements knowingly mirror amateur 
practice in their form. Here, the amateur is not only the target but 
also the vehicle of photographic imagination. This has a longer his-
tory going back to the late 19th century when photographic societies 
were spaces of autodidacticism, but could segue into professional 
functions, including work on government projects (Pinney 2006). 
In Gadihoke’s account, the geography of photographic technology 
links Eastern Europe to domestic sites in India, the wider canvas 
moving inwards to individual and familial subjects self-fashioned 
for the photographic age. As she shows, there is a subtle gendered 
politics involved, largely falling outside the professional field of pho-
tojournalism, observable in private camera work, and participation 
in photographic societies and photographic exhibitions.

Ranjani Mazumdar weighs in on the infrastructure focus, its 
aesthetics and politics, by discerning the surfacing of a political 
edge in different orchestrations of infrastructure. On the one hand, 
there is the instrumentalist use, driven to surveil and monitor, and 
to render such surveillance spectacular as in the deployment of 
drones. On the other media is life, the everyday networks of work, 
leisure, performance and self-expression based on media recording, 
performance and sharing. She explores this through different itera-
tions of Dharavi, Asia’s largest slum cluster, as it appears in three 
films, Slumdog Millionaire (Danny Boyle, 2008), Gully Boy (Zoya 
Akhtar, 2019) and Kaala (Pa Ranjith, 2018). The slum has been 
a long-term object of post-colonial developmental discourse and 
subject to all sorts of reformist agenda. However, even as the slum 
is known for a high incidence of crime and allegations of terrorist 
mobilization, it is also recognized as a site of distinct economies 
and socialities offering models for the management of logistical 
challenges. It has most recently generated public attention for 
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registering relatively low numbers of infection and death in the 
current pandemic. Mazumdar notes how systems of surveillance 
come together in a planetary media constellation composed of 
global positioning systems, drone surveillance and mobile tracking 
to penetrate to nodes within urban clusters. The everyday mobile 
connectivity, sharing of music files, selfie capture and transmission 
and TikTok video quickies unsettle this overarching surveillance 
form, generating nodes of intransigence and unexpected surges in 
subjective shifts. An atmospheric media saturates the everyday and 
a crowd of mobile users may themselves constitute a network of 
communication even when the Internet is locked down in particular 
areas. This is something which happened in the anti-Constitutional 
Amendment marches of 2019–2020 in India when protestors man-
aged to outflank police by gaining advance information about police 
placement.

Participation, voluntary or otherwise, is key to much of the 
technological reality of the digital moment, the so-called pro-
sumer’s tactile engagement with mobile telephony, and the giving 
up and mining of personal data. In tracking participatory media 
publics and their political articulation, this volume considers 
television audiences, cinema fans then and now, and the exten-
sion of the court of law into an escalating terrain of sensationalist 
media. The television channels continue to have a purchase on the 
logistics of dramatic political intervention, even as viewers access 
many other news sources, and often aggressively participate in 
real-time comments, Twitter feeds and Facetime postings. This 
is perhaps because of the centrality of television to the staging of 
public debate, and, indeed, holding court to arrive at an avowedly 
popular ruling. Christina von Hodenberg considers the hugely 
influential 1970s situation comedy All in the Family in the USA, 
which also had versions in Germany and the UK. She notes the 
importance of the audience survey to understand how different 
age segments responded to different characters, their political 
and domestic attitudes, questions of racism and patriarchal 
dominance. The survey functioned as barometer of public opinion 
and fed back into the developing scenario of the TV series. Series 
creators, scriptwriters and consultants were part of a committed, 
activist women’s rights cohort during a key moment in the trans-
formation of gender roles. However, this cohort was attentive to 
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the distribution of audience opinion. A sizeable middle bloc of the 
unaffiliated emerged as a key factor in the survey and gave shape 
to the narrative arc of the series.

The survey then was key to soliciting a sense of participation 
and of publics acquiring a sense of ownership of media phenom-
enon but also of composing a feedback loop to producers. The more 
dynamic participatory model, as precursor to the contemporary 
digital moment, is indicated in S. V. Srinivas’s work on the film 
fan (Srinivas 2011). In counterpoint to the model proposed by 
Henry Jenkins, the fan as textual poacher whose obsessive engage-
ment with a cult or a star is given creative expression in his/her 
transformation of the text through writerly and performative prac-
tice, Srinivas suggests a distinctive, profoundly political context 
to the fan phenomena he studies. Moving from cinema to online 
video, Srinivas draws attention to the genre of the reaction video 
which showcases fan performativity in front of the idol’s screen. 
In his estimation, a certain tendency in fan discourse and practise 
is ripe for exploitation in social media’s army of trolls, feeding off 
each other in a bid to outdo their dedication to a leader. Srinivas 
moves back and forth: between earlier histories of fan performance 
at cinema halls; in neighbourhood mobilization, including welfare 
functions in poor neighbourhoods (Dickey 1993) as well as fan gang 
encounters; in political participation, fan associations developing 
a complex relationship to the campaigns of would-be star politi-
cians; and the contemporary digital moment with hashtag hate 
campaigns. An eerie isomorphism is at play in this juxtaposition. 
It’s as if the fan was readymade material, key forerunner of the 
troll. But, as Srinivas points out, this does not adequately pay atten-
tion to the decisive technological shift involved. The emergence of 
digital platforms introduced new potentialities in the composition 
of fandom and its deployment for populism. Earlier fan formations 
tended to be centred on the subaltern end of society. With digital 
platforms, a socially differentiated fandom could come on board. The 
platform enables participation without physical presence, so class 
differences between fans who would otherwise not share the social 
space of the cinema theatre as a raucous and performative fan space 
could now share the platform. Technology itself renders socially 
differentiated actors equivalent, which, to follow Laclau, is a key 
operation integral to populism. But while Laclau saw equivalence 
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arising from the forging of interests and symbols that moved from 
the particular and local to a generalized dimension (Laclau 2005), 
the operation is now technologically facilitated, bringing diverse 
and hierarchical publics onto one plane of articulation.

A mediatized politics opens up various and unexpected inter-
sections. Law emerges as another key site for tracking the shifting 
ways the political erupts through media forms. Lawrence Liang 
has for some time been mining the interface between law and media, 
especially the way legal rhetoric and judgements engage media in 
embodied discourse, and through interaction with publics in and 
beyond the court of law. He has been particularly invested in under-
standing how the courts function as theatre (Liang 2011). Focusing 
primarily on censorship and its moralizing denunciation, he shows 
how judicial statements are fashioned by an erotics of reception. 
As the judge seeks to capture the spectre of the obscene and the 
visceral that s/he condemns cinema for, the court of law is converted 
into a theatre for the representation of cinema. In this chapter, 
Liang shows how judicial statements participate in an affective 
surplus arising from public sentiments and moral assertions that 
are derived from film stories and film songs, among others. Judicial 
discourse is thus continuous with the idioms of the ordinary, the 
everyday, the subjective and prejudicial. But this is not ordinary 
speech: these are statements which have the power to judge and 
punish. His main focus in this chapter relates to television as a form 
which has come to acquire a public force in staging legal arguments 
relating to sub judice cases, as in Aaj Ki Adalat (Today’s Court), 
and also in the sensationalist news formats which have emerged 
in recent times.

Liang concludes by signalling shifts the digital environment 
has provoked, especially the cascade of hate speech whose viral 
circulation completely unsettles earlier protocols of civil discourse, 
reasoned argument and the deployment of verifiable evidence. In 
this new context, he discerns the agency of a figure he draws from 
social theorist Gabriel Tarde, the magnetizer. Tarde emphasized 
that the social was not a given arrangement of relationships but 
was something which was constituted by repetitive acts of mimetic 
production, members echoing each other’s gestures, speech acts and 
so on to produce a common arena of recognition. The magnetizer 
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escalates such a mimetic relay, a figure to emulate but one who also 
emulates the follower. Virality emerges from the intensification 
and multi-directionality of mimetic relay in social media. We see a 
running thread here: from Srinivas’s star–fan relationship in which 
the fan can exercise influence as much as the star and demonstrates 
such power through reaction videos and social media use; and the 
contemporary social media influencer, a more decentred entity who 
shades into the star and celebrity emerging from social media, as 
micro-formations.

Ravi Sundaram’s focus on the fringe carries this discussion 
further into the material forms, machinic effects and political impli-
cations of contemporary social media. He argues that an atmospheric 
media environment combines all sorts of machine-driven information 
gathering techniques that exceed earlier post-colonial governmen-
tal forms of population mapping. These emplot human and non-
human activity, involving surveillance, biometric identification, 
commercial activity such as taxi-generated traffic data, the offering 
up and mining of social data, with the smartphone as centrepiece 
(Meyer 2016; Zuboff 2019). Personalization and agglomeration are 
key data-driven logics of media form, rendering all sorts of actants 
into data points tracked in real time. Personalization, involving 
search, user-generated data and user surveillance, assumes the 
possibility of a shifting grid of networks within which to place the 
user, while agglomeration gathers information for particular effects 
and ends. In shifting into this new order of datafication, various 
levels clearly operate, ranging from the control exercised by social 
media dominants such as Facebook, and the techniques used to 
channel user date through personalized modes of address by the 
Indian prime minister into the Namo app. But participation is key 
to the overall matrix, not only in terms of the offering up of user 
data but also the continuous remodelling facilitated by amateur 
activity mobilizing a performance of the self as in TikTok videos. 
A notion of the unstable as the norm, crisis not signalling a change 
into a new order, but as continuing condition of social and politi-
cal existence define this new situation. The crowd, a significant 
object of anxiety arising from fear of mass accession to public life 
and politics in the late 19th century, subsequently to undergo a 
less paranoid vision in Elias Canetti’s 1960 book, here returns not 
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as a physical congregation but as an online agglomeration which 
comes together to create interventions and concrete effects. Here, 
the extreme or fringe element is part of a shifting matrix which is 
not hierarchized into legitimate/mainstream and extreme/fringe. 
There is an amassing of extreme speech at different levels provid-
ing a strong, multichannel armature for a Rightist politics acutely 
attuned to data-driven techniques (Sundaram 2015).

We conclude with a more agnostic view of data-driven politics, 
one which is overall in a different register from that diagnosed by 
Sundaram. Srirupa Roy’s account addresses not the multiple lines 
of digital mobilization within an unstable matrix, but rather the 
logistics of what a dominant party like the Bhartiya Janata Party, 
commanding huge resources in cadres and funding, is actually 
doing with informational technology, social media accounts and 
data analytics. She maps the various players involved in data 
analytics and social media use, from party political think tanks 
to those plying their wares in the marketplace of data analytics. 
The spectrum includes state agencies, dedicated party IT cells, as 
well as the election campaign industry and entrepreneurs whose 
motivation is only profit. Roy notes that the dominant discourse of 
these data techniques is that it is the individual rather than the 
group (caste, religious) whose interests and aspirations are their 
target. But she notes that in practice there are many more moti-
vations and underlying premises involved. First and foremost is 
the BJP’s own internal communication and command structures. 
The elaborate architecture of multiple WhatsApp groups used by 
the party takes the disciplining and testing of its own cadre as its 
primary object. Her second observation relates to the publicness of 
state data in matters of welfare, health, income level, landholding, 
education and so on. She suggests that the ruling party leverages 
access to these data to its advantage just as, in a different vein, it 
used the 2016 demonetization policy to undercut opposition party 
financial resources while it could anticipate and launder its own 
monies. Another important observation lies in the figure of the 
panna pramukh, the figure assigned to a page of the electoral reg-
ister for political suasion and to ensure the voter actually votes. 
Here, the digital and paper forms mix together to address a concrete 
location and practice, the voter booth. Data analytics is necessarily 
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complemented by paperwork, something Sandeep Mertia observed 
recurrently in his field-based research into the practices of digitiza-
tion promoted by a variety of data analytic initiatives, from civil 
society advocates through those invested in market analysis (Mertia 
2021). Finally, Roy suggests that at the heart of this elaborate 
surface veneer of data-driven forms not only lies the question of a 
hands-on, paper-driven, face-to-face encounter located in the world 
rather than on a tab or a mobile phone but also the replenishment 
of identity targeting. She calls this a new primordialism, one modi-
fied by a refurbished welfare targeting of populations segmented 
not only into individuals but also into households, families and 
caste clusters.

In this first foray of the ICAS research module, Media and the 
Constitution of the Political, we have assembled a range of research 
and theoretical argumentation traversing historical and contempo-
rary experience. Film censorship minutes retail stories of contested 
sovereignty and the role of 16 mm projection in an alternative film 
territoriality in Bangladesh; print and music history after German 
unification reveal the unexpected persistence of the ‘East’, and a 
reinvestment in dissipated music cultures; newsreels in the lead-up 
to the partition of the British Indian subcontinent circulate images 
of the spaces of religious worship, domestic and neighbourhood life, 
public assemblies and formal political negotiations, signalling both 
difference and reconciliation on the grounds of alternative political 
imaginaries. Media infrastructure are a running thread through 
these chapters. An avowedly planetary ‘blanket’ of photographs 
facilitated by Associated Press’s investment in the technology of 
photographic wire transfer conceals a highly differentiated field 
of the visible, driven by political compulsions and revenue consid-
erations. At the height of the Cold War, despite divisions of com-
panies such as Agfa, film stock and cameras from both Germanies 
penetrate into Indian elite households and, more complexly, engage 
the interests of their women members. Satellite and drone imag-
ing surveil slum clusters to be reframed by a networked local life 
world of music sharing, performative exuberance and subaltern 
assertion. Digital infrastructures are engaged through a complex 
architecture, at one level tracking the remarkable saturation of life 
by media information, an atmospheric media which combines all 
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sorts of biometric, climate and traffic measurements, mines person-
alized data, agglomerates information to generate digital crowds 
assembled on a treadmill of unrelenting crisis and Right-wing 
populist potentiality. In counterpoint to an often overwhelming 
rendering of the digital, a hard-headed political analysis discerns 
an older set of political forms in play, on the ground, on an election 
commission page, at particular booths, even as the digital is used 
by leaders to discipline and communicate with cadres and IT cells 
and data analytic entrepreneurs lay claim to targeting individuals 
over caste and religious identities. Whatever the ‘spin’ obfuscation 
of such prognoses, what is clear is that the digital architecture 
is reframing the public and the private in radical ways. If data 
mining and user surveillance problematize the private, then public-
ness too has been remapped, unruly, abusive, inclusive, as when 
fans assemble on social media to extend a chain of equivalence to 
forge a populist perimeter around a leader or star; or courts of law 
assume the idioms of popular expression, laying claim to ruling on 
behalf of the people, with media sensationalism in turn assuming 
the mise-en-scene and claims to promoting justice in public trials. 
Throwbacks to a relatively stable circuit of TV audience opinion 
mapping how a progressive serial should be shaped almost suggest 
a utopian publicness of deliberation and accommodation.

In subsequent seminars, workshops and publications, the 
media module of ICAS will take on board many more dimensions of 
media experience and its articulation of the political. This includes 
the longer history of technologies of sound and communication, 
including radio, gramophone records, cassette culture and audio 
files, microphones and loudspeakers; an engagement with print 
and textuality, as part of book and print cultural histories, and 
also how these evolve in the contemporary; sustained focuses on 
surveillance technologies; special attention to video in its analogue 
and digital forms; further explorations of law, media and politics; an 
engagement with the relationship of labour to media technology, in 
the media industry, in digital economies and work practices, and as 
labour interfaces with media in a wider frame, and the emergence 
of artificial intelligence; the refiguring of the private/public relation-
ship in media, homes and professional work. We are particularly 
concerned with how the future will shape, tracking longer histories 
but also determinate shifts in most areas of life, from finance and 
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banking, to biomedical crises and the proliferation of identifying 
and sensing technologies around the pandemic, to atmospheric 
media centred on climate change.
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THE DIPLOMATIC BAG
In late 2001, I sat in the packed auditorium of the Goethe Institute 
in Dhaka. Film enthusiasts had turned up in numbers for a Dutch 
film festival hosted by the German cultural institute in the city. 
The institute was a stronghold for international film screening and 
had long been a second home to many of the city’s cinephiles and 
film activists. Screening that evening was the film Antonia’s Line 
(1995, directed by Marleen Gorris), a feminist fairy tale centred on 
a mother and her daughters in rural Netherlands. The crowd sat 
through its long run, only spilling out of the auditorium into the 
drive of the institute for tea and cigarettes after the final 102nd 
minute. Many of them there had seen all the films in the small fes-
tival and now discussed and compared them intently. The mood was 
relaxed, engaged, fuelled by sweet tea and cinephilic enthusiasm.

The Goethe Institute and the Alliance Française, alongside the 
British Council, Indian High Commission, the Russian Cultural 
Centre and former United States Information Services (USIS), 
have long been strongholds for film culture in Bangladesh. ‘We 
would spend whole days and nights at the Goethe Institute’, a film 
activist remembered the 1980s. ‘At some point they screened the 
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entire Heimat series over two days. We would spend the whole night 
there, and the director of the institute brought food and drinks for 
us, allowing us to stay.’

The non-theatrical exhibition of films by foreign diplomatic 
missions or international cultural institutes has been a mainstay of 
international cinema circuits in South Asia. The diplomatic mission 
is one of the actors within the networks of international film culture 
globally (e.g., Ariyadasa 1989; Navitski 2018) and international 
political actors profoundly shape the contours of contemporary film 
culture (Kaur 2020). Scholarship about art cinema and film societ-
ies in South Asia frequently mentions the presence of the diplomatic 
mission and international cultural institutions as purveyors of 
films, funds, venues and ventures (e.g., Akhter 2019; Ghosh 2018; 
Kishore 2013; Majumdar 2012; Venkiteswaran, 2009). In South 
Asia, it has been particularly associated with the cultural diplo-
matic activities of the USA, the UK, Russia and Western European 
states but also includes similar activities by Iranian, Japanese 
and Australian embassies and cultural agents. In Bangladesh, the 
Indian High Commission too has been prominently active in this 
field. Alongside commercial and theatrical exhibition of foreign 
films, this diplomatic circuit of non-theatrical and non-commercial 
film circulation provides an important site for the political use of 
cinematic forms and exhibition models and is finely woven into the 
political activities of foreign powers in South Asia.

In her chapter on the history of the film society movement 
in India, Rochona Majumdar mentions the arrival in Calcutta of 
Hiroshima Mon Amour (1959, directed by Alain Resnais) through 
the intervention of the Alliance Française ‘when the film was being 
shipped from Dhaka to Rangoon’ (2012: 751). While Majumdar does 
not detail the nature of this shipping (nor Ghosh who mentions the 
same moment; 2018: 147), it is likely that these reels were travel-
ling around South Asia under the aegis of the Alliance Française 
intended for non-theatrical and non-commercial exhibition across 
cities in the region. As Alamgir Kabir noted in 1969, ‘cine-clubs’ in 
Dhaka would borrow films from diplomatic missions for screening 
to their members (101) and were often reliant on ‘films that arrive 
by diplomatic bags’ (1979: 85). Hiroshima Mon Amour would have 
been part of this particular distribution circuit. This impression 



Films in the Diplomatic Bag 25

is strengthened by the fact that Majumdar mentions that the 
film made an ill-advised stop in Calcutta and was screened in a 
cinema hall. There, ‘this particular screening unleashed a regime 
of police restrictions’ (Majumdar 2012: 751) when it became clear 
the film had not received a censorship certificate in India. From 
this, we can assume that Hiroshima Mon Amour travelled inside 
a diplomatic bag between Dhaka and Rangoon. Its smooth passage 
between screening sites was interrupted when it was taken out of 
this container and shown publicly in a theatrical setting, ‘unleash-
ing’ state action.

In this chapter, I focus on the moment of the unleashing of 
state action upon the cinematic objects carried within the pro-
tective shell of the diplomatic bag. The diplomatic bag can be 
understood literally as the container that carries stuff, here films, 
between diplomatic posts (such as a high commission) and affili-
ated organizations (such as international cultural institutes). But 
it can also be understood conceptually as the vehicle by which 
certain cinematic objects and all that’s associated with them (from 
foreign funding to aesthetic forms; from narratives to cameras) 
can move across territories outwith the control of sovereign gov-
ernments of these territories. Sovereignty has been theorized as 
residing in the capacity to decide upon the exception (Agamben 
1998) and the modern political era has been understood as pro-
gressively locating this sovereign power within a state apparatus 
that governs a territory inhabited by the nation composed of citi-
zens who confer sovereignty onto those who exercise that power 
on their behalf (Lefort 1988). Yarimar Bonilla (2013, 2017) has 
shown how interruptions to the smooth functioning of political 
sovereignty unambiguously embodied by the state is a political 
fiction that obscures the ways in which the idea of sovereignty has 
been strategically mobilized as part of practices of conquest while 
formal recognitions of sovereignty have been accompanied by its 
quotidian interruption and suspension. She shows how ‘the sover-
eign nation is a myth, an aspirational model at best, even within 
the space of the North Atlantic, which has long relied on colonial 
markets, outsourced labor, and nonsovereign enclaves in order to 
sustain its claims to modern sovereignty’ (Bonilla 2013: 156) while 
‘North Atlantic nation-states continue to assert control both within 



LOTTE HOEK26

and beyond their boundaries…’ (Bonilla 2013: 162). Rather than 
an exception, this is the nature of sovereignty in a political order 
wrought by conquest and empire in which sovereignty continues to 
be strategically mobilized as an ideal and undermined in practice 
within the enduring systemic inequalities of the post-imperial 
order of formally independent nation states. Within this legacy is 
the use of the photographic image as part of colonial rule (Pinney 
2004; Poole 1997). The struggle over control of the image and 
the domain of publicity continues as a site for the articulation of 
and challenge to sovereignty (Chowdhury 2014). Anthropological 
accounts of sovereignty have focused on the everyday materializa-
tions and expression of sovereignty, within and beyond the appa-
ratus of the state, in which display, spectacle and publicity remain 
central themes (Aretxaga 2003; Hansen and Stepputat 2006). The 
diplomatic bag illustrates this partial and interrupted sovereignty. 
It operates as a conduit for the movement of international cinema 
culture shaped by international political representation and inter-
ests that regularly interrupt the authority of state bodies. Via the 
diplomatic bag, cinematic artefacts reach destinations that are 
outwith the authority, either formally or informally, of film censors 
and the institutional authorities that confer the right to scrutinize 
and certify such images upon the censor board. The ‘unleashing of 
state action’ upon these artefacts in the context of the diplomatic 
bag shows both the political significance of the cinema as a vector 
of public incitement and the limited nature of ostensibly sovereign 
authorities to regulate the deployment of this vector within the 
context of international political representation in post-colonial 
nation states.

Understanding cinema as a public cultural form that reaches 
out and stirs its viewers in ways that are available to social or politi-
cal mobilization (Mazzarella 2013), part of ‘the explosive political 
energies that are unleashed through new technologies’ (Cody 2020: 
62), states attempt to galvanize and control the evocative powers 
of filmic objects. Censorship is the means by which this marshal-
ling of the cinema’s provocative powers is channelled. Kaur and 
Mazzarella (2009: 9) have argued that censorship can be understood 
as different modes of ‘public regulation’ that work ‘to create value…
out of a delicate balance of incitement and containment’. Kaur and 
Mazzarella’s understanding of state censorship as part of a broader 
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mode of public cultural regulation that simultaneously inflames and 
contains passions through public forms of mediation draws atten-
tion to the fact that ‘any claim to authority or power via regulatory 
action in the field of public culture necessarily involves some kind 
of active participation in the poetics and politics of publicity…’ 
(2009: 7). The diplomatic bag is a conduit for the distribution of 
media objects by foreign powers. It is the, often frustrated, focus 
of cultural control by the state authorities through whose terrain 
the diplomatic bag moves, unleashing its response. Censorship is 
regularly illustrated through the conflict between the state and 
non-state actors who are at odds in their mutual incitement of 
public passions. A focus on the diplomatic bag within the context 
of censorship draws our attention to the ways in which state action 
is unleashed around international cinema as state actors such as 
bureaucrats, elected representatives, officials, cultural representa-
tives or diplomats become entangled in their efforts to contain and 
deploy the affective powers of the cinema, illustrating the porous 
and incomplete nature of sovereign control.

In this chapter, I explore the dual politics of incitement and 
control around international cinema in the diplomatic bag in 
decolonizing South Asia by a focus on the proximity of film culture 
in Bangladesh to foreign diplomatic and cultural missions. This 
proximity is both literal and figurative, and is articulated through 
something known as the ‘foreign mission film’: non-Bangladeshi 
films imported and exhibited by diplomatic missions and foreign 
cultural institutes. I focus on the contorted attempts by the Film 
Censor Board in Dhaka to control or regulate the films imported 
and screened by the USIS and British Information Services (BIS) 
in 1950s’ East Pakistan and by the Alliance Française in 1980s’ 
Bangladesh. I will draw on archival material from the Censor Board 
in Dhaka where ostensibly sovereign decisions about film exhibi-
tion were to be taken. I will show how the Censor Board’s decision-
making power was significantly limited despite their attempts to 
assert it either through insisting on their legal rights to make 
such decisions for the territory within their purview or through 
the introduction of new legislation. I will show how in the realm 
of the diplomatic bag, where the circulation and screening of films 
and the development of film culture is enveloped by the interests of 
powerful foreign actors (in particular the USA and allied European 
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powers), the Censor Board has been significantly limited in what 
it could command. I show that what results is a performance of 
censorship that is an undiscerning mode of seeing, a censorship 
without scrutiny and cultural regulation based on legislation that 
fails to expand the realm of surveillance and control. It also brings 
to the fore the struggle within the East Pakistan and Bangladesh 
civil service to control mass publicity and provides new insight into 
the complex statecraft of the newly decolonizing regimes of East 
Pakistan and Bangladesh. Ultimately, the material I present here 
illustrates to the ways in which media forms became the means 
through which political modes of alliance and control were articu-
lated, especially in the context of authoritarian modes of governance 
in East Pakistan and military regimes in Bangladesh.

CULTURAL DIPLOMACY IN EAST PAKISTAN  
AND BANGLADESH
In the course of the 20th century, filmmaking and film screening 
were quickly established as a part of statecraft internationally, 
including by colonial and post-colonial South Asian governments. 
On 29 September 1956, Dr Nuruzzaman Choudhury, representative 
for Noakhali Sadar East, stood up in the East Pakistan Assembly 
to ask the minister in charge of the Home Department about the 
presence of the USIS in the country. He asked how many USIS cen-
tres there were, how many people they employed, what the nature 
of their activities were, whether they paid people for information 
and whether there were arrangements to watch these activities. 
The Chief Minister of East Pakistan, Ataur Rahman Khan, listed 
the seven cities in which there were activities for the ‘promotion 
of mutual understanding and sympathy between the people of 
Pakistan and USA’ (Government of Pakistan 1957: 50). These 
activities included ‘free distribution of literature, film shows, lecture 
exhibits, artistic representation, photo display, etc.’ (Government 
of Pakistan 1957). And yes, to support these activities, they had 
‘paid servants in the districts’ (Government of Pakistan 1957: 51). 
It was deemed unnecessary to watch their activities.

Mr Mohiuddin Ahmad, representative for Pirojpur South-
West, asked what the purpose was of giving a foreign country 
the right to open so many information services? The response he 
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received was evasive. ‘It has been done by the Central Government 
for diplomatic reasons. This Government is not aware of it’ 
(Government of Pakistan 1957). The East Pakistan government 
had only partial sovereignty within the federal organization of 
Pakistan and was in crucial domains dependent entirely on the 
‘central’ government, including in the realm of foreign policy. In 
fact, ‘the Central Government…was armed with such great power 
(executive, military and financial) that, apart from protest, there 
was little that the provincial ministry could do’ (Callard 1956: 13). 
Further, politicians in East Pakistan were largely dependent on 
a ‘state bureaucracy with paternalistic and undemocratic tenden-
cies’ (Kamal 2009: 8), which was formative of the political culture 
of East Pakistan (Government of Pakistan 1957). In this context, 
the agitated to-and-fro about the USIS presence in East Pakistan 
in 1956 was important as public display of dissent but toothless in 
terms of a negotiation about that presence with the central govern-
ment. The stand-off in the Parliament over the USIS presence can 
be understood as the spilling over of the public affects stirred by 
the intensive and provocative presence of the USIS’ public cultural 
interventions.

Other representatives in the East Pakistan Assembly asked the 
chief minister whether the government was aware that ‘just prior to 
the election of 1954 the servants of the USIS were connected with 
the activities of the candidates?’ The elections had been a major 
turning point in the relations between East and West Pakistan. 
The Muslim League was pushed out of power in the East against 
a backdrop of language and labour uprisings, famine and police 
brutality (Kamal 2009; Uddin 2020). An electorally strong but 
politically strained United Front of parties led by highly regarded 
and popular Bengali political leaders came to power and clashed 
repeatedly with the West Pakistan political establishment and not 
infrequently with one another. The United Front included a strong 
Left political current within it (Kamal 2009: 24–25; Uddin 2020: 
3), putting further strain on relations with West Pakistan and the 
strong alliance between Pakistan and the USA in the context of the 
changing geopolitical equation in the region after 1947. It is against 
this political backdrop that the representatives in the East Pakistan 
Assembly raised critical questions about the presence of the USIS 
in the cities and towns of East Pakistan. ‘Have other countries 
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been allowed to set up such information services?’ demanded the 
representative for Pirojpur South-West (Government of Pakistan 
1957: 51). The first minister didn’t know. ‘Then please tell us who 
does know!’ asked the exasperated representative. ‘Karachi knows,’ 
said the chief minister, ending the debate about the USIS’ pres-
ence in East Pakistan (Government of Pakistan 1957). The phrase 
‘Karachi knows’ might sum up the singular lack of scrutiny that 
was available to parliamentarians in East Pakistan’s assembly with 
regard to foreign policy, controlled by the central government in 
West Pakistan. It is clear that foreign policy included the cultural 
activities of powerful foreign diplomatic missions.

The USIS was set up in 1953 as the public wing of the United 
States Information Agency, under the State Department, and 
quickly developed a capillary network of ‘libraries’ around the 
world (Anderton 1967: 114; Cull 2008). Cultural diplomacy was an 
important part of the Cold War hostilities (Cull 2008; Saunders 
1999) and the USIS was one of the nodes through which cultural 
persuasion was effected through lectures, photographs, exhibitions 
and film screenings. Three years after its founding, there were no 
less than seven USIS libraries across the relatively small geography 
of East Pakistan,1 highlighting not only the strategic importance 
of the alliance between Pakistan and the USA but also the chal-
lenges to the central and provincial governments in the East flank 
of the country, which were not infrequently glossed as a Communist 
threat (Toor 2011). The British Council similarly had a library in 
Dhaka and opened a second one in Chittagong in 1959 (Deb 1959). 
That year, the British government had issued ‘about 14,000 [film] 
prints’ (Deb 1959) as part of its Government Information Services. 
Indeed, other countries than the USA too had been allowed to open 
similar ‘information’ services.

By the 1950s, film had become a well-established part of 
the diplomatic and military arsenal of the UK and the USA gov-
ernments. During the First World War, the US Committee on 
Public Information’s ‘Foreign Film Division oversaw the export 
of the Committee’s own propaganda films and in agreement with 

1 The seven USIS libraries in East Pakistan in 1956 were in Dhaka, Chittagong, Sylhet, 
Mymensingh, Rajshahi, Barisal and Rangpur (Government of Pakistan 1957: 50).
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Hollywood assumed “full control of the foreign distribution of 
American dramatic and comedy pictures”’ (Cull 2008: 7). By the 
time of the Second World War, the UK government too used com-
mercial cinema, non-commercial short films and newsreels along-
side other means of propaganda. In colonial India, it did so through 
the Imperial Department of Information’s Film Advisory Board (Roy 
2007: 23), chaired by J. B. H. Wadia (Sutoris 2016: 42), the prolific 
film producer and director of Wadia Movietone Studio (Thomas 
2013: 26). As Roy (2007) and Sutoris (2016) show, the documentary 
efforts in British India as part of the war mobilization provided the 
grounds for independent India’s own political use of film. India’s 
Films Division was set up in 1948, producing films and newsreels 
under the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting (Roy 2007: 
33–34). The Pakistan government similarly mobilized filmmakers 
under its Ministry of Information immediately after Independence 
in 1947 to produce and distribute films and newsreels (Imran 
2016: 1). India’s Films Division was paralleled in Pakistan by the 
Film Section, which was a part of the Department of Films and 
Publications in the Pakistan government (Government of Pakistan 
1962: 215). By the time the USIS opened its seven libraries in 
East Pakistan in the 1950s, then, filmmaking and film screening, 
both commercial and governmental, were well established as part of 
statecraft internationally and in the practice of post-colonial South 
Asian governments. It has continued to be so imbricated, even when 
only distantly sensed through convivial encounters at a Dutch film 
festival on the grounds of a German cultural institute in Dhaka.

THE EAST BENGAL BOARD OF FILM CENSORS 
RESERVES THE RIGHT
The newly established USIS libraries in East Pakistan were quickly 
equipped with a significant number of films. Looking through the 
minutes of the meetings of the East Bengal Board of Film Censors2 
in the Bangladesh National Archives, I found the record of many 
United States Information Agency films cleared by the Board for 

2 Until April 1956, the Board was known as the East Bengal Board of Film Censors. From 
May 1956, and after the introduction of the One Unit scheme that created West and East 
Pakistan, it became the East Pakistan Board of Film Censors. For simplicity, here I use 
‘the East Bengal Board’ or ‘Dhaka Board’ and East Pakistan.
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screening in East Pakistan in the 1950s. The minutes of the meet-
ings of the East Bengal Board of Film Censors provide insight 
into the ways in which international film distribution reached 
East Pakistan and the extensive numbers of international films 
that were certified for exhibition in there. Besides commercial 
imports, the records also show that foreign missions imported lots of 
films into the country in the 1950s and 1960s. Described as ‘foreign 
mission films’ in the records, these were mostly non-fiction short 
films and newsreels but also included select features. The minutes 
of the Board also document the ways in which the foreign mission 
films generated controversies and stand-offs between the members 
of the Board and the civil service in Pakistan. The discussions about 
foreign mission films in the minutes of the East Bengal Board of 
Film Censors evocatively illustrate how the diplomatic bag cre-
ated a conduit for foreign films to reach its destination in a more 
expansive sense than mere delivery to the local diplomatic mission. 
A brief discussion of the functioning of the East Bengal Board of 
Film Censors is required to fully capture the circumstances in which 
these foreign films were cleared for exhibition in East Pakistan.

The East Bengal Board of Censors was one of three such Boards 
operative in Pakistan in the early 1950s. The Boards had come 
into existence as part of amendments to the 1918 Cinematograph 
Act of India ‘that established censor boards with regional jurisdic-
tion’ (Mazzarella 2013: 49). These boards continued to operate 
after Independence and Partition in their provincial capacities. 
Besides the East Bengal Board, there were Boards in Lahore and 
Karachi. Inherited from the British colonial period, any film had 
to be separately censored for the geographic areas of exhibition 
under the control of each of these three Boards. This significantly 
drove up the cost to distributors and producers, and created sig-
nificant resentment (Government of Pakistan 1962: 208). In each 
of the areas, ‘Provincial Governments had powers to frame rules 
for film censorship’ (Government of Pakistan 1962: 206) and there 
was therefore discrepancy between the rules and fees of censorship 
across Pakistan. Fees in West Pakistan were significantly higher 
than in East Pakistan. And while the Lahore-based Board had its 
own screening facility, in Karachi and Dhaka, the censor screenings 
would take place in public cinema halls (i.e., within the domain of 
distributors and exhibiters who sought the favour of the board for 
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the films to be cleared for screening in the first place). The Report 
of the Film Fact Finding Committee commissioned by the Ministry 
of Industries of the Pakistan Government noted that

the main grievance against Regional Boards of Censorship 
has, however, been that their codes vary greatly and we see the 
phenomenon of a film being banned in one area is allowed to 
be exhibited by the Censor Board in the other area. Different 
types of excisions are also made in the same film by different 
Boards of Film Censors. (Government of Pakistan 1962: 208) 

In effect, films cleared or even produced in West Pakistan could be 
considered as unsuitable for public exhibition in East Pakistan by 
the Board in Dhaka and vice versa.

In each of the three Boards of Film Censorship in Pakistan, 
‘50% of the members of these Boards were composed of Government 
officials and the other fifty percent of the members were non-
officials’ (Government of Pakistan 1962: 206). In East Pakistan, 
the Board was presided over by the Commissioner of Dhaka 
Division. The category of non-officials included parliamentarians. 
Members of the film industry, in all forms, were not allowed to 
sit on the Board due to the risks of ‘impartiality’ that this would 
incur. Significantly, for a good stint in the mid-1950s, the Deputy 
Secretary of the Home (Political) Department of the government, 
and in this capacity a member of the Board, was Mr Altaf Gauhar, 
whose career had started in All India Radio before serving in 
the Pakistan Civil Services in East Bengal as district magis-
trate and eventually becoming the person shaping the publicity 
strategy under Ayub Khan’s Martial Law regime (Toor 2011: 86). 
Participants in the political and bureaucratic running of the new 
government of Pakistan, then, were central to the execution of the 
film censorship process.

The Board in Dhaka met once a month to discuss examination 
reports sent in by members who had gone to watch films submitted 
for certification in groups of three in the appointed cinema halls. 
Ten cinema halls in Dhaka, including Lion Cinema and Gulistan, 
were mandated to keep three seats reserved for Board members 
at all times. Members were allowed to be accompanied by family 
or friends during these screenings (Government of Pakistan 1962: 
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210). On the basis of the reports from these small viewing parties, 
the Board would recommend whether individual films would be 
certified for exhibition in East Pakistan with or without excisions.

Between 1947 and 1960, a little over 20,000 films were censored 
in Pakistan as a whole (Government of Pakistan 1962: 209). Of this, 
14,472 were foreign films, a small number of these from India, and 
almost all films were certified for public exhibition without inter-
vention. Alongside America, British and other European feature 
films, the minutes list a huge number of films that are marked as 
‘shorts’. These were newsreels, short documentaries, travelogues, 
political shorts and lots of cartoons. Many of the American shorts 
were sold as part of packages that included feature length films 
produced by the major Hollywood studios. These shorts ranged 
from 10-minute explorations of foreign cities in Warner Brothers’ 
Technicolor Specials from the late 1940s to recordings of American 
jazz bands and short comedy reels. These appear to have sailed 
through the Board unremarked, the minutes showing long lists of 
certified titles, with no further comment.

Among the cartoons and the foreign spectaculars, there were 
also short films with titles such as American Working Woman or 
How We Select Our Representatives. These types of shorts were 
destined to be screened in a diplomatic mission or international 
cultural institute, such as a USIS library in, say, Mymensingh 
or Chittagong. They were part of the diplomatic efforts of foreign 
countries. Few were as active in this field as the USA, in the con-
text of geopolitical realignments in the aftermath of the Second 
World War and the process of dismantling of European empires. 
For example, the short film Atomic Power for Peace was cleared 
for public exhibition in what was then still called East Bengal on 
6 June 1954. This film was part of Eisenhower’s ‘Atoms for Peace’, 
an elaborate government programme by which the US government 
aimed to contain and defuse the fear of nuclear arms within the 
context of the Cold War (Hewlett and Holl 1989). Management of 
national and international public opinion on the benefits of nuclear 
fission, such as for energy production or in medicine, were key to 
ameliorating perceptions of military and industrial interests in 
expanding nuclear capability and armament (Hewlett and Holl 
1989). The USIA was tasked with producing informational films 
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for the programme to accompany an exhibition about Atoms for 
Peace. ‘In 1954, the [USIA] agency sent touring exhibitions to 
Italy, Germany, Spain, the Netherlands, and Britain. The exhibit 
reached India and Pakistan in 1955’ (Cull 2008: 106). By the time 
the exhibition reached East Pakistan, the accompanying film was 
certified for public exhibition and would be screened in the USIS 
libraries all over East Pakistan, as it was throughout the world 
(e.g., Hafsteinsson and Gréétarsdóóttir 2011; Yuka 2014). By 
November 1956, another six Atoms for Peace films were certified 
for exhibition in East Pakistan.

The USA was not the only foreign power requesting certifica-
tion for public exhibition of its government produced short films 
and newsreels. The East Bengal Board of Film Censors similarly 
reviewed USSR newsreels, films sponsored by the British Central 
Office for Information, such as Falklands: The Story (1948), and a 
significant number of films made by the Indian government’s Films 
Division. The minutes of the meetings of the East Bengal Board of 
Film Censors record certifying many Films Divisions films, includ-
ing Towards a Better Society (1953, directed by Krishna Gopal), 
Muslims in India (1955, directed by Mushir Ahmad) and Wonder 
of Work (1955, directed by Jagat Murari). It is also not the case 
that the films imported were somehow easily aligned to clear and 
mutually exclusive geopolitical ambitions and ideological positions. 
Remember that a few years after the ‘Atoms for Peace’, publicity 
campaigns throughout East Pakistan, the Alliance Française was 
‘shipping’ the film Hiroshima Mon Amour from Dhaka to Rangoon. 
The anti-colonial and humanist film, however flawed, was a part of 
the Left progressive cultural movements that fed into the French 
New Wave (Sanos 2016: 729) and responded directly to the horrors 
of the deployment of nuclear bombs by the US Army on Japanese 
cities. It would have sat awkwardly alongside American attempts 
to persuade foreign populations of the benefits of the nuclear age. 
Throughout the 1950s, then, informational short films and news-
reels produced by foreign governments were certified for public 
exhibition in East Pakistan as part of their diplomatic efforts, 
alongside a large volume of commercially distributed foreign 
feature films that formed part of the soft power of many of these 
governments.
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Foreign mission films presented a number of challenges to the 
East Bengal Board of Film Censors that, like the debate in the pro-
vincial parliament referenced above, illustrate the tensions caused 
by foreign cultural representation in East Pakistan. The first chal-
lenge appears entirely technical. As noted above, the Censor Board 
did not have its own screening facilities. Instead, the Board was 
reliant on public cinema halls to screen films for members of the 
board to evaluate. The 10 cinema halls assigned this purpose, how-
ever, were not equipped to screen 16 mm film. On 11 January 1955, 
the Board noted the need to examine ‘British Information Service 
Films which are of 16 mm sound films’.3 The BIS was the overseas 
arm of the Central Office of Information in the UK. In Dhaka, they 
had their own projection system set up to screen 16 mm films. The 
Board therefore ‘resolved that the films be examined in the BIS 
projection halls’.4 To be able to evaluate whether these films were 
suitable for public exhibition, members of the Censor Board had to 
report to the foreign mission themselves, sit in their auditoriums 
and watch the shorts made by the governments of those missions, 
before writing up examination reports. The content of these short 
films may be understood as attempts at ideologically drawing in 
foreign populations. What is significant is that in this case, these 
short films also physically drew members of the Board onto the ter-
rain and into the company of the foreign missions. The ‘diplomatic 
bag’ by which these films arrived in East Pakistan also enveloped 
the government appointed members of the Censor Board.

The political interest in foreign informational shorts, and 
their sheer volume, created further difficulties for the Board. The 
second challenge faced by the Board was the political imbalance 
between the East and the West provinces of the country described 
above. The USIS and BIS foreign mission films illustrate this frus-
trated decision-making power of the Board in Dhaka. The Board 
repeatedly ran into limits placed on their capacity to take deci-
sions about film certification for East Pakistan despite the Dhaka 
Board ostensibly holding the power to make decisions about film 

3 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 11-01-1955.
4 Ibid.
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certification for public exhibition in East Pakistan. I will illustrate 
this through a discussion of a series of meetings of the board in 
1955. On 17 May 1955, a special meeting of the Board was called. 
A memo had arrived at the Dhaka Board ‘regarding the censorship 
of the USIS films and other documentary and educational films 
owned by USIS and other foreign missions’.5 Having considered 
this memo, the Board resolved that

these missions may be asked to supply brief synopsis of dif-
ferent pictures along with their lists, and also indicate their 
priority about exhibition of their films. Out of these 5 to 10%—
depending on their subject—may be selected by the President 
for regular examination by members of the Board while others 
may be approved on the basis of synopsis.6

In effect, the government memo asks the Board to certify these 
foreign mission films unseen. As perhaps a pre-emptive but entirely 
hollow gesture, it also authorizes the Commissioner of Dhaka 
Division as President of the Board to hand-pick a few films to be 
put forward for viewing by the members of the Board.

Two months later, at the 12 July 1955 meeting, another gov-
ernment memo had arrived at the Board regarding the ‘exemption 
of films imported by USIS from display of censorship certificates’.7 
The Board approved this exemption on displaying certificates. This 
coincided with the practice the Dhaka Board had developed in 1954 
for documentaries and newsreels produced by the Government of 
Pakistan itself, which the Censor Board in Dhaka reviewed and 
provided with a ‘slide’ noting that the film in question had been 
approved by the East Bengal Board of Censors.8 It appears to be 

5 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 17-05-1955. Note that the Board uses the terminology of the ‘foreign 
mission’ to refer both to diplomatic missions and associated centres, such as the USIS.
6 Ibid.
7 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 12-07-1955.
8 It is notable that cinema hall proprietors baulked at the provision of the slide, demand-
ing instead a proper censor certificate in letters to the Board, in which they quoted the 
Cinematograph Act back at the Censor Board and insisted they would not be entitled 
to screen any film without the proper certificate.
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pragmatic solution to the lack of authority over both central govern-
ment and foreign mission films.

Nonetheless, in the following item on the agenda in the July 
1955 meeting, the Board pushed back against the government-
mandated hands-off approach to foreign mission films. They

reconsidered resolution no. 1 passed by the Board at its special 
meeting held on 17-05-1955 and resolved that as a matter 
of policy the Board should examine all foreign mission films 
(though no examination fee should be charged for such exami-
nation) and then issue necessary certification…9

In this meeting in July, it appears that the Board tried to regain 
some control and oversight over foreign mission films against what 
read like forced decisions to let films brought into East Pakistan 
by foreign diplomatic missions be screened without either exami-
nation or certification. The Board resolved to continue reviewing 
foreign mission films for certification prior to any public screening 
in East Pakistan, even if the missions wouldn’t need to display the 
certificate.10

Even if the Board had now noted its duty to watch and evaluate 
these foreign mission films for their suitability for public screen-
ing in East Pakistan, the outcome of this insistence is difficult to 
distinguish from the blind approval suggested by the government 
memo. After July 1955, the Board certified reams and reams of 
foreign mission films, without any notes in the minutes about con-
troversies (which do occur frequently around foreign commercial 
films). The minutes from subsequent meetings are littered with 
references to certifying short films for foreign missions. At the meet-
ing on 6 September 1955, the Board passed 76 films, of which 46 
were ‘documentary films imported by Foreign Missions’.11 A month 

9 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 12-07-1955. Emphasis mine.
10 I’d speculate that the possibility of screening films without censor certificate might 
provide the missions some leeway to screen a range of films that reaches them within 
the diplomatic bag.
11 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 06-09-1955.
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later, on 4 October 1955, the Board passed 103 films, of which 80 
(eighty!) were shorts imported by foreign missions, including a 
significant number of Indian Films Division films. I would hazard 
that the compromise between the Board and the government was 
that the Board was allowed to examine but had little leeway to do 
much else than certify.

A few months later, however, this uneasy balance was once 
again unsettled. In February 1956, the board considered another 
government memo from the Home department ‘regarding exemp-
tion of BIS & USIS foreign mission films from pre-censorship which 
have once been censored and certified as suitable for public exhibi-
tion by the Karachi Board of Film Censors and resolved that it be 
circulated to the members for consideration…’12 To paraphrase: 
the Home department of the East Bengal government had again 
suggested that these foreign mission films did not need to be seen 
by the East Bengal Board before screening in the eastern parts of 
Pakistan. The argument this time was that these films had already 
been seen in Karachi or Lahore and were found unproblematic 
there. The East Bengal Board, however, was not willing to step 
aside. In March 1956, they noted that they

Considered the Govt. Home (Political) Departmental letter No 
dates 20-12-1955 regarding exemption of foreign mission films 
from pre-censorship and resolved that the East Bengal Board 
of Censors reserves the right to censor all films commercial or 
otherwise intended for exhibition in East Bengal irrespective of 
the fact whether or not they have been censored elsewhere.13

Against the backdrop of the political conflicts in Pakistan out-
lined above, the battle over foreign mission films can be read as a 
site in which elected Pakistani parliamentary representatives in 
Bengal, certain bureaucrats in the East Bengal administration in 
Dhaka and some civil society members tried to assert a measure 

12 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 13-02-1956.
13 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 13-03-1956. Emphasis mine.
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of sovereignty in the area of foreign policy (power over which was 
not devolved regionally) through the mechanism of film censorship 
(which was within the control of the region).

Film, in its role as national and international tool for per-
suasion and propaganda, exemplified the stand-off between the 
provincial and central governments in Pakistan with regard to 
foreign representation within its territories and became a means 
to articulate different political claims and means of control. 
The diplomatic bag brought foreign films and newsreels into 
East Pakistan, bypassing scrutiny from the institution set up to 
evaluate the suitability of films for exhibition within the territory. 
Moreover, the films thus arrived drew members of the board into 
an intimate encounter with the priorities of the foreign govern-
ments using film as part of their diplomatic efforts. They brought 
them into the auditoriums of foreign missions, face to face with its 
films and headlong into the alliances of the central government 
with these foreign powers. As these films arrived from abroad not 
through commercial distributors (as plentiful other shorts and 
features did) but via the diplomatic bag, the Censor Board had 
little grip on its content. Censorship here amounted to an asser-
tion of sovereignty (‘the East Bengal Board of Censors reserves the 
right to censor’) which did not appear to stretch to either recom-
mending cuts or refusing certification for these shorts. It did not 
even stretch to the requirement to display the censor certificate 
issued by the East Bengal Board, which would allow a display and 
affirmation of the sovereignty of the East Bengal administration 
before the screening of the foreign mission film. Ultimately, the 
Board maintained its right to see and certify foreign mission films 
but failed to assert its right to scrutinize those films. It also failed 
to affirm the right to display its sovereign decision on the film’s 
suitability and to attach its signs to those of the foreign mission 
screening the film. The foreign mission films were within the field 
of vision of the Board, but there was little they could do to act 
upon what they saw or to inscribe it within their own statecraft 
through the requisite display of their certificate. When it came to 
these films, the Board practised a form of undiscerning seeing, a 
censorship without scrutiny. Its sovereign decision-making powers 
over the use of the machines of publicity by foreign powers in the 
country were incomplete.
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THE ALLIANCE FRANÇAISE REQUESTS  
THE PLEASURE OF YOUR COMPANY
Thirty years later, after genocide in East Pakistan and the War of 
Independence that resulted in a free Bangladesh, the Film Censor 
Board in Dhaka found itself once again vexed by the presence of 
foreign missions and their diplomatic bags stuffed with films. In 
this case, the conflict that emerged was not over short propaganda 
films but over classic French and Indian feature films. Like with 
the USIS and BIS mission films in the 1950s, in the 1980s, these 
international feature films illustrate the patchy sovereignty of the 
Film Censors Board in Dhaka to execute its sovereign capacity to 
make decision about the circulation and exhibition of films within 
its territory due to the enveloping capacity of the diplomatic bag. 
Reviewing the correspondence between the Board of Film Censors 
in Dhaka with the chairperson of a Chittagong-based film society 
illustrates how censorship without scrutiny was inherited by the 
independent Bangladesh state after 1971.

On 20 May 1984, the secretary of the Board of Film Censors 
in Dhaka wrote a letter to the Chittagong Film Society to ask why 
they had not requested permission from the Board before screen-
ing films for their membership. The secretary of the Board wrote 
that ‘Through this, you have broken section 7(2) of the Bangladesh 
Film Club (Regulation and Registration) Act.’14 The film soci-
ety’s members had been enjoying the screening of films such as 
The 400 Blows (1959, directed by François Truffaut), Pierre and 
Paul (1969, directed by René Allio) and The Night Is My Kingdom 
(1951, directed by Georges Lacombe). But the Censor Board had 
not extended permission to the Society to screen these films. And 
hence the Board wrote to the film society to inform them of their 
legal transgression.

The Chittagong Film Society appeared to be in breach of the 
Film Club Act, introduced by the military regime of General Ziaur 
Rahman in 1980. The Act was additional to the film censorship 
legislation that had been inherited from the Pakistan government 
and the British colonial regime before that. The Censorship of 

14 Letter from Secretary of the Bangladesh Film Censor Board to the Chittagong Film 
Society, 20-05-1984, Bangladesh Film Censor Board records, Film Club (Registration and 
Regulation) Act files, Chittagong Film Society folder.
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Films Rules and Code had been lightly adapted after Bangladesh 
independence in 1971 and continued to be the basis on which films 
were certified for public exhibition. The 1980 Film Club Act had no 
such earlier colonial roots and was an expansion of film censorship 
regulations put in place by the then Bangladesh government. The 
Zia regime had significantly restored the power of the civil service in 
Bangladesh (which would include the bureaucrats in the Ministry 
of Information who ran the Censor Board) to execute governance 
within its military rule, and these bureaucrats were ‘lineal descen-
dants of the Civil Service of Pakistan’ (Maniruzzaman [1980]2003: 
199). The Film Club Act can be seen as an expression of the state 
control over civil society that the regime pursued. ‘It was the para-
noia of a rightist machine,’ said a senior film society activist to me 
when we discussed the Film Club Act in Dhaka in November 2013. 
I had wondered whether this had to do with the Cold War, but the 
activist laughed. He said that the Zia regime, and the subsequence 
Ershad regime, had both objected equally to film societies engaging 
with the USSR Embassy as with the British Council or USIS. ‘They 
were concerned about people mixing, exchanging ideas,’ he scoffed.

The Film Club Act attempted to keep track of the activities 
of film societies and its members. Under its rules, any film club 
in Bangladesh had to be registered with the Censor Board in 
Dhaka and renew this registration biannually. The registration 
process required a fee as well as written documentation that 
included names and addresses of all members, a financial audit, 
a list of activities and a written response to a questionnaire that 
included a question about the aims of the society. As I’ve argued 
elsewhere (2019), this additional film censorship legislation was 
not aimed at evaluating individual films for their suitability for 
public exhibition, nor used to cut or ban films. Instead, the Act 
aimed to monitor and control (register and regulate) the social 
world created around certain types of film. The introduction of 
the Act can be seen as a sign of the discomfort generated by the 
many film clubs around the country that gathered people to col-
lectively view, debate and, sometimes, make, films. It was this 
activity around the screen that had to be regulated. Not least 
because this activity appeared frequently encouraged and hosted 
by foreign diplomatic missions.
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The Chittagong Film Society had been registered appropriately 
and had sent in the relevant paperwork, as required by the Film 
Club Act. But the officials at the Censor Board found that the soci-
ety had failed to ask permission for the film screenings mentioned 
in the documentation diligently supplied to the Censor Board in 
Dhaka as part of their continued registration. The Chittagong Film 
Society’s documentation included lists of films screened, many of 
them French, as well as lists of members’ names and paraphernalia 
from past events. Among these was a newsletter from the Alliance 
Française in Chittagong. The two sides of photocopied A4 mentioned 
‘The Classics of French Cinema’ film festival held 8–18 April 1983. 
It was a great success and given popular demand, the Alliance was 
putting on three films from the festival again in May 1983. The back 
page of the sheet noted that guests of the Alliance were requested 
to bring along their ‘guest ticket’, which could be cut from the page. 
In blue ink, someone has written into the guest ticket slot ‘Ctg Film 
Society’ and ‘50’ guests. The members of the Chittagong Film Society 
would be able to attend the repeat screenings of Jean Renoir’s 1932 
film Boudu Sauve des Eaux, both parts of Children of Paradise (1940, 
directed by Marcel Carne), and Henri-Georges Clouzot’s Wages of 
Fear (1953). The latter film had been certified for public exhibition 
as early as 30 December 1959 by the then East Pakistan Board of 
Censors.15 The letter from the Bangladesh Film Censor Board asked 
for urgent clarification about the permission for the screening of 
these classics of French cinema, as well as the many other film 
screenings listed by the Chittagong Film Society in its paperwork 
submitted to the Bangladesh Film Censor Board.

A response was sent to the Censor Board on 5 June 1984, and 
it is worth citing this in detail. Anwar Hossain Pintu, director of 
the Chittagong Film Society, assured the Censor Board that he 
tries to run the film society in full accordance with the law. The 
members of the society, he wrote, are college and university stu-
dents and as such are not able to bring films directly from cultural 
institutes and foreign embassies in Dhaka. Instead, ‘we are reliant 
on local consulates and cultural centres in Chittagong to invite us 

15 National Archive of Bangladesh, Dhaka District Commissioner records, East Bengal 
Board of Censors Minute Book, No. 1359, Proceedings of the Meeting of the East Bengal 
Board of Censors, 30-12-1959.
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to their screenings.’16 Access to international films in the 1980s in 
Bangladesh was largely predicated on foreign cultural missions 
and diplomats. At that time, legislation was in place to shield the 
national film industry from competition by foreign commercial 
cinema, which had been inherited from the Pakistan period, during 
which such measures were initially taken as part of economic and 
political protectionism (Gazdar 1997; Kabir 1979). Therefore, what 
Anwar Hossain Pintu of the Chittagong Film Society explained to 
the Censor Board is that they had not put on any film screenings of 
their own. He continued: ‘Our members can attend screenings 
organised by the Indian Embassy, Soviet consulate and British 
Council through invitation only. They also watch the films screened 
at the Alliance Française through a monthly membership fee.’17

The society’s members saw films within the premises of the 
missions and institutes, and ‘afterwards, in a weekly meeting of 
the members, we sit together to discuss.’18 The activities of the 
Chittagong Film Society are necessarily limited to study circles, 
discussions and lectures, and do not include putting on their own 
film screenings. Instead, and important under the terms of the Film 
Club Act, the members only watch what is programmed by these 
foreign missions. As Pintu emphasized in the letter:

It is notable that until now, that means from 20-05-82 [when 
the film society was set up] until now, we have not managed 
to screen any film on our own initiative. Since we are unable 
to bring any films from the embassies [to the Society], within 
these limitations, we have merely enabled our members to 
participate in this movement for healthy cinema19 (amader 
shodoshobrindo ke shusto cholocchitro andolone shorikh hoyte 
shahajo kora hoyeche matro). 

Moreover, ‘we have not requested any embassy or cultural centre 
to screen any specific film.’20 Finally, in case perhaps the secretary 

16 Letter from Anwar Hossain Pintu to the Secretary of the Bangladesh Film Censor 
Board, 05-06-1984, Bangladesh Film Censor Board records, Film Club (Registration and 
Regulation) Act files, Chittagong Film Society folder. Author’s translation.
17 Ibid.
18 Ibid.
19 Ibid.
20 Ibid.
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of the Censor Board may have forgotten, Pintu writes that ‘the 
screened films are certified by the Censor Board under the govern-
ment regulations through the foreign embassies. Invited guests 
of the embassies are permitted to attend these screenings.’21 The 
members of the Chittagong Film Society would regularly watch 
films together as guests of foreign missions but the only activity 
they would undertake as a film club, within the remit of the Film 
Club Act, were study circles and discussions. Through these means, 
the Chittagong Film Society endeavoured to achieve its stated aim: 
‘To create an audience for honest and pure [shot o nirmol] cinema; 
and to establish cinema as an art form; and to create awareness 
about this among the general population through the film society 
movement, within the regulations of the government.’22

As the director of the Chittagong Film Society points out to 
the Secretary of the Censor Board, foreign missions were allowed 
to screen films within their premises through a ‘Special Censor 
Certificate’ for non-commercial and non-theatrical screenings.23 
This particular category of certification echoes the compromises 
reached by the East Pakistan Board in the 1950s: an assertion of 
control and sovereignty over the screening of foreign films that 
was dependent less on scrutiny of the moving image and more 
on the ascertaining of awareness and approval of the event of the 
screening. It is these types of screenings that the members of the 
Chittagong Film Society could attend as guests.

What created the tension between the Censor Board and the 
Chittagong Film Society, as the letters above attest, was that 
the foreign missions would invite film society members to their 
specially certified screenings. The Indian High Commission, for 
example, invited 50 guests from the Chittagong Film Society to 
its screening of Shehar aur Sapna (1963, directed by K. A. Abbas, 
India) on 3 December 1982. This way, foreign films in diplomatic 
missions drew film enthusiasts onto their premises outside of the 
purview of the Film Club Act’s rules aimed at regulating the film 

21 Ibid.
22 Annual Report for 1982 and 1983 of the Chittagong Film Society, Bangladesh Film 
Censor Board records, Film Club (Registration and Regulation) Act files, Chittagong 
Film Society folder.
23 For an image of the certificate, see https://journals.openedition.org/terrain/19361?lang=en

https://journals.openedition.org/terrain/19361?lang=en
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clubs. The diplomatic bag by which films such as The Wages of Fear 
or Shehar aur Sapna arrived in Chittagong extended to envelop 
the moment of their screening, the social gatherings around the 
screen that occurred there and the opportunity for debate and 
exchange these presented. Thus enclosed, these screenings fell 
outwith the legal responsibilities of the Chittagong Film Society 
towards the Bangladesh Film Censorship Board. As in the 1950s, 
direct control over the moving image within the foreign mission, 
over movies in the diplomatic bag, was a futile aspiration. The 
1980 Film Club Act was set up to instead regulate the activities 
around those films. But this too proved challenging. Just as in the 
1950s, once these cinematic events took place under the aegis of 
international cultural organizations or on the premises of foreign 
diplomatic missions, they were effectively outside the control of the 
Film Censor Board, and its regulatory ambitions around the event 
of cinema were frustrated.

CENSORSHIP WITHOUT SCRUTINY
The archival record of the Board of Film Censors in Dhaka docu-
ments in partial yet vivid ways the encounter between ‘foreign mis-
sion films’, film enthusiasts and state institutions in East Pakistan 
and Bangladesh. The minutes of the Censor Board’s meetings in 
the 1950s, and its correspondences related to the Film Club Act in 
the 1980s, both illustrate how the Board tried to control the non-
commercial import of foreign cinema by international actors. In 
this chapter, I’ve focused on the ways in which the Censor Board 
attempted to control the offer of foreign cinema extended by foreign 
states to East Pakistani and Bangladeshi audiences enveloped 
within a protective ‘diplomatic bag’. The diplomatic bag has func-
tioned as a conduit for the distribution of media objects used by 
foreign powers that are not under the control of state authorities. 
The explicitly political domain of the diplomatic mission became 
the ground onto which international film culture built its alliances 
with cinephiles and censors alike in Bangladesh. The frustration of 
the control of this cinema by the Board of Film Censors in Dhaka 
illustrates not only how partial sovereign control over publicity was 
in East Pakistan and Bangladesh but also how the significance of 
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publicity in the form of cinema was to the statecraft of the Pakistani 
and Bangladeshi regimes as well as the international actors operat-
ing within its territory.

The archival records of the Censor Board in Dhaka show how 
the diplomatic bag drew cinephiles and authorities alike onto the 
grounds and territories of foreign missions, both physically and, at 
least potentially, ideologically. Both film enthusiasts and members 
of the censor board were invited onto the premises of diplomatic 
missions to attend non-commercial and non-theatrical screenings 
of international films. The spectatorial position offered to local 
audiences by these sorts of screenings was in some sense that of 
a guest. A form of diplomatic protection adhered to these spaces 
and its guests, explicitly so for embassies and high commissions 
but clearly operational for non-diplomatic venues such as USIS 
libraries or the Alliance Française too. In these sites, the limits 
of the authority of the Censor Board are tangible within its own 
documentation. At this limit, the Censor Board enacts bureaucratic 
oversight without insight and a censorial viewing without scrutiny. 
It is predicated on a peculiar form of watching films and registering 
film culture without looking too closely or being able to act on what 
is seen. It is a notional ‘seeing’ of the international films that are 
passed for certification on behalf of the censor, and of the activities 
that are generated around the screens that bring those films to local 
viewers, either in regional USIS libraries or within the premises of 
diplomatic missions and cultural institutes.

The diplomatic bag is the vehicle by which particular types 
of screen culture can come to thrive via the offer of international 
cinema and amenably shielded environments for discussion and 
encounter outside the control or purview of sovereign governments. 
Clearly, this is a double-edged sword. On the one hand, it is unde-
niable that the diplomatic bag that carried films across the world 
provided an infrastructure for transnational spectatorship when 
cinema halls were by decree or necessity limited in their offering. 
On the other hand, the opacity of activities within the domain of the 
foreign mission created an imperative for greater control and regu-
lation of those engaged with these film cultures, as well as evidently 
providing a powerful route for propaganda and disinformation. The 
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diplomatic bag, then, is a vehicle for a film culture built around the 
foreign mission film that carries all these forms of potential within 
it and must be seen as one of the constitutive parts of film culture 
in Bangladesh and elsewhere.
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The media shape our knowledge of the present and the past. This 
is especially true when it comes to public opinion about East 
Germany—officially known as the German Democratic Republic 
(GDR)—and German unification. Many studies have examined 
recent films or newspaper debates for the ways they portrayed 
the GDR. But by reducing media to the discourse they depict, 
this approach often brings with it an attenuated understanding 
of the media themselves. In reality, media have their own his-
tory and are a fundamental element of social change. Hence, it is 
important that future archive-based studies of German unifica-
tion analyse the media operators, institutions and practices from 
which the media content emerged. A more nuanced look at the 
media themselves enables a reassessment of sweeping claims 
such as that the West ‘colonized’ life in former East Germany 
(Kowalczuk 2019). This includes the question of how socialization 
in East German communism affected the creation and reception 
of media content and what tensions arose on account of the new, 
mostly West German-owned and operated media. At any rate, it is 
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likely that West German media companies tailored some of their 
programming specifically to East Germans for economic reasons 
in order to increase sales.

Another question in this context is the extent to which the 
configuration and use of East German media differed from those of 
the West. It is well known that media in the West, from television 
to music, were consumed by East Germans before 1989. To what 
extent did an East–West melange develop in the years after 1990? 
To what extent did the media cater to an Ostalgie (Eastalgia, a 
portmanteau word combining ‘East’ and ‘nostalgia’). These ques-
tions should be seen against the backdrop of the rapid changes 
to the media occurring in the West during the 1990s. Moreover, 
it must be assessed how the sociologists and media scholars who 
explored these questions in the 1990s shaped the media system 
with their own analyses, especially those commissioned by the 
government.

As in the 1990s, historians continue to focus on mass media 
(film, radio, press). Future studies of society in a unified Germany 
must expand this scope to encompass everyday media such as 
music, photography, private films and online communication. This 
includes ordinary media users, many of whom created their own 
media—recording and performing music, taking photos and making 
albums, shooting home movies and contributing online content. 
In the 1980s and 1990s, the boundaries between professional and 
private media became blurred thanks to new technologies such 
as video cameras, digital recorders and digital communication. 
However, despite their widespread use, everyday media are rarely 
objects of study. A careful consideration of those media could help 
account for the gap between the critical historical assessment of 
the GDR and the positive memories of many former East Germans.

Also, privately produced and used media are shaped by memo-
ries. Many East Germans kept their old photo albums, records and 
cine films after reunification. When they returned to these media 
later—listening to an old song, watching an old film, looking at 
an old photo—they reinterpreted the original meaning, creat-
ing new bridges to the past. At first, the reminiscing occurred in 
private settings; later, media spread publicly via the Internet. 
In 2019, researchers at the University of Munich, FU Berlin and 
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the Potsdam Centre for Contemporary History (ZZF) turned their 
attention to the changing perspectives on the East German past. 
As part of a joint project, titled ‘The Media Heritage of the GDR: 
Operators, Appropriation, Tradition’, historians, education special-
ists and media scholars studied how media and individuals shaped 
by the GDR altered perceptions of East Germany.1 The education 
specialists focused on the use of media in textbooks and museums, 
while media scholars and historians at the University of Munich 
considered the role of East German media stars, documentary film-
makers and media users. A group of historians at the ZZF analysed 
the acoustic and audiovisual media of East Germany before and 
after 1989.2

This chapter illustrates these new approaches to media in a 
unified German society using two examples, namely press and 
popular music in the former East Germany (Großbölting and Lorke 
2017). I pose key questions that are likely to shape future research 
on the societal transformations that occurred in German society 
after 1990. What independent role did East German journalists 
play in a media environment owned mostly by West Germans? To 
which extent did East German media differentiate themselves from 
West German competitors, helping to form East German identity 
and solidifying ‘East’ and ‘West’ as categories for understanding 
self and other? And how have the rapid changes in East Germany 
since 1990 corresponded with changes in the West?

I focus on two examples in this chapter: the press, a conven-
tional form of mass media; and popular music, a form of media 
communication neglected by historians to exemplify a variety of 
approaches, findings and hypotheses (Mrozek 2010). Both indicate 
the very different trajectories that East Germans took after 1990 as 
their society underwent enormous transformation and they shaped 
their own lives.

1 More information on the BMBF-funded third-party project is available at https://
medienerbe-ddr.de/. The spokespersons for the work conducted at the three locations 
are Michael Meyen (LMU Munich), Martin Lücke (FU Berlin) and Frank Bösch (Leibniz 
Centre for Contemporary History Potsdam/ZZF).
2 Their work comprised of television (Peter Weiß), private photo albums (Sandra Starke), 
Ostrock (Tom Koltermann), private home movies (Laurence McFalls, Alberto Herskovits), 
online memory practices (Lea Frese-Renner) and various online portals dedicated to vari-
ous types of media, such as eyewitness recordings and East German cine films (Olaf Berg).

https://medienerbe-ddr.de/
https://medienerbe-ddr.de/
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THE FORMATION OF AN EAST GERMAN  
PRESS AFTER 1990
In many areas, East German society began to undergo significant 
changes already in the mid-1980s. The socialist party SED lost 
members, small ecological groups and new Western youth cultures 
emerged and the SED allowed many of their citizens to leave the 
country. However, such changes had no impact on the GDR’s state-
run press, which stayed ideologically relatively constant until the 
protests in autumn 1989 that precipitated the fall of the Berlin 
Wall. Journalists were not among the early critics of the regime; 
only in October of 1989 did they gradually begin to adopt reforms 
and print opinions—typically in the form of letters to the editor—
that deviated from SED orthodoxy (Bösch and Classen 2015). In 
early 1990, newspapers and magazines began to hire new editors-
in-chief and tried to gain the people’s trust by affording space to 
opposing viewpoints. Many publications also changed their titles, 
often taking the name of a city or region, symptomatic of the shift 
towards more local identity. For example, the Freie Erde (Free 
Planet) became Der Nordkurier (The Northern Messenger). A his-
tory of Germany’s societal transformation since 1990 would not be 
complete without a comparative study of renaming in the former 
states of the GDR, a phenomenon that encompassed everything 
from streets to products.

From the perspective of many East Germans, the transforma-
tion of the press is a history of failure. Competition from the West 
starting in 1990 ensured the sudden closures of many publications. 
Even non-political East German magazines that had once sold mil-
lions of copies—such as the TV guide FF Dabei, the entertainment 
weekly Wochenpost and the women’s magazine Sybille—went out of 
business in the mid-1990s. And many of the new publications that 
were launched by impartial journalists in 1990 that had created 
such a colourful media landscape never took off. One of the reasons 
that so many papers closed is that issue prices increased as state 
subsidies dried up. But the main reason was that East Germans 
preferred West German publications. The high circulation numbers 
of papers and magazines from the West show how great demand in 
the former East Germany was for politics, entertainment and erotic 
magazines such as Playboy as pornography had been forbidden in 
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the GDR. In this way, the West’s ‘colonization’ was enabled by the 
choices of East German consumers.

More research is needed on how West German media gained 
access to East German markets and which regulatory frameworks 
were negotiated to prevent monopolies. A recent study has shown 
that before unification West German publishers exploited the legal 
vacuum to sell papers in the GDR at a greatly reduced price and 
thereby gained a foothold in the market (Tröger 2019). And once 
the West German distribution system established itself in the East, 
it caused major problems for the East German press.

At the start of 1991, the newspaper and magazine business 
underwent a rapid consolidation. Those that survived were owned 
by West German publishers, though the journalists and consum-
ers remained East German. Four major media companies—Bauer, 
Burda, Gruner + Jahr and Springer—acquired a number of East 
German newspapers, including the WAZ Group, via the Treuhand, 
which was responsible for privatizing assets owned by the East 
German state. Among the most desired purchases were the 15 SED 
district newspapers of the leading Communist party, which had 
high circulation volumes. The German authorities ruled that each 
publishing house could acquire only one SED district newspaper, 
but these companies nevertheless managed to achieve greater 
market dominance in the East than in the West, and that domi-
nance continues to this day. The sale of daily papers was subject 
to strong legal regulation to promote a plurality of viewpoints. 
Nevertheless, fundamental structures from the GDR media systems 
remained in place on account of the continued dominance of the 
former SED district papers. Many criticized these structures, argu-
ing that ‘privatization of oligopolies’ conserved the GDR districts 
as spaces of communication and allowed little space for national 
or local newspapers (Schneider and Stürzebecher 1999: 210). Their 
subscriber base, their regional foothold, their publishing buildings 
and printing presses gave them an unassailable head start relative 
to new publications and the smaller newspapers of the bloc parties. 
But in terms of content, the district papers better accommodated 
the expectations, identity and more regional interest of their read-
ers than new papers or imports from the West. Although the major-
ity of East Germany opted for democracy and market economy, they 
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wanted to keep a stable regional environment. Many East German 
media changed their names and former ideological content, but 
they were still a symbol for continuity in daily lives of the people.

In 1992, the number of independent newspapers with full edi-
torial staff in East Germany fell to 29. Even in Berlin, where the 
population density allowed numerous West German publishing 
companies to start new publications, several went bankrupt. For 
instance, Burda, owned by the Murdoch Group, had to shutter the 
tabloid Super after one year, even though it poached journalists 
from the leading tabloid Bild and sought to stir up East German 
resentment against the West. The division was particularly notice-
able in Berlin, where newspapers had difficulties establishing 
themselves in both the East and the West. As a result, Bild, in 
addition to its West Berlin edition, introduced an edition especially 
for East Berlin and Brandenburg that catered to the views and 
needs of its readers (Held and Simeon 1994: 268). Even business-
focused newspapers such as Capital or Wirtschaftswoche produced 
a separate East edition. Of the new publications, the most likely to 
succeed were the city papers, which benefited from a burgeoning 
sense of regional identity.

In sum, then, despite the dominance of West German compa-
nies, media in the East and West continued to diverge from each 
other after 1990. In terms of form, content and use, their respec-
tive media landscapes differed significantly and still do today. In 
the 1990s, the sales of the leading news magazines such as Der 
Spiegel were low in the East; the same was true for upper middle-
class lifestyle magazines such as Geo and Cosmopolitan (Haller et 
al. 1995: 131). East Germans were also much less likely to watch 
political shows on public televisions and instead preferred tabloid 
magazines. It appears that experiences in the GDR and the crises 
after unification kept them away from governmental politics. This 
points both to a specific East German identity and to the differ-
ences between East and West. The pronounced criticism of state 
media and the ‘Merkel press’ in recent years, which was articulated 
by Right-wing populism, grew out of that environment in East 
Germany. Like in other countries, many supporters of the radical 
Right claimed that the Left and the government control the press, 
for which reason people should rely on social media content of the 
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radical Right. In East Germany, these accusations were compared 
with the former GDR press.

By contrast, magazines focused on self-help performed well in 
the East due both to tradition and crisis. For instance, Guter Rat 
(Good Advice) was founded in 1945 in the Soviet Occupation Zone as 
a women’s magazine. Later, it was reconceived as a self-help maga-
zine. After 1990, it was acquired by West German media groups 
and turned into a consumer magazine for East Germany. When 
it came to humour, East and West remained divided, however, 
with the satirical magazine Eulenspiegel popular in the East and 
Titanic popular in the West. While the humour of the East German 
Eulenspiegel often referred to West German arrogance, but had a 
down-to-earth style, the West German humour of the Titanic was 
more cynical, investigative and presented more absurd and intel-
lectual reflections. An East–West division existed for the comic 
books Mosaik and Disney, where the traditional divide remained. A 
prime example of persisting differences between East and West is 
SUPERillu. Owned by the Hubert Burda Media Group, the weekly 
magazine long boasted reaching one-fifth of East Germans, more 
than Der Spiegel, Fokus, Stern and Bunte combined. The magazine’s 
mix of features on East German stars, advice and entertainment 
solidified a specific East German consciousness. It seems that the 
promotion of a separate East German identity in the face of the 
transformation crisis was good for sales. Today, the magazine is 
virtually unknown in West Germany.

Various studies have found that dailies in the 1990s also fos-
tered an East German identity. Newspapers frequently printed 
articles from an East German perspective, including recriminations 
against ‘the West’. Former SED newspapers presented the problems 
caused by German unity such as unemployment without mention-
ing problems in the GDR’s economy (Pöttker 1995: 240). Messages 
like these helped strengthen the success of the Party of Democratic 
Socialism. The odd mix of conservative West German media compa-
nies and East German journalists from the SED newspapers who 
helped forge an East German identity offers a lot of material for 
case studies. For instance, how did the everyday editorial decisions 
of the SED district paper Märkische Volksstimme change after 
being purchased by the FAZ Verlag, renamed Märkische Allgemeine 
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and placed under the editorship of Alexander Gauland, who led the 
newspaper from 1991 to 2005? Obviously, the former socialist paper 
turned into a conservative regional flagship.

Academic studies suggest that the newspapers in the East 
and West also differed in their international reporting. In the mid-
1990s, East German papers contained fewer articles on events hap-
pening abroad and more on Eastern Europe, while West German 
papers featured more articles on Western Europe and the Third 
World (Pöttker 1995: 237; Scherer 1997). Obviously, the tradition 
of GDR reports about socialist ‘brother states’ was not taken up 
because it was seen as an unattractive propaganda, which was 
not supported by many voluntary organizations past 1990. Their 
assessments of the news were also different. According to early 
studies, newspapers in the East were more likely to print official 
government statements and less likely to provide their own critical 
commentary. This can be seen as a relic from the GDR, but it can 
also be regarded as intentional restraint in view of the changing 
political situation, even if the papers frequently thematized political 
topics through their emphasis on social inequality. Moreover, East 
German newspapers, especially the former SED dailies, provided 
more practical advice (Möhring 2001: 68; Scherer 1997: 416 f.). 
Media were guides in a changing environment and we could 
assume such practices cultivated a sense of locality, community 
and regionality. Future historical studies should not only reassess 
these findings but also understand the self-help function of media 
as part of the social history of East Germany.

The East German idiosyncrasies can be explained by both 
the expectations of the readers and the social structure of the 
journalists. In response to the new media, many in East Germany 
quickly came to believe that their newspapers were all run by West 
German journalists. In truth, however, there seems to have been 
much continuity among the personnel, even though almost all East 
German journalists had been members of the SED before 1989 and 
had disseminated statements from political leaders. Changes in 
personnel occurred primarily at the executive level; editorial staff 
stayed mostly the same. As for the SED district papers, though the 
editors-in-chief left their posts at the end of 1989, their successors 
came almost exclusively from within their own editorial staff. More 
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than half of them remained in their positions over the following 
years (Schneider and Stürzebecher 1999: 65). Among dominant 
former GDR newspapers, around 70 per cent of employees remained 
in their jobs. By contrast, only 30 per cent of journalists at the few 
new publications were from the GDR. Surveys indicate that in 
1993, around 60 per cent of journalists had practised journalism 
in the GDR and only one-fifth were from the West (Schneider et al. 
1993: 358; Stürzebecher 1995: 215). Self-critical examinations of 
the past were infrequent among East German journalists, and the 
differences between them and journalists in the West were often 
significant. However, it seems that the West German publishing 
companies took little offense at their journalists’ East German pasts 
(Holterman 1999). In the future, researchers should reconsider 
blanket statements about mass post-reunification lay-offs and help 
provide a more nuanced picture of the continued existence of SED 
cadres and identify the procedures and rationales for terminating 
journalists.

Studies on journalists in the East and West, drawing on sur-
veys in the 1990s, have identified numerous similarities in how 
they saw themselves. But they also found some notable differences. 
East German journalists understood themselves idealistically as 
guides and educators, and they believed that they treated the 
upheavals in the East with more sensitivity (Möhring 2001: 47). 
While West German journalists were more willing to break the 
rules to get information, East Germans saw themselves more as 
defence attorneys for the disadvantaged (Stürzebecher 1995: 223). 
The differences between East and West appear in local journalism 
as well. In the East, the service sections were larger, and the local 
sections were smaller at first, because local journalism had no tra-
dition in the GDR and had to be built up. And the former regional 
newspapers carried out most of their criticism through third-party 
quotes (Möhring 2001: 65, 137, 173; Schneider et al. 2000: 174, 184). 
Content analysis has shown that they concentrated their criticism 
on political functionaries (Schneider and Stürzebecher 1999: 212). 
Comparative studies of post-socialist countries in East-Central 
Europe have found that media tended to rely strongly on official 
sources after 1990 (Milton 1997: 7, 23). All these recent assessments 
indicate that comparative analyses of East and West are necessary 
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that do not treat East German developments as exceptions. The old 
West German states are not the norm against which every deviation 
is measured. Future research should, for instance, compare media 
culture in poor West German regions with high unemployment with 
those in East Germany with similar problems.

In the early 1990s, a normative discourse about the lack of 
press variety in East Germany took hold both in public discussions 
and among researchers. Survey results gave rise to the idea that 
East Germans had an authoritarian understanding of democracy 
and placed little value on newspaper choice or the freedom to 
demonstrate. What they cared about was security if they got sick.3 
Against this view, others argued that East Germany had hardly 
experienced anything like free choice when it came to print media; 
the number of publications bloomed for only a short period in 
1990—not enough time for East Germans to learn to value diver-
sity (Schneider and Stürzebecher 1999: 208). From the beginning, 
East Germans were more suspicious of journalists. According to 
surveys at the end of 1993, three quarters of East Germans did 
not trust newspapers; in West Germany, the result was one-half 
(Schneider 1995: 63). East Germans also had less trust of regional 
newspapers and television than West Germans (Burkhardt 2010; 
Gärtner and Dahlem 1995: 85). The experience with propaganda 
and the ‘annexation’ by the Federal Republic seems to have left a 
lasting mark. Accordingly, one should ask whether the virulent 
complaints about the Lügenpresse and the Merkel-controlled ‘state 
media’ have some of their roots here. However, the fact that this 
perception circulates among West Germans as well would relativize 
any mono-causal explanations.

The assessment of the collapse of the East German press 
market looks somewhat different when one considers that after 
1990 many of the trends that emerged in East Germany later 
appeared in the West. There, too, the press became more consoli-
dated and eroded, and regional newspapers became dominant for 
a fairly long period, producing a distinctive regional identity. In 
the 1990s, a variety of pioneering newspapers in the old Federal 
Republic were shuttered, from the entertainment magazine Quick 

3 Der Spiegel on 4.11.1996, pp. 64–70, here p. 69.
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(1992) to the Deutsche Allgemeine Sonntagsblatt (2000) and the 
satirical magazine Mad (1995). Even a successful new magazine 
for the West German market like Focus had to include more and 
more self-help articles to keep its readers. As in East Germany in 
the early 1990s, advertising papers and catalogues were the most 
popular publications and retained a large circulation even after the 
Internet age began. In this regard, developments in East Germany 
were following a larger trend even if its starting place was different.

Moreover, the assessment of the East German media landscape 
looks more positive when compared with that of other post-com-
munist countries such as Slovakia, South-eastern European states 
and Russia, where state influence played a much stronger role in 
media transformation. In other post-socialist countries as well, 
Western publishing houses bought up many of the local papers. In 
Czechoslovakia, more than half the papers were sold (Giori 1995). 
What is striking is that politically conservative publishing houses 
set the tone. For example, Springer and the Passau Media Group 
made large acquisitions in Poland. Meanwhile, many opposition 
papers such as Gazeta Wyborcza in Poland or Lidove Noviny in 
Czechoslovakia lost readers. The spread of tabloid media and 
politicized private channels help explain why populist parties have 
had such great success in East-Central Europe (Bader 2013: 425).

OSTROCK: THE SOUND OF THE EAST
If print media in East Germany did not undergo a transformation 
until October of 1989—and then only gradually—music culture 
began to change already in the mid-1980s as the importance of East 
German bands waned. Curiously, however, Ostrock experienced a 
renaissance 10 years later in the mid-1990s. As I show below, dif-
ferent media-specific developments contributed to the phenomenon 
which shaped East German identity too.

Many bands such as Karat and the Puhdys among the icons of 
East German music in the 1970s lost their lustre in the final years 
of the GDR (Rauhut 2002). Instead, during the late Honecker era, 
Western bands attained a new public presence in the East. The 
SED allowed numerous live performances of rock musicians from 
the West. In 1986, radio stations such as DT64 began to broadcast 
even Western heavy metal bands, and the youth shared cassette 
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recordings of Western youth station broadcasts such as RIAS 
(Gaevert 2018). Bands that were allowed to perform in the GDR 
such as Depeche Mode maintained a special mystique in East 
Germany for years. The government permitted the import of more 
records from the West, and what East Germans could not find in 
stores they could buy as a pirated copy in Poland. Studies of the 
GDR media and youth culture from the late 1980s observed that the 
‘musical unification’ occurred before 1989.4 The SED granted more 
leeway for alternative forms of music that would once have been 
denounced as ‘decadent’ such as heavy metal, punk and gothic. The 
leeway also resulted from the fact that music policy in the GDR was 
only partly under central control. Many authorities were in a state 
of disarray, and East German music had now started to compete 
commercially with music from the West (Larkey 2000: 55–58).

Reunification reinforced the change in music culture that 
was already unfolding. The state infrastructure that supported 
many bands, from record distribution to touring, was no more. 
Established rock bands officially regarded as state artists lost 
their importance. The Puhdys disbanded, while Karat saw their 
record and concert sales collapse. The East German scenes in 
certain genres not officially supported by the state—such as heavy 
metal—disappeared under the pressure of Western competition 
and would never return (Okunew 2021). An example of how little 
value was attached to East Germany’s pop culture heritage was 
the low price that Sony paid for the licenses held by Amiga, the 
state pop music label of the GDR. This would seem to be a typical 
East German fate: the sale of a seemingly worthless East German 
company that the West Germans would turn into a profit. Further 
study of the work of music labels in East Germany would therefore 
be worthwhile.

In the following years, another development emerged that con-
trasted with the narrative of East German decline: East German 
bands discriminated against in the GDR became successful. Bands 
like Keimzeit, which performed live in the GDR but were unable 
to release records, had major successes in the East (Prüfer 2018; 
Wicke 1998). More so than in print media, East Germans who had 

4 This is the finding of Tom Koltermann in his recent dissertation project on Ostrock.
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no chance in the GDR because of SED restrictions experienced a 
new beginning of sorts.

The unification crisis in the early 1990s created a new demand 
for established bands in the GDR. Bands such as Silly, which had 
criticized the system before the fall of the Berlin Wall and in 1989 
made a record in the West, now began to produce records in the 
East and distanced themselves from commercial structures in the 
West (Larkey 2005: 45–68). The Puhdys reunited and once again 
filled large venues. In albums such as their 1994 Zeiten Ändern Sich 
(Times Are Changing), they connected their comeback with allusions 
to the consequences of reunification and to East Germany as home. 
Silly was even more explicit in its criticisms of the post-reunification 
situation in East Germany and likewise insisted on an East label. In 
the 1993 song ‘Halloween in Ost-Berlin’ the band sings:

Der Osten is ne Reise wert
Den sollten Sie besuchen
Hier gibt’s noch’n Stück

Vom neuen deutschen Kuchen
Die Rosinen sind schon weg

Das macht ihn etwas trocken
Doch in mancher Treuhinterhand

Klebt noch ein fetter Brocken
(The East is worth a trip

You should come and visit
Here there’s a piece left of German cake

The raisins are gone
So it’s a little dry

But in the underhanded Treuhand,
Sticks a big juicy chunk)

Most songs of East German bands avoided such explicit lines 
and instead opted for less overt metaphors.

What has received scant attention by researchers is the role 
that radio and television played in the transformation of East 
Germany. Presumably, the strong regional character of Germany’s 
radio stations facilitated the divide in German music. In televi-
sion, MDR is likely to have helped forge an East German musical 
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identity, especially when it came to Schlager. For instance, Achim 
Mentzel, who was a music show presenter in the GDR, returned 
to television on MDR with Achim’s Hitparade. In times of rapid 
upheaval, familiar music provided a sense of continuity.

The renaissance of East German bands was a product of con-
sumer-driven Ostalgie. Since the middle of the 1990s, stores were 
filled with old GDR brands that in truth were owned and manufac-
tured by West German companies. After unification, Ostrock—the 
name that suddenly appeared in 1995 to describe very different 
forms of music—recalled a familiar world but it was also a brand 
that was created and marketed for just that purpose.5 Tellingly, 
fans were less interested in the new songs of the 1990s than in 
hits from the GDR era (Wicke 1998: 148–155). German lyrics and 
biographies of musicians stood for an authenticity that many denied 
Western musicians. Yet this trend loses its distinctiveness when 
taking a comparative look at the West. For here too, bands from the 
1970s had astonishing success, filling stadiums well into old age, 
without anyone speaking of a Westalgie. Rather, a characteristic 
of both East and West was the phenomenon of ‘musical genera-
tions’: people remained connected with musical styles with which 
they identified in their youth. The introduction of the CD in the 
1990s allowed the sale of old music on newly arranged samplers.6 
The failure of many GDR bands in the 1990s should also be seen 
relative to those in the West. Numerous West German electropop 
bands that were successful in the 1980s (such as those of the Neue 
Deutsche Welle) did not stay together in the following decades. 
Ultimately, many West German bands remained regional or only 
succeeded because of their regional connections.

In the early 1990s, several new East German bands not con-
sidered specifically East German enjoyed national success. These 
include Die Prinzen, Rammstein, and Knorkator. The musicians in 
these bands had played in unknown bands in the GDR, but after 
reunification they reinvented their music and image. The bands 
were mostly apolitical and instead employed playful irony to sing 

5 According to Google Ngram, the term suddenly became widespread from 1995 onwards, 
though it was used sporadically in previous years.
6 I would like to thank Tom Koltermann for this information and advice for this part of 
this chapter.
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about deformed relationships and other cruelties of life. Songs such 
as Die Prinzen’s ‘Du musst ein Schwein sein in dieser Welt’ (You 
Have to be Rude in This World) nevertheless seemed to be saying 
that naïve East Germans were being fleeced by West Germans, 
while West Germans sought to justify their actions by pointing to 
society’s moral decay (Larkey 2006). Moreover, in interviews and 
publications on their life stories, the musicians—born in the 1960s 
and early 1970s—stressed their East German roots (Flake 2015; 
Krumbiegel n.d.).

The ties to East Germany were not as tight among the younger 
musicians socialized after the fall of the Berlin Wall. Some of them 
such as Tokio Hotel strove towards national and international 
careers and cast off their East German identities. While many East 
Germans continued to struggle economically in the 2000s, some 
East German rock bands were achieving major success. For many 
years, Tokio Hotel and Rammstein were at the top of the charts in 
Germany and its neighbouring countries.

Other bands that formed in the 2000s such as Kraftklub, 
Jennifer Rostock and Feine Sahne Fischfilet wrote lyrics and 
engaged politically in ways that explicitly thematized East German 
issues. They took a resolute stand against the mounting Right-wing 
extremism in the East. The Chemnitz-based Kraftklub in particular 
wrote songs like ‘Ich komm aus Karl-Marx-Stadt’ (I Am from Karl-
Marx-Stadt), which stressed the specific challenges of East German 
youths while striking a joyful, ironic tone:

Ich steh auf keiner Gästeliste. Ich bin nicht mal cool
in einer Stadt, die voll mit Nazis ist, Rentnern und Hools.

Ich cruise Banane essend im Trabant um den 
Karl-Marx-Kopf,

die Straßen menschenleer und das Essen ohne Farbstoff.
Diskriminiert. Nicht motiviert.

Von der Decke tropft das Wasser. Nichts funktioniert.
Und so wohnen wir in Sachsen, auf modernden Matratzen,

ohne Kohle in den Taschen, immer gut drauf.
(I’m not on any guest list. I’m not even cool

in a city full of Nazis, senior citizens and hooligans.
I’m cruising around Karl Marx’s head in the
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Trabant while eating a banana.
The streets are empty and the food without colouring

Discriminated. Unmotivated.
The water drips from the ceiling. Nothing works.

That’s how we live in Saxony, on mouldy mattresses.
Always in a good mood even without money in our pockets)

The band also caricatured the Swabians from South-west 
Germany who had moved to East Berlin in contrast to the band’s 
members, who intentionally remained in Chemnitz (‘Ich will nicht 
nach Berlin’; I Don’t Want to Go to Berlin). Their allusive, meta-
phorical and smartly rhymed texts followed the conventions of GDR 
songwriters while incorporating elements of indie, punk and hip-
hop. Even though the musicians had grown up after the fall of the 
Berlin Wall, their biographies put them in the East German musical 
tradition. The parents of the lead singer of Kraftklub played in the 
GDR underground band AG Geige.

The transmission of East German identity through music is 
not likely to end any time soon, even though some East German 
musicians are already over 70. The great success of Andreas 
Dresen’s 2018 biopic of the musician Gerhard Gundermann, who 
died in 1998, underlines his musical afterlife. East Germans who 
in 1990 only listened to music from the West, as well as many West 
Germans, began to discover Gundermann’s songs. The film’s suc-
cess points to a general trend that is also at work in the visual arts. 
Painting from GDR and the post-1990 art of East Germans have 
come to achieve great acclaim, with major exhibitions at the Neues 
Museum in Weimar and Potsdam’s Museum Barberini.7

SUMMARY
Through their press and musical culture, East Germans took a dif-
ferent path in unified Germany than their West German counter-
parts. Nevertheless, several commonalities existed between them. 
Despite the new economic dominance of West German companies, 
many East Germans retained their jobs and left a public mark. Both 

7 Numerous texts and pictures can be found at www.bildatlas-ddr-kunst.de (accessed 
on 27 October 2021).

http://www.bildatlas-ddr-kunst.de
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in the press and music, a unique East German culture lingered on, 
developed anew and promoted the formation of an East German 
identity. In 1992, the economic and cultural crisis precipitated by 
Germany’s societal transformation strengthened the role of media 
operators, who wanted to distinguish themselves ‘from below’ 
from contemporary culture, which was global and dominated by 
the West. The awakening of East German culture, especially in 
music, was dynamic and unexpected. But the price for this success 
was its marginalization in the West. This was true of the Puhdys 
and Silly as well the magazines SUPERillu and Eulenspiegel. By 
contrast, musicians who did not explicitly present themselves 
as East German were successful in the West. With bands such 
as Rammstein, attributions such as ‘East = victimization’ and 
‘West = modernization’ did not hold true. Their international suc-
cess put them beyond the usual categories of East and West. More 
work is needed on how growing mobility and internationalization 
dissolved the old categories of East and West.

At the same time, much of what seemed distinctive about East 
Germany was part of national and international trends: the decline 
of the press, the consolidation of editorial staff and the revival of 
bands from the 1970s. Regional cultures that recalled the idealized 
world before 1989 also played a role in West Germany, which may 
have been a factor in the later success of far-Right parties there as 
well as in the East. In this regard, the concept of ‘co-transformation’ 
is fitting, tying together the transformation of post-socialist states 
with international developments such as globalization, liberaliza-
tion and digitalization (Ther 2014: 97). The fact that those changes 
coalesced all at once in East Germany saddled its people with a 
unique set of problems and challenges.

In the future, historians studying the 1990s will have to dem-
onstrate whether archival work can offer interpretations of unified 
Germany that differ from those of older sociological studies. A closer 
look at the internal workings of organizations and groups is certain 
to be a useful way of identifying decisions and viewpoints among 
important operators. But historians also need to develop new ques-
tions and topics for research. The examination of music culture and 
journalistic practices that I have undertaken here stands for an 
approach that could separate historical work from sociological data.
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This chapter explores the official newsreel and documentary archive 
for the types of information it provides about the political processes 
that went into the making of the partition of British India. The 
government newsreel archive is a statist archive, though, I will 
suggest, it is not always clear how it does the work of the state. Like 
any operation of power, it is selective in what it shows and how it 
shows; and how it speaks, through voice-over, and writes, through 
intertitles, about what it shows. It outlines what the state deems 
eligible to be visible, and this could be political, social, cultural 
and, of course, includes matters of light divertissement, for exam-
ple, sport and cinema. I argue that in articulating certain publics, 
religious communities, political parties and individuals into view, 
the government newsreel gives voice to and pictures the alliances 
which compose the state at any point in time. In this sense, govern-
ment newsreels are defined by a contingency of arrangements, and 
the possibility that political configurations are subject to revision 
in line with changing political compulsions. I will suggest that we 
need to consider how the newsreel is also structured as a mode of 
enunciation, as a form that separates, segments, sequences and 
renders through this episodic structure communities as having an 
autonomous existence from each other. It then orchestrates these 
separate entities into the discontinuities of a screen space whose 
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existence is underwritten by governmental authority. To explore 
this feature of segmentation, I will also refer to a longer history 
relating to such dimensions in fiction films, and their more con-
temporary iteration in the genre of the Muslim social film which 
emerged around the time of the demand for a separate Pakistani 
nation by the Muslim League.

The newsreel is news, of the moment; the documentary may 
also have such topicality, but it is often deployed to present a nar-
rative about institutions, practices, social, cultural and political 
references that are less datable in their reference and more durable 
in their exhibition value. Newsreel in its cultural registers might 
overlap with the documentary, for example, in items related to 
specific ethnic groups, monuments, artisanal practices and cultural 
performances. Documentaries might also have been very timely, 
for example, documentaries about ongoing war or emergency mea-
sures. Documentaries could also be made from pre-existing footage, 
including footage originally used in newsreels.

In colonial India, there were attempts by various companies, 
including the Bengal-based Aurora and J. B. H. Wadia’s company 
to make newsreels, but these were not systematic and were quite 
short-lived. Newsreel footage was only produced by dedicated gov-
ernment units quite late, in 1943 with the setting up of Information 
Films of India, and after Independence, Films Division. Prior to 
that, from September 1942, the Government of India entered into 
an arrangement with 20th Century Fox to launch an India-based 
newsreel, Indian Movietone News, composed of material provided 
by Indian cameramen and armed forces film units (Garga 2007: 99; 
Woods 2000). If in the Indian context newsreels as a filmmaking 
practice had been undeveloped until the 1940s, there were anteced-
ents in so-called ‘topicals’ and ‘actualities’ (Garga 2007; Narwekar 
1992). Topicals centred on the iconicity of political figures and con-
figured larger formations around them. These include the different 
ranks of princes who congregated around the King-Emperor for the 
durbars of 1903 and 1911, (Bottomore 1995) crowds coursing around 
funeral processions and also a more organized mass congregation, 
involving socially stratified audiences of varying comportment, in 
large open spaces for the delivery of political speeches and religious 
address. These were a common feature of organized politics and 
organized religion that has been captured in some of the material 
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we will be looking at here. A proper agenda for newsreel research 
would explore these precursor forms and also attend with greater 
detail to the different cameraman and companies involved in pro-
viding material for the newsreel. Such research would also facilitate 
a longer view on filmmaking careers beyond their function in war 
propaganda. The Imperial War Museum, for example, has docu-
mentation about the various cameramen involved in each newsreel.

CINEMATIC ENUNCIATIONS OF  
DIFFERENCE IN FEATURE FILMS

Mediating the Caste Order
I want to engage the issues of the newsreel’s enunciation of the 
world through segmentation by way of modes of address observable 
in early Indian cinema, specifically the genre of the mythological 
film; and also in the social film, the genre conceived to address 
matters of modern reform and modern transformation. The first 
of these relates to a well-known fragment from Shree Krishna 
Janma/The Birth of Lord Krishna (Phalke 1918). In this fragment, 
Vishnu is shown standing on a risen platform, looking out at the 
camera directly in the mode of direct address. Before him, there 
assemble the different castes on whom he bestows his blessings: 
Brahmin (priest), Kshatriya (warrior), Vaishya (merchant) and 
Shudra (farmer). An important dimension of this address is that it 
is defined by segmentation and separation. Each caste is announced 
by a title card (in English and Hindi), followed by the arrival of the 
caste, composed of father, mother and child, with distinctive dress 
and identifying implement, a sword, a hoe and a broom. They bow 
before Vishnu, who blesses them, and then exit; in entering and 
exiting, they also steal looks at the camera, quite common to early 
cinema across the world (Figures 3.1–3.8).1

The representation of varna segmentation involves their being 
separated from each other through the intertitles which announce 
them by name. There is a suggestive discrepancy, however, when 
the Shudra farmer and family with hoe are immediately suc-
ceeded, without separation by intertitle, by another group; this is 

1 Disclaimer: The images in this chapter are for representational purposes only. They may 
not appear well in print. Figures 3.1–3.48 are screen grabs by the author.
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Figure 3.1 Brahmin Intertitle

Figure 3.2 Brahmin Family

Figure 3.3 Kshatriya Intertitle



Configurations of Partition 75

Figure 3.4 Kshatriya Family

Figure 3.6 Vaishya Family

Figure 3.5 Vaishya Intertitle
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Figure 3.7 Shudra Intertitle

Figure 3.8 Farmer Family

one that can be shown but not named, as we discern the arrival of 
the ‘untouchable’, identified with the polluting broom which rises 
prominently in the frame (Figure 3.9). At the conclusion, however, 
there is a dissolution of the barriers instituted by the cut and the 
intertitle; following a title urging all to leave religion and come 
under my protection, all castes gather under Vishnu (Figures 3.10 
and 3.11; see Vasudevan 2010: 137–141). The fragment is sugges-
tive because it inaugurates a mode of address which segments, 
separates and potentially, but not necessarily, unites by bringing 
all into the space of the single shot, overseen in this case by reli-
gious authority. The difference in register, between showing and 
not-naming, in the coming into view of the untouchable sweeper, 
indicates both a prohibition, that which cannot be named, but 
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Figure 3.10 Leave all Religion and Come Under My Protection

Figure 3.11 All gather with Broom Aloft

Figure 3.9 Sweeper with Broom Aloft
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also the possibility of play. Here, the spectator is invited to draw 
upon her own perceptual and sociological knowledge to read the 
excess. The broom lends an extra level of graphic information and 
functions like a Latourian actant, hovering above everything else, 
urging the spectator to attend to its activity and meaning-making, 
one which actualizes an inclusiveness unavailable in verbal lan-
guage (Figure 3.11; Latour [2005]2007).2 The Vaishnavite ethic of 
inclusion is here mapped onto the cinematic practices of editing 
and shot composition, but perhaps the cinema has done something 
more with it and to it.

The Muslim Social: Segmentation and Separation
This example offers an instance of how cinematic techniques of 
sequence division and editing engage the spectator in logics of dis-
tinction, of asymmetries and incommensurables, and the possibility 
of how these might undergo transformation. It appears to me that 
the newsreel functions as a modern statist apparatus for such an 
address. However, it is not a straightforwardly secular apparatus 
standing above or in equidistance to religious community and 
practice, as I will show. But it replays the function of being able to 
segment and separate into discrete units, to map the political, the 
cultural, the geographical and so on. At one level, such segmenta-
tion was in the service of a commonplace communicative imperative 
that modern states employ: it brought discrete spaces and practices 
into the purview of the spectator of the newsreel, drawing her into 
imaginative engagement with contexts not available for direct 
access. However, within that informational imperative, there were 
more politically charged ways in which such worlds were segmented 
and differentiated.

As the newsreel came into more systematic production and 
exhibition in the Second World War, we should note that such stat-
ist representations of community separateness had a wider film 
industrial context. The Pakistan’s call of 1940 had reverberations 
in the film industry, including the emergence of a new film genre, 
the Muslim social film. This was an initiative taken, primarily by 

2 In Latour ([2005]2007: 63–86), especially chapter titled ‘Third Source of Uncertainty: 
Objects Too Have Agency’.
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Muslim filmmakers, to generate a complex portraiture of contem-
porary Muslim social life in the face of a prevalent critical discourse 
that Muslim culture was mired in the historical past, and specifi-
cally in the historical genre (with qissa-dastaan films and Arabian 
nights movies also being an implicit reference here). The Muslim 
social film had varied dimensions to it. These included a rendering 
of a Muslim world defined by a grace of language and etiquette, 
architectural and sartorial forms that were associated with an 
aristocratic mien, one often also caught in decadent and excessive 
ways. It is also a world defined by religious piety, especially in its 
female characters. Significant films such as Najma (Khan 1943) 
and Elaan/The Call (Khan 1948) generated a counterpoint to this 
world in figures who embraced modern educational and profes-
sional advancement. This modernizing element brought the Muslim 
on par with impulses reflected in the wider genre of the social, 
involving a critique of traditional hierarchies and retrograde social 
practices, especially involving women. It would also demonstrate 
that Muslims were participating in the advent of the modern world, 
making them an eligible component of the nationalist mainstream, 
even if the nature of the nationalism was not necessarily defined 
by the dominant Congress understanding. We should note that 
modernization was not the only or dominant impulse of the Muslim 
social. Films also dealt with plebeian lives and destinies outside 
any specifically modern reformist agenda (Allen and Bhaskar 2009; 
Siddique 2022; Vasudevan 2015). In general, one could say that 
what the Muslim social effected was a making visible of contempo-
rary community life in ways which had not been hitherto available. 
A key figure in the making of the genre, S. F. Hasnain, had this 
interesting formulation:

Muslim social and cultural life must be portrayed on the 
screen as it has numerous facets worthy of emulation by the 
masses in general and unless the Mahomedans see them as 
presented through the artistic emotions of a motion picture 
producer, how will they ever come to love their way of living?… 
(Rani 1942, Filmindia, December: 47)

Films would offer Muslims an idealized image of them-
selves, a mirror to facilitate self-respect by showcasing language, 
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etiquette and grace but also how life was lived. Key to all of this 
was the construction of the Muslim social world as populated 
only by Muslim dramatis personae, with a few exceptions. This 
did not mean that Hindus did not participate in the making of 
these films, including the important Lahore producer Dalsukh 
M. Pancholi, who produced the Muslim social film Khandaan in 
1942, and important actors such as Ashok Kumar, Surendra and 
Pran. Also, the genre’s address was not only to Muslims; it was to 
educate others—‘the masses in general’—of the value and validity 
of Muslim life in the here and now.

In terms of the Muslim social film’s construction of its social 
world, I will take one instance to explore the work it was doing, 
and how this might relate to the newsreel’s configuration of ethno-
religious autonomies. This is the opening sequence of Mehboob 
Khan’s Najma (1943). The space of the mosque in the early morning 
shows male devotees arriving and offering their prayers, including 
an alms-seeker (Figures 3.12–3.13). The sequence extends from the 
masjid, dissolving to the interior of a house where a woman, the 
heroine Najma, prays as if in simultaneity with the prayers at the 
mosque (Figure 3.14). We then shift to a yateem khana, orphan-
age, where children are assembled (Figures 3.15–3.16). There are 
two distinctive features here. In the opening scene in the mosque, 
there is a voice-over invoking Muhammad Iqbal’s famous couplet, 
framing the Muslim world as a space of community and faith, with 

Figure 3.12 Alms Seeker
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Figure 3.13 Doctor Nawab Alms Seeker

Figure 3.14 Najma

Figure 3.15 Yateem Khana
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an emphasis on the equality of all, sultan and slave, in the domain 
of the divine.

Ek Hi Saf Mein Kharay Ho Gaye Mahmood-O-Ayaz,
Na Koi Banda Raha Aur Na Koi Banda Nawaz.

(Sultan and Slave stand in the same line
None was a servant, none a master)

And thus an alms seeker who emerges in the opening comes 
to stand, shoulder to shoulder, and in between, the community 
notables, aristocrat and doctor, who will be significant charac-
ters in the narrative which is to unfold (Figure 3.13). There is no 
discernible source for the voice which invokes Iqbal’s verse in the 
space of the masjid. A prayer starts, firstly expressed by Najma, 
as she prays in the interior of her house. Her participation in the 
enunciation of religious sentiment is highlighted in a close-up 
which emphasizes the lip-sync and thus individuated embodi-
ment. This litany is then carried to the orphanage, the voice once 
again unanchored in the space of the scene as the camera frames 
the overall space and then cuts into smaller groups of children 
and individual faces in the midst of prayer; the use of the fez and 
the palms held upwards in prayer create a sartorial and gestural 
system, as do prostrate bodies at the masjid (Saeed 2018: 109). 
Traversing the two public spaces is the benevolent aristocrat who 
enquires about the sewing of new clothes for the children for the 

Figure 3.16 Children Praying
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Eid festival; and the doctor, who is no less engaged with the fate 
of poor children and who the aristocrat observes is available for 
them all day, every day (Figure 3.17). At the end of this opening, 
there is a sudden shift to an entirely different scene, an operation 
theatre where the hero of the film and son of the doctor (matinee 
idol Ashok Kumar) is an intern observing surgery (Figure 3.18). 
Ironically, this iconic rendering of the modern, captured in a 
clinical whiteness, can never compete with the more traditional 
registers of piety and dedication that we have just witnessed; nor 
can it provide an alternative, anatomical rendering of the body, 
though a surgery which saves a life will feature in the film’s melo-
dramatic denouement.

Figure 3.17 Doctor Nawab in Yateem Khana

Figure 3.18 Operation Theatre
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There are two notable features to this opening. The first lies in 
the montage of two spaces, drawing the woman who cannot pray 
publicly into the simultaneity of the religious ecumene. Here, it is 
cinema itself which becomes the vehicle for a new inclusivity, its 
public address drawing in women who otherwise do not appear in 
the public of the mosque. And it is cinematic voice-over which facili-
tates a braiding of spaces, as an unlocatable, floating voice carries 
on Najma’s discourse into the assembly of the orphans. The cinema 
intervenes here to bring together into the perceptual orbit of the 
film spectator spaces and genders normally separated. It is pitched 
to the devout spectator, but in a way which extends beyond such an 
addressee, outlining the possibilities of a sharing of cultural aware-
ness across communities. As the ideologues of the Muslim social 
argued, it made such experience available to a broader public, to 
make them aware both of the nature of Muslim devotion, piety and 
philanthropy, but also of modern elements, such as female individu-
ation and the embracing of new professions in the community.

NEWSREEL: SEGMENTATION AND  
SEPARATION

Religious Festivity
If we place this scene alongside a contemporary newsreel (20th 
Century Fox, 1942a), we will notice several interesting overlaps as 
well as distinctions. The item, depicting the Eid-Ul-Fitr in Delhi, 
Lahore and Bombay in 1943 invokes once again Iqbal’s famous 
couplet, and yet it brings new dynamics and references into the 
context (Figure 3.19). The voice-over notes that there was a bid 
to develop cordial ties through the mutual celebration of religious 
festivals such as Eid, Guru Nanak’s birthday and Diwali; the shot 
related to this is brief but its location, Lahore, is a very important 
setting both for a pre-existing inter-communal allegiance based 
on landed property and leadership, the so-called Unionist Party 
(Talbot 1991) and, at the same time, a focused Muslim mobiliza-
tion under the Muslim League (Jalal 1985). We will see the Muslim 
League’s incursion into the polity of Punjab in another clip which 
I will discuss shortly. The second important feature of the item 
relates to the very internationalism of the setting. The presence of 
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representatives of Turkey, Egypt, Iran and Iraq in the celebrations 
at Bombay highlights a point made by Faisal Devji (2013). This is 
that after the First World War, and with the end of the Caliphate, 
India itself came to be seen as a focal point, a potentially new rally-
ing point for a resurgent Islam. In condensed form, such festivities 
generated in their assembly an international mise-en-scene of the 
community as it gathered in Bombay; these pointed not only to a 
cultural frame but also to an earlier sense of political potentiality 
in the architectures of the empire. This was the construction of a 
horizontal political landscape in which different locales of com-
munity formation, Muslim, Hindu, Christian and so on would find 
a continued purchase and would have to imagine a different set 
of governmental arrangements. In this imagination, the constitu-
tion of nation states through majority identities and ethnicities, 
and the reduction of others to the position of minority, would be a 
destiny that it was possible to avoid. Aspiration for such a design 
might, in Devji’s estimation, have been changing, with a sense of 
the British’s own incipient withdrawal from the imperial form, and 
the Muslim League’s apparent buying into the nation state as the 
only viable means of protecting and forwarding Muslim interests 
(Devji 2013).3 Of course, as Ayesha Jalal pointed out many years 
ago, it is not clear whether such a shift constituted a leverage to 

3 For a critical engagement with Devji’s formulations, see Gilmartin (2015).

Figure 3.19 Devotees Look Into Camera
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facilitate a looser confederation or an actual objective of creating a 
Muslim majority nation state (Jalal 1985).

The mise-en-scene of the festivity creates a layered sense of the 
different strata of population that were mobilized and also captures 
them in different dispositions. The steps of the Juma Masjid become 
the site for a looser and mixed congregation who also provide the 
occasion for the joyous bonding (Figures 3.20–3.21). The cadenced 
bow creates a register of the collective, an inter-mimetic regime of 
the devotional body, a formation even more elaborately staged, with 
the prostrate figures on the lawns embodying the mass, a favoured 
object for a photographic aesthetic of the collective body posed in 
its stillness (Figure 3.22a–3.22d).

Figure 3.20 Steps of the Juma Masjid 1

Figure 3.21 Steps of the Juma Masjid 2
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Figure 3.22a Prostrate Devotees as Visual Form

Figure 3.22b Prostrate Devotees as Visual Form

Figure 3.22c Prostrate Devotees as Visual Form
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Figure 3.22d Prostrate Devotees as Visual Form

Figure 3.23 Foreign Notables

The separateness of a cosmopolitan group of emissaries, some 
dressed in Western clothes, from Turkey, Egypt, Iran and Iraq, 
constitute a separate sartorial layer and geographical reference, 
having the appearance of an audience rather than a mass (Figure 
3.23). However, a wider shot repositions them as part of the mass 
congregation (Figure 3.24). Even as Iqbal’s verse urges an equiva-
lence, and the scene is composed of collective actions, the camera 
bears witness to a stratification of groups and dispositions in the 
space of the masjid.
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Religious practice rendered through structured collective acts 
and gestures relays the community as a visual form, and one not 
necessarily alert to their existence as objects for the camera. In fact, 
the first shot that takes place under the title does show the mass 
as media-conscious, looking at the camera in a motley throng of 
curiosity and eagerness, quite at a remove from their subsequent 
capture as organized collective (Figure 3.19). And yet even as 
unselfconscious collectivity, the crowd/assembly is only intermit-
tently so, the camera showing it subject to more open ways of being, 
and composed at different points by closer direct looks into the 
camera, as is the case with the foreign dignitaries. Despite these 
differences, the devotional gathering has a determinate and tem-
porally ordered objective. Here, Elias Canetti’s distinction between 
closed and open crowds is useful, where the former highlights the 
boundaries of crowd composition, as in the limits of a building, 
the compound of the mosque, the fences set up to secure a parade 
ground or designated space of public assembly and address. There 
is an inside and an outside to the formation of the closed crowd. 
Canetti points to the importance of how such crowds are secured 
by a pattern of closure, of determinate ends, and of repetition, of 
coming back to participate once again, especially important for 
religious assembly. The moment of discharge, the peak point of the 
assembly, is key to Canetti for the closed crowd, the point when 
the religious address culminates and a full sense of equivalence 

Figure 3.24 Foreign Notables as Part of the Mass
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emerges among the people who compose the crowd, before its final 
dissipation and dispersal.4 ‘This is the moment when all who belong 
to the crowd get rid of their differences and feel equal’ (Canetti 
1960: 17). Of course, we must recall that we are seeing a newsreel, a 
media form that facilitates the circulation of the image of the crowd 
and thereby extends the orbit of its existence into the realm not 
only of the extended community of believers but also into complex 
publics who are invited in to look but not necessarily participate.

On the occasion of the Dussehra festivities, the Indian 
Movietone News camera takes its audiences to the Mahalakshmi 
Temple in Bombay (Figure 3.25). This functions like a Hindu 
counterpoint to Muslim religious culture in a newsreel montage 
that enunciates not only different religions but also their phenom-
enological difference. Here, we are given both a sense of a closed 
crowd, as when we are shown the point of entry and exit, steps 
with an IN and OUT sign, people passing each other as they go 
up and down the steps (Figure 3.26); but there is also a sense of 
dispersal and fluidity. This latter effect relates to the proximity of 

4 The natural crowd is the open crowd; there are no limits whatever to its growth; it does 
not recognize houses, doors or locks and those who shut themselves in are suspect…. The 
closed crowd renounces growth and puts the stress on permanence. The first thing to be 
noticed about it is that it has a boundary. It establishes itself by accepting its limitation. 
It is the expectation of reassembly which enables its members to accept each dispersal. 
The building is waiting for them; it exists for their sake and, so long as it is there, they 
will be able to meet in the same manner. The space is theirs, even during the ebb, and 
in its emptiness it reminds them of the flood (Canetti 1960: 16–17).

Figure 3.25 Title Card for Dussehra at Mahalakshmi Temple, Bombay
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the temple to the sea, a sense of light and air, and spatial fluidity 
suffusing the first shot of the temple (Figure 3.27). It also derives 
from an aesthetic choice which defers the devotional object of 
the scene, perhaps entirely so. Time is spent on the bazaar-like 
components of the space, as families meander through a narrow 
path towards the temple, but one in which they seem to dawdle 
to get various devotional material, coconuts, mass manufactured 
effigies, change to distribute among the poor (Figures 3.28–3.29). 
Taken in the top shot, the crowd is at once closed but also seems 
undermotivated in terms of goal. Further, in the ultimate moment 
of display, when the camera comes close to the religious effigies 
of Mahalakshmi, Mahakali and Saraswathi (Figure 3.30) and 

Figure 3.26 Bounded Space

Figure 3.27 Temple Sky and Sea
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Figure 3.28 Shopping in the Temple

Figure 3.30 Deities in the Inner Temple

Figure 3.29 Shopping in the Temple
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Figure 3.32 Devotees Leave the Temple

displays the rites being performed by priests to propitiate for a 
good future (Figure 3.31), we are not asked to attend to the act of 
worship; rather, we see people as they leave the shrine, women 
with their children and in casual conversation with each other 
(Figures 3.32–3.33). The sense of meandering, the presence of 
families with their children, all contribute to a crowd at once 
closed and yet part of the everyday, not part of the normal logic 
that closure suggests (Figure 3.34).

Figure 3.31 Priests in the Inner Sanctum
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Figure 3.34 Top Angle on the Temple: Fluid Crowd

Political Assemblies and Meetings
I want to place these cultural evocations in counterpoint to two 
more specifically political constructions. As I have suggested, the 
newsreel offers a political configuration, governed by the set of alli-
ances governments sought to bring into being at a particular con-
juncture. What newsreels show during this period indicate not only 
the conjunctural, but a distinct structure of political argumentation: 
that the Congress was a caste Hindu party and did not represent 

Figure 3.33 Women Devotees Leave the Temple
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all Indian interests as it claimed; any scheme for transfer of power 
would require consultation with the Muslim interests, and the 
interests of the princes and ‘depressed classes’. A number of politi-
cal formations involved Muslim participation, including regional 
formations such as the landlord-led Unionist Party of Punjab and 
the Krishak Praja Party of Bengal, which had a strong presence 
among the Muslim peasantry of East Bengal. What is observable 
in the government’s newsreel agenda is the constitution of a field 
of political force, highlighting Hindu aggregations of the political 
along with Muslim national logics and an underplaying of the 
Congress inscription of the nation.

In the wake of the Congress declaration of Quit India Movement 
in August 1942, it was inevitable that the newsreel would highlight 
those Indian parties who were pro-war and may even have directly 
been part of the governing apparatus. Thus, parties such as the 
Hindu Mahasabha, the Muslim League, the Krishak Praja Party, 
the Unionist Party and the Radical Democratic Party of M. N. Roy 
came into view in government newsreel during this period. There is 
even an occasion when Hindu Mahasabha leader V. D. Savarkar’s 
birthday celebrations organized by Hindu Students Federation 
featured as a newsreel item, though this particular episode is 
unfortunately not available.

In the item called ‘Unity Talks’ (Figure 3.35), direct address 
is a key component of the scene’s opening and closing, with 
Savarkar, the initiator, a prominent figure, followed by other Hindu 
Mahasabha ideologues, including Shyama Prasad Mukherjee, B. 
S. Moonje, Maheshwar Dayal and Mehr Chand Khanna, the Sikh 
leader Master Tara Singh, the provincial Muslim leader and former 
premier of Sindh, Allah Bux of the Sind Ittehad Party, the leader 
of Bengal’s Krishak Praja Party, Fazlul Huq, and a Congress 
leader who disagreed with Gandhi on the anti-war principle, 
K. M. Munshi5 (Figures 3.36–3.43).

The field of force here is tilted towards a certain Hindu politi-
cal order which can align with a Muslim politics, for example, of 
Fazlul Huq or Allah Bux, which is not driven by a separatist logic. 

5 There is also reference to a Dr Ansari in this gathering. I have not been able to trace a 
Dr Ansari other than the Congress leader who passed away in 1936. Ayesha Jalal (1985: 
147) does refer to a G. S. Ansari of the Muslim League, but he was not Dr Ansari.
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Figure 3.35 Delhi Unity Conference

Figure 3.36 Opening Shot

Figure 3.37 Savarkar and S. P. Mukherjee
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Figure 3.38 Mehr Chand Khanna and Maheshwar Dayal

Figure 3.39 Fazlul Huq, Bengal Premier

Figure 3.40 Munshi and Allah Bux
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Figure 3.41 K. M. Munshi

Figure 3.42 Master Tara Singh

Figure 3.43 Savarkar Looks into the Camera
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In these years, in fact, the Hindu Sabha had been galvanized by the 
League’s Pakistan declaration, and its withdrawal from the Cripps 
Mission. Hindu militarist outfits were proliferating, in part driven 
by anti-Pakistan sentiment even as militarism was being offered up 
to the British Raj as a Hindu contribution to the war effort (Gould 
2004). Plans for unity constituted a bid for an alliance overseen by 
a specifically Hindu initiative, one which was averse to the Muslim 
League’s nationalism and, in turn, to the Congress’s own refusal 
to acknowledge the validity of a Hindu majority; from another 
viewpoint, that of the India Office, local colonial government and 
the Muslim League, the Congress was seen as upper caste Hindu 
unable to represent the other key interests.6

The episode lays out a hierarchy of groups and individuals. 
While there are a couple of shots which are taken under the titles, 
the focus starts with the Hindu Mahasabha group, Savarkar, 
Shyama Prasad Mukherjee, Maheshwar Dayal and Mehr Chand 
Khanna, then goes onto the others: Fazlul Huq, who is given spe-
cific focus as a votary of Hindu Muslim unity, Munshi, the pro-war 
Congress leader and sitting alongside him, the Sindh Muslim leader 
Allah Bux; and then, on a sofa, Dr Ansari, Moonje and Mukherjee, 
the voice-over wittily asking whether these three doctors can 
provide a cure to facilitate Indian unity. While there is nothing 
exceptional in the look of this sequence, certain features emerge: 
one is a sense of immediacy and topicality, the voice-over declaring 
that Indian Movietone News camera managed to reach the meet-
ing in Delhi to capture the unity effort, indicating a governmental 
investment in the initiative. There are two other features worth 
noting: the first is the way the newsreel is introducing and naming 
the leaders to facilitate their visibility and public recognition; the 
second is a pattern of emphasis, with an alternation of group shot/
two shots/individual shot, the latter singling out the significance 
of a particular political figure, with Fazlul Huq and Munshi both 
being highlighted in this way. We must remember that this was not 
just a matter of reproducing the Hindu Mahasabha’s bid to lead a 
certain type of coalition; the government newsreel itself intervenes 

6 In fact, the divisions between Hindu Mahasabha and Congress were not so clear, as many 
scholars have observed, with some Hindu Sabha leaders being sympathetic to Congress 
positions, including the Quit India declaration (see, e.g., Gould 2004).
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in this formation to place emphasis through shot composition on a 
form not averse either to a Muslim politics or Congress politics as 
long as it remained within a non-separatist and pro-war logic of 
political engagement.

The field of force, the way different episodes were used to artic-
ulate a non-Congress framing of the polity, was of more than one 
kind. Thus, the Muslim League provides another type of anti-Con-
gress, pro-war formation, but one clearly distinct from the Muslim 
presence in the Hindu Mahasabha unity talks. This is rendered 
in an episode devoted to Jinnah’s address to the All India Muslim 
Students Federation in Jalandhar, again from 1943 (Figure 3.44). 
Top angle shots capture processions through the bazaar (Figure 
3.45), a banner announces the students’ federation annual congress 

Figure 3.44 Title Card, Jinnah in Jalandhar

Figure 3.45 Procession for Jinnah
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and Jinnah is positioned in the midst of a mass audience, seated in 
rows under the pandal (Figure 3.46). We return to the problematic 
of the crowd, one which the voice-over subjects to measurement and 
enumeration, and elements of a modern electoral logic, in declaring 
that there were 50,000 people present. But the voice-over moves 
from the logistical to the affective, evoking the josh aur firosh, 
enthusiasm, of the Punjabi people and how they have inspired 
Jinnah. Both for the coverage of Hindu Mahasabha unity talks and 
this item, the voice-over too appears transported by josh aur firosh, 
inspired by the prospects of what it gives coverage to. In this case, 
brimming with enthusiasm, it builds Jinnah’s profile, reporting the 
flourishing of flags and the shouting of slogans that accompanied 
his procession as it wended through the bazaar to the Walton Park 
ground where the conference takes place. Subsequently, Jinnah 
goes to open Islamia College, further developing a profile among 
the youth, whom he encourages to disseminate an understanding 
of the Muslim League among Punjabi Muslims.

Indeed, what we see in the pandal is impressive, in terms 
of size and density. However, even accepting that the reportage 
lacks sound from the event, curtailing its sensory affect, audience 
demeanour seems remarkably impassive. And while the address is 
pitched to students, we see quite a few adults sporting traditional 
headgear and wearing Western clothes. For Canetti crowds, packed 
tightly together, in corporeal proximity which might otherwise 

Figure 3.46 Jinnah Addresses the Audience
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be anathema in daily life, break down a sense of difference and 
distinction. In contrast, the seated audience of this sequence lacks 
that sense of bodies touching and overlapping in the formation 
of a collective, and it also appears to lack anonymity. For, given 
the aspect of respectability that emanates from the demeanour 
and propriety of sections of the audience, they come across not as 
anonymous, but as governed by recognition and mutual recogni-
tion, as would be characteristic of any gathering of urban elites 
and local notables (Figures 3.47–3.48). And here we may take this 

Figure 3.47 Audience of the Notables

Figure 3.48 Audience of the Notables 2
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event, Jinnah’s address, and a constituency of Punjab notables, as 
a form of political intervention; one related to a reframing of the 
Punjab polity which the newsreel itself invests in through a logis-
tics of presence and absence. The absent figure in this scene, and 
indeed in the unity talks overseen by the Mahasabha, is that of the 
Unionist Party. This landlord-led party brought Hindu and Muslim 
landholders together, a political form that would be substantially 
eroded by the Muslim League’s bid to draw Punjab into Muslim 
national discourse and through mobilizations of modern social and 
professional relationships, of which the student would prove to be 
an important agent.

Is there a connection, perhaps a homology, between the cultural 
form and the political, and a contrasting asymmetry between the 
Muslim and the Hindu? Does religious community move seamlessly 
into political community? Eid captures, I have suggested, a diver-
sity of dispositions even as it invokes the ideal of equality. And there 
seems no connection between this ideal of equality, and the remark-
able sense of concentrated authority with which Jinnah’s advance 
into Jalandhar takes place, and the stage he commands. The image 
under the title for this sequence, Jinnah saab Jalandhar Mein, is 
that of a graphic of a mosque; but there is nothing of the mosque 
in Jinnah’s discourse for his followers. Neither is there a connec-
tion between the Hindu religious community, with its sauntering 
family groups, sense of the everyday and the bazaar, dispersed 
forms of being, and what we see on-screen of Hindu Mahasabha 
politics or know of through the scholarship. Thus, William Gould 
has written of the significance of Hindu militarism in the variety 
of Hindu Sabhas which had sprung up to challenge the Pakistan 
idea (Gould 2004).

But does the newsreel imaging of community generate a politi-
cally significant difference? Does a bounded Muslim community, 
aspiring to equality and melding itself into an inter-mimetic col-
lective contrast as something implicitly fearsome—whatever the 
voice-over’s enthusiasm—in counterpoint to a sense of scattered 
Hindu cultural being? Clearly, a more substantial survey of the 
data across these transformative years is required to answer this 
question. But what is of interest is the way the newsreel appears 
equally enthusiastic about all these events, even when the political 
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tendencies they represent are pitted against each other, one cen-
tred on Hindu political mobilization of intercommunity and inter-
regional relationships, the other focused on a single entity who will 
address a singular religious and ethnic identity and audience. The 
voice-over is as much invested in showcasing the one as the other, 
it presents them in that sense as equivalent in their visibility or, 
rather, as equally visible in the eyes of the state and thereby for 
the audiences the state wishes to address; and it is vocal about its 
enthusiasm.

At one level, the ability to present contradictory forces in an 
equally enthusiastic way should not be beyond the remit of a news-
reel, and yet this political form did not extend full equivalence to all 
political agents; it rested on a key absence in the political design, 
that of the Congress Party. However, while such an absence was 
indeed crucial to the newsreel’s political design in this period, we 
should note a zone not only of contingency but indeterminacy in 
the way the newsreel was commissioned and assembled. For lack 
of any archive about how such films were commissioned, with what 
brief, we can only speculate and use the film material available to 
us. Here, the newsreel functions at three levels: as an articulate 
enunciator of the political, vehicle of a long-term pattern of politi-
cal argumentation which produces a field of force in which a single 
representative of all Indian interests could not be countenanced; 
a second, short-term logic based on the contingency of shifting 
alliances that the state sought to coalesce; but, finally, we should 
consider the indeterminacy of the contingent itself, so that lines of 
force coexist in an uneasy screen coalition.

Such political effects drew upon several cinematic registers, 
including the constitution of on-screen divisions to map divisions in 
the social. Through the intercession of titles for separate episodes, it 
separated communities on the screen to offer an imagination of them 
as separate in the world. Such a cinematic worlding of the politi-
cal, already observable in the strategies of the genre of the Muslim 
social film, used compositional conventions to highlight the mass 
(top-angled shots, close views on tightly juxtaposed bodies), and, to 
capture the differentiated iconicity of leadership hierarchies, group 
shots, two shots and single shots. Of course, such divisions were 
also produced in order to circulate information to those who did 
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not know about such practices, had never seen or heard them and 
were thus based on a statist expansion of the information available 
to the film spectator as a political subject; but it was nevertheless 
predicated on an epistemology of social and cultural exclusiveness.

Some of these issues, especially the question of the contingent, 
transient and indeterminate in the constitution of visibilities needs 
more extensive film reference and analysis. The crucial years 
1946–1948 lack a governmental newsreel, as the institutions set 
up to produce governmental documentary and newsreel were closed 
down by nationalist vote in the Central Legislative Assembly of 
1946. Even access to the Indian News Review, independent India’s 
newsreel run by the government Films Division, is presently not 
easily available and requires research at Films Division (earlier 
a full run of these newsreels was available online). My enquiries 
about Pakistani newsreels indicate that the situation is even direr 
in terms of film availability.

Looking at a listing of newsreels, several focuses emerge in 
post-Independence/partition newsreels: the integration of princely 
states, which might have an overlap with the communalism and 
partition in the case of Hyderabad and Kashmir, the latter a second 
major topic, especially with the development of a war there. The 
third topic is the refugee camps of Delhi. Presently unavailable for 
reference in this chapter, all these would be important in gauging 
discourses of partition. There is, expectedly, news items devoted 
to Eid, to the Haj and to Hindu religious festivities as well. When 
a comprehensive viewing of this material is done, it may discern 
more complex patterns than I have outlined here.

CONCLUSION
In this chapter, I have tried to understand the way a cinematic 
archive of the war years casts a light on a discourse of difference 
and partition that foreshadows, in however contingent a fashion, 
the division of the subcontinent that was to take place in 1947. I 
refer to certain practices in the world of the fiction film used to 
model community differences and draw parallels between these and 
my main archival object, the available newsreel archive. I suggest 
there are certain structural features to the newsreel, its modes of 
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segmentation and enunciation which facilitate a practice of divi-
sion, the screen deployed to model an imagination of the division of 
communities, society and polity. To engage the question of how the 
newsreel seeks to give body to such a work of division, I try and look 
more closely at the way in which the newsreel renders assemblies of 
people, in audiences, in crowds and as a mass. I consider instances 
designated as religious, and others designated political, to under-
stand the relationship among these, if at all, and the way religious 
and political practices are compared between a Hindu political 
strategy and a Muslim one, even if we accept there were more than 
one position on either side of that divide. My provisional conclu-
sion is that the political landscape of the period was composed of 
shifting and indeterminate forms along with political practices 
which increasingly looked to be incommensurable; however, the 
newsreel, suspending reference to the Congress as a party not only 
against war but also against a coalitional imaginary, provided for 
an unwitting state of play and more open political imaginary. It 
is possible that a denser archival exploration of such materials 
will disclose many more moments of potentiality; and help us to 
think afresh other possibilities of post-colonial transitions, types 
of state form and alternative models of community cohabitation 
and mingling.
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Western culture is traditionally text-centred, yet over the 20th cen-
tury, photographs have successively conquered the public sphere. In 
turn, the growing impact of visual information has fundamentally 
reshaped Western culture. Mankind became ‘more visually liter-
ate’ (Buell 1997b: 10), meaning that with the increasing presence 
of visual information mass audiences also developed their skill of 
‘reading’ pictures.

Before going into the details of political photography in the 20th 
century, I would like to address some aspects that are crucial for the 
distribution of visual information—as opposed to the circulation of 
text. First of all, images—including photographs as well as paint-
ings, icons and charts—need no translation. This does not mean 
that individuals from different cultures see the same when they see 
the same picture. Cultural conventions—like the simple fact that 
white is the colour of mourning in Japan while in Western culture 
it is a colour of innocence—shape our perception of pictures as much 
as individual taste and experience. However, the same picture can 
illustrate a German, English or Japanese text; all it takes in order 
to make it ‘readable’ (if only superficially) is a translation of the 
caption. While a deeper understanding of a photograph depends on 
knowledge of the cultural context and on a willingness to reflect its 
aesthetic, symbolic and subjective dimension, an accurate caption 
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at least enables us to understand what or whom we see as well as 
when, where and by whom the picture was taken.

Second, certain kinds of information are more easily transmit-
ted visually than verbally. Written Japanese, for example, combines 
logographic signs with syllabic signs; it is incompatible with the 
Morse code, which is based on the Latin alphabet. Japanese mes-
sages can thus not be telegraphed. This is one of the reasons for the 
commercial success of the fax machine, invented as early as 1843, 
in the late 20th century: a stepped-up trade between the USA and 
Japan rendered a new form of communication necessary (Gürsel 
2015: 207).

My third preliminary remark refers to the photo as a docu-
mentary or—in the terms of Charles Sanders Peirce—‘indexical’ 
sign. In general, Peirce describes three categories of relations 
between object and sign. He calls it ‘iconic’ if the sign is similar to 
a represented object; ‘symbolic’, if the sign picks up on traditions 
or conventions; and ‘indexical’, if there is a physical (or chemical) 
relation between the sign and whatever it signifies. This is the 
case, for instance, with fingerprints, weathercocks, death masks 
and litmus tests. In Peirce’s view, photographs, and

especially instantaneous photographs, are very instructive, 
because we know that they are in certain respects exactly like 
the objects they represent. But this resemblance is due to the 
photographs having been produced under such circumstances 
that they were physically forced to correspond point by point 
to nature. (Peirce 1998: 4–5)

If the photo is manipulated in such a way that the physical rela-
tion between objects and image is undermined, it is not indexical 
anymore. In the realm of political photography, this is the case if, 
for instance, individuals vanish from group portraits. A prominent 
case is the extinction of Leon Trotsky from photographs in the 
Soviet Union under Stalin (King 1997). In order to vindicate docu-
mentary photography against the ubiquitous suspicion of manipu-
lation, news photo agencies thus insist that photographs may 
neither be staged (unless the scene itself is staged, like a theatre 
performance or a public handshake) nor should they be manipu-
lated beyond the change of light and contrast. In this respect, the 
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ethos of news photographers differed significantly from that of 
newsreel producers who, for instance, for March of Times, often 
used staged scenes or re-enactments. Thus, an AP Handbook for 
Photojournalists published in 1955 states that the ‘same integrity 
is required in pictures as in news stories […]. The AP does not want 
faked pictures, or trick pictures offered as genuine’ (Associated 
Press Corporate Archives 1955: 17). Likewise, Norris A. Huse, 
executive assistant to the general manager of the AP until 1937, 
stated that ‘[p]ictures of a news event are News. (…) Our pictures 
must tell the truth and the accompanying captions must be true, 
accurate, unbiased, decent, and interesting, just as are Associated 
Press news reports.’ (Huse 1928: 26).

The promise of the photograph showing ‘what was there’ is 
crucial for an understanding of photojournalism in the 20th and 
21st centuries. It dates back to the mid-19th century and became 
particularly important when the mass circulation of illustrated 
magazines started in the 1920s. Rising print runs in turn generated 
a high demand of documentary photographs. Photo agencies that 
had already popped up at the turn of the century quickly expanded 
in Berlin, Paris, London and New York (Kerbs 1983). Several news 
agencies, whose primary interest had been to spread text news, 
now set up photo branches in order to sell ‘pictorial news’ along 
with text—among them the New York-based Associated Press and 
the Soviet TASS (Radetsky 2007). A network of photo transmitters 
(technically a photo-fax system) soon allowed the AP to dominate 
the American news photo business of the 1930s and to expand 
into the European, Asian and African market in the subsequent 
decades. I will here take the AP as a showcase for an institution 
that critically shaped the visual public sphere of the 20th century, 
and that is still one of the big players in the news photo business.

The AP was founded as a non-profit news cooperative in 
New York in 1846. Its member papers traded information among 
each other and offered it cost-effectively to non-members (Mears 
2007). In 1927, the AP first offered the subscription of photo pack-
ages—at this time they were mainly distributed by mail (Huse 
1927). From the very start, speed was of utmost importance in the 
photo business, just as in the news business in general. In order to 
quickly provide news photos, alternative means of transportation 
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complemented regular mail, including carrier pigeons, horses, 
railroads and steamships, later automobiles, airplanes and helicop-
ters. The means of transportation could ‘range from an exceptional 
emergency in which a plane or car would be chartered, to dispatch 
by bus or train porter to the AP bureau city’ (Associated Press 
Corporate Archives 1955: 17).

In order to further accelerate transportation, the AP set up a 
network of transmitters in 1935, named it Wirephoto and thereby 
revolutionized the news photo business for decades to come. Already 
in December 1934, the Philadelphia Evening Bulletin drew atten-
tion to the upcoming system. An article titled ‘The Bulletin Will Get 
Pictures as Speedily as News’ introduced the Wirephoto service to 
its readers and provided a sketch in order to give them an idea of 
how it worked (Figure 4.1).

In 1936, the Popular Mechanics magazine came up with a photo 
showing it in action and an article that explained the technical 
details of the transmitter.

Pictures to be sent are attached to a metal drum and revolved 
forty-five times per minute by a six-volt motor. A needle of 

Figure 4.1 ‘The Bulletin Will Get Pictures as Speedily as News’. The 
Philadelphia Evening Bulletin, 21 December 1934.
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light shines on the glossy print and is reflected back into a 
photoelectric cell which transforms the light into electrical 
impulses. These impulses are converted into sound, the tel-
ephone mouthpiece picking up this low, conversational buzz. 
At the receiving end the process is reversed and the buzz is 
converted to light which is recorded on photo-sensitive paper 
to reproduce the picture. (Popular Mechanics 1936)

Kent Cooper, General Manager of the AP at the time, negoti-
ated a contract with the AT&T that granted him exclusive access 
to leased wires for five years (Cooper 1959: 214). The first AP 
picture transmitted to 24 subscribers on 1 January 1935 showed a 
crashed airplane in the Adirondack Mountains—a good bird’s eye 
view of the scenery and sure a case in point of a real news photo 
(Haynes 1955). Although competing photo agencies such as Wide 
World Photos and International News Service (INS) soon began to 
transmit photographs via regular telephone lines (Schnurmacher 
1937), the term Wirephoto entered the dictionaries as a ‘method of 
sending photographs by wire; a trade name designating a service 
by the Associated Press’ (Cooper 1959: 214).

Interestingly, the technical process of distributing photographs 
still required verbal communication in the first place. The AP’s 
central photo desk in New York was run by the so-called monitor 
to whom the providers of news photos promoted their pictures. The 
monitor, as the handbook has it, ‘can’t see the picture, but he listens 
to you for a frank appraisal of its merits or demerits’ (Associated 
Press Corporate Archives 1965: 17). After all, it took eight minutes 
to send a picture, and it was therefore crucial to select the best 
pictures before sending them to anyone.

Unsurprisingly, the impact of photography soon rose in pro-
portion to the number of photographs available. In 1938, photos 
already made out 40 per cent of the content of American daily news-
papers (Gürsel 2015: 207). The impact of the AP, however, grew 
beyond proportion, not least because the AP emancipated itself from 
the international News Cartel dominated by Havas, Reuters and 
Wolff, which did not provide any photo services. Thus, when the AP 
cancelled its cooperation in 1934 and formed a strategic alliance 
with its American competitor United Press International (UPI), it 
became even more influential (Allen 2016: 11–13).
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The Second World War gave the AP yet another boost, if at 
first only indirectly. When the USA entered the war, the AP joined 
the so-called still pictures pool consisting of Acme Newspictures, 
INS, Life magazine and the US Army Signal Corps (Maslowski 
1993: 31; Morris 1998: 73). The pool granted all members access 
to the Wirephoto network and thus secured immediate coverage of 
all war-related events. As Life photo editor John Morris recalled, 
there were some animosities among the members, yet they were 
resolved in order to keep the photo operation going.

The advantage for Life was in gaining equal access to major 
news events, despite being a weekly. The disadvantage was 
that we had to ‘make available’ our best ‘hard-news’ pictures 
for distribution over the wires. Just how we did that was often a 
matter of dispute. The three wire services thoroughly distrusted 
one another, but they were unified in their distrust of Life and 
disdain for its extravagant way. However, they loved to sell us 
pictures, and Life was the showcase. (Morris 1998: 73)

As long as the war lasted, AP was somewhat impaired by its 
membership in the picture pool; however, it had a positive impact in 
that it granted permanent and free access to photographs from all 
theatres of the war. Some of its staff photographers won the newly 
established Pulitzer Price for Photography, among them, Frank 
Noel in 1943 with a picture of a sailor in a lifeboat several days after 
a shipwreck in the Indian Ocean. Two years later, Joe Rosenthal, 
another AP staff photographer, took the famous picture of Old Glory 
Rising on Iwo Jima. Like Noel, he had worked with the US Army as 
what we would today call an ‘embedded photographer’. These were 
the first two out of six Pulitzer Prizes for AP photographers in the 
first 25 years of its existence (Associated Press Corporate Archives 
1965: back case). On the occasion of Wirephoto’s 20th birthday, 
the AP management published a brochure with a cover photo 
that showed the cylinder of a transmitter with a mounted Signal 
Corps photo of Winston Churchill, Joseph Stalin and Franklin D. 
Roosevelt at the Teheran Conference in 1943 (for accessing the 
image, see https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig2 [Figure 4.2]), 
indicating that the Second World War picture pool system was seen 
as a full success for the AP—at least in hindsight.

https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig2
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In the course of the 20th century, the circulation of news pho-
tographs grew steadily. The number of newspapers and television 
stations subscribing to Wirephoto rose from 24 in 1935 to 300 in 
1947, 500 in 1955, 900 in 1973 and to 1549 on the verge of digita-
lization in 1993 (Figure 4.3; Associated Press 1993: 1, Associated 
Press Corporate Archives 1947: 5, 1955: 1; Jones 1978: 3, 1982). 

While in the early days local pictures had dominated the 
scene, photos taken abroad became more important over time, 
especially during and after the Second World War. In the early 
1960s, the AP had clients in 105 countries and claimed to pro-
vide ‘the widest distribution of photos internationally from a 
single source in the history of photography’ (Swinton 1963: 54). 
According to Stanley M. Swinton, general news editor of the AP’s 

Figure 4.2 20 Years with AP Wirephoto, photo mounted on cylinder shows 
Franklin D. Roosevelt, Josef Stalin and Winston Churchill at the Teheran 
Conference in 1943, US Army Signal Corps/Office of War Information 
Collection, Library of Congress, Washington, DC.
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expanding world service, the agency had by then built up what 
we may call a visual empire.

In major photo markets such as Italy and Japan, the margin 
of AP superiority in photo play over all competitors exceeds 
anything in the US. In Japan, our play is approximately three 
times that of our competitors. In Italy, more than 70% of all 
foreign pictures published come from the AP. Even Communist 
countries such as Yugoslavia and Poland depend on AP photos. 
In Yugoslavia, virtually every foreign picture published comes 
from AP and in Poland we have a big competitive margin. AP 
photos literally blanket the world. (Swinton 1963: 53)

As a brochure quite accurately described it, Wirephoto had 
turned into an ‘interconnecting series of spider webs, with New York 
as the big daddy in the middle, able to feel the most distant tremor 
along the line’ (Jones 1978: 3: for accessing the image/photograph, 
see https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig4 [Figure 4.4]).

One of the reasons for the AP’s success was that European 
News agencies were latecomers in the news photo business: Reuters 
entered the market as late as 1984, Agence France-Presse yet 
another year later in 1985 (Tworek 2013: 735).1 At this time, the 

1 A questionnaire filled out by several European news agencies in 1933 shows that Havas, 
Reuters, ANA (Vienna), Ritzau and Wolff’s Telegraphen-Büro did not maintain own photo 
services (Archives Nationales Paris 5AR/466). Warmest thanks for Heidi Tworek for shar-
ing this source with me.

1935: 24 1947: 300 1955: 500 1973: 900 1993: 1549

Figure 4.3 AP Wireservice: Number of Subscribers 1935–1993  
(own graphics, AV).

https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig4
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AP had long expanded on the Old Continent, not least behind the 
Iron Curtain, and its main competitors were American new agencies 
such as the INS and the UPI (Haynes 2006: 11, 14).

The most important change during the Cold War was the 
establishment of a permanent wire service cable between Moscow 
and New York via Helsinki in 1964. By 1973, the network further 
included Warsaw, Prague, Bratislava, Budapest and Bucharest with 
additional extensions in the Soviet Union (Factbook of Wirephoto: 1; 
for accessing the image/photograph, see https://micasmp.hypotheses.
org.5090/fig5 [Figure 4.5]). Despite the censorship on photographs in 
the Soviet Union, the AP presented itself as an agency bridging the 
visual gap between the East and the West, as a 1978 brochure (for 
accessing the image/photograph, see https://micasmp.hypotheses.
org.5090/fig6 [Figure 4.6]), stresses: ‘The Iron Curtain is not impen-
etrable. AP has a staff photographer in Moscow, can send others 
in, and has picture exchange arrangements with government news 
agencies in Eastern Europe’ (Jones 1978: 4).

Africa was more difficult to integrate into the international 
‘spider web’, partly because the infrastructure for photo trans-
mission was very poor. As Horst Faas explained, in most African 
countries there was, in the early 1960s

Figure 4.4 ‘The AP Wirephoto Network in 1965’. In Factbook of Wirephoto 
(1965–1966: 4–5).

https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig5
https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig5
https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig6
https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig6
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only one [telephone] beam, so either somebody made a phone 
call or you sen[t] your photo, and very often irate switchboard 
operators in Brazzaville would say, ‘(…) You had the line for 
an hour. I have sixteen parties trying to congratulate their 
mothers for birthday,’ or whatever. (Faas 1997: 9)

In an interview given in 1997, he described his work in the 
Belgian Congo as a permanent challenge.

To get the pictures [I took] to the transmitter, I had to cross 
the river from Leopoldville to Brazzaville into another country, 

Figure 4.5 AP First Again! This Time to Moscow (Leaflet), 1964, AP 
Corporate Archive 34.6.
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get a visa, travel up to the radio station where my [transmit-
ting] machine was (…). And I sat there sometimes all evening 
and all night trying to get the pictures out, and then I got an 
exit visa, went back and shot some more. (Faas 1997: 1)

In another interview, he explained that he ‘felt like [Henry 
Morton] Stanley, going up the Congo River several times. So it was, 
it was very much an adventure’ (Faas 2007: 23). Yet it was not only 
technical deficiency and a desolate infrastructure that hampered 
the photo business in Africa, it was also a lack of profit for news 
photo agencies. As Faas recalls:

[I]f you would have made a million (…) in 1960, you would pre-
sumably have seen a much, much more intensive and better 
coverage in Africa. It was always difficult to get the OK to hire 
a photographer in the country, or hire another photographer 
in a country that didn’t produce revenue. (Faas 1997: 5)

Engagement in East Asia, in contrast, increased and was 
fuelled by the Korean Conflict and the Vietnam War. The first 

Figure 4.6 ‘West & East Fastest by Wire’. In AP First in Moscow (April 
1964), AP Corporate Archive 34.6.
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leased circuit to Japan was set up in 1964, and from then on 
photographs from East Asia were transmitted via the AP Tokyo 
office. Although technical conditions for picture transmission were 
as poor in Southeast Asia as in the Congo in 1960, the AP set up 
an office in Saigon and sent out several staff photographers who 
produced some of the most popular photos of the Vietnam War.2 
Some of these photographers were Americans who spent several 
months or even years in Southeast Asia, others were Vietnamese 
who were trained to work as photographers, such as the famous 
Huỳnh Công (‘Nick’) Út and Huỳnh Thanh Mỹ, who was killed by 
the Viet Cong while covering a fight in the Mekong Delta in 1965 
(Pyle and Faas 2003: 64).

Interestingly, none of the maps that visualize the AP’s net-
work of the 1960s and 1970s identifies the Indian subcontinent as 
a hotspot of news photography. All of them feature direct lines to 
Tokyo and Teheran, but neither to New Delhi or Mumbai or any 
other city on the subcontinent. The agency seems to have omitted 
the region, while East and Southeast Asia are well represented 
if not overrepresented. Needless to say that AP photographers 
did work in India and Pakistan, both hotspots of international 
and regional politics. Horst Faas and Michel Laurent even won a 
Pulitzer Price for covering a massacre in Dacca, Bangladesh (Faas 
1972; for accessing the image/photograph, see https://micasmp.
hypotheses.org.5090/fig7 [Figure 4.7]), and according to their own 
testimony, the Indian Telegraph Authority refused to transmit 
the photographs so that they were sent to the London office of the 
AP by airfreight (Morris 1998: 293). Yet this finding contradicts 
the absence of the agency from the region rather than explains it.

In the light of these empirical findings, it seems that the visual 
public sphere as shaped—among others—by the Associated Press is 
political in at least three respects. First of all, news photos convey 
political messages, be it by informing us that something has taken 
place, by letting a politician shine or by ridiculing him or her, or by 
documenting political violence and its victims. Second, the presence 
or absence of a news agency from a region, country or even conti-
nent serves as a litmus test for the importance of that particular 

2 The documents of the Saigon Bureau are filed with ProQuest (n.d.).

https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig7
https://micasmp.hypotheses.org.5090/fig7
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region. As Horst Faas stated, the entire African continent seemed 
to be of low interest in the 1960s, while Southeast Asia generated a 
lot of interest—needless to say that here a dynamic is at play that 
seems at least in part self-referential. Third, contested news photo 
markets are highly political in that they help establish geopolitical 
orders. The fact, for instance, that AP so eagerly established a wire 
connection to Moscow was related to the fact that this opened many 
doors in other socialist countries, while those countries in turn set 
up the ‘Photo International’ pool in order to place their photographs 
more effectively in Western publications. Naturally, this was not 
only about visual content but also about business, for AP photos 
had to be paid in hard currency, while in turn Western agencies 
paid only very low prices for photos offered by socialist agencies.

This said, it seems all the more important to grant news photo 
audiences a minimum of visual literacy. The term was derived from 
the term literacy, which describes the ability to read a text. Societies 
with a high rate of illiteracy often communicate via images, like—
for instance—European societies in the Middle Ages that offered 
biblical stories as painted on the walls of churches, or colonialists 
who showed movies to the local population in order to overcome 
either illiteracy or literacy in languages that the colonizers had no 
command of. This, however, is not what Walter Benjamin referred 

Figure 4.7 Faas, Horst. 1972. ‘A “Political Rally” in Dacca Becomes Scene 
of Butchery. Editor & Publisher, 1975, 1 January: 14.
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to. In his view, being able to read a text does not necessarily mean 
that, likewise, literate persons are able to ‘read’ a picture. To read 
a picture would, in this context, mean to ‘translate’ its meaning 
into spoken or written words and thus to reflect the message that 
it conveys (though it seems important to stress here that the mes-
sage of an image may be as open to interpretation as the message 
of a text). What matters here is that any visual public sphere is 
a politically contested space in which the visually literate have a 
clear advantage over the visually illiterate. Even if many citizens 
think of photographs as mere illustrations of text news, it should 
have become clear that there is no such thing as an unpolitical 
news photo.

CONCLUSION
The emergence of a visual public sphere in the 20th century was 
closely linked to the rise of international news photo agencies. They 
developed both the technical infrastructure for photo transmission 
and set up the professional networks that covered political events, 
war and conflict, cultural life and social developments worldwide. 
Photos provided by these agencies illustrated photo books, daily 
newspapers, magazines like Life, the German Stern, the British 
Picture Post and the trans-African Drum, and later appeared as 
background pictures in broadcasting studios and, most recently, 
on the World Wide Web. Many of them have been labelled as 
‘iconic’—in my view a problematic term because it literally means 
‘pictorial’ and is thus somewhat tautological. Nevertheless, it is 
clear that ‘iconic images’ include, for instance, photos such as the 
‘Napalm Girl’ and the ‘Tank Man’ that were both distributed by AP 
Wirephoto. Rutger van der Hoeven has done some empirical work 
on how these photographs have entered global visual memories 
(van der Hoeven 2019: 82–90). In a broader perspective, we can 
surely speak of visual archives, provided by news photo agencies, 
that serve as fundus, context and framework for newspaper, maga-
zine and blog readers as well as aspiring photojournalists. While 
a common narrative has it that photojournalism declined with 
the closure of Life in the 1970s, it seems to me that documentary 
photography came out even stronger since the advent of digital 
photography in the 1990s.
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Naturally, the global visual public of the digital age differs from 
that of the analogue 20th century. Digital photography offers new 
opportunities in terms of the quality and quantity of photo produc-
tion. While picture editors handled a few dozens of pictures in the 
1930s, today they have to process around 10,000 per day. Millions 
of pictures are being published online, illustrating traditional 
media as well as blogs and social media platforms. Many of them 
have been digitized from analogue archives. However, the average 
reader can hardly distinguish between photos that were scanned 
from film or prints and those produced with a digital camera. Thus, 
visual literacy—as claimed by Laszlo Moholy-Nagy and Walter 
Benjamin already in the early 1930s—will be crucial for cultural 
participation in modern and postmodern societies (Benjamin 1972: 
25).3 This literacy includes the ability to identify manipulations 
that exceed aesthetic decisions regarding lighting, tone or cropping 
and thus undermine the indexical character of photography. Such 
manipulations sometimes occurred in analogue times, and many 
people tend to suspect that they are ubiquitous. Yet today, photo 
apps praise features like ‘healing’, which means that they offer to 
‘remove the uninvited neighbour from a group picture’.4 News photo 
agencies, in contrast, are still eager to guarantee that the content 
of their photographs corresponds physically to whatever they show, 
and there is a good reason to believe that this will not change in 
the near future. But in order to keep news photos reliable, it is ever 
more important to make sure that photo editors are well-trained 
and visually literate. 
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This chapter begins with a small detail from an interview recorded 
more than two decades ago. In the 1940s, a keen photographer 
was unexpectedly faced with a problem. After moving to the city of 
Calcutta, Debalina Mazumdar had always relied on the local branch 
of the German company Agfa to process her pictures.1 When the 
Second World War broke out, it was rumoured that the owner of 
the branch had links with the Nazi state. He disappeared overnight 
or, as it was said, he might have been placed in an internment 
camp. The Agfa store became ‘enemy property’, and the materials 
of the branch were auctioned off. My primary focus was on a tex-
tual reading of Mazumdar’s photographs at the time. Today when 
I seek to explore the politics of advertising during the Cold War, 
the same story needs revisiting and magnification. Mazumdar’s 
memory about this relatively insignificant event in Calcutta should 
be seen against the backdrop of a less acknowledged history of 
intrigue, suspicion and a global struggle to control markets on 

1 Advertisements for Agfa India Limited mention a Calcutta branch as 31 Chittaranjan 
Avenue.
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the part of photographic companies such as the American giant 
Kodak Eastman, Fuji from Japan and those that originated in 
Germany and were affected during the war such as Agfa, Gevaert, 
Deko (advertised as deko), Zeiss and later ORWO. This cast a long 
shadow over operations all over the world and continued for decades 
after (Diecke 2019). Closer home, these transnational firms were 
locked in a keen contest to target non-professional photographers 
like Mazumdar. My chapter seeks to interrogate pragmatic impera-
tives to market cameras, film and paper during the 1950s and early 
1960s. Exploring strategies and campaigns in print, I examine 
how compulsions of trade and infrastructure intersected with this 
publicity. In the absence of records and histories of technologies of 

Figure 5.1 Negative Jacket from Liberty Photo Flash using Kodak 
Advertisement, Bhuj-Kutch, Early 1950s 

Source: From the personal collection of the author. Courtesy Eastman Kodak 
Company.
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the time, the chapter speculates on how advertising as a form of 
cultural production may have been responding to the politics of the 
home and outside through the language of amateur photography. 
Seen against this backdrop, the presence of Mazumdar becomes 
a recurring trope to explore consumer choices, the transnational 
nature of the market and its diverse products and the female 
figure as both the object and subject of amateur photography at 
this moment.

GLOBAL AND LOCAL BATTLES
It is important to bear in mind that in an analogue moment, film 
and photographic paper were as integral to the practice of photog-
raphy as the sales of cameras. The travel and flow of these material 
artefacts were always determined by economic and political com-
pulsions. During the war, Josephine Diecke (2019) has described 
battles to control patents and secret formulas for film stock. As the 
‘original’ colour stock emerging in Germany, Agfacolor was always 
seen to have softer and more ‘natural’ hues as compared to Kodak 
because of its sensitivity to pastel tints (Dudley 1979: 46; Narwekar 
2017). But the Second World War and its ideological agendas gave 
this competition a different spin. Agfacolor was typed as a ‘socialist’ 
method since the Soviets and Czechs seemed to be the most likely 
to use it (Dudley 1979: 46). When the war ended, Agfacolor technol-
ogy was treated as a kind of ‘war loot’ as the allies confiscated and 
handed over patents for the Agfacolor process to competitors such 
as Kodak and Ilford (Dudley 1979: 48; Narwekar 2017). They also 
divided the Agfa plant with its original headquarters in Wolfen into 
two branches in East Germany (the German Democratic Republic 
or GDR) and West Germany (the Federal Republic of Germany or 
FRG). In 1964, Agfa in East Germany evolved into a new company 
that manufactured colour film called ORWO (ORiginal WOlfen). 
There were unexpected collaborations that continued across the 
Iron Curtain. For instance, the origins of Deko film could be traced 
to Kodak despite being a ‘socialist’ concern. Deko film advertise-
ments in India in the 1960s mention that it was a product of the 
VEB Photochemische Werk (Photo chemical works) Köpenick. The 
VEB photo chemical works in Berlin was sold to Kodak in 1927 and 
then seized by the Nazis as ‘enemy property’ in 1941. After the war, 
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the factory resumed operation under the name of Kodak because 
of Kodak’s brand and commercial viability even though it was now 
located in the Soviet controlled quarter (2013).2 The same was 
true for Agfa in India. A close look at certain advertisements for 
Agfacolor film reveals that both the branches, in Wolfen in the East 
and in Leverkusen in the West, continued to share the same space 
in print even two decades after the war.3

The advantages gained by the allies were reflected in India 
after the war. An editorial note for the photography journal Camera 
in the Tropics (1946) remarks on an anticipated boom in the 
industry and the advantages for those who did not have to make 
‘readjustments’.4

Many well-known manufacturers of photographic goods have 
begun supplying smaller retailers. Many of these manufac-
turers still have to fulfil government contracts and others 
are putting the finishing touches to the reconversion of their 
plants. The ending of the war caught many industries off their 
balance; but the British and American photographic indus-
tries are more fortunately placed because they have less of a 
reconversion problem.

Despite this disadvantage, Agfa was improved after the war. 
It was still one of the fastest colour films available even though it 
still needed to be consumed quickly in the hot and humid climate 
of the tropics where the hues faded away swiftly.5 In contrast to 
Kodak where film needed to be sent to Bombay for processing, Agfa 
branches were more easily accessible everywhere.6 Japanese-made 
roll films were also sold in India like the one produced by Fuji and 
Sakura film manufactured by Konika, besides others such as Deko, 
Geva and ORWO.7 In a detailed history of the 19th and early 20th 

2 Under soviet management, the name was changed to FEB or the Fotochemische Werke 
Köpenick in 1956. Available at https://digitalcosmonaut.com/2013/veb-fotochemische-
werke-berlin/ (accessed on 24 August 2020).
3 In 1962, the same advertisement for Agfa colour film in India promoted both CT 18 film 
made by Agfa AG Leverkusen in the FRG as well as UT 16 film made by VEB Agfa Wolfen 
in the GDR. See Illustrated Weekly, 11 June, 28.
4 I am grateful to Sukanya Baskar for sharing scans of the magazine with me.
5 Conversation with veteran press photographer N. K. Sareen.
6 Ibid.
7 Founded in 1873, Konika was older than Kodak by a decade.

https://digitalcosmonaut.com/2013/veb-fotochemische-werke-berlin/
https://digitalcosmonaut.com/2013/veb-fotochemische-werke-berlin/
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centuries ‘techno-bazaar’, Sudhir Mahadevan suggests that the 
‘Kodak moment’ that popularized photography in the West did not 
have the same resonance in India. This was because photography 
as a hobby was an upper class pursuit. A patronage-based studio 
practice prevailed.8 Mahadevan (2015: 112) does imply though that 
the market for amateur photography—at least among those who 
could afford it—was dominated by Kodak. This is no doubt because 
the company was perhaps the major player at this moment. Half a 
century later, print advertisements, especially for film, point to a 
different scenario with several other contenders targeting the non-
professional photographer. By the late 1940s, there were advertise-
ments for Russian, Czech, Italian and German-made cameras such 
as the Ferania, the Praktina, the Lubitel 2, the Ensign and the 
popular Rolleiflex and Rolleicord. I will suggest that while Kodak 
may have ruled markets for still photography in North America and 
Europe, the situation could have been different in India with major 
competition from companies in East and West Germany for film at 
least, in particular Agfa, its affiliate later, Gevaert headquartered 
in Belgium, Deko and, eventually, ORWO. A comparison of adver-
tisements reveals that the prices of basic competing camera models 
for Kodak and Agfa at this time were almost the same.9 As we will 
see later, well-known camera dealer in Bombay, Ambalal Patel, 
was determined to challenge the dominance of Kodak by explor-
ing other options during his travels abroad. He is reported to have 
said, ‘In this country when you say “film”, people immediately think 
Kodak. I am going to break that monopoly’ (Narwekar, 2017). In 
the 1950s and 1960s, Agfa may even have had an edge over Kodak 
because the company had domestic production units in Baroda and 
Bombay (Bhalerao 2011). In Baroda, the New India Industries Ltd 
manufactured photographic papers and popular box cameras such 
as the Synchro Box and Gevabox. The company had another unit in 
Bombay where photo paper was cut from ready-made rolls imported 
from Agfa, Germany. In the mid-1960s, Agfa India Private Limited 
that manufactured films, paper, cameras and movie stock merged 
with Allied Photographics India Limited (APL) that had marketed 
Gevaert products (Gevaert was originally a Belgian company) from 

8 Also see Pinney (2008).
9 The Kodak Brownie Model D and the Agfa Synchro Box cameras were both just under 
`30 in the early 1960s. The Gevabox camera was priced at `38 in 1965.
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the 1940s to form Agfa-Gevaert India Limited. In contrast to Kodak 
that focused on domestic photography during this moment, these 
companies targeted both the home and the world outside occupied 
by amateur photographers. As we will see, their advertisements 
seem to address national and international events too.

THE CONSTRAINTS OF THE PHOTOGRAPHIC 
IMAGE IN PRINT
Ironically, it was still rare to have photographic advertisements in 
print till the 1960s, even for companies advertising photographic 
products, because of the difficulties of reproduction (Chaudhuri 
2014: 82). Instead, a ‘photographic imagination’ was created 
through a drawing or very finely etched sketches that resembled 
photographs. An artist used a mould on a photograph to create 
hybrid images that were in fact photographs as well as sketches 
(Pereira 1999: 90). This was called a scraperboard or quarter tone 
technique. We will return to the effect of this on photographic 
advertising later but one such example is a campaign for the multi-
national oil company Burmah Shell with the tag line ‘In India’s Life 
and Part of It’. The advertisements used sketches of women from 
different parts of the country with homogenizing typologies about 
their defining ‘features’. For instance, the ‘Prabhu woman’ was 
described as ‘handsome of feature, neat in appearance and polished 
in manner’.10 The copy noted that Burmah Shell was in constant 
touch with these communities. ‘They have come to rely upon us, 
and we in turn are proud to serve them.’ The sketches drew upon 
the idea of photograph even if they were not lens-based images. 
Classifying others such as the Thakur girl, the Lambada woman, 
the Oriya woman or the Andhra peasant, this series seemed uncan-
nily similar to an earlier colonial photographic survey called the 
‘The People of India (1868–1875)’.11 This was not surprising given 
the origins of Shell as a British-owned company that needed to 
adjust to a changed political scenario. Ravi Vasudevan (2012: 119) 

10 Illustrated Weekly of India, 13 December 1953.
11 The infamous eight volume People of India was commissioned by the first Viceroy 
Lord Canning to photographically document the ethnic tribes and castes in the colony. 
The unspoken agenda of this project was to place unfamiliar subjects under scrutiny 
and surveillance. 
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points out how the post-Independence publicity of Burmah Shell 
was predicated on a complex identification with nation building. 
This was true not just for Shell but many other firms like Kodak 
that were now faced with the prospect of acquiring ‘an Indian soul’ 
(Vasudevan 2012).

KODAK, DOMESTIC PHOTOGRAPHY AND  
THE EMERGENCE OF ‘INDIAN’ BODIES
Tracing a rich cultural history of Kodak Eastman from the late 19th 
century, Nancy Martha West (2000: xv) notes the possibility that a 
corporation may have ‘taught modern American culture how to see, 

Figure 5.2 Digital Grab of a Print Advertisement from the Burmah Shell 
Campaign featuring the ‘Oriya Woman’ from the Illustrated Weekly of 
India 

Source: Illustrated Weekly of India (20 November 1953, 18). Burmah Shell and the 
Eastman Kodak Company.
Note: See the difference between the sketched advertisement from Burmah Shell 
and the photographic advertisement from Kodak above. 
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to remember, and even to love’. Kodak’s marketing of nostalgia for 
the past, particularly of pleasant domestic memories through the 
seemingly spontaneous snapshot, was standardized the world over. 
How was it deviating if at all from this template in India where it 
entered through a British subsidiary?12 In her insightful analysis of 
different phases of Kodak advertisements in the English language 
newspaper the Times of India (TOI), Jennifer Orpana (2018) points 
out that early publicity of the company did not refer to the family. 
Instead, illustrated advertisements of the 1920s featured Kodak’s 
mascot—the sketched figure of the modern white Kodak girl—in 
a striped dress. Orpana describes a series of adverts where the 
Kodak girl travelled unencumbered in the colony taking picturesque 
images of exotic terrain and people who were passive subjects for 
her gaze. There was a change in strategy during the war when the 
advertisements started to make reference to shortages of material. 
By the 1950s, Kodak aggressively targeted the affluent middle-class 
family that could afford a camera. It also presented a vision of the 
modern nuclear family with the father as the primary recorder of 
everyday events and occasions (Orpana 2018).

While Orpana has largely focused on illustrated advertise-
ments that appeared in the newspaper, it is interesting to look at 
those that appeared in the Illustrated Weekly of India (hereafter 
referred to as the Illustrated Weekly or the Weekly) and Filmfare 
which were also visual magazines published by the TOI group.13 
With good paper and superior photogravure printing, one of the 
key attractions of the Weekly was its high-quality reproduction of 
photographs. This also made it one of the most preferred publica-
tions for advertising. Significantly, some of the sketched Kodak 
advertisements in the TOI described by Orpana had identical 
photographic versions in these magazines. For instance, during 
1955–1956, the Weekly and Filmfare carried a series of staged 
vignettes using models. All the advertisements offered not one 
but two idealized moments of modern domestic life, performing a 
tableau of the nuclear family as well as the imagined snapshot that 

12 Kodak India had branches in Lahore, Calcutta, Bombay and Madras.
13 Published as a weekly edition by the TOI group of newspapers from 1880, the Weekly 
came into its own from 1923. Till the mid-1950s, it was distributed in India, Pakistan, 
Burma and Ceylon. Filmfare also published by the TOI carried photographs and articles 
about the Bombay film industry.
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would be clicked. The advertisements capitalized on the camera 
as a mnemonic aid and recording children as the most ‘natural’ 
of subjects was primary to many of them. In one, the father who 
wore Western attire photographed a little baby in his chair with 
his proud mother watching him: ‘Laugh over this years later—baby 
is unpredictable—True you cannot anticipate his next move but 
you can keep a Kodak camera handy, ready to capture such heart-
warming moments forever.’14 While imagining the picture of the 
baby that would be captured forever, the advertisement drew atten-
tion to the gender dynamics within the family—the mother’s open 
hair but also how she stood slightly behind her husband, wearing 
a bindi and a carefully draped sari with pallu drawn around her 
waist. Another advertisement in the same series depicted a father 

14 See the sketched version in the TOI, 27 May 1956, 7 and the photographic version in 
the Illustrated Weekly of India, 29 April 1956, 14.

Figure 5.3 Negative Jacket of a Photo Studio Using a Sketch of the Kodak 
Girl, the 1950s

Source: Personal collection of the author. Courtesy Eastman Kodak Company.
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shooting his son leaving for his first day at school.15 The man with 
the camera was positioned between the mother and child so that 
readers could see both images—that of the possible frame taken 
by camera as well as the larger mise-en-scene as the father, dis-
tanced from the emotional drama of the moment, took pictures. The 
advertisement promised to capture the scared look on the child’s 
face, his oversized clothes and shiny satchel as well as ‘the air of 
confusion of the home’ and the ‘enchantment’ of the moment. The 
third vignette did not have a child, but it featured a couple where 
conjugality was implied, with a reference to a home where a woman 
played a sitar.16 The woman’s hair was tied back; she wore a sari, 
a bindi and what appears to be a mangalsutra—the sign of a mar-
ried woman. The crouching man holding a Brownie camera in the 
background seemed captivated by her voice. The caption stated, 
‘The Melody lingers on in a “Kodak” snapshot’ suggesting that pho-
tographs were not just visual substitutes for actual moments but 
could be triggers for more sensory experiences. With the same copy 
and positioning of characters as their sketched counterparts in the 
TOI, these vignettes draw our attention to an emerging material 
world of photographic advertising that would have involved not 
just art directors but actors and locations too. In all probability, 
the sketch may have been the template for actors (at times, the 
same ones) to perform their roles for these advertisements. In this 
case, all the details were almost the same including the position-
ing of the bodies except that the photographic advertisements 
had to address the question of race—the characters needed to look 
‘Indian’ rather than being White as was true of most illustrated 
advertising of the time. This was partly true because most agencies 
at the time were British-owned concerns that made gradual shifts 
towards using ‘local’ models like with Brylcreem and Burmah Shell 
(Pereira 1999: 91–115).17

15 See the sketched version in the TOI, 27 November 1955, 13 and the photographic 
version in Filmfare, 25 May 1955. This must have appeared as part of the campaign in 
the Weekly too. 
16 Illustrated Weekly of India, 5 February 1956, 14.
17 It is another matter that for long, the chemicals used to process colour film for many 
companies, including Kodak, was known to be adjusted according to Caucasian skin 
tones that did not adequately represent other kinds of faces (Winston 1995). Also see 
Roth (2009).
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Figure 5.4 Printed Advertisement in the Times of India

Source: Times of India (27 May 1956, 7) and Orpana (2018). Courtesy Eastman 
Kodak Company.

Figure 5.5 Digital Grab of a Printed Kodak Advertisement 

Source: Illustrated Weekly (29 April 1956, 14). Courtesy the Eastman Kodak 
Company.

There is little information accessible so far on Kodak in India 
except for the fact that the account was handled by the Indian 
subsidiary of J. W Thompson-Hindustan Thompson. In the absence 
of accessible records, one has to look obliquely for other kinds of 
clues. We know that Kodak campaigns in the USA were specially 
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commissioned to photographers like Edward Steichen and that he 
worked with non-professional actors asking them to emulate actual 
snapshots (Johnston 1997: 101). In India, we get hints from annuals 
of a professional body, the Commercial Advertising Guild from the 
1950s that increasingly list the names of photographers and photo 
studios along with visualizers and art directors, who were clearly 
integral to the world of advertising. Brendon Pereira, an advertising 
professional, notes how the arrival of photography in the industry 
from the 1960s was seen as a threat to well-established artists 
(1999: 90). But photography did not make a smooth entry into the 
industry either because the camera demanded a different kind of 
regime of objects and bodies, clothes of the right colours depend-
ing upon whether the shoot was in monochrome or colour, as well 
as, props and actors who could emote (Pereira 1990). The sketch 
may have allowed agencies to circumvent not just the compulsions 
of printing but also travel and the need for models, locations, art 
direction or choreography. This might also explain the compulsion 
to recycle photographs. Kodak’s use of a photograph of two sombre 
little Indian children huddled together used to advertise shortages 
during the Second World War (‘Now That Film Is Scarce, Make the 
Most of It’) was strangely incongruous when repeated a decade later 
with a different copy (‘Happy Things You Want to Remember’).18

While there was little knowledge about his association with 
Kodak, Edward Steichen, who was also the Director of Museum of 
Modern Art’s (MOMA) Department of Photography in New York, 
was a recognized name among photographers in India because of 
his celebrated exhibition ‘The Family of Man’.19 Advocating global 
solidarity after the horrors of Hiroshima and Nagasaki, the show 
travelled all over the world during the Cold War and was displayed 
in six Indian cities under the cultural aegis of the United States 
Information Services.20 The ‘Family of Man’ was widely criticized 
for its universal approach to poverty, race, gender and class, and 
for ignoring the specificities of the South. In India, however, it 
inspired local photographers and even an exhibition in Bombay 
called ‘Images of India’ organized by the magazine Marg in 1960 for 

18 Times of India, 21 December 1942, 10; Illustrated Weekly of India, 13 December 1953.
19 The Family of Man was exhibited at the MOMA, New York, from 24 January–8 May 1955.
20 The show travelled to Bombay, Calcutta, Trivandrum, Agra, New Delhi and Madras.
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which there was an enthusiastic response of over 135,000 entries 
from across the country (Chinwala 1960). Photo competitions for 
amateurs and professionals had always been part of the culture of 
photography through magazines, salons, clubs and photographic 
societies, but the Marg show was unprecedented. While continuing 
to emphasize domestic photography, Kodak tried to capitalize on 
this new interest with a set of advertisements targeting amateur 
photographers from the 1960s (Orpana 2018). But this market was 
already being tapped by others.

COURTING THE AMATEUR
A year after the ‘Family of Man’ had completed touring Indian 
cities, APL carried a campaign using photographs taken by ama-
teurs to promote the German-made Zeiss Ikon range of cameras.21 
Like the Burmah Shell pictures, these romanticized vignettes 
depicted toiling but happy young women ‘of the land’. Telling the 
story of ‘India and its people’, the photographs were a euphoric 
post-Independence version of the ‘People of India’. They were also 
in conversation with both the pictorial aesthetics popular with 
intrepid amateurs at the time and the documentary images show-
cased by the ‘Family of Man’.22 Unlike Kodak, they did not focus 
on the family or the sketched image and instead reproduced realist 
photographic images. One advertisement that used a photograph 
of a hard-working but happy peasant woman threshing wheat by 
J. V. Shivarama Sastry was titled ‘A Picture of Happiness’, while 
another by P. C. Patel depicted a sun-rimmed woman playing 
with a little child against a thatch hut expressing ‘the depth and 
beauty of a mother’s love’.23 The campaign added value by using 
images of well-known practitioners like A. L. Syed.24 Syed’s low-
angle photograph of a tribal woman with a gleaming body in one 
advertisement was similar to other images taken by Sunil Janah 
who photographed for publications of the Communist Party of India 

21 The Zeiss factory at Dresden was damaged during the war and like Agfa the company 
was divided into competing operations in both zones.
22 A brief perusal of the pages devoted to amateurs in the Illustrated Weekly of India and 
the contents pages of Camera in the Tropics throws light on these aesthetics.
23 Filmfare, 25 April 1958, 52; Filmfare, 24 July 1958, 26.
24 Filmfare, 28 February 1958, 27.
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and the Illustrated Weekly of India. Both photographers had access 
to second-hand copies of Life, but their primary references came 
from illustrated propaganda magazines such as Span, Soviet Land 
and Soviet Life that circulated widely promoting their own forms of 
‘cultural conversions’ during the Cold War (Zecchini 2019). Soviet 
Land was translated into 13 Indian languages in India and some 
of the photographs in this campaign echoed its sunny images of 
the rural countryside and happy working-class families.25 In an 
interesting ‘double promotion’, all these advertisements for the 
Zeiss camera asked consumers to use Gevapan and Gevacolor roll 
film. Since both companies were German (Gevaert by virtue of being 
an Agfa affiliate), there is a possibility of a collaboration between 
them. This campaign also draws attention to the fact that photo-
graphic film was being marketed as forcefully as cameras. Many 
Kodak advertisements for cameras described earlier had urged the 
consumer to use only their own film. These persistent reminders, 
such as ‘For Best Results Use “Kodak Film”’; ‘Kodak Film Brings 
Out the Details’; ‘Don’t Risk Running Out of Film—Ask Your Kodak 
Dealer for Two Rolls, One for Use and One for a Spare’, suggest that 
consumers like Debalina Mazumdar may have been using Kodak 
cameras with film from other companies too.26 Aggressive advertis-
ing for Geva and Agfa film seems to confirm this.

So far, I have described a textual terrain of advertising. It was 
equally important for sales to promote the material culture and 
infrastructural terrain for popular photography. Companies could 
take advantage of the fact that there was almost no training for pho-
tography. An entire campaign for Agfa cameras used photographs 
taken by amateurs and credited them by name with the technical 
details of their camera settings, much like a tutorial.

Kodak, Geva and Agfa offered prizes to photographs made 
from their own film and paper, and made announcements regard-
ing forthcoming photo shows and competitions. Some advertise-
ments for Gevapan film in the mid-1950s even announced a radio 

25 Span started publication in the early 1960s and was printed by the US Embassy in 
India while Soviet Land was one of the many propaganda magazines distributed in India 
from the Soviet Union. Available at https://www.thecitizen.in/index.php/en/NewsDetail/
index/9/9945/A-Generation-Fed-On-Misha-Sovietland (accessed on 24 August 2020).
26 Her sister Manobina Roy, also a photographer, was using Agfa too. This is indicated 
on the reverse of many of her prints.

https://www.thecitizen.in/index.php/en/NewsDetail/index/9/9945/A-Generation-Fed-On-Misha-Sovietland
https://www.thecitizen.in/index.php/en/NewsDetail/index/9/9945/A-Generation-Fed-On-Misha-Sovietland


SABEENA GADIHOKE142

Figure 5.6 Digital Grab of a Printed Advertisement for Zeiss Super Ikonta 
IV Camera Using a Photograph Taken by A. L. Syed Shot on Gevapan 33 
manufactured by Gevaert 

Source: Filmfare (28 February 1958, 47). Courtesy Gevaert.

Figure 5.7 Digital Grab of a Printed Advertisement

Source: Filmfare (28 February 1958, 20). Courtesy Agfa India Pvt Ltd.
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show—APLs ‘Photo Fantasy’ competition on Radio Ceylon every 
Friday on 31–49 metre bands. They distributed free booklets on 
how to take better pictures and published advertisements and 
photographs sent by amateurs in these glossy publications. An 
enthusiast notes:

The (Agfa Photo Gallery) magazine, though free, was so 
much in demand that amateurs often were disappointed to 
find copies sold out at photo dealers. To keep up with the 
tremendous demand, Agfa India Ltd announced that readers 
could have all 12 issues every year by sending the publisher 
an amount of Rs 1 to cover postage charges. (Bhalerao 2011)

Kodak also produced its own illustrated booklet titled ‘Making 
Pictures with Light’ priced at `1. In 1964, the Illustrated Weekly 
carried a photo spread on a photo competition titled ‘Life in India’.27 
This competition was held at Kodak Hall in Bombay which pre-
sumably hosted many such shows.28 All these companies sought 
to elevate themselves from being perceived as just commercial 
interests with claims to promote ‘good photography’ and shape 
‘pleasant memories’.

In an insightful essay, Kamal A. Munir and Nelson Philips 
(2005) draw attention to the discursive strategies used by Kodak 
in North America and Europe. Kodak encouraged people to put 
pictures in albums and separated the process of taking pictures 
from processing so that the company could promote both cameras 
and film. They also created the charismatic figure of the Kodak 
Girl. Despite emphasizing the modern ‘father photographer’ in 
India, the margins of most advertisements always carried a sketch 
of a woman with a camera. Dressed in a striped sari with a bindi, 
this ‘local’ Kodak woman had a more mature appearance. Mindful 
of cultural sensitivity, she even covered her head that may have 
enabled a stronger local sales presence. The Kodak woman was to 
be found outside photo studios as a life-sized cardboard cut-out or 
on the jacket covers of local studios including in small towns.

27 Illustrated Weekly, 19 April 1964, 36–37.
28 In all eventuality, this was located on Hornby Road (now called D. N. Road).
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Figure 5.8 Digital Grab of a Printed Advertisement Announcing a 
Competition by Gevaert in the Illustrated Weekly

Source: Illustrated Weekly (15 January 1956, 50). Courtesy Gevaert.

The existence of skilled amateurs like Debalina Mazumdar and 
her twin sister Manobina Roy suggests that the Kodak woman reso-
nated with a hidden constituency of women. Kodak may have divided 
roles—pitching the taking of photographs as a male activity and 
archiving family memories as a feminized activity but by the 1960s 
the figure of the woman photographer was difficult to contain within 
the family as she started to emerge in sketched and photographic 
advertisements for all kinds of cameras and in outdoor spaces. Agfa 
capitalized on the appeal to women with its Rangefinder and the 
popular Click III camera while other locally made cameras like the 
Genette or the Bunny camera also depicted young women as users.29

29 The Genette was manufactured by the Central Camera Company Private Limited in 
Bombay, while the Bunny was manufactured by Camera Works Private Limited.
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Figure 5.9 Digital Grabs of the ‘Indian’ Kodak Woman Who Appeared on 
the Margins of Printed Kodak Advertisements for Cameras, Accessories 
and Film 

Source: Eastman Kodak Company.

Figure 5.10 Digital Grab of a Print Advertisement for the Bunny Camera 
from the Illustrated Weekly

Source: Illustrated Weekly (1 January 1967, 4).
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Munir and Phillips (2005) point out how Kodak conceived other 
innovative ways to promote photography in the West, for instance, 
they printed approaching scenic vistas on billboards so that users 
on long drives would take more pictures on vacation. In India, 
Kodak advertisements with travelling families were rare but by 
the mid-1950s, a full-fledged imagination of national and global 
travel was emerging in print. There were advertisements for travel 
by air to global destinations, the railways, hill stations, national 
parks, guesthouses, resorts and travel agencies.30 Products such 
as Gold Flake cigarettes and the Ambassador car also depicted 
the use of the camera during travel. From the mid-1950s, adver-
tisements for Gevabox and Agfa Synchro Box cameras appealed 
to affective experiences outside of domesticity such as romance, 
travel and vacations. ‘Girlfriends Galore’ was the title of one Agfa 
advertisement for the Isolette I folding camera with a sketch of a 

30 Ranjani Mazumdar (2011) has described an explosion of national and global travel 
in Bombay cinema of the 1960s. An imagination of travel in print preceded this by the 
mid-1950s. 

Figure 5.11 Digital Grab from a Print Advertisement for the Genette 
Camera in the Mid-1960s

Source: Filmfare.
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Caucasian man at the beach surrounded by women in bathing suits 
while another for the Isola depicted a woman in a sari and camera 
shooting a portrait of a man (presumably ‘Indian’) declaring ‘I Shot 
him because I loved him’.31

This interest in the outdoors was reflected in the works of 
Mazumdar and Roy. While both sisters primarily photographed 
their own families, they also took many pictures outside the home 
especially during festivals or holidays. This wider ambit of options 
for the amateur was reflected in an advertisement for photographic 
paper to be manufactured at the new Agfa factory at Mulund in 
Greater Bombay that promised the possibility of taking photo-
graphs of ‘dances, festivals, customs, sports, monuments, great 
men, scenery and of course your own family’.32 The ‘great man’ 

31 Blitz, 20 July 1957, 3; 10 August 1957, 8.
32 Illustrated Weekly of India, 4 February 1962, 34.

Figure 5.12 Digital Grab of a Printed Advertisement for the Isola Camera 
in Blitz

Source: Blitz (20 July 1957, 3). Courtesy Agfa India Pvt Ltd.
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in this advertisement was Prime Minister Nehru. This was not a 
coincidence because it was important to respond to domestic as 
well as international circumstances that could have a bearing on 
markets. My next example refers to one such crisis that posed the 
first major challenge to Nehru.

CRISIS WITHIN AND CRISIS WITHOUT
Crisis and the shortages that affected the supplies of photographic 
materials were not new. The copy of advertisements constantly 
made reference to the uncertain conditions that made the supply 
chain in their markets vulnerable. If Kodak repeatedly told pho-
tographers to conserve film during the Second World War because 
of diversions, in the early 1950s Agfa advised photographers about 
shortages created because of the currency crisis and the lack of 
foreign exchange in the country: ‘Let us at least hope that restric-
tions on India’s most popular hobby will come to an end in the not 
too distant future and you will then become the proud owner of a 
Zeiss Icon camera with all the film you need’.33

Let us see how Agfa responded to the first major crisis to affect 
the newly independent nation state. India’s war with China in 
1962 was short but decisive in terms of its devastating effect on the 
morale of the army and its foot soldiers at the front. It had been a 
colossal defeat. The war lasted only one month and one day from 20 
October to 21 November 1962 and this was followed by all kinds of 
advertisements directed towards ‘the service of the nation’ through 
1963. These ranged from announcements for donating bangles to 
purchasing gold bonds and other austerity measures. Cashing in on 
the patriotic sentiments for the Indian jawans (soldiers) who had 
been ill prepared for the extreme conditions in which the battle was 
fought, Agfa carried a set of photographic advertisements during 
the month of July 1963. The series promoted the Synchro Box, 
a cheap and easy-to-use low-end domestic use camera. Shot like 
spontaneous snapshots the adverts documented civilian efforts for 
the soldier in which Agfa cameras would play a significant role. 
One of them featured a soldier (If Your Neighbour Is Away at the 
Front) sitting in his uniform with gun holding a photograph of a 

33 Filmfare, 28 February 1958, 27.
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woman, perhaps his wife.34 ‘What’s His Family Doing?’ asked the 
copy. Another showed two women knitting for the soldiers and 
in a third a smiling woman donated blood (by implication for the 
soldier).35 These ‘home front activities’ were to be circulated to not 
just the soldier at the border but in newspapers, college magazines 
and to friends. By now, reports had come in of casualties from the 
border and press photographs of the bodies of several soldiers found 
frozen had appeared in the newspapers of the time. These more 
acceptable and reassuring images about the efforts of civil society 
could be circulated publicly in print. Drawing from the heightened 
feelings for the soldier, they seemed to give hope to the middle-
class citizen with a continued fantasy of helping win wars in the 
future. This campaign domesticated the war using the language of 
amateur photography.

While photographs used in this series no doubt made the expe-
rience of the war effort seem more ‘real’ and immediate, the mise 
en scene of these tableaus was flat and uninspiring. Moreover, they 
were still directed at the domestic user. My last example returns to 
a more imaginative campaign of sketched images published a few 
years earlier that appeared to address larger anxieties regarding 
the networks and infrastructure critical to the presence of pho-
tographic companies in India. In work on colonial Nigeria, Brian 
Larkin (2008) points out how media technologies represent modes 
of leisure and cultural ambitions. While they could be seen as 
infrastructures, in that they facilitate and direct a transnational 
flow of ideas, the existence and place of media technologies is 
determined by infrastructure that is both concrete and intangible 
(2008: 2). This could include transportation, roads, telecommunica-
tion, fibre optics and electricity but also state policy, urban plan-
ning or other forms of cultural expression such as the knowledge 
of a local language. While the campaigns I have described so far 
incorporated the textual language of amateur photography, the 
imports of cameras and accessories to India were highly dependent 
on networks and government policies that affected trade. A series 
of three sketched advertisements from Agfa India Private Limited 
that were printed between September and December 1959 seem to 

34 Illustrated Weekly of India, 14 July 1963, 68.
35 Illustrated Weekly of India, 21 July 1963, 20.
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Figure 5.13 Digital Grabs of Printed Agfa Advertisements from the 
Illustrated Weekly

Source: Illustrated Weekly (14 July 1963, 68; 21 July 1963, 20). Courtesy Agfa 
India Pvt Ltd.
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refer to these conditions which were critical for commerce. In the 
first advertisement, three smart young women scout Indian bazaars 
to study oriental fashion and handlooms.36 A closer look reveals a 
background of cargo being unloaded from a ship. Clearly, transport 
was critical to not just the export of cloth but to the imports of 
film stock to India as well. In the next sketch, Franz Shortz from 
the University of Hamburg visits India after doing his honours in 
Indology.37 Again, we see a line drawing of a ship and plane above 
him that would presumably be used to carry tourists like him to 
India who would in turn take photographs.38 We are told that Franz 
would encourage other tourists from Germany to visit India after 
seeing his snapshots while the young women would promote the 
exports of Indian textiles. In contrast to these two advertisements 
that depicted the global travel of White people, the third sketch 
in this series featured an Indian couple, the Swaminadhans who 
were visiting Egypt to explore markets in the Middle East for 
exports.39 This advertisement did not refer to transport. Instead, 
it highlighted world friendship with the icon of a globe and it 
depicted Mrs Swaminadhan photographing the Sphinx. The three 
advertisements made a mandatory mention about the range of 
Agfa products but the copy in all three advertisements seemed to 
emphasize the ‘soft’ investment in global ties and friendship that 
had an impact on trade.

It might be useful here to examine India’s diplomatic rela-
tions at this moment, particularly with Germany. During the Cold 
War, India had defence agreements with the FRG that supplied 
second-hand aircraft to the country. Although ties with the GDR 
took longer to establish, a trade mission was established in India 
in 1954.40 This may have aided East German companies that had 
been adversely affected during the war. For instance, Josephine 
Diecke points out how a bilateral trade agreement between India 
and the GDR benefitted ORWO film in the late 1960s. India did 

36 Illustrated Weekly of India, 6 September 1959, 14.
37 Illustrated Weekly of India, 4 October 1959, 22.
38 According to N. K Sareen, Agfa was preferred by tourists as it needed to be consumed 
within six months.
39 Illustrated Weekly of India, 6 December 1959, 26.
40 Available at https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/india-and-
germany-essay1.pdf (accessed on 24 August 2020).

https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/india-and-germany-essay1.pdf
https://www.brookings.edu/wp-content/uploads/2017/01/india-and-germany-essay1.pdf
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Figure 5.14 Digital Grab of a Printed Agfa India Advertisement

Source: Illustrated Weekly (6 September 1959, 14). Courtesy Agfa India Pvt Ltd.

Figure 5.15 Digital Grab of a Printed Agfa India Advertisement

Source: Illustrated Weekly (6 December 1959, 26). Courtesy Agfa India Pvt Ltd.
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not have foreign exchange, but there was an agreement between 
the two countries based on barter. India sold coffee, tea and other 
natural products to East Germany in exchange for cheaper raw 
stock from ORWO that was used by the film industry (Diecke 
2019). There were other local players involved in these flows of 
goods. A close look at the fine print of advertisements reveals 
how concerns like the Central Camera Company Private Limited 
and Patel India Private Limited based in Bombay were the sole 
distributers of certain imported and locally produced cameras and 
film.41 Photographer and entrepreneur Ambalal Patel also known 
as A. J. Patel probably had links with both these establishments.42 
Besides owning the Central Camera Company Private Limited, 
the enterprising Patel also ran a studio called Photo Central as 
well as the popular journal for professional and amateur photogra-
phers and filmmakers that had been founded by him in 1940 called 
Camera in the Tropics.43 Looking through print advertisements, 
it is evident that Patel was marketing everything from cameras 
and accessories, roll films, chemicals and even enlargers. The 
firm also seems to have had a monopoly over selling the popular 
Stereoscope (Viewfinder) as well as photographic products from 
the GDR such as Agfa, Deko, ORWO and Zeiss. As mentioned 
earlier, the cosmopolitan Ambalal Patel is known to have travelled 
abroad to explore alternatives to Kodak. The terms of engagement 
of these firms and others like them as well as histories of trade 
and the political climate that impacted upon the imports of camera 
equipment needs far greater exploration in subsequent research.

41 Central Camera Company advertised a range of cameras and also announced sales at 
discounted prices, while Patel India Private Limited distributed locally produced cameras 
such as the Argus, Ajoy, the Sure Shot and the Snapix. There were other establishments 
like the Cine Foto Laboratories India in Matunga with a branch in North Vincent Road 
that offered a range of photographic services from repairs to sales, processing, printing 
and enlarging. Cine Foto sold Kodak, Agfa, Ilford Selo, Gevaert, Ansco, as well as Zeiss 
Ikon and Voigtlander cameras (Camera in the Tropics 1950). AMA Limited were the sole 
distributers of the Ferrania Elioflex 2.
42 The address of Patel India was listed as 190 Hornby Road and that of the Central Camera 
Company was listed as 195 Hornby Road. In one advertisement, there is a reference to 
Central Camera Company being the Bombay dealer of Patel India (Illustrated Weekly 
of India, 20 March 1955, 5).
43 Ambalal Patel had close links with the film industry. The advertisements for Photo 
Central often featured glamorous models and film stars like Begum Para (Camera in 
the Tropics 1951).
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I would like to conclude with a discussion of the curious appear-
ance of Egypt in the third advertisement. This campaign appeared 
four years after the Bandung conference in Indonesia. Held in April 
1955, the meeting was attended by 29 newly independent states 
from the Middle East, Asia and Africa. Prime Minister Nehru and 
President Gamal Abdel Nasser of Egypt were major figures at 
Bandung where, as the ‘Third World’, they collectively condemned 
the cultural imperialism and racism of the West and expressed con-
cern about the deepening fissures created by the Cold War. Atreyee 
Gupta (2015) notes how the Non-Aligned Movement in the way it 
is known now would only culminate by 1961, but the intervening 
years were decisive for the relationship between India and Egypt 
(2015: 35). This was also a moment when Nehru’s prominent role 
at Bandung was looked upon with great suspicion by the USA. 
The arrival of the ‘Family of Man’ in India a year later may have 
been no accident and an effort to court India through US cultural 
propaganda (Gupta 2015). Could this campaign for ‘world friend-
ship’ and the presence of the Swaminathan’s in Egypt be obliquely 
referring to some of these developments?

In this speculative chapter, I have tried to interrogate the mid-
century marketing strategies of transnational camera and film 
companies by looking for clues through photographic and sketched 
advertisements. In the absence of histories of trade, I suggest 
that print advertising might reveal ways in which firms such as 
Agfa, Kodak and Gevaert competed for the attention of the non-
professional photographer. The chapter began with an anecdote 
about a skilled amateur photographer. Debalina Mazumdar may 
have used Agfa film, but she remained loyal to Kodak too suggest-
ing that the discerning consumer may have made more informed 
and autonomous choices impervious to the heightened pitch of 
advertising during the Cold War. I have also tried to suggest 
that German companies divided by the War may have continued 
to provide substantial competition to Kodak in India. There is a 
strong possibility that companies such as Agfa, Deko and ORWO 
were the commercial beneficiaries of India’s distrust of the USA 
during the Cold War. Significant overlaps notwithstanding, each 
company targeted the amateur practitioner, and their advertising 
strategies offer insights into a still elusive textual and material 
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world of popular photography. If Kodak sought to re-imagine the 
family space through staged vignettes of domesticity, Agfa and 
Gevaert used the language of realist documentary and pictorialism 
favoured among amateurs to highlight the land and people. They 
also responded in their campaigns to national and economic crisis 
as well as international events that may have impacted upon their 
presence in India. Some of these advertisements indicate other 
emerging narratives—of travel, trade and tourism; and the pres-
ence of the woman photographer—an invisible history that has still 
to be uncovered. Given the practical compulsions for printing, the 
sketch, I suggest, may have offered greater possibilities for these 
articulations. In the absence of available sources, tracking adver-
tisements through this grainy archive from the past could allow us 
an entry into not just representation but the politics, history and 
material practice of media technologies of the time.
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In his book Planet of Slums, Mike Davis presents us with an 
apocalyptic account of a future overwhelmed by congested slums 
resulting from large-scale migration to cities (2006). While squatter 
settlements have had a presence in most cities of the world, by the 
second half of the 20th century, the Third World has increasingly 
witnessed a concentration of slums. Davis’ account makes us sit up 
with a sense of shock as we absorb the statistics and data that he 
parades for the reader. The whirlwind of staggering information is 
meant to shake us out of our reverie, to recognize a crisis that is at 
once economic, social, political and ecological. In Planet of Slums, 
the slum is a fait accompli. The cover of the first edition provides 
us with a high-angle view of a Brazilian Favela.1

A decade after the publication of Davis’ book, Johnny Miller, 
in his award-winning photographic work titled, Unequal Scenes, 
captured aerial views of inequality. Miller started work initially in 
South Africa, but soon branched out in 2016 to use drones for the 
capture of striking images from around the world. These images 
provide high-angle views of major cities with clusters of low-
income housing set against the wealthier districts. The countries 

1 See the cover of the book at https://www.theguardian.com/books/2006/aug/19/shop-
ping.society (accessed on 1 November 2021).
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where Miller took pictures included South Africa, India, Tanzania, 
the USA and Kenya.2 Miller stumbled upon this idea during his 
time as an anthropology student in South Africa. The tin shacks 
and their existence right next to the affluent neighbourhoods made 
for striking imagery. Miller says:

The images that I find the most powerful are when the camera 
is looking straight down—what’s known as ‘nadir view’, look-
ing at the actual borders between rich and poor. Sometimes 
this is a fence, sometimes a road, or wetlands—with small 
shacks or poor houses on one side, and larger houses or man-
sions on the other. …I think the images make inequality 
relevant—people can see themselves reflected in the images, 
and it’s deeply unsettling.3

There is an uncanny resemblance in Davis’ account in the 
Planet of Slums and Miller’s photographs in his Unequal Scenes. 
Both capture broad trends in the world and focus on scale, num-
bers and a desire to instil shock. This imagination of humanity on 
a global and planetary scale contains a desire to shift focus from 
a sense of place to that of the planet and is similar to what many 
have articulated in relation to ecological and environmental debates 
(Elias and Moraru 2015; Heise 2008; Parikka 2016). The key issue, 
however, is the deployment of an aerial perspective—a planetary 
view, so to speak, which assumes an essential interconnection 
between all humankind and the earth; a relationship that is sup-
posed to transcend nations (Figures 6.1 and 6.2).

The aerial view popularized since the experience of flight is now 
a widespread form that has deeply affected the way we understand 
geography and territory (Boyer 2003; Kaplan 2018; Morshed 2002). 
Since this form of looking is distinctly different from ground-level 
perception, there is a quality of abstraction that comes into play in 
any high-angle view of the world. If the expansion of aviation led 
to the proliferation of the aerial view in the 20th century, the entry 
of the drone in this century has introduced another dimension to 
this perspective from above. Initially used as a strategic device in 

2 Available at https://unequalscenes.com/ (accessed on 1 November 2021).
3 Cited in Tahir (2018).

https://unequalscenes.com/
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warfare, the drone’s availability for civilian use with high-resolution 
cameras has provided easier access to an elevated view without 
actual travel to the skies (Tobin 2016). When compared with the 
helicopter or the plane, the drone can move in dynamic ways both at 
close range and at a distance from the space, characters or objects 
being filmed. In Johnny Miller’s photographs, however, we experi-
ence a move away from a ‘messy’ reality to an image form where 
the unruly appears tidy. This is a process where eyesores seen at 
the ground level are transformed into striking forms of spectacle, 
and lived experiences are flattened into a planar spatiality that 
invokes a generalized notion of the universal.4

4 Davis’ book has been classified as urban crisis writing by Ravi Sundaram (2009). The 
apocalyptic imagination in Planet of the Slums does not engage with the delicate and 
turbulent world that exists inside squatter settlements.

Figures 6.1 and 6.2 Johnny Miller’s drone shots of Mumbai’s inequality

Source: Johnny Miller.
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As against this apocalyptic imagination, we have also seen 
micro-narratives with a focus on the diverse contexts of slums, their 
appearance, informal networks, infrastructures and survival strate-
gies. There are many examples of this kind of work. For instance, 
in Shadow Cities, Robert Neuwirth presents the stories of ordinary 
slum dwellers (2006). For two years, Neuwirth explored slums in 
four continents and, despite their poverty and wretchedness, he 
experienced a great deal of vitality, creativity and the ‘human 
spirit’. The book maintains a strong sense of hope and squatters 
appear as people who are able to cope by staying outside of ‘the 
asphalt world’, a term used by them to refer to the streetscape of 
the legally authorized city. Shadow Cities introduces the slum as a 
space with a sense of community, a place of friendship and bonds, 
and a highly productive life.

In some ways, these two opposing tendencies of expressing 
the expansive horror of the slum experience via statistical clas-
sification and universal forms of expression, and the search for a 
spirited community of residents engaged in informal networks of 
the economy, has framed the popular dynamics of slum representa-
tions. All these arguments, despite their diverse positions, operate 
on a belief that slum ecologies can be relayed transparently to the 
world. This is an assumption that circulates widely even as archi-
tecturally and socially, slums are diverse, mysterious, violent and, 
sometimes, impenetrable for those living outside the boundaries 
of these locations.5

Slums are also sites that we have heard of or learnt about 
through a global production of photographs and documents, news 
reporting, literature and cinema. The ‘authentic life’ of slums is 
no longer available outside this blitzkrieg of visual production. As 
I will argue, the planetary vision articulated explicitly in aerial 
views or in a kind of statistical realism is challenged by the films 
on Bombay’s slums discussed in this chapter. I focus on three 
films: Danny Boyle’s Slumdog Millionaire (2008), Pa. Ranjith’s 
Kaala (2018) and Zoya Akhtar’s Gully Boy (2019). While Slum 
Dog’s mega success in the world in 2009 led to widespread public 

5 This opening discussion of the use of the aerial view by Mike Davis and Johnny Miller 
is drawn and adapted from an earlier short article (Mazumdar 2019).
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and academic debates, Kaala and Gully Boy made a decade later 
were released primarily for an Indian audience in the country 
and abroad.6

In these films, there is a desire to recognize the presence of 
media objects and their circulation of popular culture as a crucial 
entry point into slum life. Thus, music videos, animated histories, 
poster cultures and reality television have a significant role to play 
in the negotiation of urban space. The primary location for all these 
films is Dharavi. As one of the largest slums in Asia that houses 
around 700,000 people, Dharavi is a site of high productivity, poor 
infrastructure, outsourced labour and global networks. While the 
three films are quite diverse in their visual rendering of Dharavi, 
they share a cartographic impulse and vision in their framing of 
slum life.

Cartography is the practice of converting spatial data into 
maps. These maps are popularly viewed as useful tools that can 
help us understand and negotiate unknown terrain. They are used 
by ordinary people as well as experts in various fields depending 
on the kind of map it is. Maps can appear in paper form or as 
electronic digital data on screens. The widespread circulation and 
use of maps in our daily lives is based on a sense that maps are 
generated through the scientific management and organization 
of ‘technical data’. There is, however, a growing tendency among 
scholars now to acknowledge the role of smell, touch and all forms 
of sensuous experiences in the translation of ‘spatial data’ (Kitchin 
et al. 2013; Rossetto 2019). In this view, maps are considered 
layered material objects like interfaces that carry a sense of ‘felt 
space’ (Wilmot 2020). This recognition of an affective account of 
space has led to a shift in focus from maps as finished objects to 
practices and techniques involved in the act of mapping. Maps, 
therefore, are not mere representations but actively intervene in 
social space.

It is this shift to a processual approach that has made cartog-
raphy so appealing to a cinematic imagination that has valued the 
medium’s ‘mapping impulse’ (Bruno 2002; Conley 2007). For Tom 
Conley, a cartographic consciousness operates in cinema either 

6 See the collection of critical articles (barring a few) in Gehlawat (2013).
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through the presence of actual maps, or through cinema itself 
organizing itself like a map. Giuliana Bruno, however, positions 
cinematic mapping as a form of emotive, embodied and visceral 
engagement with space. Architecture, fashion, travel and film 
come together in her encounter with space. The result is the pro-
duction of an ‘atlas of emotion’. Cinematic cartography can take 
many forms, and these are uniquely tied, in addition to the story 
and subject, to techniques of cinematography, editing and the use 
of special effects. As I will show in the following sections, in their 
attempt to visually convey the wild, chaotic and complex geog-
raphy of Dharavi, Slumdog, Kaala and Gully Boy turned away 
from a planetary approach to a process where bodies, spaces and 
the camera were made to remember and relay. In doing this, each 
film drew on new technologies associated with our contemporary 
media context to move beyond an entrenched history of images 
associated with slum life.

CARTOGRAPHIC MEMORY IN  
SLUMDOG MILLIONAIRE
Danny Boyle’s Slumdog Millionaire released in 2008 became a 
major success the world over with its rags-to-riches story set in the 
midst of a globalizing Bombay. Based on a novel by Vikas Swaroop 
(2006), the film moves between a popular television game show, 
‘How to Be a Millionaire’ and memories of one of the contestants, 
Jamal, a Muslim boy who grew up in Bombay’s slums. Just before 
the final answer when he is about to win a large sum of money, 
Jamal is picked up by the police for questioning because the host 
of the show can’t believe a boy from the slums could possibly know 
all the answers. The policemen try to extract the truth out of the 
boy after he is beaten and tortured by them. But despite all the 
beating, Jamal sticks to the truth that he knew all the answers 
(Figures 6.3–6.9).

The police play the video of the first part of the game using 
a battered TV and VHS player in an attempt to jog Jamal’s 
memory. This takes us to flashback sequences as the narrative 
moves between the police station with its old and dilapidated VHS 
player, and the flashy studio where the game is going on, includ-
ing the switcher room with several television monitors and studio 
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Figures 6.3 and 6.4 Jamal facing torture at the police station

Source: Danny Boyle.

Figures 6.5 and 6.6 Sitting with a policeman and a dilapidated TV where 
the video of the game is being played

Source: Danny Boyle.
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Figures 6.7, 6.8 and 6.9 The switcher room and the studio

Source: Danny Boyle.

personnel managing the telecast of the show. Jamal is located in 
both the studio as he answers the questions and in the police station 
where he is explaining to the police how he came upon each of his 
answers. This movement between the game in the studio, located 
in the present, and the flashbacks of Jamal’s account of his past as 
explanation for the policemen, becomes a clever structure through 
which Danny Boyle introduces a mapping of space that is linked to 
memory. With each retelling, we move to a different space and time 
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as Jamal grows up through these flashbacks recounting his expe-
riences of life with his brother, Salim and childhood sweetheart, 
Latika (Figures 6.10 and 6.11).

Following the opening sequence of torture, Boyle cuts to an air-
port strip where children are playing cricket. We are now in the past 
as a low flying plane derails a little Jamal. Suddenly, two constables 
on their bikes come along to chase the children. We move from the 
airport track to the density of the slum as one of the constables, now 
on foot, runs after the bunch of boys. The constable finds it difficult 
to negotiate the space. The children on the other hand have a rela-
tionship of play and the director captures their energy as we move 
across giant pipes, sewage, blue plastic floating in water, narrow 
alleys and a combination of tin and thatched roofs. The camera 
moves from ground level to high-angle shots showing the thatched 
roofs. This play between the high and the low is interesting since 
up close we get a sense of the slum as we blur through the alleys, 
while the high angle shot alludes to the scale of what goes on in 

Figures 6.10 and 6.11 The airport sequence and the chase in Slumdog 
Millionaire

Source: Danny Boyle.
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the streets. In this movement, between the low and the high in the 
midst of a chaotic chase through the streets, Boyle appears to have 
distanced himself from both an aerial imagination and a patron-
izing account of slum life. Instead, the film’s cinematography and 
editing create an atmosphere of frenetic chaos, refusing to offer a 
stable or transcendental point of view to the audience. What we do 
recognize from this opening sequence is that the children possess a 
form of spatial knowledge that allows them to move at great speed 
to escape the constable.7

Early on in the film, Jamal is asked a question about the 
Hindu god, Ram, and we are taken to a powerful witness testi-
mony in the film. Jamal’s mother is washing clothes in the water 
tank at the centre of the slum as the two kids fool around. This 
public activity of bathing and fun for the children is suddenly 
interrupted by the train seen from Jamal’s mother’s point of view. 
Before she sees the rioters, she displays an instinctive knowledge 
of something that appears amiss. She just about manages to warn 
her children before she is bludgeoned to death. As the children 
run through the slum, they witness a series of events—the houses 
being burnt, a man on fire, the looting and the cops sitting in 
their van with no intention of intervening to stop the riot. These 
vignettes are woven into the fabric of the running as the children 
look bewildered. We then return to the older Jamal now in the 
studio—his face marked by a grave expression. This is a violent 
moment from the past, vividly felt even today. Jamal now gets his 
answer right. The spectre of Ram and the reference to Allah are 
all drawn into this complex account of a life seen in the slums. 
As he relays his answer to the TV show, the spectator is made 
aware of the nature of embodied experience, felt and relayed as 
memory (Figures 6.12–6.14).8

In his reflections on modernity, Walter Benjamin had recog-
nized that catastrophic pasts continue to live in the present as 
traces scattered across the city. We access the city through memory, 
just as the city shapes and transforms memory. Knowing a city for 

7 This opening chase has also been discussed by Ulka Anjaria and Jonathan Shapiro 
Anjaria (2013).
8 Vandana Baweja (2015) suggests that the film consciously negotiates the city’s collective 
memory and transformations evident in the deliberate use of certain landmark locations.
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Figures 6.12, 6.13 and 6.14 Jamal’s mother at the water tank sees the 
rioting mob

Source: Danny Boyle.

Benjamin was also linked to childhood and the ability to recall such 
impressions as an adult. The shadow of death and the innocence of 
play are usually interwoven into the texture of memory and place 
(Benjamin 1978). The child’s disruptive vision and perception 
appears insightful only in the duration of time that marks adult-
hood. Thus, the significance of the past comes to light retrospec-
tively when an overwhelming present is forced to jostle with the 
past (Gilloch 1996). It is this complex spatializing of memory that 
is of immense importance in narratives of urban recall. Slumdog 
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offers descriptions of particular sites that are conveyed through 
the language of memory.

Jamal’s memory of the riot is a spatial account—the train, the 
crowd, the large water tank where they are bathing, the desperate 
running through the slum’s alleyways. In doing this, Danny Boyle 
is privileging the sensory world of the slum inhabitant. The actual 
shooting to invoke the physical texture of slum life is restricted to 
certain sequences in the film since we also move by train to Agra, 
return to see Bombay’s real estate development, enter its call 
centres and busy bazaars, streets and restaurant kitchens. The 
presence of crime, prostitution and gang life is captured through 
stylized and brief vignettes. This is how a cartographic imagination 
soaked with memory comes to the fore in the film.

Boyle also uses wipes, split screens, fog machines, innovative 
editing with music and the constant mediation of the televisual to 
provide his account of Bombay. This intermedial style is the mode 
through which the film stages its own claim to a form of contem-
porary realism. Lucia Nagib and Cecilia Mello have identified a 
‘return of the real’ in world cinema since the late 1990s. If the 
indexical trace and sense of immediacy governed the framework 
of classical realism, new realism of the digital era following Gilles 
Deleuze witnesses a movement towards the haptic, the sensory, 
and the embodied (2009). Thomas Elsaesser has also alluded to a 
renewed investment in the body as a perceptual surface in world 
cinema (2009: 9). The recurring engagement with the visceral, the 
sensate and the corporeal has made the new form appear more 
‘real’ than ever. This shift in visual culture, says Elsaesser, seems 
to have gradually crept up on us through habits connected perhaps 
to the technological gadgets we are surrounded by—the iPod, mobile 
phones and other handheld devices. In this new context, objects, 
architectural spaces and sites may take on an expressive agency, 
but their status as evidence is no longer based on our ocular abili-
ties (Elsaesser 2009: 10).

This circulation and presence of digital media in everyday life 
as a thematic was noted by Igor Krstic in his analysis of Slumdog 
(2016). In an interesting departure from the moral criticism sur-
rounding the film on whether it had ‘realistically’ succeeded in 
representing Bombay’s slum life, Krstic engaged with Boyle’s use 
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of ‘hypermediated realism’ as a self-conscious presentational style. 
The gritty landscape overlaid with Bollywood mythology and the 
ethos of global television created an immersive experience.9 The 
game show at the centre of the film offered both a narrative device 
and a layering that allowed us to encounter Bombay through its 
‘electronic skin’ (Krstic 2016: 250). There is no attempt to hide the 
film’s self-conscious storytelling form, instead, the camerawork 
and editing immerses the audience in a ‘Kinaesthetic Mumbai’ 
that comes to the fore through the flashbacks (Krstic 2016: 243).10

The Bollywood romance and feel-good form of Slumdog worked 
as an ingenuous marketing strategy that tapped into a global 
discourse. The crucial issue that needs highlighting here is that 
for Boyle, India’s popular blockbuster film culture was borrowed 
and restaged with a new purpose—to position the film within the 
category of world cinema. The foregrounding of a new realism, 
highlighted especially through location shooting and frenetic cin-
ematography, was both innovative and in keeping with the modes 
of cinematic cartography made possible by new media technology.11

PRODUCTION DESIGN AND THE PERFORMANCE 
OF ‘FELT SPACE’ IN GULLY BOY AND KAALA
Production and set design usually involve work that can help 
us identify filmic space geographically, historically, socially and 
culturally (Bergfelder et al. 2007). Those involved in this work 
dabble with material, objects, create floor plans, scout for locations 
and build temporary sets where the story world can be housed. 
Sets provide the texture of mood, sense of individual or collective 
identity and remain crucial for the overall expression of any film. 
They are critical to the creation of an atmosphere that can either 

9 Krstic refers to Boyle’s use of three genres of Bombay cinema, the gangster, the romantic 
and films dealing with childhood.
10 The film combined 35 mm celluloid shooting with SI 2K digital cameras. This allowed 
the cinematographer, Anthony Dodd Mantel, the opportunity to move through Bombay’s 
densely populated slums using a handheld camera. Available at https://www.nyfa.edu/
student-resources/best-cinematography-look-slumdog-millionaire/ (accessed on 1 
November 2021).
11 Available at https://www.creativeplanetnetwork.com/news/si-2k-shot-slumdog-
millionaire-415119 and https://www.npr.org/transcripts/100671912 (accessed on 1 
November 2021).

https://www.nyfa.edu/student-resources/best-cinematography-look-slumdog-millionaire/
https://www.nyfa.edu/student-resources/best-cinematography-look-slumdog-millionaire/
https://www.creativeplanetnetwork.com/news/si-2k-shot-slumdog-millionaire-415119
https://www.creativeplanetnetwork.com/news/si-2k-shot-slumdog-millionaire-415119
https://www.npr.org/transcripts/100671912
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enhance the unfolding of the narrative or move against it. The 
value of a set is usually enhanced through camera work, editing, 
lighting and music. The building of these sets requires a formidable 
workforce of masons, carpenters, painters, artists, etc. In short, this 
is labour-intensive work and is usually helmed by figures who are 
interchangeably referred to as art directors, production designers, set 
designers, set decorators, etc. (Izquierdo Tobias 2016). This confusion 
is a result of the marginal status accorded to the designing of filmic 
space. Despite this specialist skill that is so crucial to cinema, most 
viewers take it for granted as just another backdrop. For Gully Boy, 
Suzanne Caplan Merwanji is credited as the production designer, 
while for Kaala, T. Ramalingam is listed as the art director.

Whatever the confusion linked to the profession, it is clear 
that production designers and art directors are the first to sense 
space, and they use their skills to map a layer of the film prior to 
its transformation with shooting. In both Gully Boy and Kaala, 
Merwanji and Ramalingam worked hard to translate an imagi-
nation of Dharavi through their practice. For this, they relied on 
data, historical perceptions, visual and material cultures, and an 
approach to cinematic realism. Unlike Slum Dog where the effort 
was to highlight the role of location shooting, in these films, set 
design became one of the key highlights.

Gully Boy is about Murad (Ranveer Singh), a young man 
from Dharavi who writes rap lyrics. He encounters an established 
rapper, MC Sher (Siddhant Chaturvedi) during a performance and 
from here on the film focuses on a friendship where dreams are to 
be chased with fervour and passion. This burning desire is based on 
the duo’s intrinsic belief that they can mould Dharavi and its life 
world into their lyrics, its rhythms and dissonant notes of anger. 
Murad wants to fight against his disadvantages, but this is not just 
about money, it is about his commitment to rap and its ability to 
capture the ups and downs of their lives. The story is inspired by 
the lives of real rappers Naezy and Divine who also helped with the 
soundtrack of the film.12 The film introduces us to hard-hitting rap 
battles that reflect on the inequalities and injustices of the world.

12 Available at https://www.newindianexpress.com/entertainment/hindi/2019/jan/10/
meet-the-real-life-gully-boys-divine-and-naezy-1923293.html and https://scroll.in/maga-
zine/912379/beyond-divine-and-naezy-meet-the-real-gully-boys-who-helped-shape-
mumbais-hip-hop-scene (accessed on 1 November 2021).

https://www.newindianexpress.com/entertainment/hindi/2019/jan/10/meet-the-real-life-gully-boys-divine-and-naezy-1923293.html
https://www.newindianexpress.com/entertainment/hindi/2019/jan/10/meet-the-real-life-gully-boys-divine-and-naezy-1923293.html
https://scroll.in/magazine/912379/beyond-divine-and-naezy-meet-the-real-gully-boys-who-helped-shape-mumbais-hip-hop-scene
https://scroll.in/magazine/912379/beyond-divine-and-naezy-meet-the-real-gully-boys-who-helped-shape-mumbais-hip-hop-scene
https://scroll.in/magazine/912379/beyond-divine-and-naezy-meet-the-real-gully-boys-who-helped-shape-mumbais-hip-hop-scene
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Rap’s historical role in reimagining the ghetto as the ‘hood’ 
(neighbourhood) evolved out of a need to establish a vibrant con-
nection with the immediate environment. There was a desire to 
challenge American mainstream culture’s widespread circulation 
of wretchedness, marginality and violence as the norm for ghetto 
life. Thus, an emphasis on social relations, bonds of friendship and 
support systems became crucial to the form. In rap, the space of the 
home is usually captured in the lyrics to foreground an alternative 
cartography (Forman 2000). Gully Boy draws on this core vision of 
rap to explore the lives of Muslims in Dharavi.

After much scouting, photographing and watching a number 
of films on Bombay’s slums, Suzanne Merwanji felt that it was 
important to shoot in Dharavi.

It [Dharavi] is probably the oldest slum, the most-dense, has 
an extraordinary combination of people from different commu-
nities and economic stratas and most importantly, geographi-
cally it is in the heart of Mumbai. Dharavi is also surrounded 
by everything that the average slum-dweller aspires to, for 
themselves & their children, so this makes it all the more 
relevant & poignant as the main location for Murad’s world 
and telling his story. It is a character in itself.13

Murad lives with his dysfunctional family in a tiny apartment 
with his oppressed mother, grandmother and his father who brings 
home a second younger wife. This makes the home situation emotion-
ally fraught often exploding into violent confrontations. Merwanji 
decided on a set in an empty parking lot inside Dharavi since they 
had to bring major stars to the location (Ramnath 2019). Murad’s 
home and the congested lanes were part of this set (Ramnath 2019). 
The set not only provided the much-needed silence during filming, 
it also helped capture Murad’s claustrophobic home situation. The 
home was placed in the midst of narrow intersecting alleys, hanging 
electric wires, dilapidated houses, shops stuck to each other and a 
sea of humanity always making the street look busy. The set of 130 
houses and 12 shops was built in six weeks. ‘It needed to look real,’ 

13 Available at https://www.filmcompanion.in/interviews/bollywood-interview/in-the-film-
dharavi-is-a-character-in-itself-gully-boy-production-designer-suzanne-caplan-merwanji/ 
(accessed on 1 November 2021).

https://www.filmcompanion.in/interviews/bollywood-interview/in-the-film-dharavi-is-a-character-in-itself-gully-boy-production-designer-suzanne-caplan-merwanji/
https://www.filmcompanion.in/interviews/bollywood-interview/in-the-film-dharavi-is-a-character-in-itself-gully-boy-production-designer-suzanne-caplan-merwanji/
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Merwanji said in an interview with film critic, Nandini Ramnath. 
‘It had to not only work with the story, but also give a different view 
of the city. We have seen many films set in slums. One of the things 
that grabbed me was the idea of how circumscribed Murad is by his 
environment’ (Ramnath 2019).

Ramnath felt that Murad’s sense of entrapment was reinforced 
through dense, careful detailing. Merwanji said that she ‘used a 
lot of bars, which foregrounded the sense of being caged, and a 
mezzanine in Murad’s house was created and opened out a little 
to make us see what is outside’ (Ramnath 2019). The production 
team eliminated as much of the sky as possible, and no shot of the 
sea was included in the film. The blue colour of plastic that covers 
the shacks in Johnny Miller’s images was removed. The design 
team was interested in a combination of greens, terracotta, ochres 
and greys. A neutral tarpaulin was used to cover the blue plastic if 
it popped up during the shooting. A narrow and small bridge was 
found inside Dharavi for Murad and Safeena’s meetings. A long shot 
provided viewers a messy frame with plastic floating in sludge on 
both sides of the bridge. The houses looked like little boxes glued 
together in haphazard form. This bridge was named Romeo and 
Juliet bridge by Merwanji and was included in the script.14

Murad’s movement across the streets and upwards towards his 
goal of becoming a successful rapper was made to follow a sense of 
geometry. Merwanji says:

Murad is moving horizontally and vertically, and the loca-
tions and the camerawork enhance this feeling. Everything 
is running in parallel and upwards and downwards. When 
Murad gets some more freedom, he moves to a slum that is on 
a hill—he is getting to the top. He has a huge window in his 
new house, and he sees another life and possibilities ahead.15

The cartographic imagination at work in Murad’s movement 
is quite unique. To this detailed topographical plan, Zoya Akhtar 
added a mobile media assemblage. Right from the first entry to 
Murad’s home, to the moment when he is first shown writing lyrics 

14 Personal interview with Merwanji (March 2020).
15 Available at https://scroll.in/reel/915126/designing-gully-boy-when-nobody-knows-
whats-a-set-and-what-isnt-that-is-the-best-compliment (accessed on 1 November 2021).

https://scroll.in/reel/915126/designing-gully-boy-when-nobody-knows-whats-a-set-and-what-isnt-that-is-the-best-compliment
https://scroll.in/reel/915126/designing-gully-boy-when-nobody-knows-whats-a-set-and-what-isnt-that-is-the-best-compliment
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in solitude, we see the build-up of such an assemblage. At home, 
we see an old TV being carried to another room, a music system is 
stuffed against the wall surrounded by other items. This is followed 
by a bus ride where Murad and his girlfriend connect through a 
shared iPod. In the classroom sequence that follows, Murad’s friend 
is swiping pictures of women on his smartphone. We then cut to 
a playground where the friends are fooling around performing for 
the phone and referring to reality TV and Bigg Boss. Murad then 
leaves for home because he gets a call. We are now in the street 
just outside the home where Murad is listening to Western rap 
and surfing the net on the phone. The father arrives with his new 
and young bride, causing immense distress to his first wife and 
the family. When the mother finally rests her body to sleep, we see 
Murad alone in his little mezzanine room writing his lyrics as a 
tear rolls down his cheek (Figures 6.15–6.17).

Figures 6.15, 6.16 and 6.17 Networked subjectivity in Gully Boy

Source: Zoya Akhtar.
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Immediately following this sequence, we have a long shot of 
Dharavi which transitions to tourists going around with a guide 
taking pictures with their phone cameras. They also go to Murad’s 
house and are stunned by the number of people living in the lim-
ited space available. It is interesting how this loop of vignettes has 
been so deliberately connected through a mobile object like the 
cell phone. Unlike Slumdog where a centralized television pro-
gramme structured the movement of the narrative, in Gully Boy 
it is mobile media. For Murad, it is mobile media that allows him 
to connect with an international sonic imagination, performance 
styles, dreams and the aspiration to break free from his circum-
stances. This is the refrain captured in the line apna time ayega 
which becomes the final climax of the film. The coexistence and 
friction caused by this networked subjectivity on one hand and the 
claustrophobia of the immediate environment invoked through 
design strategies, on the other, provided Gully Boy with its central 
dramatic conflict (Figures 6.18 and 6.19).

Through a comparative analysis of two rap sequences shot like 
music videos, I want to locate the different drives at work in the film. 
In the first one, ‘Doori’, Murad is trying to write his lyrics by speak-
ing into his iPad. Soon after he is at a studio recording organized 

Figures 6.18 and 6.19 Networked subjectivity in Gully Boy 

Source: Zoya Akhtar.
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by his mentor, MC Sher. The lyrics contain a cartographic montage 
structure of conflicting images. A selection shows how a spatial 
imagination is at work here which is then moulded in the visuals:

Right mein building aasmano ko chhu ri
Left mein bacchi bhookhi sadko pe so ri

Kaisi yeh majboori paisa rehna hai zaroori
Nahi to kaise hogi poori teri seena-zori

On the right, I see a building touching the skies
On the left, I see a hungry child sleeping on the streets

What kind of compulsion is this,
having money has become so important

Otherwise how will you get your bragging rights?

Woh tarfa shoot karte bole gun
Yeh tarfa karte hain chillum

Wahaan pe peti peti dhan
Yahaan pe kheti kheti gandh

Ek duniya mein do duniya ujala ek andhera
Ek Sethji aur ek Chaila

On that side they are shooting using guns
And on this side all people can do

is just scream full of money
Here there are fields of garbage

In one world, there are two worlds,
one is full of light, another full of darkness

There is one master, and there is one servant

Ghar pe sabke apne apne gham hain
Deewaarein zyaada

Aur bole kamre yahan kam hain
Soch mein yeh wazan hai

Kyunki khali sab bartan hain

Everyone has their share of
issues/problems in their homes

There are more walls and less rooms here
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There is strength/credibility in this thought
because the utensils are all empty16

Murad begins to sing in the studio and then the song becomes 
an ensemble of imaginary images with Murad presented against dif-
ferent backdrops. The faces of the poor look like they have stumbled 
out of an array of magazines and documentaries. This is an archive 
of visual impressions in which Murad is asking searching questions 
about inequality and life, about the two worlds in which one side 
belongs to the have nots. We see faces belonging to commuters, to 
construction workers, street urchins and homeless mothers feed-
ing their children. We move through a Bombay of half constructed 
buildings, underpasses, walls with graffiti. A low-angle camera 
view of Murad singing captures the high-rise buildings of Bombay 
in the background with their brutalist architecture.17 This narrative 
of contrasts is in keeping with the binary imagination at work in 
the song. The ‘woh tarfa’ in the second stanza refers to the other 
side belonging to the elite. The faces in this sequence are meant to 
trigger our memory of such images in the public imaginary of news, 
topicalities and NGO productions (Figures 6.20–6.26).

16 The entire song and its translation are available at https://www.bollynook.com/en/
lyrics/21839/doori/ (accessed on 1 November 2021).
17 This was part of the design plan to make Murad look down at the camera so that the 
high-rise buildings all around Dharavi would appear in the frames. Personal interview 
with Merwanji.

https://www.bollynook.com/en/lyrics/21839/doori/
https://www.bollynook.com/en/lyrics/21839/doori/
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Figures 6.20, 6.21, 6.22, 6.23, 6.24, 6.25 and 6.26 Images used with the 
song `Doori’

Source: Zoya Akhtar.
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After a century’s production of such compelling and sentimental 
images, we need to perhaps wonder about the authoritative claims 
of this brand of social realism that has become so entrenched in 
the global discourse of poverty and inequality. The overwhelming 
desire to have spectators respond morally has instituted a template 
of ‘dirty faces’, the unwashed look, the beseeching stare at the 
camera, the look of helplessness and need. It is this kind of imag-
ery broadly associated with a ‘humanitarian impulse’ that Zoya 
Akhtar seems to have deliberately tapped into for the song that I 
have just described. It is this very iconography that is destabilized 
in the ‘Meri Gully Me’ rap number, also shot and edited in a music 
video style. The dirty faces, the pathos and the wretchedness are 
driven to the edges of the frame. Instead, we have our two rap art-
ists self-assuredly take us through Dharavi. The camera takes on 
a dynamic role to stay in step with the speed of the performance 
and the navigation of the terrain. Now we move away from stock 
sentiments located in our memory archive to a new articulation of 
embodied experience (Figures 6.27–6.32).

The sequence begins with Murad and MC Sher collaboratively 
rapping in a studio. We then move to the neighbourhood where their 
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Figures 6.27, 6.28, 6.29, 6.30, 6.31 and 6.32 Images from the song `Meri 
Gully Me’

Source: Zoya Akhtar.



RANJANI MAZUMDAR180

performance is going to be shot on video. The rap number invokes 
life both through lyrics and filming. The lyrics create a charged 
atmosphere with lines about the street and its noise, the police 
and their attacks. We see the camerawork and editing combining 
the movement of the bodies with an elaborate depiction of space 
as the duo give voice to their experiences. The video apparatus is 
revealed right at the beginning of the song itself. With drones, circu-
lar tracks, handheld camerawork, bodies on cranes moving up and 
down, the sequence consciously maps the location with its rooftops, 
narrow alleys, tiny homes and more. There is a celebration of the 
street in this rap sequence. Jay Oza, on his filming strategy, said:

I didn’t want to shoot in a way where it comes across as—‘look 
at this bechara, doing cool things in a slum.’ It’s not a slum 
for him, it is his home. This could be Brooklyn, Paris. it just 
happens to be Mumbai. I think the theme of Gully Boy being 
about a boy’s ambition, who just happens to be from a neigh-
bourhood called Dharavi, has a universal appeal.18

Stillness and dynamic movement, faces and group shots coexist 
as the wild swirling of cameras play around with subjectivity. While 
Akhtar was quite clear about the difference between the two songs, 
she probably did not reflect enough on the significance attached to 
the iconographic differences.

I have taken portraits in meri gully mein, I have taken por-
traits in doori, they are the two music videos in the film and 
they are completely different in tempo tone, vibe, energy, but 
both of them use portraiture, both of them use characters 
looking straight into the lens. We decided on a style to shoot 
the music videos. The portraiture is different but they are 
there in both. They are not just poverty; they are human 
beings. You can’t look at it and just say that’s poverty, no 
there is a person there! And the person is looking you in the 
eye. Respond to it.19

18 Available at https://m.dailyhunt.in/news/india/english/inuth-epaper-inuth/
behind+the+scenes+at+nh7+weekender+to+gully+boy+jay+oza+talks+about+his+j
ourney-newsid-108148496 (accessed on 1 November 2021).
19 Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o8V7Z4n5hko (accessed on 1 
November 2021).

https://m.dailyhunt.in/news/india/english/inuth-epaper-inuth/behind+the+scenes+at+nh7+weekender+to+gully+boy+jay+oza+talks+about+his+journey-newsid-108148496
https://m.dailyhunt.in/news/india/english/inuth-epaper-inuth/behind+the+scenes+at+nh7+weekender+to+gully+boy+jay+oza+talks+about+his+journey-newsid-108148496
https://m.dailyhunt.in/news/india/english/inuth-epaper-inuth/behind+the+scenes+at+nh7+weekender+to+gully+boy+jay+oza+talks+about+his+journey-newsid-108148496
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=o8V7Z4n5hko
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If in the first rap number, ‘Doori’, Akhtar taps into a public 
archive of images associated with a visual history of social real-
ism, in the second, ‘Meri Gully Mein’, we are offered an embodied 
narrative as the boys take us through the streets, to the rooftops, 
moving rapidly with the music to devour the space around them. 
The music video style acknowledges the existence of a new media 
regime which is added as a layer to the production design and to 
the lyrics. The result is similar to the aesthetic strategies of ‘post 
cinema’ deployed in millennial films. Many of the formal innova-
tions of 21st-century cinema acknowledge our changed conditions 
of viewing and therefore draw on the techniques associated with 
gaming, webcams, surveillance video, smartphones and social 
media (Denson and Leyda 2016: 4–5). This new ‘structure of feeling’ 
is also reinventing contemporary cinema’s techniques of mapping 
space.20 In presenting two orders of visuality in the two music video 
sequences, Gully Boy unknowingly stages the struggle over real-
ism’s complicated negotiation of poverty and slum life.

If Gully Boy presents us an account of Muslim lives in Dharavi, 
in Kaala, directed by Pa. Ranjith, we encounter its Tamil-speaking 
residents. Released in 2018 in four languages, including a Hindi 
version, Kaala plays out a direct conflict between ordinary inhabit-
ants of the slum and the land mafia out to build skyscrapers using 
the land of the slum dwellers. Kaala is the name of a local Dalit 
leader played by Tamil superstar, Rajnikant, who helps the people 
of Dharavi in their fight for justice. Built into this narrative of con-
flict over land is the question of caste. Rajnikant is generally shown 
wearing black while the villain, a builder and politician, Hari dada 
(Nana Patekar), wears sparkling white; his billboards are placed 
all around Dharavi.

In Kaala, Dharavi comes alive through the inventive use of sets 
and camera work. Art director, Ramalingam recreated Dharavi in 
Chennai.21 Pa. Ranjith was determined that an entire stretch with a 
90-feet road of Dharavi had to be constructed before shooting began. 
Only a constructed set would allow the film to work with a popular 
star like Rajnikant and yet maintain a sense of scale. The spectacle 

20 Denson and Leyda (2016) use Williams’ term ‘structure of feeling’ to address what is a 
post-cinematic context. 
21 The film provided employment to nearly 10,000 workers for six months.
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involved in the construction of the set itself was the subject of much 
discussion in the media before the film shooting began. This is what 
Ramalingam had to say about his set.

The idea was to recreate the life of Tamils in Dharavi not what 
you or I see but to capture it from the perspective of the Tamils 
who live there. The realism was extreme, even the nameplates 
of jewelers and other shops were recreated. It looked so con-
vincing that a child of a family from Bombay visiting the set 
got lost in the set, as he began looking for his home. Even the 
crossed wires of Dharavi were recreated… If you measure, you 
will discover that we have simulated almost 1:1.22

Ramalingam operated almost like a committed cartographer 
with a desire to be ‘authentic’ in the extraction of Dharavi’s visual 
architecture. This involved meticulous research, several trips to 
Bombay followed by sketches of particular locations, photographs 
and then the construction. A floor plan was first created on a 
table with miniature huts. At least 1,000 people worked to build 
this elaborate set on 12 acres of land on the Chennai–Bangalore 
Highway. The aim was to adhere to the exact measurements taken 
at Dharavi. The set included recognizable locations such as the 
Rettamalai Srinivasan Chowk, the Dhobi Ghat and the 90 feet 
crossroads. It also included carefully mounted cramped houses, 
shops, a school and a temple. The settlement was populated with 
more than five hundred during the shooting.23

Typically, sets in Tamil films use plaster of Paris, limestone, 
etc., but the set of Dharavi in Chennai was built as a solid structure. 
The look was first sketched and then photographs were shown to 
the director. Ramalingam maintains that recreating a set is easy; 
it’s really the reproduction of the details that’s most difficult and 
important. So the emphasis was on capturing Dharavi through 
its details. Objects, furniture, clothes, materials, etc., were all 

22 Video interview in Tamil with Pa. Ranjith and Ramalingam on the making of the Dharavi set in 
Chennai. Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XZKMfZvQ5gg&feature=emb_
logo (accessed on 1 November 2021). Translation by Veena Hariharan.
23 All information on the art direction of Kaala taken from two video interviews. Available 
at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XZKMfZvQ5gg&feature=emb_logo and https://
www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoWS2UbGYjY (both translations by Veena Hariharan).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XZKMfZvQ5gg&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XZKMfZvQ5gg&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=XZKMfZvQ5gg&feature=emb_logo
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoWS2UbGYjY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoWS2UbGYjY
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recorded for their exact reproduction. There was attention paid 
even to things such as the look of the electricity board, the qual-
ity of lighting used inside the houses and the organization of the 
interiors. Soapstone is something that is available in Bombay but 
not in Chennai. Dharavi is a major location for the sale of Bombay’s 
soapstone. For the set in Chennai, soapstone was brought to main-
tain the ‘authentic’ vision of the film.24

The film is about folks from Tirunelveli who have settled in 
Dharavi so we had to recreate the interiors of the homes 
in a way in which these people were recreating Tirunelveli 
in Dharavi in the interiors of their homes, in the objects they 
used—knives, chairs, clothes. So, the chairs you see are really 
Tirunelveli chairs. Many drawings of the house were shown 
and approved.25

The film opens with animated imagery inspired by Amar Chitra 
Katha comic books—a popular series that has been the subject of 
much controversy with its connections to classical mythology and 
contemporary Hindu nationalist assertions.26 Using this form, a 
narrator’s voice presents us with issues related to the unequal 
distribution of land across centuries. The hyper stylized animated 
imagery is deliberate and is perhaps a way of questioning the tales 
of heroism attached to Hindu epics (Figures 6.33 and 6.34). We move 
from animated imagery to black and white archival footage of caste 
exploitation and its unwritten rules. From here, we enter the city 
of Bombay, its squatter settlements as the voice-over continues to 
elaborate on the unequal distribution of land, the role of builders and 
the mafia in extracting land from the poor in our big cities. This 
narrative then suddenly moves back to an animated map of India 
to tell us how this is the story across India’s cities and Bombay is no 
exception. The narrator tells us that the term ‘urban poor’ is used 
to refer to slum dwellers. We first enter Dharavi with the help of 

24 Ibid.
25 Video interview in Tamil with art director Ramalingam. Available at https://www.
youtube.com/watch?v=DoWS2UbGYjY (accessed on 1 November 2021). Translation by 
Veena Hariharan.
26 For a comprehensive account of Amar Chitra Katha’s cultural politics, see Chandra 
(2008).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoWS2UbGYjY
https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=DoWS2UbGYjY
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drone shots. We see a television anchor who introduces us to a major 
conflict: a face-off between the washermen and women, and the 
builder lobby who want the place demolished. This heated conflict is 
placed in the midst of Dharavi’s well-known Dhobi Ghat—possibly 
the world’s largest laundromat in operation since the 19th century. 
In this opening sequence, Pa. Ranjith introduces us to a multimedia 
experience—animation created through special effects, archival 
footage, documentary style account of the city, television anchoring 
and cinema. This eclectic mode is meant to provide an introduction 
to the term ‘urban poor’ which the film unravels and complicates 
systematically (Figures 6.35–6.39).

Rajnikant as Kaala is introduced soon after with all the hyper-
bolic elements woven into the camerawork and editing techniques, 
a style deployed almost throughout the film to go with the actor’s 
star persona. The film’s interaction with other media continues. In 
one of the major flashbacks, we access the past again through ani-
mated imagery recounting the story of the young Kaala. Here, the 

Figures 6.33 and 6.34 Animated opening of Kaala 

Source: Pa. Ranjith.
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past is invoked through poster iconography of a young Rajnikant. 
Powerful brush strokes are animated to combine both the Amar 
Chitra Katha comic style with the billboard aesthetic so popular 
in Tamil Nadu. With so many different forms at work in the film, 
how do we make sense of the cartographic fidelity followed in the 
construction of Dharavi in Chennai?

In an interview with the Wire, Pa. Ranjith said, ‘I don’t want to 
graphically show the atrocities that occur. Re-creating them with 
explicit detail is itself another layer of violence. I don’t agree that this 
is the only way to evoke an emotional response from the audience.’27 
Ranjith seems to have had a plan; to bring together the ‘authentic’ 
quality of the set with a popular style of performance, animated 
accounts of the past and a final move towards embodied abstrac-
tion. In the climactic moment, we see the most intense rupturing of 
‘spatial authenticity’ when the affective enmeshing of bodies, colour 
and space literally makes Dharavi, as a cartographic representa-
tion, recede to the background. Instead, the piercing sensation of 
this moment holds within its folds an embodied experience that 
draws on the structure of caste over centuries. Instead of atrocity 
images, the film makes spectators witness historically silenced 
bodies transform into an unusual form of protest.

27 Available at https://thewire.in/film/pa-ranjith-interview-social-justice-films (accessed 
on 1 November 2021).

Figures 6.35, 6.36, 6.37, 6.38 and 6.39 Opening images and the face-off at 
the Dhobi Ghat 

Source: Pa. Ranjith.

https://thewire.in/film/pa-ranjith-interview-social-justice-films
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Kaala’s followers, after he is supposedly killed, consolidate into 
a force in the streets of Dharavi for a momentous climax. Kaala 
himself appears throughout this sequence causing confusion about 
whether he is dead or alive. A child throws ash at Hari Dada who 
has come to inaugurate the foundation for his building project. The 
black dust now multiplies to slowly take over the entire frame cover-
ing all the bodies and faces. The screen turns into a swarm where 
the bodies now cease to be individual figures. Pa. Ranjith draws on 
his training as a painter here as he creates a collision of colours on 
screen. He moves away deliberately from the dominance of saffron 
in political rallies to mobilize black as the colour of protest, red 
as the colour of revolution and blue as the colour associated with 
Ambedkar (Figures 6.40–6.44).
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Figures 6.40, 6.41, 6.42, 6.43 and 6.44 The final climax of Kaala 

Source: Pa. Ranjith.

It is interesting that the sequence was choreographed both 
by a dance and an action director and therefore borrows from 
both traditions to create a unique form of spectacle. Unlike the 
imagination at work in Johnny Miller’s high-angle drone shots of 
inequality, the drone in Kaala carves out the final dance of vic-
tory even in death. Miller’s drone perspective is literally reversed 
as we see bodies of men, women and children, covered in black, 
joyously dancing and performing acrobats. As they converge, the 
screen becomes visually and aurally soaked in allusions meant 
to apprehend a future.

This is a new kind of political collective on screen, one that 
actively acknowledges our new media environment. In this space, 
the language of surveillance and control is reworked consciously—
the drone vision can now only see an agglomeration of bodies every-
where, contracting, moving and aesthetically occupying the screen 
with tremendous performative power. The cameras are wildly crazy, 
viewing the crowd from within and high above; slow motion and 
other visual effects combine with the rendition of the lyrics. What 
we see in this climax is literally a form of social choreography where 
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bodies in close proximity overcome the claustrophobia associated 
with the scarcity of space. The ‘authentic’ imagination of Dharavi 
is ruptured by a public multiplicity that could only have been pos-
sible through a dismantling of its realist form. The voluminous 
energy on screen literally edges out the specificity of place as we 
approach the threshold of an epic conflict. The generic term ‘urban 
poor’ used by the narrator at the beginning of the film is recast, 
and embodiment is given a larger-than-life form to break through 
the tyranny of historical pasts.

By way of a conclusion, let me reiterate my opening gambit that 
slums are characterized by heterogeneous experiences even as lack 
of access to basic services and food supplies, hazardous and deplor-
able living conditions, have been identified as the typical markers of 
a globally shared view of urban inequality. This structural articula-
tion of the squatter experience has generated a wide range of media 
images since the advent of photography, followed later by cinema 
and television. The three films discussed in this chapter work 
with an alternative imagination of the media in their invocation 
of slum life. Moving away from the usual cataloguing of atrocities 
and feelings of entrapment, Slumdog, Gully Boy and Kaala, as I 
have argued, offer us new directions for the cinematic capture of 
spaces like Dharavi. There is an unusual insistence on the role of 
embodied knowledge, and yet there is no desire to foreground fixed 
identities. The shared landscape of ‘common experiences’ is neither 
fetishized nor undermined. The result is a conscious re-imagining 
of the audiovisual archive of slums and squatter lives for a multi-
media 21st century.
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The political underwent a substantial metamorphosis during the 
latter third of the 20th century, when a new wave of the feminist 
movement successfully challenged the earlier, male-dominated 
meanings of politics. The political was now expanded to include 
gendered everyday practices, domestic settings and female bodies. 
This expansion was, in highly industrialized Western states, driven 
by the leading medium of television (TV). TV reception broadened 
the reach but also watered down the radical potential of feminist 
changes to political values.

The 1960s and the 1970s are seen by social scientists as a 
period of intense and unusually swift value change in the highly 
industrialized West. Theorists such as Ronald Inglehart, Helmut 
Klages, Henri Mendras and Elisabeth Noelle-Neumann diagnosed a 
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fundamental shift from materialist to postmaterialist values during 
these decades. Western societies, they argued, were now charac-
terized by a search for individual self-fulfilment, freedom and par-
ticipation, rather than the traditional values of financial stability, 
social respectability, duty and obedience (Inglehart 1977; Klages 
1992; Noelle-Neumann 1978; Mendras and Duboys Fresney 1988).

Theories about the reasons for this social transformation are 
extensive and varied, but they tend to have one thing in common. 
Despite a lack of relevant evidence, the presence of the new mass 
media, especially TV, is almost invariably named as a key factor 
(Albert 2011: 96; Kaelble 2007: 130; Noelle-Neumann 1977; Raithel, 
Roedder, and Wirsching 2009; Rödder and Elz 2008). It is certainly 
true that accelerated value change occurred during the ‘era of scar-
city’, in which TV occupied the leading place among mass media in a 
way it was never to achieve again.1 But can this simply be ascribed 
to coincidence, or is there a causal relationship?

The present chapter sets out to explore this question further. It 
is based on excerpts from an extensive study examining the effects 
of televisual entertainment on value change in the 1970s in Britain, 
West Germany and the USA, respectively. Using a wide range of 
sources, the study undertakes an empirical reconstruction of his-
torical reception processes in order to more accurately identify the 
influence of popular sitcoms on value change processes (Hodenberg 
2015). My sources extend far beyond the actual broadcasts of the 
show and include production files, press reports and reviews, 
interviews with and other documentation by people involved with 
the show at all levels, academic studies on the series, empirical 
audience surveys carried out by social scientists, viewers’ letters, 
interviews and fan websites. The results suggest that there was a 
pattern in how TV affected value change, whereby recurring series 
with high standing and extensive reach could use their platform 
to experiment with new, controversial values—but only after these 
values had first been ‘tried out’ by pioneering countercultural 

1 The ‘era of scarcity’ describes a period in which viewer choice was limited (TV meant up 
to three channels, and video did not yet exist) but in which the reach of TV was universal 
and its technical teething problems had been resolved. As a result, TV was a shared 
experience underpinning everyday sociability at home, at school and at work. This era 
of scarcity lasted in Britain, Germany and the USA into the early 1980s (cf. Ellis 2000: 39, 
46; Hodenberg 2015).



Television Viewers and Feminism in 1970s North America 197

minorities and then softened by producers to make them acceptable 
to the broad mainstream. Such broadcasts impacted the attitudes 
of viewers who were neither progressives nor traditionalists but 
sat somewhere in the middle.

In this chapter, I illustrate how this mechanism operated by a 
close study of gender-specific values in 1970s North America. The 
phenomenally successful sitcom All in the Family (CBS 1971–1979), 
which reached its peak in the era of scarcity often showcased new 
values connected with the changing role of women at work, in the 
family and in sexual relationships.2 The 1970s in the USA were 
characterized by a profound change in the relationship between 
the sexes, the progressive elements of which were accompanied by 
various forms of resistance. Within just a few decades, the number 
of working married women and women with university degrees had 
risen sharply. Women were more prepared to stand up for their 
expectations and political goals, for example, through the liberaliza-
tion of divorce laws and the right to abortion. Divorce rates were 
rising exponentially, doubling in the USA between 1963 and 1975 
(U. S. Census Bureau 1976: 2).

Entertainment TV played a role in this development, as the 
series All in the Family with its (anti)hero and heroine Archie 
and Edith Bunker shows. The US sitcom was based on a British 
format that was also bought by West German broadcasters (BBC 
1966–1975, Till Death Us Do Part; WDR/ARD 1973–1976, Ein Herz 
und eine Seele) and was adapted in each country to the respective 
national context. All three series featured a working-class family 
living in a modest terraced house in an area gradually being demo-
graphically transformed as more migrants moved in. In all three 
cases, the family was made up of a patriarchal ‘head of the house’ 
(Alf, Archie and Alfred, respectively), a downtrodden housewife 
(Edith, Else), a sexually liberated daughter (Gloria, Rita) and a 
progressive but financially dependent son-in-law (Michael). Each 
episode featured a heated argument, a dramatic device in which 
the anti-hero Archie set out to irritate his Left-wing son-in-law, 

2 I understand ‘values’ in Clyde Kluckhohn’s sense of ‘conceptions of the desirable’, that 
is, as attitudes perceived by contemporaries as acceptable, legitimate and desirable 
(Thome 2003: 6–7). Such values are often strongly gendered, although this was not always 
recognized by theorists at the time.
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Michael, and sometimes his daughter, Gloria, with tirades against 
progressive values and foreigners. The intention was to expose 
Archie’s opinions as laughably old-fashioned by confronting them 
with the values of the younger generation.

How did All in the Family depict the new choices and lifestyles 
available to women? How did it become a medium for negotiating 
new values in the ‘battle of the sexes’? First, I will examine the 
reach of the programme and its influence, or standing, in society 
as a whole. The next section then looks at the ideas or frames 
used in the series and their part in contemporary debates about 
gender roles, before reconstructing some of the show’s attempts to 
deliberately influence the mainstream agenda through targeted 
agenda setting. Finally, I will discuss the large proportion of the 
audience that was neither particularly progressive nor particularly 
conservative (the ‘transitional majority’) and the role it played in 
the embedding of new values through the mass media.

REACH AND STANDING
Compared to viewing figures for TV shows today, the success of 
All in the Family was phenomenal. It topped the A. C. Nielsen rat-
ings for five years in a row, and an average episode was seen by 
around 50 million Americans, a fifth of the total population at the 
time (Adler 1979: ix; Ozersky 2003: 67). Surveys show that in the 
summer of 1972, 95 per cent of all American teenagers and 99 per 
cent of all Canadian adults knew the series (Vidmar and Rokeach 
1974: 40). In 1973, 98 per cent of college students in Pittsburgh, 
97 per cent of high school students in rural New Jersey and 96 per 
cent of students in Illinois had seen the programme at least once 
(Leckenby 1981: 242; Stein 1973: 89–90; Thompson 1975: 66). In 
1974, when the show had been going for four years, 69 per cent of 
all adults in Atlanta and Chicago were regular viewers (Leckenby 
and Surlin 2012: 487). Teenagers were even bigger fans, with 80 
per cent of them showing an ‘almost every week viewing pattern’ 
(Thompson 1975: 67).

The network loved All in the Family because it attracted the 
most commercially interesting—because high-spending—demo-
graphic, namely young and middle-aged women. Fred Silverman, 
head of programming at CBS, spoke of ‘the best demographics a 
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network ever had. Just fabulous’ (Pasternak 2001).3 From 1972 to 
1976, All in the Family was the favourite TV show for women gener-
ally, but especially for those aged between 18 and 49. Commercial 
breaks were clearly aimed at female viewers and led to record 
takings. In autumn 1974, for example, the show was accompanied 
by ads for disposable diapers, lipstick and pan cleaners (Knilli 
1978: 154–157). The fact that the series exerted such a fascina-
tion on housewives and teenagers also explains why the daytime 
repeat runs were so successful. These were shown on CBS in the 
afternoons, first between December 1975 and September 1979 (TV 
Guide, 12 November 1977: 30) and then on a never-ending loop 
that still continues today. The sitcom’s loyal fan base of women 
and young people gave the series unique access to those two social 
groups that had been central to the development of the post-war 
mass consumer society. All in the Family’s success was particularly 
significant in relation to housewives, who traditionally tended to 
react late to social change because of their isolation at home.

Just as importantly, All in the Family enjoyed not only reach 
but also standing. Everyone involved in the show believed that it 
had a unique influence within society, which thus became a self-
fulfilling prophecy. The series featured constantly in American 
newsprint media, where contemporaries argued over the intentions 
of the series, especially its use of a racist, reactionary anti-hero to 
satirize social prejudices. The press came to be a forum for discus-
sions about the new values thematized in individual episodes. TV 
Guide, a magazine bought by millions, described the show as ‘the 
most influential television program of all time’ (3 September 1983: 
38), while the Washington Post spoke of ‘perhaps the single most 
influential program in the history of broadcasting’ (16 February 
1991: C1).

The sitcom’s standing could also be seen in political debates 
and museum exhibitions. During the 1972 US presidential elec-
tion campaign, thousands of people bought, wore or displayed 
‘Archie Bunker for President’ t-shirts, posters, badges and car 
bumper stickers. In 1978, Archie and Edith’s old armchairs were 
declared to be part of America’s national heritage and exhibited 

3 Unpublished archival holdings, University of California at Los Angeles Library: A. C. 
Nielsen Company, Nielsen TV/Nielsen report on television, Chicago 1971–1980.
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at the Smithsonian Institution in the Washington Mall. Dozens of 
senators and congressmen attended the exhibition opening, where 
they schmoozed with producers and actors. President Jimmy Carter 
took pains to stress that he was a fan of the show, declaring that 
he had been worried about missing an episode during the signing 
of the Camp David agreements (ABC Evening News, 19 September 
1978, Vanderbilt TV News Archive 55754). Moreover, conservative 
critics protested forcefully that the series was damaging society. All 
in the Family was at the centre of a hefty debate on self-censorship 
between the network giants CBS, ABC and NBC in 1975–1976, in 
the context of a proposed ‘family viewing policy’ designed to safe-
guard young people and children (Cowan 1979).

Interestingly, however, critics of the programmes tended to 
focus on topics relating to racism and sexuality. Media discussions 
of All in the Family showed only a secondary interest in questions 
of gender, although a study of audience reactions reveals that this 
was one of the areas where it had the biggest impact. The role of 
the housewife, working women, equal rights in marriage and taboos 
relating to the female body all played an important role in how the 
show was received by audiences.

FRAMING
The series provided frames, that is, vocabulary, symbols, catch-
phrases and fun patterns which became part of the repertoire of 
public and private value negotiations. Such frames were often 
strongly gendered, and they were effective, because they enabled 
viewers to express criticisms of friends or family in a humorous 
and inoffensive way.

The colloquial register of the time was sensitive to popular TV 
shows. The catchphrases from All in the Family—‘dingbat’, ‘meat-
head’ and ‘stifle yourself’—instantly entered America’s everyday 
vocabulary. The word ‘dingbat’, used by Archie derogatively when 
talking to his wife Edith, was actually an anachronistic insult 
dating from at least 1911. But the 1989 edition of the Oxford 
English Dictionary listed it as a neologism invented by the TV 
show. Statistics show that use of the words ‘dingbat’ and ‘meat-
head’, along with the name ‘Archie Bunker’, soared after the show 
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began in 1971, and this extremely high usage continued long after 
it ended in 1979.4

Other frames with a strong symbolic significance, such as the 
figures of Archie and Edith or their old armchair, also played a 
part in the context of private value negotiations. In some aver-
age American families, the sitcom came to have the function of 
a framing script for personal discussions. In Queens, New York, 
Joseph Eccles Jr (20) saw his mother as Edith and his father as 
Archie, while Joseph Sr (55) explained, ‘Archie typifies the way we 
think’. Forty-nine-year-old Kitty Eccles focused on Edith, saying 
‘I sympathise with her’. In small-town Klamath Falls, Oregon, 
63-year-old Louie Leroy Pastega, a grocery store owner, expressed 
admiration for Archie (‘he’s the boss…like me, huh?’), while his 
wife Jenny described her husband as ‘Archie Bunker in the flesh’ 
(Adler 1979: 234–237).

Such recognition effects were widespread. A reporter who in 
May 1971 browsed through the production firm’s archive of viewer 
letters concluded that the most prominent thread running through 
them was ‘the recognition, in a comedy series, of life as it is really 
lived’. He noted that letters from viewers typically compared the 
Bunkers with their own relatives, saying things like ‘my mother 
always did that’, ‘we could see a couple of our relatives in it’ or ‘I 
live with such people’ (TV Guide, 29 May 1971: 30–31). The preva-
lence of the recognition effect is backed up by empirical studies of 
the time. One study of 92 students from Pittsburgh in 1972 found 
that 51 per cent liked to compare themselves with the sitcom’s 
characters, while 20 per cent compared the latter with their family 
or friends (Stein 1973: 89). Nine years after the series had begun, 
609 teenagers at a middle school in Texas were asked ‘if they knew 
an Archie’. A total of 49 per cent of them said yes, with 26 per cent 
naming their father, 26 per cent another relative, 12 per cent a 
friend and 8 per cent a teacher (Mills 1979: 69–72).

Often, a specific purpose was fulfilled by these kinds of com-
parisons. Genuine conflicts could be depersonalized, while the use 

4 Google Ngram Viewer, graph of search results for titles published in the USA 
between 1969 and 2005 (no smoothing), http://books.google.com/ngrams/gra
ph?content=Archie+Bunker%2Cmeathead%2Cdingbat&year_start=1970&year_
end=2005&corpus=5&smoothing=0 (accessed on 16 September 2019).

http://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Archie+Bunker%2Cmeathead%2Cdingbat&year_start=1970&year_end=2005&corpus=5&smoothing=0
http://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Archie+Bunker%2Cmeathead%2Cdingbat&year_start=1970&year_end=2005&corpus=5&smoothing=0
http://books.google.com/ngrams/graph?content=Archie+Bunker%2Cmeathead%2Cdingbat&year_start=1970&year_end=2005&corpus=5&smoothing=0
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of humour took the sting out of potentially hurtful remarks. ‘Giving 
an inoffensive frame to criticism’ was ‘the most obvious intended 
effect of such comparisons’, found a group of psychologists in a study 
of parent–child interactions. They also found, for example, that 
‘many parents in our interviews report having compared a televi-
sion character to a real-life person in the presence of their children. 
The television character cited most frequently in this respect is 
Archie Bunker’ (Messaris and Sarett 1981: 232).

The embodiment of the family tyrant, backed into a corner by 
modern life yet still holding fast to outdated notions of family and 
gender, Archie became a figure recognized across America. His 
famous armchair, which featured in each episode, epitomized what 
he meant to Americans (TV Guide, 10 February 1979: 36–37). It 
was the sacred throne from which Archie issued commands to his 
long-suffering family, and no one else was ever allowed to sit on 
it. Its symbolic meaning as a representation of fading patriarchal 
authority lived on in shabby armchairs across America, and even 
today, the heads of American households will often describe their 
armchair as an ‘Archie chair’, implying both the continued patri-
archal structure of the family and, through the ironic connotation, 
a willingness to listen to criticism. 
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‘Archie Bunker chairs’ often appear in family albums, either 
as museum visitors posing next to the original or as nickname for 
one’s own throne opposite the TV in the living room (e.g., on www.
flickr.com), while in the 2009 movie, Night at the Museum: Battle of 
the Smithsonian, Archie’s chair even features as the central prop. 
Ultimately, the frame offered by Archie’s chair served to facilitate 
the private negotiation of values in a humorous way in a world 
where it appeared no longer possible to hold unreflected patriarchal 
attitudes without incurring criticism.

Edith, too, was a much-used frame, like the terms her patri-
archal husband used to denigrate her: ‘dingbat’ in the USA, ‘silly 
moo’ in the UK and ‘dusselige Kuh’ (stupid cow) in West Germany. 
These words were a way of signalling her role as an unemanci-
pated, uneducated housewife. Right from the start, the American 
press described Mrs Bunker as ‘America’s most famous housewife’ 
and ‘the antithesis of women’s liberation’ (New York Times, 17 
May 1972). A family in Eugene, Oregon, used to call out ‘Edith!’ to 
signal to the spouse, ‘You’re talking too much’ (Los Angeles Times, 
22 July 1986: OC D6). A fan named Rick always responded to his 
wife, ‘“That’s the whole pernt Edith.” And her name is not even 
Edith!’5 The underlying purpose of borrowing these clichés from TV 
was to negotiate the delicately balanced gender hierarchy within 
the family.

It was Edith who invoked the strongest reactions from 
audiences—something that went almost unnoticed in the print 
media, which tended to focus on the supposed effect of the show 
on racism. Unexpectedly, audience surveys of the time showed 
that Edith was the most popular character in the series (Tate and 
Surlin 1975: Figure 1). Women were especially fond of Edith, and 
even younger women, who tended to identify more with Gloria, felt 
sympathy for her. Very few viewers disliked her, whereas Archie 
polarized audiences dramatically (Thompson 1975: 218).

It was women, in particular, who wrote to the producers in their 
thousands about Edith. One of the scriptwriters, Bernie West, said 
about these letters in 1974, ‘There have been a lot of statements 

5 Fan ‘Rick’ posting on forum http://forum.allinthefamilysit.com/read.php?1,5145,page=2 
on 5 August 2005 (accessed on 23 July 2012).

http://www.flickr.com
http://www.flickr.com
http://forum.allinthefamilysit.com/read.php?1,5145,page=2
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saying, as a woman, who is she? […] She’s too naïve, too dumb, 
too obedient and subservient to Archie.’ Even a group of nuns 
complained about ‘the way Archie treats Edith’. West’s colleague 
Mickey Ross added that a lot of correspondents also took issue with 
Gloria who just ‘sits around the house all day’. In response ‘to a lot 
of women lib type letters’, the head writers decided to let the daugh-
ter work in cosmetics sales (Ross and West 1974). Because adult 
women were the most important target group for TV commercials 
and were also the most loyal fans of the series, their interventions 
were taken seriously. As a result, the audience were witnesses to 
Edith and Gloria’s slow but steady emancipation.

In the seventh year of the sitcom, its head producer, Norman 
Lear, noted, ‘You could probably trace the whole women’s movement 
just following Edith Bunker[…]. She was dominated by Archie at 
first, but she slowly, gradually, became undominated’ (Milwaukee 
Journal 28 August 1977: 6). Actress Jean Stapleton observed, 
‘my character, Edith, has changed […] she’s smarter and more 
aware of women’s rights, and she even stands up to Archie now’ 
(TV Guide 12 November 1977: 29). Edith’s gradual liberation from 
Archie reached a turning point in the 1975–1976 season, when she 
decided to volunteer at the local old people’s home in defiance of 
her husband’s objections.

Edith’s development as a character was observed closely by 
audiences and led to heated debates. One discussion asked whether 
Edith should fetch a beer from the fridge for her husband or not, 
while another centred on the question of Edith working outside the 
home. The debate about the beer had its origins in an intervention 
by the United States Commission on Civil Rights, which had issued 
a critical report on the depiction of women and minorities on TV 
noting, among other things, that ‘the women in situation comedies 
still tend to be subordinate to the men in their lives[…]. Edith 
scoots into the kitchen to fetch Archie a beer and rarely fails to have 
dinner on the table by 6 p.m’. The Commission asked the body that 
licensed TV channels, the Federal Communications Commission 
(FCC), to pay strict attention to whether or not the entertainment 
on their channels contained gender stereotypes. The FCC refused, 
saying that this would be a form of censorship (U. S. Commission 
on Civil Rights 1977: 23). Local papers came down firmly on the 
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side of the FCC, asking whether perhaps Edith should become an 
atomic scientist or Archie should get his own beer from now on? 
Ridiculous! (Gazette, Emporia, KS 9 July 1977; Nashua Telegraph, 
NH 16 December 1977: 4).

The broader context for this argument was a legal case 
about the depiction of women on TV, brought by the National 
Organization for Women (NOW) in 1976 against the FCC and the 
channel ABC.6 NOW was the largest organization in the women’s 
movement, establishing itself rapidly across the whole of the USA 
during the 1970s. Its regional groups fought valiantly but in vain 
for a change to the Constitution (the Equal Rights Amendment, 
ERA) that would have improved women’s legal rights.

But although the women’s movement may have been van-
quished in court, it triumphed in America’s favourite TV family. 
Eventually, Edith did, in fact, refuse to fetch Archie’s beer, and 
when he tried to pressure her into quitting her job in the old people’s 
home, she stood up to him with a defiant ‘I ain’t taking no orders’ 
before slamming the door in his face. This episode, broadcast in 
November 1975, changed Edith’s role for good. Not only had she 
got her way, she had also given up her housewifely existence for a 
job for which she now even received a wage.

The scriptwriting team had thought long and carefully about 
this radical change in the format. It meant that All in the Family 
would be taking a stand in the heated public debate on whether 
or not housewives should be happy with their lot—a debate that 
had raged since the publication of Betty Friedan’s bestseller, The 
Feminine Mystique, in 1963. A verbatim record of the discussions 
shows how the producers tried to predict how viewers would react. 
The idea of the episode was to show Edith’s frustration after her 
daughter and son-in-law leave home, with nothing to occupy her 
but the endless round of daily household chores. The scriptwriters 
were worried that viewers might be critical of Edith for neglecting 
her household duties, but after some debate, producers Hal Kanter 
and Norman Lear decided that 90 per cent of the audience would 

6 NOW argued that the FCC should withdraw the licence from TV channels that consist-
ently showed women as ‘serving their husbands and children’ and as ‘incompetent, 
dependent, over-emotional and irresponsible’, but lost the suit in April 1977. See 555 
F.2d 1002, NOW et al. v. FCC, Sl. O74-1853, D.C. Cir., 11 April 1977, S. 31.
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probably come down on Edith’s side. Further discussions ensued 
about whether Edith should get paid for her work, and whether she 
should work as a carer or in the office. Finally, the team decided 
she should have paid a job in a role with a social dimension, with 
Lear saying, ‘I love the two dollars an hour because she is not 
gonna continue indefinitely doing volunteer work which is a drag 
to women everywhere’ (Kanter 1975).

With this decision, the TV producers were reflecting ideas that 
had emerged from the (mainly middle-class) women’s movement—
that the freedom to develop one’s own personality was bound up 
with the right to a working life outside the home, and that voluntary 
work was a form of exploitation. But the producers didn’t want 
Edith to be too liberated. To avoid upsetting male fans, anything 
that sounded too radical was dropped from the script. Originally, 
for example, Edith had been given the lines, ‘I can’t spend the whole 
day just dusting and mopping and cooking’ and ‘The ring’s on my 
finger not on my nose[…]. I’m a human being not an animal’, but 
these were eventually taken out (Kanter 1975). Despite this, or 
perhaps because of it, viewers loved the episode. The studio audi-
ence met Edith’s moves against Archie with huge cheers, whistles 
and claps, a pattern that was repeated at subsequent tapings 
(Milwaukee Journal 28 August 1977: 6). And five years later, the 
fashion magazine Vogue (July 1980: 36) highlighted this particular 
programme in its obituary for Edith: 

[P]erhaps our attachment to Edith grew in those episodes when 
she tried to defend herself against him. In one sequence, Archie 
made fun of Edith for being […] a volunteer worker with the ill 
and elderly […] she was even so furious she told him she wasn’t 
going to ‘volunteer’ to put his dinner on the table.

Like Mrs Bunker, Vogue was not known for radical femi-
nism, but rather for cautiously embracing a slow evolution. All 
in the Family strengthened moderate, liberal feminists when it 
highlighted the perils of a traditional submissive role, but it also 
rejected the agenda of radical feminism. Edith did not complain 
about household chores and abuse, she never threatened divorce, 
she did not demand equal power or equal pay. This attitude can 
also be seen in All in the Family’s collaboration with a Los Angeles 
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pastor that resulted in a cheap 82-page book entitled Edith the 
Good that encouraged middle-aged women to explore their eman-
cipatory ‘options for growth’. In this self-help manual, housewives 
were urged to see their liberation not as a ‘battle of the sexes’ but 
a movement striving for the personal fulfilment of individuals of 
both genders. The author helpfully suggested piano lessons and 
assertiveness training for Edith, adding travel, education, career 
and crafts as other possible options. Thus, taking up the piano 
became a service to women’s liberation: ‘We are in the middle of 
a revolution that is slowly bringing about equal rights and equal 
opportunity for women […] and when one woman acts on her option 
[for growth], the revolution benefits because that one encourages 
the many’ (Marsh 1977: vii, xi, 1–5, 27–32, 65–70).

Edith the Good, of course, was miles away from more radi-
cal aspects of the American women’s movement like separatism, 
Marxism or political lesbianism. Like the sitcom, the brochure 
spoke up for a moderate kind of ‘self-help feminism’, where indi-
vidual personal development rather than collective activism was the 
key to success. This strategy was not limited to All in the Family. 
TV shows such as Mary Tyler Moore and One Day at a Time also 
promoted a ‘therapeutic feminism’ and thus selected ‘a particular 
variation of feminism from the available options’ for dissemination 
via mass media (Dow 1996: 82–83).

AGENDA SETTING
It was no coincidence that All in the Family promoted the more 
moderate aspects of the women’s movement. The producers of 
the show had an explicit policy of agenda setting, to which end 
they worked closely with specific pressure groups. Head producer 
Norman Lear aimed to ensure that the series was constantly sourc-
ing fresh material from the new social movements of the 1970s. 
He believed that the show could profit from the creative energies 
of critical minorities and made a particular effort to engage Black, 
homosexual and feminist staff. In this way, NOW found itself in a 
position where it could influence the show’s content. Lear was mar-
ried to the activist and feminist, Frances Lear (New York Times 11 
April 1980: A16), who introduced him to Virginia Carter, a physi-
cist and the ex-chairwoman of NOW in Los Angeles. From 1973 
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onwards, Carter was Lear’s right-hand woman and the ‘director 
of creative affairs’. Part of her role was to identify the most useful 
controversial subjects and liaise with the relevant pressure groups 
accordingly, while filtering out activists whose values were too radi-
cal for the show—a process that made Lear’s production company 
the first ever to employ a structured, long-term strategy with the 
express purpose of milking the ideas of countercultural and sub-
cultural minorities (Dyer 2012; Montgomery 1989: 42–43, 71–72).

Well beyond Virginia Carter, many of the team had close 
connections to NOW. After Edith’s screen death during the 1980 
season, the production firm donated $500,000 to the NOW’s 
Legal Defense and Education Fund to establish an ‘Edith Bunker 
Memorial Fund for the ERA and Women’s Rights’. This was at 
that point the largest corporate gift in the history of the women’s 
movement (New York Times 11 April 1980, A16). In addition, ‘Mrs 
Bunker’ Jean Stapleton became more and more of an activist. From 
1972 through 1975, she acted variously as a coordinator, communi-
cations officer and vice-president for the Los Angeles chapter of the 
NOW. Stapleton closely guarded her character, ‘never’ accepting the 
many invitations ‘to do Edith in the kitchen’ for commercials. She 
gave permission, however, to use her image in feminist magazine 
ads about women as second-class citizens.7

Not surprisingly, then, the series began to include feminist 
storylines. Virginia Carter emphasized that All in the Family had 
to offer ‘real entertainment’, but noted, ‘Once we got people watch-
ing, we could add the kind of content that would give substance to 
the plots’ (Dyer 2012). Some episodes were screened to experts and 
campaigners before they were broadcast, to test their impact and if 
necessary, revise the scripts (Newsweek 2 June 1975: 78–79). For 
example, Carter invited a midwife to explain the Lamaze ‘natural 
childbirth’ method to the scriptwriting team. Subsequently, a pro-
gramme featured a pregnant Gloria who demonstrated breathing 
techniques on screen and argued robustly with Archie over the 
role of the father during labour (Kanter n.d.). Another carefully 
prepared episode from 1974 featured Edith panicking over a lump 

7 Meeting minutes from June 1972, March 1973, October 1974, February 1975, March 
1975 and December 1975, XIV, subseries B, 169.36, NOW records, Schlesinger Library 
(Herman 2000: pts 3, 2).
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she had found in her breast. Forty million viewers watched as she 
proceeded to discuss the taboo topics of breast cancer and mastec-
tomy with the woman next door, and the regional branches of the 
American Cancer Society subsequently took calls from thousands 
of worried women. Soon afterwards, the series received an award 
‘for the fear-reducing message put across’ (Adler 1979: 256; TV 
Guide 4 May 1974: A5).

In 1977, the series featured an especially controversial episode 
in which a man attempted to rape Edith. Virginia Carter and the 
two scriptwriters, Bob Schiller and Bob Weiskopf, spent over a 
year working on the script with the Santa Monica Rape Treatment 
Center (Los Angeles Times 18 October 1981: E1). The collaboration 
also resulted in a manual and study guide used by local police and 
‘rape treatment centres’ all over the country. Carter was espe-
cially proud of this intervention (Dyer 2012; McCrohan 1987: 75; 
Montgomery 1989: 238), which was intended to show rape as an act 
of violence against women rather than the result of uncontrollable 
passion. In contrast to the stereotypical idea of a rape victim, Edith 
was neither young nor beautiful, and the storyline was deliberately 
shaped so that no one could blame her. Edith’s trauma and her fear 
of confronting both the police and the man who had assaulted her 
were intended to encourage women to report sexual violence to the 
police. They were also intended to show audiences that rape is a 
crime and encourage them to identify with the victim, rather than 
the aggressor. With this, the series was taking a clear stand against 
the usual depictions of rape in the 1970s TV, where the line between 
passion and violence tended to be blurred and where the victim was 
often shown falling in love with her rapist (Levine 2007). Instead, 
All in the Family was prepared to challenge its viewers, and in 
this it succeeded. The studio audience was ‘gasping and shouting’ 
during the taping, and TV critics assessed the sequence as ‘one of 
the most harrowing scenes of this or any season’ (Los Angeles Times 
13 October 1977: H1). Typical comments by viewers included, ‘I 
about cried when I saw that happen’, ‘that was tough’, ‘watching 
what happened to Edith is like watching it happen to your mother’.8

8 Fan statements on www.tv.com/shows/all-in-the-family/forums/most-controversial-
episode-306-237150/ (accessed on 30 January 2012).

http://www.tv.com/shows/all-in-the-family/forums/most-controversial-episode-306-237150/
http://www.tv.com/shows/all-in-the-family/forums/most-controversial-episode-306-237150/


CHRISTINA VON HODENBERG210

But this 1977 episode did not initiate the public debate about 
rape. All in the Family only jumped on the bandwagon of the anti-
rape movement that had been gathering steam throughout the 
decade. There had already been rape ‘speak outs’, a NOW National 
Task Force on Rape, a Feminist Alliance Against Rape from 1971 
to 1974, and a 1975 bestseller by Susan Brownmiller which argued 
that rape was a patriarchal plot to intimidate women (Levine 
2007: 210–211). While the sitcom accelerated the debunking of old 
myths (rape as an expression of sexual desire where the victim is 
to blame), it also deradicalized the feminist anti-rape discourse as 
it did not include broader criticisms of the patriarchy or mention 
rape within marriage.

Televisual entertainment was never a pioneer of the lifestyle rev-
olution. Rather, it followed in the footsteps of those who had already 
trodden a more innovative path (countercultural minorities who had 
experimented with new values in their everyday lives). TV was only 
prepared to foreground new values when these values had already 
been tested elsewhere and thus lost their initial shock factor. All in the 
Family’s breaking of the taboo on breast cancer and its introduction of 
the ‘Lamaze method’ of natural childbirth both followed this principle. 
American women affected by breast cancer had already begun to orga-
nize themselves into a ‘women’s health movement’ before the relevant 
All in the Family episode, while the ‘Lamaze method’ was originally 
developed in the 1940s and had become increasingly popular in the 
USA since 1959. Thus, when it comes to long-term attitudes, TV is 
not so much a trendsetter as a catalyst, disseminating and embedding 
a widespread acceptance of new values.

THE TRANSITIONAL MAJORITY
In communication research, it is axiomatic that individual media 
messages are not capable of altering attitudes or changing opinions. 
However, many findings confirm that media texts can strengthen 
existing attitudes and perceptions (Gauntlett 2005; Schenk 2007; 
Wickham 2007). In this view, TV could only be preaching to the 
converted. Yet at the same time, we see that TV entertainment 
could function as catalyst and accelerator for the embedding of 
new values. The new concept of the ‘transitional majority’ helps to 
resolve this apparent contradiction.
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The term refers to the vast majority of TV viewers who were 
neither convinced adepts nor adamant opponents of the lifestyle 
revolution. In the 1970s, the majority of people watching TV would 
have held a number of contradictory views simultaneously. Their 
values were becoming more fluid, and TV’s storylines and charac-
ters offered them frames and scripts for the negotiation of values 
in their personal lives, thus indirectly supporting and accelerating 
the lifestyle revolution.

Empirical social scientists of the time, however, were largely 
uninterested in ‘middle of the road’ viewers. Instead, because they 
wanted to show that changes in opinion could be directly caused by 
TV, they were especially interested in two opposing demographic 
groups; the ‘young progressives’, who applauded anything that was 
modern, and the ‘older traditionalists’, who wanted to keep moder-
nity at bay. Nearly all of the empirical surveys of audiences carried 
out in the 1970s were designed to measure either the intensifying of 
illiberal views among traditionalist Archie fans or the liberalizing 
effect of the series on those who admired Michael, the progressive 
son-in-law. But, in fact, researchers discovered that most viewers 
did not fall into either camp. Instead, they tended to hold contradic-
tory viewpoints about new values and lifestyles, veering between 
Archie and Michael and laughing at them both. A study carried out 
by CBS in February 1971 found that 20 per cent of viewers were 
‘Michael fans’, 19 per cent supported Archie and 61 per cent were 
somewhere in the middle (Klapper 1971: 9). An academic study of 
a rural, small-town audience in 1975 found that 16–18 per cent 
were racist traditionalists, 23 per cent were liberals and 58–60 
per cent were ‘moderate dogmatics’ (Tate and Surlin 1975: 3–6). 
Studies of the British and West German formats came to similar 
conclusions; in fact, in the UK and West Germany, the percentage 
of viewers who belonged to the transitional majority was 80 and 
75, respectively (Hodenberg 2015). Many respondents gave answers 
that simply did not fit with the simplistic design of the studies. For 
example, most viewers ‘liked’ Archie Bunker, but at the same time, 
they ‘disagreed’ with him. The traditionalist anti-hero Archie was 
popular, but so were his progressive opponents Michael, Gloria and 
Lionel (Surlin 1974: 38).

A survey on the subject of marriage provides a good example 
of the way in which the transitional majority functioned. All in the 
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Family’s format contrasted Archie and Edith’s static traditional 
marriage—the husband who rules the roost, the asexual housewife, 
the marriage bond ‘til death us do part’—with Michael and Gloria’s 
often heated relationship that was constantly negotiating modern, 
post-patriarchal ideas. In 1974, researchers asked 278 viewers 
in Atlanta and 225 in Chicago which marriage they thought was 
more of ‘a proper example for the way a husband and wife should 
treat each other’. On the Likert scale, where 1 equals ‘strongly 
agree’ and 5 equals ‘strongly disagree’, the Archie/Edith marriage 
model received 3.6, that is, it was generally disliked. But the aver-
age respondent, irrespective of region, race or income, also gave 
the Gloria/Mike model only 2.7–2.8 points which was a moderate 
approval at best (Leckenby 1975: 6–10; Surlin 1975: 5). The major-
ity, therefore, was still undecided. Most people were not content to 
accept the old values any more but were not yet open to the new 
ones. This was where TV stepped in.

By the 1970s, televisual entertainment was able to reach most 
viewers in the ‘transitional majority’ category, even groups that 
traditionally reacted slowly to social change: those living in rural 
areas, the uneducated, people with little interest in politics, old 
people, housewives and children. But to make the cultural revolu-
tion attractive to these groups, TV entertainment had to water 
down its presentation of new values to some extent. Commercially 
motivated producers with an eye on the ratings inevitably deradi-
calized new norms and values but were happy to set an agenda of 
moderate new values that were just about acceptable to the main-
stream. Producers carefully selected which values they wanted 
to promote and collaborated with countercultural pioneers whose 
experimentation had already begun to subvert certain traditional 
values.

CONCLUSION
If we consider the values associated with a change in the role of 
women in the USA in the 1970s, we can see that popular TV series 
like All in the Family played an active role in the acceleration and 
direction of value change. TV took experimental critiques of exist-
ing values from minorities and moved them into the mainstream, 
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while sanitizing the message, for example, by privileging moderate, 
liberal feminism. ‘Therapeutic’, self-help feminism was promoted 
at the expense of feminisms built on collective solidarity, collec-
tive protest or the fight against men or capitalism. The decision 
to privilege one form of feminism over another was partly made 
by members of the production team who themselves represented 
liberal activism, such as Norman Lear, Jean Stapleton and Virginia 
Carter. But the team was also reacting to audiences. The emancipa-
tion process experienced by the leading female characters in All in 
the Family was largely a result of thousands of letters from female 
viewers, and it was no coincidence that these viewers were also one 
of the most lucrative target groups for TV advertising.

Research tends to be dominated by the view that American TV 
in the 1970s and the 1980s followed the feminist wave but with a 
slight time lag, gradually introducing more confident and assertive 
women to prime time programmes (Dow 1996: 83; Gitlin 1994: 215). 
In one common narrative, TV is viewed as a simple mirror of social 
transformation (Bathrick 1984: 100; Spangler 2003: 103–120), while 
another argues that TV was reacting to the success of the liberal 
women’s movement by syphoning off the latter’s dominant values 
and staying silent as to potentially more radical interpretations 
(Dow 1996: xv–xvi; Taylor 1989: 1, 3, 16). Both narratives underes-
timate the role played by the medium in transmitting the message. 
TV was more than a mirror; it was an actor in and catalyst for value 
change to the point where it engendered a new understanding of 
the political.
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That images move individuals and invite them to form collectives—
masses—is a fact of modern life. The rise of populism across the 
world, arguably on the strength of near-universal access to elec-
tronic media and the enthusiastic participation of ‘ordinary people’ 
in mobilizations initiated by leaders, returns us to a question that is 
close to a century old: how, and what, is political about media con-
sumption? If, as Govil and Baishya (2018: 80) state that ‘it is [hard] 
to argue against the constitutive relationship between digital social 
media and right-wing populism in the newly configured “illiberal 
state”’, what do prior instances of media forms’ imbrications with 
politics tell us about our present?

The equivalences, and the suturing of antagonisms, that form 
the bedrock of populism are not only technologically mediated in the 
present but are in fact technogenic. Affordances of what we called 
‘participatory cultures’ not so long ago are among the necessary 
conditions for populist mobilizations, especially of the kind we are 
witness to in India. While social media is at the heart of populist 
politics today, prior instances of media forms’ imbrications with 
politics have something to say to this context. My focus here is film 

FANDOM AND 
PERFORMATIVE 

POLITICAL REGIMES*

S. V. Srinivas

CHAPTER 8

* I would like to thank the anonymous reviewer for their comments. I am grateful to the 
valuable suggestions made by Ravi Vasudevan and Varuni Bhatia on earlier drafts of 
this chapter.



Fandom and Performative Political Regimes 219

star fandom, which in India has a long association with publics that 
had limited access to print and now has a significant presence on 
social media platforms. Further, from the 1950s till the present, 
the variant of fandom that I examine here has had an intimate 
and complex relationship with social and political mobilizations.

Studies of populism suggest that, among other things, it is 
a political idiom predicated on permanent mobilization. William 
Mazzarella, for instance, draws attention to ‘the predilection of 
populist leaders for continual mobilization, the never-ending 
plebiscite of rallies and referenda’ (Mazzarella 2019: 52). In the 
Indian context, we have been alerted to the ‘banalities’ of messages 
emanating from the leader (Pal 2015) as well as the mediatization 
of politics to a stage when the election mode of campaigning and 
mass contact does not end (Stromback 2008: 240). Fandom, by 
virtue of its singular focus on media consumption that is anything 
but ‘passive’, offers insights into contemporary regimes that invite 
large-scale participation of political subjects in mobilizations that 
may not be self-evidently political as, say, an election campaign.

The organized and hyper-visible variant of fandom that is 
characteristic of film star fans in southern Indian states has had 
historical linkages with politics. This variant of fandom lies at the 
cusp of a foundationally populist cinema, one which revolves around 
the rescue of the common people by the leader, and from a coalition 
of villains (who came to be increasingly identified as the political 
establishment), and populist electoral politics, powered by highly 
publicized schemes that supposedly benefit the poor directly and 
are also presented as evidence of the leader’s love and generosity 
(Pandian 1992). This is a context in which there is a deliberate 
obfuscation of the world of fiction and real politics with spectators 
and the electorate invited to make comparisons between the char-
acter in the fiction and the politician (Hardgrave 1973: 299). The 
spectator here is already/always the political subject, and vice versa.

The film star fan, to restate the obvious, is firstly a media con-
sumer. Long before the television and Internet revolutions, fans 
were distinguishable from the rest of the audience in terms of quan-
tity of films and related media they consumed, degree of immersion 
in media and insistence on ‘talking back’ to their idols. Fandom is 
thus analogous with and anticipates a mediated populism which 
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has as its twin pillars the media-savvy leader and enthusiastic fol-
lowers who are anything but silent and are also easily incited into 
(sometimes violent) action.

Several terms used to capture the specificity of interactive 
media, including ‘user-generated content’ can be applied, albeit 
anachronistically, to fans in the analogue era.1 Like social media 
posts, fan work was and is spectacularly banal. Even in its pre-
digital days, it generated a great deal of crap, which in Lawrence 
Lessig’s dictionary is a category of artefact that is—at least at first 
glance—derivative and un-aesthetic (Lessig 2008).

It is not my case that theories of fandom can be generalized 
to offer insights into mediatized populism. On the contrary, it is 
necessary to rescue fandom from accounts portraying it as a space 
for ‘good politics’. Precedents and parallels between fandom and 
other mobilizations that are more recognizably political point to 
the need for a theory that can account for the multiple sites where 
media consumption and mobilizations converge in the present. My 
turn to fandom in South India is not only an attempt to make sense 
of the mostly urban poor and lower middle class neighbourhood 
fan club of this region but also those cultures of consumption that 
power populism in this region, and elsewhere.

Fandom studies is a well-established specialization. Further, 
there is now a steady trickle of research on Indian fans as well 
(Gerritsen 2012; Kakar 2009; Nakassis 2016). Literature on fandom 
from Anglo-American and Australian contexts tends to be celebra-
tory, at least in part due to its focus on certain variants of fandom 
and/or activities that lend themselves such accounts. Take, for 
instance, the back-to-back, coordinated and spectacular interven-
tions by the global K-pop fan community in US public life in June 
2020 had K-pop fans ‘jamming’ #WhiteLivesMatter and other Right-
wing hashtags with a ‘barrage of videos of singers, gaming clips 
and even anime GIFs’ (The Guardian 2020).2 These actions support 
assertions made over the past three decades in an influential strand 
of fan and audience studies research that fandom is that good place 

1 For detailed accounts of fan activity, see Dickey (1993) and Srinivas (2009); for a discussion 
of the parallels between fans and Internet users, see van Zoonen (2004).
2 van Zoonen et al. (2010) note that a much-publicized anti-Islam video was jammed by 
using the name of the video and its producer to (mis)direct YouTube searches to posts 
which apologized to Muslims, made statements in support of Islam and so on.
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where mass consumption meets civic activism, provides marginal 
subjects a space for exploring their sexuality and asserting their 
identities, and force the powerful entertainment industry to accede 
to the will of the (fan)public.3

Fan work in southern India paints a very different picture and 
points to the need to reassess claims made about fandom. Within 
weeks of K-pop fan jamming of #WhiteLivesMatter, in a very dif-
ferent universe, Tharun Bhascker, a Telugu film director, lodged a 
police complaint after a barrage of threats by fans of Mahesh Babu 
whose recent film Bhascker was critical of in a social media post 
(The News Minute 2020).

Flagging similar responses to Hindi cinema and its stars, 
Sreya Mitra (2020) argues, ‘the emergence of cyber culture has 
engendered a new kind of fan, the troll, who no longer conforms 
to the earlier norms of the star–fan relationship.’ Mitra ends her 
essay with a call to ‘revisit discourses of popular film fandom cul-
ture and examine the phenomenon of the fan-as-troll’ (Mitra 2020). 
While fully agreeing with her conclusion, I would like to point out 
that the troll does not signal a shift in the star–fan relationship 
but an amplification of decades-old behaviour on/by social media 
platforms. In saying so, my intention is not to present the (South) 
Indian film star fan as a counterpoint to the K-pop fan. Neither do 
I wish to argue that ‘Western’ writings on fandom fail to capture 
ground realities elsewhere. Even as I draw on the insights provided 
by this body of literature, I would like to shift my focus away from 
the quest for good subjects of politics in fandom to the excesses of 
fandom, which are constitutive of the phenomenon, regardless of 
temporal and geographical location.

The constitutive excesses of fandom have something to say 
about the politics of media consumption. And, therefore, the rel-
evance of fandom for understanding populism, which we know is a 
specific and thoroughly mediatized mode of ‘doing’ politics.

FANS AT LARGE
First, the widely known history of violence in South Indian fandom, 
which illustrates my point that social media may only have 

3 See, for example, Jenkins (2014) on the activism of Harry Potter fans.
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amplified well-established patterns of collective behaviour among 
this group of media consumers. There have been reports of fan vio-
lence beyond fan rivalries in cinema spaces from the early 1980s. 
Among the more politically significant ones are about the fans of 
the Kannada star Rajkumar allegedly participating in an agitation 
against the Karnataka state government (Nair 2005: 257). The 
frequency of such reports only increased in the past decade. Fans 
of several male stars have been involved in virtual and/or real-life 
acts of violence and none more often than those dedicated to the 
Telugu actor Pawan Kalyan. This star and his fans are therefore 
obvious points of focus for this chapter.

Spike in his fans’ acts of violence coincided with Kalyan’s forays 
into electoral politics. In 2009, he was a star campaigner for the 
Praja Rajyam Party, established by his actor brother Chiranjeevi 
and later merged with Indian National Congress. Kalyan went on 
to establish his own Jana Sena Party in the run-up to the 2014 
elections to the Parliament (and assemblies in the Telugu states). 
However, violent actions by his fans are not directly related to polit-
ical campaigns in which he participated. In 2015, more than a year 
after elections, fans of Pawan Kalyan and Prabhas (of Baahubali 
fame) clashed over an issue that has proved to be a trigger since the 
1960s: damage to publicity material of a star’s film by a rival group 
of fans. In 2017, Kalyan’s fans attacked the anchor of a television 
channel for his poor rating of the star’s film.4 I note in passing that 
fan hostility to film journalists is not a new development. In 1995, 
Chiranjeevi’s fans issued threats on a satellite television channel 
to the noted film critic Gudipudi Srihari for a ‘negative’ film review. 
Fans of Kalyan and Prabhas clashed again during the release of 
Baahubali: The Conclusion in 2017.

Media infrastructure played no small part in the rise of fan vio-
lence, and various forms of uncivil behaviour as well. As fans moved 
to social media platforms—YouTube and Facebook to start with and 
Twitter and others subsequently—we notice the emergence of new 
equivalences, antagonisms and alliances between fans and other 
groups of social media users. Hitherto unprecedented attacks on 

4 See https://indianexpress.com/article/entertainment/regional/pawan-kalyan-fans-beat-
up-tv-anchor-for-giving-katamarayudu-three-stars-watch-video-4590428/ (accessed on 1 
November 2021). 

https://indianexpress.com/article/entertainment/regional/pawan-kalyan-fans-beat-up-tv-anchor-for-giving-katamarayudu-three-stars-watch-video-4590428/
https://indianexpress.com/article/entertainment/regional/pawan-kalyan-fans-beat-up-tv-anchor-for-giving-katamarayudu-three-stars-watch-video-4590428/
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Telugu film stars by ‘the public’, which is to say people who were not 
themselves stars, activists or politicians, began during the agita-
tion for Telangana state when supporters of the statehood demand 
called for boycotts and other actions against celebrities who were 
either silent or opposed the demand.5

This was around the time Facebook ‘troll pages’ dedicated 
to individual stars sprang up.6 Initially, such pages remained on 
the fringes of fandom, attracting relative few likes and dedicated 
followers. As far as Telugu cinema is concerned, the now familiar 
practice of fans working in tandem with other online groups to 
attack ‘enemies’ became apparent when fans of Prabhas (and those 
who claimed to be in awe of the Baahubali franchise) joined Hindu 
Right-wing trolls to abuse and threaten Anna Vetticad, the film 
journalist who trashed the Baahubali sequel in her review.7 A pat-
tern like the one noted in political trolls targeting minorities and 
women on social media platforms was thus established.

Around this time, in another disturbing development, Pawan 
Kalyan’s ex-wife came under vicious attack by his fans when she 
announced that she was considering remarriage.8 The announce-
ment of her engagement in 2018 was met with death threats.9 In 
2018, Kalyan’s fans also issued rape and death threats to the actor 
Sri Reddy—who was protesting sexual exploitation in the film indus-
try—for abusing the star in a television statement. Cut to July 2020 

5 See, for example, the ‘controversy’ around the film Cameraman Gangatho Rambabu fea-
turing Kalyan at https://www.indiatoday.in/india/south/story/chiranjeevi-brother-telugu-
film-kicks-up-telangana-andhra-row-119262-2012-10-21 (accessed on 1 November 2021).
6 See, for instance, https://www.facebook.com/pawalapa1/ and https://te-in.facebook.
com/pawalagadupspk (accessed on 1 November 2021), which are both dedicating to 
trolling Kalyan. Naturally, Kalyan’s competitors, like NT Rama Rao Jr, too, acquired 
their own dedicated troll pages created by anti-fans. See https://www.facebook.com/
pages/category/Comedian/JAI-ZOO-NTR-Kojjaism-121762257970836/ (accessed on 1 
November 2021).
7 See the report on the incident: https://www.dailyo.in/arts/baahubali-the-conclu-
sion-anna-mm-vetticad-trolling-film-review-hindutva-intolerance/story/1/16922.html 
(accessed on 1 November 2021). To read what Anna Vetticad, the journalist in question, 
wrote on her trolls, see https://www.firstpost.com/entertainment/dissecting-the-lan-
guage-of-baahubali-trolls-hindu-film-urduwood-chrislamist-critic-3425664.html (accessed 
on 1 November 2021). 
8 See https://www.indiatoday.in/movies/celebrities/story/pawan-kalyan-ex-wife-renu-
desai-trolled-for-remarriage-1058128-2017-10-05 (accessed on 1 November 2021). 
9 See https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/telugu/movies/news/pk-fans-
threaten-to-kill-renu-desai-if-she-gets-remarried/articleshow/64735097.cms (accessed 
on 1 November 2021). 

https://www.indiatoday.in/india/south/story/chiranjeevi-brother-telugu-film-kicks-up-telangana-andhra-row-119262-2012-10-21
https://www.indiatoday.in/india/south/story/chiranjeevi-brother-telugu-film-kicks-up-telangana-andhra-row-119262-2012-10-21
https://www.facebook.com/pawalapa1/
https://te-in.facebook.com/pawalagadupspk
https://te-in.facebook.com/pawalagadupspk
https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Comedian/JAI-ZOO-NTR-Kojjaism-121762257970836/
https://www.facebook.com/pages/category/Comedian/JAI-ZOO-NTR-Kojjaism-121762257970836/
https://www.dailyo.in/arts/baahubali-the-conclusion-anna-mm-vetticad-trolling-film-review-hindutva-intolerance/story/1/16922.html
https://www.dailyo.in/arts/baahubali-the-conclusion-anna-mm-vetticad-trolling-film-review-hindutva-intolerance/story/1/16922.html
https://www.firstpost.com/entertainment/dissecting-the-language-of-baahubali-trolls-hindu-film-urduwood-chrislamist-critic-3425664.html
https://www.firstpost.com/entertainment/dissecting-the-language-of-baahubali-trolls-hindu-film-urduwood-chrislamist-critic-3425664.html
https://www.indiatoday.in/movies/celebrities/story/pawan-kalyan-ex-wife-renu-desai-trolled-for-remarriage-1058128-2017-10-05
https://www.indiatoday.in/movies/celebrities/story/pawan-kalyan-ex-wife-renu-desai-trolled-for-remarriage-1058128-2017-10-05
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/telugu/movies/news/pk-fans-threaten-to-kill-renu-desai-if-she-gets-remarried/articleshow/64735097.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/telugu/movies/news/pk-fans-threaten-to-kill-renu-desai-if-she-gets-remarried/articleshow/64735097.cms
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and we have Kalyan’s fans raiding film director Ram Gopal Varma’s 
office in Hyderabad.10

The sociopolitical context in which fan violence unfolds is one 
in which there are complex linkages between film star fandom, 
caste and political mobilizations. I noted elsewhere that the figure 
of the star facilitates the creation, or reinforcement, of equivalences 
and antagonisms between social groups and political mobilizations 
(Srinivas 2009). These are not easily mapped on to narratives of 
star vehicles. That is to say, films themselves don’t make explicit 
references to caste differences or political formations. The multiple 
points of intersection between fandom and messy real politics make 
it difficult to isolate celebration, and criticism, of actors and films 
from real or perceived political positions.

Does the growing body of literature on audiences and media 
consumers offer us points of entry into a world of fandom, which is 
also one of caste and electoral politics?

Studies of audiences note that consumption of cultural com-
modities is an active process. While fans are among the most 
active sections of an audience, Henry Jenkins (1992: 293) cautions 
in his classic work on Star Trek fans, ‘The fan audience is in no 
sense representative of the audience at large, nor can we go from 
an understating of a specific subculture to an account of the active 
spectator….’ He goes on to add, ‘I am not even sure that the types 
of fans I have discussed here…are necessarily identical with other 
varieties of fans….’

10 See report here at https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/rgv-s-office-attacked-
hyderabad-ahead-power-star-release-129314 (accessed on 1 November 2021).
Varma’s run-in with the star and his fans is not in fact comparable. For some years now, 
Varma has made something of a second career of trolling politicians and media celebri-
ties. He has also harnessed his social media fame as a troll to make biopics and satires 
of politicians. He has repeatedly ridiculed Kalyan and his fans on social media platforms 
and television interviews. He also admitted to advising Sri Reddy to abuse Kalyan to 
attract media attention. See https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/telugu/
movies/news/rgv-steps-into-sri-reddy-pk-fiasco-lands-his-foot-in-the-mouth/article-
show/63832619.cms (accessed on 1 November 2021). The trigger for the attack on his 
office in 2020 was the satirical film Power Star (Kalyan’s honorific title) he was making on 
a failed star politician who, he claimed disingenuously, was not modelled after Kalyan. 
Even as teasers of the film generated much anger and hilarity, he announced a biopic 
on television anchor Arnab Goswami titled Arnab: The News Prostitute (see https://www.
siasat.com/ram-gopal-varma-shares-first-look-of-arnab-the-news-prostitute-1946856/; 
accessed on 1 November 2021).

https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/rgv-s-office-attacked-hyderabad-ahead-power-star-release-129314
https://www.thenewsminute.com/article/rgv-s-office-attacked-hyderabad-ahead-power-star-release-129314
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/telugu/movies/news/rgv-steps-into-sri-reddy-pk-fiasco-lands-his-foot-in-the-mouth/articleshow/63832619.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/telugu/movies/news/rgv-steps-into-sri-reddy-pk-fiasco-lands-his-foot-in-the-mouth/articleshow/63832619.cms
https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/entertainment/telugu/movies/news/rgv-steps-into-sri-reddy-pk-fiasco-lands-his-foot-in-the-mouth/articleshow/63832619.cms
https://www.siasat.com/ram-gopal-varma-shares-first-look-of-arnab-the-news-prostitute-1946856/
https://www.siasat.com/ram-gopal-varma-shares-first-look-of-arnab-the-news-prostitute-1946856/
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Some of Jenkins’ inferences are directly relevant to our discus-
sion. He states, ‘Fandom recognizes no clear-cut line between artists 
and consumers; all fans are potential writers whose talents need 
to be discovered, nurtured, and promoted and who may be able to 
make a contribution, however modest, to the cultural wealth of the 
larger community’ (1992: 286, emphasis added). We can see that 
these features of fandom are only amplified in Web 2.0 platforms, 
whose most celebrated affordance is the democratization of con-
tent creation and erasure of distinctions between producers and 
consumers. However, Jenkin’s own later work and a great deal of 
literature on fandom inspired by writings on popular culture in the 
late 1980s and early 1990s proved to be far too invested in reading 
good politics into fan activity to be (a) persuasive and (b) useful to 
understand mediatized (read bad) politics of the present.

Around the time of Jenkin’s study, and the wave of audience 
studies inspired by cultural studies, film star fandom in southern 
India, which was organized, and publicly staged within and out-
side cinema halls, became the subject of academic study. The focus 
of research in South India was the intimate connections between 
fandom and social and political mobilizations (Dickey 1993; Pandian 
1992). Also in focus were the affordances of the cinema and fandom 
for sections of the audience to inhabit public spaces (Dickey 1993; 
Srinivas 2009), and refashioning speech and appearance (Nakassis 
2016). The heuristic value of this ‘regional’ phenomenon, like the 
counterpart that Jenkins wrote about, lies first in its anticipation of 
modes of ‘prosumption’ that characterize the new normal in which 
consumers churn out and distribute content. Further, this regional 
phenomenon is not only linked with political mobilizations but is 
also publicly staged. Obsessions, alliances and antagonisms are 
nurtured and acted out in public spaces.

OF FANDOM, REACTIVE CONSUMPTION  
AND POPULISM
Fandom is first of all performative. The performativity of a fan is 
in response to another, always/already mediated performance by 
the idol. The fan–star relationship therefore needs to be seen as 
a dialectic between two sets of mediated performances, separated 
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by time and space. Second, fandom is excessive by the standards 
of consumption cultures in which it is located. For example, in a 
town where large numbers of viewers whistle their appreciation, 
fans are likely to stand up, dance and toss coins in the direction 
of the screen. Third, the South Indian variant of fandom as men-
tioned above, has a long and well-documented history of linkages 
with caste and political mobilizations. Fandom here is also linked 
to the performance of masculinity. This locates the fan in a web 
of alliances and antagonisms and privileges certain practices of 
giving and taking offence. Finally, film star fandom is a response 
to films and their textuality. It is not a site where pre-existing 
caste, class, gender and other identities are played out. In other 
words, it is inseparable from textuality and affordances of a media 
form and the sites of its consumption. To take a trivial example, 
fans of Chiranjeevi don’t whistle at random intervals during 
screening—they do so at particular moments, which are elabo-
rately choreographed to invite participation (Srinivas 2009). Fans 
also behave differently in different exhibition spaces because there 
are well-established, and rudely enforced, site-specific protocols 
of viewing behaviour.

Fans in South India alert us to a mode of media consumption 
that is reactive (call it active, after L. Srinivas [2016], if you will, 
but only if the term is not value laden). Take, for instance, the 
reports of fans of Pawan Kalyan allegedly targeting a Twitter 
user for being critical of the star. They tracked him down, beat 
him up, captured the incident on camera and circulated the video 
on social media (Sundar 2018). It is tempting to draw parallels 
between such actions by fans and ‘cow vigilantism’ videos which 
show people being lynched, supposedly for smuggling cattle to 
slaughterhouses.

The subject of populism—who in contemporary India is the 
subject of ‘bad politics’ in that he is casteist, male chauvinist, 
Islamophobic, easily manipulated, ultranationalist and so on—is a 
variant of the fan. Or rather, s/he is a fan whose idols are no longer 
media celebrities and are instead leaders whose actions determine 
the fate of nations. What we are witnessing today is the explosion 
of fan-like excessive, mediatized responses and uncivil behaviour 
in the public domain.
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Taking the cue from Swati Chaturvedi’s (2016) report, lets 
approach the Internet troll as the most visible virtual manifestation 
of the subject of populism in our time. Emerging alliances between 
Right-wing trolls and fans (noted by Mitra [2020] too in the context 
of Hindi cinema), as well as the importance of fans for populist film 
star politicians of South India necessitate a comparative study of 
the two groups. While concurring with Swati Chaturvedi’s findings 
that the Internet troll is part of a massive propaganda machine 
which includes paid employees and consultants, I would like to 
leave room for voluntarism, which Chaturvedi herself notes among 
her interviewees.

The examples I mentioned earlier allow me to make the provoc-
ative claim that the troll who attacks opponents of the political icon 
in question is taking a leaf out of the manual that has been followed 
by South Indian fans from the 1990s, if not earlier. Attacking real 
and imagined opponents of their idols is a well-established means 
of demonstrating one’s loyalty in fan circles. However, I am neither 
suggesting that film star fandom is Right-wing cyberbullying by 
another name nor claiming that regardless of their geographical 
and social location, fans of South Indian stars are everywhere the 
same. Instead, I would like to draw attention to convergences at the 
level of consumption practices between fan and other online publics.

PERFORMING REACTION: YOUTUBE  
AND BEYOND
Social media activity by fans of South Indian film stars points to 
two convergences: first between fans and supporters of political 
leaders and second between different categories of fans who were 
hitherto distinguishable by how they presented themselves in 
public. Differences in dispositions and behaviour, made by edu-
cated, middle-class ‘online’ fans between themselves and rowdy 
elements ‘on the streets’ in Punathambekar’s study (2008), are 
no longer evident. Even as small town, resident Indian fans went 
online, well-heeled non-resident Indian fans began mimicking 
their resident, rowdy counterparts to organize their very own cel-
ebrations of film releases in suburban North American theatres. 
These celebrations are then recorded meticulously and uploaded on 
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social media platforms like YouTube to be ‘liked’ and recirculated 
by resident fans as evidence of the global popularity of their icons.

Fan videos on YouTube have continuities with past fan prac-
tices. A popular subject of fan videos is ‘first-day-first-show’ (FDFS) 
celebrations outside cinema halls. ‘Theatre reaction’ of audiences 
within auditoria (during screenings) have increasingly found their 
way to YouTube and other social media platforms. The earliest the-
atre reaction videos I was able to locate were shot and uploaded in 
2007 and featured sequences from the Rajinikanth-starrer Sivaji 
(Tamil, S. Shankar, 2007) within days of the film’s release (Geonift 
2007). Early FDFS videos focus primarily on the screen, and 
like screen-recorded pirated copies of films, capture the ambient 
cheering in the auditorium inter alia. The presence and ‘reaction’ 
of fans is an accompaniment of the star’s actions on the stage. In 
more recent videos, the focus shifts to fans with the screen serving 
as a backdrop for their performances. In some videos, the camera 
repeatedly moves away from the screen to capture streams of paper 
flung by the audience and other off-screen actions (Sachin 2013). 
In others, we can see countless illuminated blue screens of mobile 
phones recording the whistling and dancing, creating something of 
a collective selfie of fans’ enjoyment of their idol’s film (Sunny 2016).

Professionally produced theatre reaction videos, uploaded by 
commercial content creators and channels on YouTube, by virtue of 
their superior quality camerawork and location of the videographer 
at the rear end of the auditorium, provide even clearer images of 
fans recording themselves. Fans’ theatrical celebration is now a 
cultural commodity in its own right.11 Of late, reactions to non-
Indian films in (mostly South Indian) cinema halls too have found 
their way to YouTube.12

Theatre reaction videos are a sub-genre of the ‘reaction 
video’ which is an established YouTube genre. Videos by reaction 

11 Rohini Cinemas, Chennai, is the location of several FDFS celebration videos including 
well-produced ones. See, for example, Ebenezer (2019). 
12 There are several theatre reaction videos of Avengers: Endgame which attracted mil-
lions of views—an impressive number for this sub-genre. See, for instance, the profile 
Pranav N who has just four videos—all of which are reaction videos that appear to have 
been shot during the same screening of this film (see https://www.youtube.com/channel/
UCA-NkwgBIK-5cizkM_vIU5g; accessed on 1 November 2021) and attracted between 
140,000 and 3.5 million views on YouTube. 

https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCA-NkwgBIK-5cizkM_vIU5g
https://www.youtube.com/channel/UCA-NkwgBIK-5cizkM_vIU5g
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specialists on YouTube tend to be disdainful.13 Whether they are 
posted by fans or commercial entities, theatre reactions of/by Indian 
fans are almost never disdainful. Despite the global popularity of 
the reaction video, fan videos return our gaze to a much older, and 
local, archive.

Fan videos on social media like other fan texts and activities 
remind us that performativity is a defining feature of fandom. Even 
as a new generation of fans make the transition from real to virtual 
spaces, others act as relays between online and physical spaces. To 
this day, as Sara Dickey (1993) noted close to three decades ago, 
fan clubs make elaborate preparations to ritualize their enjoyment, 
arriving at the screening armed with confetti, balloons, etc. (see also 
S. V. Srinivas and L. Srinivas for fans’ theatre-based activities). 
In more recent times, bursting of firecrackers, fan processions to 
screening venues, animal sacrifices, washing of film posters and 
‘flexi’ (PVC) hoardings with milk or bottled soft drinks are regu-
larly reported by the media and fans themselves on Facebook and 
YouTube.

The most striking aspect of the theatre reaction video is the 
presencing of fans in the space where the fan–star encounter 
occurs. As in the encounter between the ‘photos of the gods’ and 
the consumer–devotee in Christopher Pinney’s work, here too we 
notice a corpothetic response to the image.14 Presencing has been 
a prominent feature of fan performances in other spaces as well 
and organized fan activity points relentlessly to it. The ‘publicity’ 
material produced by fans typically carries names, photographs 
and at times even phone numbers of individual fans who created it. 
Literature on social media flags the tendency among users to draw 
attention to themselves, whether or not this may be considered 
appropriate by others (see, e.g., Meese et al. [2015] on the funeral 
selfie). Bucher and Helmond (2018) argue that visibility is among 
the affordances of social media platforms (the others being edit-
ability, persistence and association).

13 Prasad (1998: 67) draws attention to ‘disdainful engagement with the popular’ as ‘a 
supplementary pleasure of readerly superiority’ in English language film magazines from 
the 1930s. The term ‘anti-fan’ in audience studies literature captures a similar response.
14 Pinney argues that ‘in popular Indian art…consumers started to demand images…
that fundamentally addressed their presence and invoked a new corpothetics’ (2004: 22). 
I return to the notion of spectatorial demand/entitlement below.
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Arriving at Web 2.0 and social media via fandom, we notice 
that forms of engagement with media texts and personalities that 
were once limited to a highly organized minority (namely fans) 
are now universal. On social media platforms, non-fans can do 
what fans were doing: they can all ‘talk back’, make demands of 
films and stars, issue threats and go to town with their obsessions. 
The social media platform affords, and invites, fan-like, excessive 
performances. The platform becomes the driving force of equiva-
lences between fans, and between fans and other groups. It is on 
the platform that articulations of interests, invocation of symbols, 
conspiracy theories and narratives of discrimination and victimiza-
tion bond disparate groups which come together as allies, and act 
against enemies.

The subject of populism does not merely inhabit a media ecology 
that is shared by fans but also one in which fandom anticipated the 
routine excesses of social media. For a student of fandom, criticisms 
of populist leaders and their followers sound like writings against 
‘bad’ (formulaic, regressive) cinema, manipulative stars and their 
blind fans. The metaphor of devotion, earlier deployed in (self and 
other) representations of fans, is increasingly heard in discussions 
of politics. Today, the bhakt (literally devotee but meaning blind 
follower) is to politics what the fan is/was to cinema.

Shalini Kakar (2009) makes a case for conceiving of the star 
as deity and fan as devotee by drawing attention to instances of 
fans literally worshipping their stars. M. Madhava Prasad’s (2014) 
discussion of ‘fan bhakti’ which predates the arrival of the bhakt 
on the political arena moves away from a literal reading of fan 
devotion. His reading of fan devotion is more political and raises a 
question that can be taken to populism: is devotion pressure from 
below, exerted on the star leader? Prasad argues that fan bhakti is 
in fact an expression of ‘subaltern sovereignty’, and an attempt at 
‘wresting sovereignty from those who inherited it from the British 
and bestowing it upon monarchs of their choice’ (2014: 176–177). 
This is a process in which ‘kings [are] chosen and anointed by the 
people: kings of democracy!’ (2014: 176). Such a political deploy-
ment of devotion, he states, is traceable to the long history of the 
deployment of bhakti to ‘wrest the divine away from kingly domin-
ion’ (2014: 176).
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Prasad’s attempt to reconceptualize expressions of devotion and 
loyalty as pressures from below points to instances in which fans 
make demands on stars and film-makers. Fans of South Indian 
stars have on occasion boycotted films. While there is no denying 
the parallels between fan activity and expressions of loyalty and 
‘devotion’ to populist leaders, do these parallels throw light on 
contemporary politics?

POPULISM AS ‘FAN DEMOCRACY’
Is fandom democratic, asks Liesbet van Zoonen in her widely cited 
essay on television fandom. She answers in the affirmative, arguing 
that ‘fan groups are social formations that are structurally equiva-
lent to political constituencies…they make use of and value similar 
repertoires of activity; and…the strength of their respective relations 
to their “objects” is built on corresponding emotional investments’ 
(2004: 43). I drew attention to historical linkages and evolving inter-
sections between both groups in our context. van Zoonen’s notion of 
fan activity is shaped by then current literature on fandom.

Fans…participate in strong communal discussions and 
deliberations about the qualities of the text, they propose 
and discuss alternatives which would be implemented as well 
if only the fans could have their way. These are, in abstract 
terms, the customs that have been laid out as essential for 
democratic politics: information, discussion and activism. 
(2004: 46, emphases added)

van Zoonen’s fan is traceable to Henry Jenkins’ Star Trek fan 
who is engaged in critical interpretive practices, cultural production 
and alternative cultural production (Jenkins 1992: 278–290). Her 
focus on fandom allows her to find a place for emotional invest-
ments in politics which, she says, ‘have hardly been theorized as 
indispensable, desirable and commendable components of political 
involvement’. Notably, her conception of politics is predicated on 
information processing, cognitive evaluations and rational assess-
ment of alternatives (van Zoonen 2004: 48, emphasis added). Surely, 
this is not the kind of politics we are familiar with today, in India 
and several other parts of the world.
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Nevertheless, her term fan democracy is arguably an accurate 
description of mediatized electoral democracies. This is a good time 
for us to reflect on whether we are indeed living in democracies 
populated by fans—of film stars and also celebrity politicians. The 
numerous examples of bad behaviour of fans cited earlier in this 
chapter are uncannily like the reactions of social media followers 
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi.

Modi himself has an extraordinary presence on social media 
platforms—much more so than any other contemporary Indian 
celebrity. His followers have drawn the attention of journalists 
and academics for joining campaigns that systematically target 
opponents (Chaturvedi 2016, among others). Analyses of Modi’s 
Twitter handle indicate that his followers’ reactions are, among 
other things, platform and technogenic: the ‘followback’ strategy 
adopted by the leader, for instance, is seen as enthusing his com-
mitted followers to do more political work voluntarily (Pal 2015). 
Modi’s refusal to distance himself from handles accused of hate 
speech and verbal violence against opponents can be read as an 
indirect endorsement of such actions (Jawed 2017; Karnad 2017).

Compare fans-turned-political followers of Pawan Kalyan 
who occupy a liminal space between the interconnected domains 
of politics and cinema in the Telugu states. I am not particularly 
interested in Pawan Kalyan’s political positions, which have 
changed frequently over the years: he is an avowed admirer of 
Che Guevara but aligned with the National Democratic Alliance 
(NDA) in 2014. He then broke with the NDA, publicly ridiculed 
the BJP and the prime minister too and fought an election as an 
ally of the two major communist parties. He then returned to the 
NDA and become an ally of the BJP once again. The larger ques-
tion Kalyan’s career throws up is the place of the star, and the 
populist politician, in a public domain that is at once open to all, 
uncivil and illiberal.

Contemporary populism is usefully approached as a political 
idiom in which political subjects are invited to perform their pres-
ence in real and virtual public places. The performance too, like the 
invitation itself, is thoroughly mediatized: the call to make myself 
seen and heard is made on a medium and my ability to respond 
hinges on access to media technologies and devices. Cinema and 
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film star fandom foreground the process by which textual cues and 
modes of address, often involving the star, invite so-called active 
viewing. Take, for instance, the direct-to-camera look of the male 
star, one of the set pieces of South Indian stars’ vehicles, which is 
a cue for whistling and cheering in exhibition spaces.

Moving the discussion beyond cinema and devotion proper, 
the two domains where corpothetic responses to media texts 
are commonly observed, Francis Cody conceives of an embodied 
public that is constituted by mass-mediated subjects of politics. 
The medium in question—the (Tamil) newspaper—and its public 
are quite unlike their liberal counterparts. Notes Cody, ‘Tamil 
dailies have the capacity to make and break political careers, and 
they quite frequently provoke those involved as cadre members in 
party politics to take to the streets themselves in defense of their 
leaders’ (2015: 55, emphasis added). Ram Gopal Varma’s recent 
films and social media posts (mentioned in passing above) are 
remarkably similar in intent and consequence at one level. Varma 
provokes and invites attacks on himself by ridiculing and satiriz-
ing popular leaders and celebrities. Every troll campaign Varma 
launches results in threats but also the support of anti-fans and/
or opponents of the personality under attack. Our mediascape is 
populated not just by leaders and their followers but also oppo-
nents and provocateurs.

The capacity of media texts to provoke, intentionally or oth-
erwise is thus not limited to the context Cody discusses. Protests 
and ‘controversies’ involving South Indian fans are often directly 
traceable to the semantic surplus generated by images and other 
texts. Dismissed as misreading, or wilful misinterpretation, this 
mode of reactive consumption presents us with an interesting set 
of problems related to what Nakassis (2020, after Mol 1999) calls 
ontological politics of the image. The very being of images, argues 
Nakassis is the subject of contestation. In the context of Tamil 
cinema, fans of film stars are key players in such contestations. It 
is a fact that fans of South Indian stars see themselves as guardians 
of the star-image-body. Nakassis points out that mass heroes of 
South India, who are stars at the centre of large fan organizations 
‘are not simply auratic, presented bodies to be seen and desired 
in images. They are also political bodies on whom demands for 
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representation may be made’ (2020: 77). Deployment of stars in 
films or their offscreen appearances have had to reckon with the 
reality of fans’ claims over their idols.

Investment in the star is founded on an acute sense of entitle-
ment which in turn has been an affordance of theatrical viewing 
(Rajadhyaksha 2000). Star vehicles of South Indian stars acknowl-
edge and reinforce the fan–spectator’s entitlements: the assemblage 
of formulaic set pieces appears to unfold according to spectatorial 
demands. Cinematic populism is the hallmark of vehicles of South 
Indian mass heroes (S. V. Srinivas 2009: 73–128; S. V. Srinivas 
2013: 203–206).

The idol’s ability to command loyalty is not a fallout of pre-
existing cultural (caste differences and assertions) or religious 
(bhakti) factors but an outcome of the relationship between screen 
and the fan. Strikingly feudal or religious language and rituals not-
withstanding, fandom necessarily involves the donation of loyalty. 
The gift of loyalty however comes with its obligations: fans’ role in 
maintaining the idol’s prestige must be constantly acknowledged 
and reaffirmed by the star himself. After all, the star is beholden 
to this collective that affords him, in turn, his publicness.

In southern India, fandom was mediated populism by another 
name. Mediated populism per se is a state of permanent mobiliza-
tion in which media consumers are invited to acquire stakes in a 
variety of issues, from taking on public enemies (such as ‘Urban 
Naxals’) to ensuring justice (#SSR), and of course participating 
in the fight against the pandemic. The fulcrum of this perma-
nent mobilization on multiple fronts is the figure of the leader. 
Invitations by him, and by others purportedly acting on his behalf, 
take the form of an acknowledgement of the centrality of the politi-
cal subject’s support—often in the most obvious terms—to a cause 
of great national importance. The promise of mediated populism 
is the presencing of the subject: I matter, and no less a man than 
the leader says so.

The two calls given by Modi, avowedly to raise awareness, and 
spirits, during the early days of the pandemic are excellent illus-
trations of how mediated populism works by inviting participation. 
These ‘taali, thali and diya initiatives’, as the prime minister 
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himself called them, were not in any obvious way relevant to the 
public health crisis at hand. Instead, they were publicly staged 
performances. They are comparable to fan activity in which ritu-
als are taken out of the religious context and re-enacted in the 
(virtual) presence of a secular idol. Like fan activity, and unlike 
the older conception of politics in which there is a unidirectional 
flow of messages from leaders to their subjects, the thali–diya 
type initiatives locate the subject in a space of content production. 
These two calls by the prime minister spawned pseudo-scientific 
explanations of the antiviral properties of sound and light. They 
also produced evidence of the nation constituting itself around 
individual and group selfies.

A populist regime is thus a fan democracy in which the ‘new 
hunger for immediacy: for the direct and unmediated apprehension 
and acknowledgment of embodied experience, for a presencing of 
the political’ (Mazzarella 2019: 50) is thoroughly mediated by per-
formative–spectatorial practices. Fandom and populism are both 
about ‘doing stuff’ before screens and on screens, archiving passions 
and finding audiences for (our) performances. The observer-camera, 
noted James Clifford (1983), has the effect of transforming ritual. 
Today, the consumer of mediatized messages is also a producer of 
content in which she is herself the protagonist. Most importantly, 
the star leader too is watching the show.
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For an institution that transacts primarily on the authority of its 
precedents, it must have seemed a little ironic for the Supreme 
Court that one of its most public controversies was endlessly 
described in the media as ‘unprecedented’.1 Four of the senior 
most judges of the Supreme Court, Justices Jasti Chelameswar, 
Ranjan Gogoi, Madan B. Lokur and Kurian Joseph, convened a 
press conference at Justice Chelameswar’s house on 12 January 
2018 while the Supreme Court was in session. It was covered live 
by all major television channels and widely reported and debated 
in all newspapers for the next two weeks. According to the judges, 
the crisis was precipitated by the refusal of the Chief Justice of 
India (CJI), Justice Dipak Misra, to accede to demands relating to 

* The genesis of this chapter lies in a kindred conversation with Francis Cody and a failed 
attempt to write a joint paper (largely my fault), but many of the ideas expressed here 
bear the imprint of that conversation and thus the best of this chapter is a work of joint 
authorship, while the worst is solely authored by me.
1 For a representative sample of some of these news stories, see http://www.newin-
dianexpress.com/nation/2018/jan/12/four-senior-sc-judges-call-unprecedented-
press-conference-all-you-need-to-know-as-it-happened-1751713.html, https://www.
thehindu.com/news/national/sc-judges-press-conference-legal-fraternity-says-
its-unprecedented-shocking/article22429811.ece, https://www.ndtv.com/topic/
supreme-court-judges-press-conference
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his role as ‘master of roster’ for the appointment of judges to cases. 
Chelameswar declared that the administration of the Supreme 
Court was in crisis; as a result of the failure of the repeated 
attempts to convince the CJI, ‘we were left with no choice but to 
take it to the nation. We don’t want it to be said that we don’t care 
about the institution or the nation’.2

The press conference created a political storm, some hailing 
the judges’ action as a brave attempt to safeguard the indepen-
dence of the judiciary, others criticizing the judges for breaching 
a strict Chinese wall between judiciary and media, particularly 
with respect to the internal operation of the Court. While tension 
persisted in the aftermath of the press conference, anyone expecting 
an all-out battle within the highest echelons of the judiciary were 
in for disappointment. The controversy died a relatively quiet death 
with the CJI playing an efficient hand combining diplomatic silence 
with generic utterances about the need for judicial transparency.

What precisely was unprecedented about this event? It rapidly 
disappeared from public memory, but its dramaturgic staging none-
theless revealed something unprecedented about the transformed 
relationship between courts and media. It is said that after the theft 
of the Mona Lisa from the Louvre, more people queued up to look at 
the empty space left by the missing frame than had seen the origi-
nal painting (Scotti 2009). In a similar vein, it might make more 
sense to look at the press conference as the actual (media) event 
rather than as a failed legal opportunity to institute judicial reform. 
If one returns to the mise en scène of the press conference, one can 
see that a key aspect lost in news reportage is the role of a senior 
journalist in the staging of the event; it was not clear whether he 
was giving or getting instructions from the judges on how the event 
should proceed. The four judges making their earnest appeal before 
the media was simultaneously abject and endearing. It was as if the 
judges had discarded their ceremonial robes and descended from the 
elevated benches that ensure a magisterial distance from ordinary 
litigants and lawyers and now donned another garb, another mask, 
that of the activist supplicant making a direct plea to the ultimate 
arbiter of democratic sovereign power, the media. It is revealing 

2 See https://www.thehindubusinessline.com/news/supreme-court-crisis-all-not-okay-
democracy-at-stake-say-four-seniormost-judges/article10028921.ece
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that the judges chose to invoke the language of going directly to 
the people while conducting a press conference. The conflation is a 
telling one, as if the judiciary had to discard its gown of secrecy to 
engage in legal politics by other means, as the latest entrant in the 
economy of publicity. It was as if the courts, the ultimate arbiters 
of what William Mazarella terms ‘profitable provocation’, were 
now rookie contenders in an arena where ‘public interest’ and the 
‘interest of publicity’ get blurred (Mazarella 2013).

And yet this is where things get conceptually befuddling 
because of all the institutions of government, it is the judiciary 
which has been at the heart of publicity. Nicholas Robinson argues 
that the Supreme Court of India has more newspaper coverage 
than even the Parliament or prime minister (Robinson 2009). 
Commenting on the judicialization of politics in India, Pratap 
Bhanu Mehta (2006) contends that ‘there is not a single important 
issue of political life in India that has not, by accident or design, 
been profoundly shaped by the Supreme Court’s interventions’. 
Anuj Bhuwania (2017) points out how the phenomenon of public 
interest litigation (PIL) has even entered popular consciousness 
with commonplace references in popular films. Bhuwania shows 
how PIL was predicated on the judiciary’s claim to unfiltered and 
unmediated access to something called ‘public interest’, based on 
which the court claimed to be the institution best suited to repre-
sent the public.

On that winter morning, on the lawns of Justice Chelameswar’s 
house, it appears that a temporary suspension of the distinction 
between courtroom and newsroom took place. Might it not be that 
rather than being an exceptional event with no precedent, this lim-
inal space was merely symptomatic of the immense transformations 
of judicial activism in the wake of the media boom in India? In this 
chapter, my focus will be on how to provide a more nuanced account 
of the relationship between courts, media and the emergence of a 
new form of judicial populism in the light of law as news.

It is of course arguable that the judiciary has always been 
susceptible to media influences and public opinion filtered through 
newspapers and televisions. Indeed, one of the normative justifica-
tions for the law relating to contempt of court lies precisely in the 
desire to keep judicial processes insulated from the influence of 
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media. In 1961, the government constituted the Sanyal Committee 
to examine the law related to contempt of court. Their final report 
underplayed the ability of newspaper publications to prejudice the 
administration of justice, arguing that since India was vast, what 
is published in one part is not accessible to people in another part 
of the country. At the time of the report, the newspaper revolution 
had not taken place much less the electronic media boom of the last 
two decades.3 Contrast the Sanyal Committee’s account of media 
influence with the Delhi High Court’s remarks in the early 2000s 
on the media publicity surrounding the Nitesh Katara murder case. 
The Court concluded,

Media does not know what harm the media is doing by having 
a parallel trial and reporting the proceedings in a manner 
by giving the news which are detrimental sometimes to the 
accused who is facing trial and sometimes even to the pros-
ecution. Judges are also human beings and when hue and cry 
is made by the media it is possible that the equilibrium of a 
Judge is also disturbed.4

In a refreshingly candid moment, the courts acknowledge their 
own susceptibility to the influence of media reportage, in sharp 
contrast to earlier positions in which it is inconceivable for judges 
to be influenced either consciously or unconsciously by what they 
read or see.5 While some of the classical concerns around the right 
to fair trial remain, it is clear that earlier formulations about media 
and law were based on clear distinctions amongst media, the public 
and the courts. The ‘media situation’, to invoke Kittler’s memorable 
phrase, is significantly different today where print, broadcast and 
social media bleed into each other, and media is no longer a dis-
tinct institution, but rather a mode of being and every person is 
simultaneously a producer, transmitter and consumer of media.

3 For an account of the transformed newspaper and media landscape, see Jeffrey (2000); 
Ninan (2007); Rajagopal (2009); Sundaram (2011).
4 Indian Council of Legal Aid v. State (Govt of NCT Of Delhi), http://indiankanoon.org/
doc/1802633/ (accessed on 10 July 2019).
5 In the P. C. Sen case, for instance, the courts held that ‘The learned Judge observed 
that he was not prejudiced by the speech against the petitioners before him, since he 
was only “concerned with the constitutional and legal validity of the Control Order, and 
incidentally only with its socio-economic justification,” but it could not be said that the 
speech did not or could not or was not likely to prejudice the public against the cause 
of the petitioners’.

http://indiankanoon.org/doc/1802633/
http://indiankanoon.org/doc/1802633/
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Of 800 TV channels, 300 alone provide 24 × 7 news. A remark-
able amount of news in India, often front page, concerns the courts. 
This is news content that also loops back into judicial discourse, 
producing a cycle of intermediation or feedback, while also being 
subject to re-textualizations and citation across other media 
including popular cinema. Because legal events circulate within 
the spectacular economy of the media, they are both constituted 
by and compete with forms of public address that media deploys. 
Contemporary technologies of legal reporting enable a more ‘imme-
diate’ experience of court proceedings. This immediacy in turn has 
amplified the rhetorical significance of both officially written com-
ments made in passing, classical obiter dicta, as well as their oral 
counterparts in the courtroom and outside. As decontextualized 
fragments of judicial discourse increasingly define the public life of 
legal proceedings, a renewed division of labour has emerged: affec-
tively saturated social commentaries made by judges, spun by news 
media and unfiltered by the mediation of legal principles become 
bite-sized accounts for the news-consuming public. The world of 
legal reasoning appealing to constitutional principles appears 
to many as fading in the competition for relevance in media. A 
recent legal order is in many ways symptomatic of the blurring line 
between media, law and affect.

KANHAIYA BAIL ORDER
On 2 March 2016, Kanhaiya Kumar, the president of the student 
union of Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU), arrested on charges 
of sedition, was granted interim bail after spending 22 days in jail. 
But along with the temporary reprieve, Kanhaiya Kumar also got 
a free lesson on love, illness and antibiotics in the bail order issued 
by Justice Pratibha Rani.6 The court had to determine whether or 
not a prima facie case of sedition has been made out and whether 
bail therefore ought to be granted. Reviewing facts, the order 
concludes no prima facie case of sedition has been established, in 
fact, the evidence may even have been doctored. But the key seg-
ment of Justice Pratibha Rani’s order that was endlessly relayed 

6 Kanhaiya Kumar v. State of Nct of Delhi. Available at https://indiankanoon.org/
doc/77368780/ (accessed on 2 November 2021).

https://indiankanoon.org/doc/77368780/
https://indiankanoon.org/doc/77368780/
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on media was less her legal reasoning and more her social and 
political censure.

The order begins with a verse from the song ‘Mere Desh 
Ki Dharti’ from the 1967 film, Upkaar, described by critics as a 
‘16000-foot-long celluloid flag of India’ (Rajadhyaksha and Willemen 
1999). This quote sets the tone for the rest of the order. In response to 
the contention that Kanhaiya Kumar’s speech was protected under 
Article 19(1)(a) of the Constitution, Pratibha Rani says,

[C]itizens only enjoy their freedom because our borders are 
guarded by our armed and paramilitary forces. Our forces 
are protecting our frontiers in the most difficult terrain in the 
world that is Siachen Glacier or Rann of Kutch. It is a case 
of raising anti-national slogans which do have the effect of 
threatening national integrity.

This contradicts all existing judicial precedents on subversive 
speech, but the judge undeterred by her own ruling abandons any 
legal discussion of Article 19:

Suffice it to note that such persons enjoy the freedom to raise 
such slogans in the comfort of University Campus but with-
out realising that they are in this safe environment because 
our forces are there at the battle field situated at the highest 
altitude of the world where even oxygen is so scarce that those 
who are shouting anti-national slogans holding posters of 
Afzal Guru and Maqbool Bhatt close to their chest honoring 
their martyrdom, may not be even able to withstand those 
conditions for an hour even. The kind of slogans raised may 
have demoralizing effect on the family of those martyrs who 
returned home in coffins draped in tricolor.

The investigation in this case is at nascent stage. The thoughts 
reflected in the slogans raised by some of the students of JNU 
who organized and participated in that programme cannot be 
claimed to be protected as a fundamental right to freedom of 
speech and expression. I consider this as a kind of infection 
from which such students are suffering which needs to be 
controlled and cured before it becomes an epidemic. Whenever 
some infection spreads in a limb, effort is made to cure the 
same by giving antibiotics orally and if that does not work, by 
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following second line of treatment. Sometimes it may require 
surgical intervention also. However, if the infection results 
in infecting the limb to the extent that it becomes gangrene, 
amputation is the only treatment. During the period spent by 
the petitioner in judicial custody, he might have introspected 
about the events that had taken place. To enable him to 
remain in the main stream, at present I am inclined to provide 
conservative method of treatment.

Foucault (1995: 22) has reminded us in Discipline and Punish 
that judicial sentences often exceed their sentencing powers and 
are a part of a complex assemblage of authority for enforcement 
of normalcy. Pratibha Rani’s observations are precisely a surplus 
whose normative function far exceed its status as legal utterance.7 
How did the judge arrive at the conclusion that Kanhaiya’s expres-
sion went beyond the protection afforded by Article 19(1)(a) if the 
investigation was indeed nascent? And if it was too early for the 
court to determine whether his speech was seditious, what prompts 
the court to prescribe a cure for an infection as yet unproven? While 
biological metaphors in political discourse are not new, this was 
perhaps one of the first instances where a biological metaphor was 
so menacingly expressed in a judicial opinion. The metaphor quickly 
spread through the media. The same evening, a television channel 
hosted a discussion about the bail order and Sambith Patra, BJP 
spokesperson and photo shopper par excellence,8 held forth about 
how as a doctor he understood the difference between common 
illnesses and cancer. A few days later Monika Arora, a Supreme 
Court advocate, spoke at JNU at the behest of the ABVP urging 
that the issue was ‘not a cold or a cough, but cancer’ and needed to 
be ‘surgically operated’.

If one of the classical tenets of law has been a distinction 
between the operative and binding portions of a judgment (the ratio) 

7 Foucault (1955: 22) writes, ‘what is odd about modem criminal justice is that, although it 
has taken on so many extra-juridical elements, it has done so not in order to be able to 
define them juridically and gradually to integrate them into the actual power to punish: 
on the contrary, it has done so in order to make them function within the penal operation 
as non-juridical elements; in order to stop this operation being simply a legal punish-
ment; in order to exculpate the judge from being purely and simply he who punishes’.
8 During a debate about the JNU incident, Sambith Patra famously displayed a photo-
shopped image of the unfurling of the American flag in Iwo Jima, passing it off as an 
image from the Kargil War.
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and non-binding observations (the obiter dicta) which may nonethe-
less be persuasive, we are aware how often obiter can become law 
through citation and repetition. Obiters are often a form in which 
the law operationalizes itself not through doctrines and principles 
but through metaphors and analogies (Lakoff and Johnson 1980). 
Hyperbolic moralizing obiters are not new, and judges such as V. 
R. Krishna Iyer of the Supreme Court precisely used this power 
to provide wide-ranging social commentary and promote their 
idea of political reform. But this disturbing tendency to pass off 
personal sentiment as law, even if irrelevant as ratio or obiter in 
the judgment, has considerably amplified in the world of law post 
media. When we examine individual orders and judgments, these 
sentiments appear as the personal or whimsical idiosyncrasies 
of particular judges, but if seen in the context of the media–legal 
assemblage that they are produced in, they appear to us less as 
individual sentiment and more as echoes of mass-mediated popular 
sentiment. Consider, for instance, the sequence of events and news 
reportage following Kanhaiya’s arrest. Given the way that report-
ing of the event took place, it is not surprising that the language 
of viruses and infection would find their way into the legal order

Timeline

• 9 February: The JNU event on Afzal Guru’s hanging
• 11 February: An editorial demands that the government take 

action against the slogans raised in the factory of anti-India 
virus, JNU

• 13 February: Kanhaiya arrested
• 16 February: Harish Chaudhry in an op-ed describing the mis-

guided students and failed teachers of JNU says, ‘The virus is 
not outside the university system, it is inside. Disease sets in 
when the virus enters the body’.9

• 16 February: Newspapers and blogs start reporting how the 
JNU virus spread to Jadavpur University as students shout 
pro Afzal and azaadi slogans10

9 https://www.dailyo.in/politics/jnu-kanhaiya-kumar-abvp-rohith-vemula-narendra-modi-
intolerance-jnusu-religion/story/1/9043.html
10 https://www.hindujagruti.org/news/78999.html

https://www.hindujagruti.org/news/78999.html
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• 16 February: Times Now’s Arnab Goswami in the news hour 
facilitates a shouting match on the spread of the pro Afzal virus

• 17 February: The Janata Dal (United) leader, Ajay Alok, says, 
‘The Central Government should have taken action on February 
9 when the incident had taken place. This virus would not have 
spread had the government taken immediate action on the 
people raising anti-national slogans’.11

• 17 February: Zee News carried a story titled ‘Pro-Afzal Guru 
Virus Spreads’12

• 20 February: Newspapers report that the Delhi police through 
their look out order for Umar Khalid, Anirban Bhattacharya 
and others are attempting to curb the JNU sedition virus from 
spreading13

• 29 February: Balbir Punj describes JNU as an elite university 
which has become an incubator of the Jihad virus14

• 2 March: Pratibha Rani’s bail order

If contagion is about ‘affective transfers’, then it is not at all 
surprising that Justice Pratibha Rani’s bail order was entirely suf-
fused with the contamination hysteria which had relayed endlessly 
in the media. In Pratibha Rani’s order, law seems to be produced 
in a liminal zone between legal reason and popular sentiment, 
enabling a jurisprudential shape-shifting that renders the bail 
order into a gag order. The order effectively presumes Kanhaiya’s 
guilt by including a condition that he will not engage in any anti-
national activities on release.

Similarly, in his 600-page judgment in the Jayalalithaa case, 
Justice Amitava Roy asserts the need for ‘individual and collective 
pursuits with curative interventions to contain an all-encompassing 
corruption’. Some of the worst orders in the last few years have 
arisen from zealous PIL petitions with exactly such curative 

11 https://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ani/fake-nationalists-must-stop-anti-
national-virus-from-spreading-across-nation-jd-u-116021700206_1.html
12 https://zeenews.india.com/news/india/pro-afzal-guru-virus-spreads-after-jnu-anti-
national-slogans-raised-in-kolkatas-jadavpur-university_1856358.html
13 https://www.ap7am.com/english-news-22481-police-aim-at-curbing-jnu-sedition-
virus-from-spreading.html
14 https://www.dailypioneer.com/2016/columnists/universities-becoming-incubators-of-
jihad-virus.html

https://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ani/fake-nationalists-must-stop-anti-national-virus-from-spreading-across-nation-jd-u-116021700206_1.html
https://www.business-standard.com/article/news-ani/fake-nationalists-must-stop-anti-national-virus-from-spreading-across-nation-jd-u-116021700206_1.html
https://zeenews.india.com/news/india/pro-afzal-guru-virus-spreads-after-jnu-anti-national-slogans-raised-in-kolkatas-jadavpur-university_1856358.html
https://zeenews.india.com/news/india/pro-afzal-guru-virus-spreads-after-jnu-anti-national-slogans-raised-in-kolkatas-jadavpur-university_1856358.html
https://www.dailypioneer.com/2016/columnists/universities-becoming-incubators-of-jihad-virus.html
https://www.dailypioneer.com/2016/columnists/universities-becoming-incubators-of-jihad-virus.html
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intention. In the opening paragraph of his judgment, Amitava Roy 
makes a Freudian slip which invites us to think of the ‘juridical 
unconscious’ (Felman 2002) underlying these populist statements.

A few disquieting thoughts that have lingered and 
languished in distressed silence in mentation demand 
expression at the parting with a pulpit touch.

The idea of the pulpit alerts us to the special status of judi-
cial utterances, backed as they are by law-making capacity and 
enforceable through sovereign violence. Legal scholars like Robert 
Cover (1986) have alerted us to the performative dimension of 
judicial opinions. Judges have been long aware of the social and 
political trajectories of force entailed in non-binding observations 
pronounced from the judicial pulpit. Most recently, Justice Sanjay 
Kaul of the Madras High Court ended a judgment with a dra-
matic flourish that was bound to be quoted as the key portion of 
the judgment. His 160-page judgment in favour of Tamil novelist 
Perumal Murugan’s right to publish his controversial novel, One 
Part Woman, likely to be cited as an extremely liberal defence of 
freedom of speech, is nonetheless suffused with performative self-
consciousness. The final words of the judgment, highlighted in 
bold, offered a catchy content for the next day’s headlines, grandly 
declaring ‘Let the author be resurrected to what he is best at. Write’.

One of the more insightful defences of these judicial observations 
may be found in Kalyani Ramnath’s analysis of the Salwa Judum 
order. She contends that judgments are meant to address a public 
beyond the legal community, and judges function as authors of public 
documents whose ancillary observations have the capacity to further 
democratic dialogues (Ramnath 2011). While she places legitimate 
value on the judicial observations, numerical evidence indicates that 
most observations seem to be of a seriously anti-democratic bent, as 
are their afterlife in media).15 The genre of a moral judicial discourse 

15 A few prominent examples include the observations of Justices G. Majithia and M. 
Dudhat of the Bombay High Court in Joseph Bain D’Souza v. State of Maharashtra, 1995 
CriLJ 1316; Justice Dipak Misra’s observations in Shyam Narayan Chouksey v. Union of 
India (Uoi) and Ors, AIR 2003 MP 233. In the former, the High Court effectively engages 
in its own form of hate speech by arguing that Section 153A of the Indian Penal Code 
pertains to promoting enmity amongst the community as a whole but did not extend 
to speech that targeted those members of the community who were anti-national or 
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that is authoritative but not binding derives its force from the pater-
nalist power that characterizes many aspects of the post-colonial 
state. In particular, they seem to echo what William Mazzarella 
(2013) has described as ‘performative dispensation’.

In its classical form, a dispensation appears as power that 
emerges from a transcendent authority or a sovereign power who 
is both patron and police; the performative dimension rests in its 
ability to remind you where the source of authority emanates from. 
But what is really compelling about Mazzarella’s formulation is 
that he tries to locate the idea of a performative dispensation in 
the context of mass-mediated democracies in which sovereignty 
formally belongs to the people—a dispersed sovereignty which is 
symbolically reinscribed by various contenders claiming to repre-
sent the people. This terrain of symbolic order is what renders it 
extremely susceptible to the domain of heightened affect such that 
sovereign power constantly oscillates between sensuous incitement 
and symbolic order.

Traversing the spectrum from the press conference organized by 
the judges to judicial pronouncements that strive to directly address 
the pulse of the people, we see the emergence of two central themes of 
interest for us: populist claims to authority that emerge from a logic 
of representational legitimacy which bleeds into the legal system and 
beyond and, second, the expansionist career of obiter dicta beyond 
the intended legal consequences of a case. Tracking these phenom-
ena together requires that we draw the archive of judicial populism 
into conversation with other political and cultural histories. I will 
now outline an older logic of judicial populism and see how it gets 
transformed in the wake of belligerent news channels and a mimetic 
relationship develops between the two.

JUDICIAL POPULISM:  
TWO CONTRASTING MOMENTS
We move our timeline back to understand the origins of judicial 
populism in India. Many of the great political battles in India from 
the 1950s onwards were between the judiciary and the executive. 

traitors. Similarly, Justice Dipak Misra’s long winded observations on patriotism in the 
latter were primarily oriented to making it compulsory to stand when the national anthem 
is played in a cinema hall.
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The agonistic relationship between them hinged on the question of 
who actually represented or spoke for the people. If the Constitution 
was imagined as a ‘seamless web’ weaving in the simultaneous 
aims of nation-building, promoting democratic institutions and 
inaugurating a social revolution, this web began to unravel more 
or less from the inaugural moment of the Constitution (Austin 
1999, 2006). Nehru’s battle with the judiciary resulted in the first 
amendment to the Constitution in less than 10 months after it 
came into being, and constitutional amendments would continue 
to be the key site of the battle between executive and judiciary. In 
the longer conflict, courts claimed to represent the people via the 
Constitution as it embodied the will of ‘we the people’; government 
contended this, claiming the authority of electoral majorities in the 
Parliament as expression of the people’s will. This battle reached its 
zenith under the leadership of Indira Gandhi whose authoritarian 
and anti-democratic character was always masked by her claim 
to popular support and her contention that courts were elite, even 
feudal institutions that did not reflect the mandate of the people 
(Bhuwania 2007; Sathe 2003). As Sudipta Kaviraj suggests, one 
effect of this populist claim was to force all her opponents, politi-
cal parties and judiciary, to make counter claims that they also 
represented the will of the people (Kaviraj 1986).

Legal scholars point out that the crisis caused to the image 
of the Supreme Court during the Emergency saw it reinventing 
through the post-Emergency invention of PIL. PILs move through 
specific forms of publicness and politics as they are articulated as 
legal problems. These cases also afford the judiciary an opportunity 
to indirectly address the public much as a prime minister or a news 
anchor would. Bhuwania in his work on PILs and the emergence of 
judicial sovereignty uses the term competing populism to charac-
terize battles between the judiciary and other political institutions 
such as the executive and argues that the PIL enabled the court to 
ventriloquize ‘the people’.

The judicial populism of PILs was characterized by some sig-
nificant features which are as follows:

1. Assumption of unmediated access to something called public 
interest, which in turn depended on access to the pulse of the 
people. It did this through a relaxation of rules of standing, 
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innovating on procedure, for instance, letters written to the 
Supreme Court as writ petitions. Justice Bhagwati, for instance, 
famously asserted,

It must not be forgotten that procedure is but a hand-
maiden of justice and the cause of justice can never be 
allowed to be thwarted by any procedural technicalities…. 
The Court would therefore unhesitatingly and without 
the slightest qualms of conscience cast aside the technical 
rules of procedure in the exercise of its dispensing power 
and treat the letter of the public minded individual as a 
writ petition and act upon it.16

2. That the will of the people is supreme and prevails over any 
other value since populism identifies the will of the people with 
justice and morality.

3. Populism breeds informalism which bypasses rules and proce-
dure since they are dead weights obstructing the attainment of 
instant justice. A lot of these had to do with temporal innova-
tions which promised to deliver instant justice (for instance, 
treating a letter or a newspaper article as a PIL).

4. And finally, populism invents a form of address that speaks 
directly to the people.

MEDIA AND THE EMERGENCE OF  
A NEW FORM OF AUTHORITY
Let’s turn to how judicial populism mutates in the wake of the new 
form of media sovereignty that has emerged. India has the largest 
number of news channels in the world, and like many parts of the 
world, the competition for ad revenue has meant a downward slide 
of news and reportage into entertainment (Batabyal 2012; Mehta 
2008; Munshi 2012). Celebrity media anchors stage dramaturgies 
of frenzied public interest egging guests to fight, accusing people, 
assessing evidence and arriving at conclusive judgements. The line 
between public interest and the interest of publicity gets blurred 
as these shows engage in producing ‘profitable provocations’ with 
news anchors, unmodest in their self-assessment, often playing 
prosecutor, lynch mob instigator and judge simultaneously. A few 

16 S. P. Gupta v. Union of India, A.I.R. 1982 S.C. 149.
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years ago, when a Delhi court acquitted a man accused of murdering 
model Jessica Lal, NDTV launched a ‘Save Jessica Lal’ campaign. 
The network ran a petition campaign via SMS which received close 
to a quarter million messages. The Delhi High Court ultimately 
overturned the previous verdict after fast-tracking proceedings and 
holding daily hearings.

It is, therefore, not surprising that some shows emulate consti-
tutional authority calling themselves ‘we the people’ or that some 
anchors adopt the royal ‘we’ when asking questions, claiming to 
know exactly what the nation wants to know. If the classical site 
of competing populism was between executive and judiciary over 
who represented the political will of the people, in the new medi-
ated public sphere, we see the emergence of a new kind of sovereign 
authority, with the media emerging as an institution that speaks 
directly to the people, speaks in the name of the people and is the 
ultimate interpreter of the interests of the ‘people’. Particularly 
noteworthy is that news channels obtain populist power by adopt-
ing constitutional language, mimicking courtrooms and replicating 
the structure of legal trials. One of the earliest such programmes 
was Rajat Sharma’s Janta Ki Adalat (The People’s Court), sub-
sequently renamed Aap Ki Adalat.17 The programme format and 
mise en scène recreates a courtroom trial with a presiding judge, 
Sharma as prosecution counsel and a guest placed on the witness 
stand. The programme begins with a formal pronouncement of 
a charge: ‘Today in the people’s court we have before us’, etc. A 
‘people’s judge’ pronounces judgment at the end of the programme 
and more often than not justice is seen to be served. These mock 
media trials rapidly became templates in news reportage and opin-
ion shows. The show which originated in a radio show on All India 
Radio run by one of Sharma’s brothers simulated a dramatized 
courtroom with examination and cross-examination, not of legal but 
of political issues. A close contemporary of late Finance Minister 
Arun Jaitley, involving jail time under the Emergency, Sharma has 
had unprecedented access to politicians as well as celebrities from 
the entertainment and sports world. The show often served as a 
crucial platform during key political moments. Shortly before the 

17 For a compelling account of Rajat Sharma’s career and the importance of Aap Ki Adalat, 
see Dev and Donthi (2016).
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2014 elections, Sharma pulled off a coup by having Narendra Modi 
on the show, an episode believed to be one of the most watched epi-
sodes in Indian TV history. Similarly, after demonetization, Arun 
Jaitley, completely unchallenged, justified the government’s move 
with a judge ending the show by urging people to move towards a 
cashless, electronic economy.

Unsurprisingly, when Aap Ki Adalat celebrated its 21st year, 
any celebrity who mattered in public life featured. Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi and President Pranab Mukherjee both spoke along 
with politicians from the top brass of every party. Industry honchos 
included industrialists like the Ambanis, industrial spiritualists 
like Baba Ramdev and, in perhaps the biggest media coup ever, 
Sharma managed to get the three Khans from Bollywood together 
on stage and on TV for the first time. Modi, awarded the best guest 
and best answer award in 21 years, specifically, thanked Sharma 
for providing him a platform before the elections, while Mukherjee 
declared that Sharma didn’t need a legal degree to practice law 
since he had been appointed by 125 crore people to defend the 
interests of the common man. Salman Khan interrogated Sharma 
by asking ‘Why did you open your own court? Did you not have 
any faith in the courts of the country?’ To which Shahrukh chips 
in that Aap Ki Adalat is perhaps bigger than the courts of the 
country. Sharma replied, ‘I have great faith in the legal system of 
the country but in Aap Ki Adalat, a judgment is delivered imme-
diately and it is delivered by the people and I have greater faith 
in the people of the country than I do in courts’. It is befitting that 
in Mahesh Manjrekar’s film Kurukshetra (2000), there is a formal 
concession of jurisdiction to Aap Ki Adalat. The film which is about 
extrajudicial killings opens in a courtroom with the prosecution of 
Inspector Prithviraj Singh, who in a flashback justifies his actions. 
The film ends with his exoneration, not in a court of law but on 
the sets of Rajat Sharma’s Janta Ki Adalat. The film is prescient, 
anticipating news media initially borrowing the trappings of a legal 
authority it does not have and then usurping judicial powers to 
institute a distorted trial by media system which the courts then 
have to compete with.

If in the first phase the currency of judicial populism was piety 
and access to the suffering of the people, then in this new phase, 
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heightened affect and breathless indignation serve as a direct 
measure of public interest. Justice in television is visceral, and 
individual reactions and transparent display of feeling a barometer 
of truth. In his account of the historic rise of sensation and media, 
John Jervis (2015) argues that with the rise of mass media, sensa-
tion has become the pre-eminent site for a political language around 
public and private feelings. Commenting on the culture of radio talk 
shows, Jervis says, ‘radio allowed for raw feelings, private problems, 
and political or social opinions to hang in the air for everyone with 
a radio to absorb’. Calling this a version of the national body elec-
tric, Jervis’s evocative image brings together the physical aspect 
of the infrastructure of modern communication—airwaves—along 
with the affective infrastructure that they build—an atmosphere 
composed of raw feelings and political opinions. It is no coincidence 
that the language of nerves and nervous energy coincides with the 
language of electrical and electromagnetic energy. Television’s 
appeal in contrast to other media is the vitality of its liveness. 
Sensation guarantees affective immediacy, the medium moving 
from shock to shock or ‘sansani to sansani’ (Ibrahim 2013). Desire 
for immediacy of justice forces us to think about the politics of 
immediation in law and media—both as a temporal phenomenon 
and a form of direct address that negates the role of mediation. This 
immediation—with its emphasis on intensity and vividness—stages 
the original event as a moral dramaturgy available to viewers as 
pure sensation, erasing the distance that is constitutive of repre-
sentation in the first place.

But if media mimics the law, the law similarly returns the 
compliment where it becomes media. In 2007, the US Supreme 
Court delivered a summary judgment in Scott v. Harris 50 U.S. 
372 (2007). The court was asked to consider whether a high-speed 
police chase resulting in an accident that rendered the petitioner a 
quadriplegic amounted to an unreasonable use of force. The judges 
were shown a videotape of the chase shot from a camera mounted 
on the dashboard of the police vehicles. In a remarkable instance of 
film spilling over into legal judgments, the video prompted at least 
two film references in the Supreme Court arguments. Justice Scalia 
called it the scariest chase he ever saw since The French Connection, 
while Justice Breyer invoked the Marx Brothers’ Duck Soup when 
Chico, caught in bed by his lover’s husband, asks in desperation, 
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‘Who are you going to believe, me or your own eyes?’ All the judges 
ruled the police action an exercise in reasonable force, the sole dis-
sent arguing that the videotape evidence was not decisive and a 
jury should determine whether deadly force was justified. This 
prompted Scalia to upload the video on the Supreme Court web-
site inviting people to look at the clip which to his mind made the 
case for the police absolutely self-evident. ‘We are happy’, Scalia 
wrote, ‘to allow the videotape to speak for itself’.

The explosion of these image forms and their constant circulation 
in broadcast media and the Internet begin to blur the line between 
laboratory, studio and courtroom. If we are to make sense of what 
is happening, perhaps we need a similar blurring of disciplinary 
lines between media studies, critical science and technology studies 
and legal scholarship. For instance, in 2010, Aniruddha Bahal, a 
journalist who pioneered sting operation exposes, filed a petition in 
the Delhi High Court seeking the quashing of criminal cases against 
him for a sting operation exposing members of the Parliament who 
had accepted money to ask questions in the Parliament. The court 
converted the case into an examination of whether citizens have ‘a 
right to conduct such sting operation to expose the corruption by 
using agent provocateurs and to bring to the knowledge of common 
man, corruption at high strata of society’ [sic].

Justice Dhingra holds:

I consider that it is built-in duties that every citizen must 
strive for a corruption free society and must expose the cor-
ruption whenever it comes to his or her knowledge and try 
to remove corruption at all levels more so at higher levels of 
management of the State.18

Based on the reasoning above he concludes that the fundamen-
tal duties prescribed by the Constitution of India ‘permit citizens 
to act as agent provocateurs to bring out and expose and uproot 
the corruption’ [sic]. How is a case for the quashing of a criminal 
complaint converted into one about whether citizens have a right to 
conduct sting operations; and what allows courts to convert a duty 
to defend the country and render national service into a right of 

18 Para 7 of Aniruddha Bahal v. State (2010 172 DLT 269).
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citizens to act as ‘agent provocateurs’? It was as if in its encounter 
with the technologies of the hidden camera, the courts begin to gain 
a new perspective, transparently seeing things that had remained 
hidden. Their observations on the technology however extend to 
their juridical understanding of the rights and responsibilities of 
citizens. It is in this fusing of the technological and the juridical 
that we see the instituting as it were of a jurisprudential home for 
technologies like the hidden camera.

But if television and newspapers already created a heady mix 
between the public–private divide, the emergence of social media 
adds one crucial element—virality. In a crucial theoretical contri-
bution, Tony Sampson’s Virality suggests that the age of contagion 
requires rethinking the idea of the social. In contrast to classical 
sociology’s aggregate theory of individual and society in which the 
social emerged as distinct from the psychological, biological and 
neurological, Sampson draws on Gabriel Tarde for whom there is no 
pre-given domain of the social; instead, it is made through repetitions 
of events which involve a ‘transmission of movement from one body 
to another’. Tarde’s claim was grounded on a theory of imitation 
suggesting that social assemblages were bound together by often 
unconscious acts of replication. At the simplest level, human beings 
subconsciously mirror each other’s actions through yawns, smiles or 
blushes; in a far more complex terrain, this is how belief systems and 
ideologies are transmitted. Using the language of the electrical world 
including currents, charge, waves, vibrations and flows, he termed 
these as imitative rays. Tarde anticipated current neurological expla-
nations of the relation between unconscious transmissions of affect 
and cognitive processes. Recall Teresa Brennan’s example of affect 
being the perceptive sense of the environment one feels when one 
walks into a room. If we move this analogy to the techno-mediated 
world in which we are ‘always connected’ by infrastructures of 
transmission including television, Internet and smartphones capable 
of being our televisions and computers, we begin to get a sense of 
how we are engulfed within circuits of contagion. The information 
highway is not just a physical but also a psychic infrastructure in 
which people are affectively connected and act on each other even 
in the absence of any face-to-face encounters; sharing, retweeting 
and forwarding our hopes, fears and quotidian joy become the imi-
tative rays of traditional social encounters. One of the key political 
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events during Tarde’s life was the infamous Alfred Dreyfus affair 
in direct response to which he wrote, ‘The Public and the Crowd’. 
Interestingly, Tarde came from a legal background, and he often 
deploys the language of law to construct what he thought were laws 
of food, language, fashion, economics, etc.

In Tarde’s assessment, this period sees the emergence of a new 
kind of sovereign figure—the magnetizer—who radically reshapes 
the dynamics of a mimetic society. The magnetizer is not someone 
who draws on traditional power but instead gains his legitimacy 
from a mimetic relationship, where his authority depends on the 
magnetized subject’s self-recognition in the magnetizer’s gesture 
and ‘the magnetizer, while leading, also follows’. Tarde’s concerns 
about the populist justice dispensed by these magnetizers becoming 
a form of lynch justice seems more pertinent today than ever before. 
But if earlier the political lines could be distinguished broadly 
between xenophobic nationalists and critical intellectuals, we now 
witness the adoption of the same viral technologies of instantaneous 
prosecution, denouncement and judgement by political actors of 
all shades. This should alert us to the extremely urgent and real 
dangers of an indignation whose feral nature threatens to make 
monstrous all legal and political procedures and institutions.
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One of the recurring themes in early cinema in the West was the 
dispersion of images and the ensuing ‘hyperstimulus’ in media-
infused populations (Singer 1995). This attention on dispersion 
blurred in later discussions of the ‘mass’ in the mid-20th century.1 
The question of rapidly proliferating media experiences re-emerged 
after analogue audio and video cassette cultures in the 1980s, 
notably in the Global South (Larkin 2008; Lobato 2012; Sundaram 
2009). Cassettes moved through informal networks, both local and 
global, while significantly expanding the media experience for sub-
altern populations. The proliferation and dynamism of media forms 
have become widespread in recent digital times, albeit under new 
systems of curation and control by media platforms. The radical 
portability of media forms has come to shape and define contem-
porary collectivity. These forms of collectivity have significantly, 

1 Walter Benjamin spoke in the 1920s of the electrical encounters of populations with 
urban shock and the tactile experience of media. Entering what Benjamin (Eiland and 
Jennings 2006: 261) called the ‘putrid magic’ of commodification, populations wavered 
between phantasmagorias and catastrophe. Modern media, as Benjamin noted, had 
collective potentials and inherent tensions. For Benjamin (2006), the collective force of 
the ‘mass’ confronted both revolutionary dreamscapes and fascist aesthetics. As the late 
Miriam Hansen (1999) noted, Benjamin’s work drew attention to the mass or collective 
potential of modern media like cinema—its capacity to assemble and distribute the 
senses. In India, Madhav Prasad (2013) and S. V. Srinivas (2013) have drawn our attention 
to the links between film fans and the rise of South Indian populism; William Mazzarella 
(2013) has spoken of the framing of a potentially dangerous collectivity in media-inflected 
public affect, framing the governance of censorship in India.
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if not permanently, transformed the body politic. In this chapter, 
I want to suggest that a key driver of these transformations is an 
atmospheric media infrastructure that fuses public affect with the 
temporal and spatial modulations of events. Transient collectivity is 
now the maker of economic, cultural and political value. Unlike the 
amorphous temporary collectives of the early 20th-century media, 
contemporary digital collectivity is fully integrated in platform 
capitalism. At the same time, transient collectivity has allowed 
smaller political (and media) players to shape public expression. 
This feature was initially seen as advantageous to new social move-
ments.2 In retrospect, the new collectivity has dynamized Right-wing 
political aesthetics, infusing movements worldwide. While largely 
a digital story, I suggest that in India at least, the 1980s’ analogue 
audio and video infrastructures played a crucial part in intimating, 
even shaping this transformation. No better example of the fluid 
relationship between political aesthetics, media infrastructures and 
collectivity can be there than the transformation of the notion of 
the fringe, once at the periphery of public expression.3

Prominent in contemporary debates is the relationship between 
politics, Right-wing populism and the generalization of a ‘fringe 
effect’ (Bail 2012). With the widespread proliferation of digital 
media infrastructures, the network effects of small players can sig-
nificantly reshape and influence mainstream discourse. The ‘fringe’, 
once at the periphery of public expression in the post-war social 
order, has entered the centre stage of political discourse. Today, 
the ‘fringe’ consists of a series of political affects ranging from ‘fake’ 
news, mainstream Right-wing speeches that circulate worldwide, 
trolls, the dark net, and Russian hackers. Most arguments on this 
current phenomenon draw connections between the affordances of 
digital platforms and the rise of Right-wing populism. The election 
victory of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) in India in 2014 and 
2019, the rapid rise of the European Right, the coming to power 
of Duterte in the Philippines—all seem to confirm this. After the 

2 Good examples are the Occupy movement in the USA and Tahrir Square in Egypt. In 
India, recent mobilizations against the Citizenship Amendment Act showed the power 
of collective networks, even for a brief period.
3 I am focusing here on expressions that were at the extreme end of public life, ranging 
from conspiracy theory, Hindu nationalism and vigilante groups. Debates in science and 
medicine on fringe theories are more dynamic as ideas and therapies on the borders of 
conventional practice are known to become hegemonic over time.
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COVID-19 pandemic, it is increasingly clear that this is a larger 
ecology of media circulation, ranging from medical misinformation, 
infection panics and millions of point-of-view videos. As I have 
intimated, there is a longer cycle to this moment in India. This 
clearly begins with the rise of informal (analogue) video infrastruc-
tures from the 1980s, and radically expands with the emergence 
of media-enabled populations in the post-2000 period. I enter this 
discussion by revisiting the 20th- century debates on the ‘danger-
ous’ crowd and then move on to the power of the populist leader, 
digital agglomerations and the fringe.

THE ANALOGUE INTIMATION: THE TECHNICS 
OF HINDUTVA, 1989–1992
Almost three decades ago, the Hindu nationalist campaign for a 
Ram temple in the North Indian town of Ayodhya transformed the 
nature of political publicity in contemporary India. The highlight 
of the campaign was a ‘Rath Yatra’ or chariot procession led by L. 
K. Advani, leader of the Hindu nationalist BJP. The Rath Yatra 
was accompanied by a remarkably nimble media infrastructure to 
circulate ideas beyond the immediate route. This infrastructure 
ranged from broadcast vans, recording studios and a well-organized 
publicity machine (Brosius 2004; Rajgopal 2001). For the first time, 
the campaign for the Ram temple saw the use of video trucks or 
a ‘video on wheels’ provided by the then upcoming Jain Studios.4 
As Christiane Brosius points out, the video on wheels recalled 
outdoor mobile cinemas of the colonial and post-colonial periods, 
which travelled to different parts of the country. Like mobile cin-
emas, ‘the vans would typically be set up with screens at market 
places and on cricket grounds…By 1990, VOW [Video on wheels] 
operated 50 vans, each equipped with 100-inch video screens and a 
video projection system with 60-watt speakers connected to 40-watt 
amplifiers’ (Brosius 2004, 39). Initially used for the political cam-
paigns of regional parties, the video on wheels was introduced for 
the Rath Yatra, with great success. Deploying the strengths of video 
infrastructure at the time, the van was both a political spectacle 
and a mobile machine of Hindu nationalist messaging. In effect, 

4 The video on wheels clearly anticipated the later spectacles of the Modi era.



RAVI SUNDARAM264

the video on wheels transformed street-level political spectacle in 
India at the time, anticipating some of the innovations of the Modi 
campaign in 2014.

The most successful vehicle of circulation was, in fact, fairly 
modest, deploying low-cost audio and video cassettes. The bulk of 
cassettes moved through informal media networks set up in the 
1980s (Manuel 1996). In the early 1990s, India’s informal media 
infrastructure had reached large sections of the country—this was 
also an era before satellite television.5 Inflammatory audio cassettes 
mixed with sound effects and commentary spread throughout North 
India along with the Ram temple campaign. Among the incendiary 
speeches put out by the campaign, the one by Sadhvi Rithambhara 
stood out. Mostly replayed through audio cassettes, Rithambhara 
combined anti-Muslim rhetoric with violent, sexualized images 
of a violated Hindu nation, demanding immediate therapeutic 
action. Rithambhara’s rise in the Hindutva movement stemmed 
in large part from her emergence as an audio and video star in 
the campaign. The historian, Tanika Sarkar (1991: 2058), in a 
landmark article at the time vividly captured the sensorial drive of 
Rithambhara’s amplified speeches: ‘The voice seems always almost 
about to crack under the sheer weight of passion, the overwhelm-
ing and constant impression is one of immediacy, urgency, passion, 
spontaneity’. Sarkar (1991) went on to lay out the electric, auditory 
landscape set up by the Rithambhara speeches:

The cassette, then, is not a finished product but one that 
grows with events. New technology opens up unprecedented 
audio-visual possibilities for political messages and stretches 
boundaries of orality. The startling impact of the original 
maidan speech becomes simultaneously preserved and fixed 
and can duplicate its own efforts endlessly to ever growing 
audiences at will in changed political conditions. By preserving 
and replaying the human voice and the spoken word, a dif-
ferent kind of impact is attained from the one resulting from 
re-reading a written text. The latter also grows and acquires 
new meanings over time but it remains an individual exercise, 

5 The use of ‘small media’ in large transformations is widely documented. Audio cassettes 
played a central role in spreading Ayatollah Khomeini’s speeches in the Iranian revolution 
(Sreberny and Mohammadi 1994; Sundaram 2009).
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a private act. The spoken word addresses and whole congrega-
tion and proceeds through a continual interchange of passion 
between the speaker and the listeners. New technology is able 
to recapture that exchange ad infinitum for freshly or differ-
ently constituted congregations, and at the same time, allows 
the first message to fatten on new meanings and associations 
gathered from the movement unleashed by itself, growing from 
its own self-fulfilling prophecies. 

Notably, Sarkar is able to zone into the most potent nature 
of amplified audio. Here, audio gains value with circulation, even 
assembling a collective and congregative force. In another context, 
Vebhuti Duggal (2015) has argued that ‘ubiquitous listening’ 
defines (film)music’s public realm. More than a singular relation-
ship between sound and a subject, listening is marked by aural 
‘overflow’ as it moves between persons, spaces and multiple subjec-
tivities. It is this infrastructural potential of recorded sound that 
became evident in the Rithambhara cassettes. This was in every 
sense a political aesthetic: amplification points were multiplied, as 
populations periodically encountered the ability of recorded sound 
to periodically enter unknown spaces and shape memories. What 
Walter Benjamin first identified as a distributive potential of media 
reproduction in the 1920s, took on a distinct force in India with 
informal media networks in the 1990s, spearheading the imagina-
tion of a muscular Hindu collective.6

At that time, Rithambhara’s inflammatory video-driven 
speeches led political commentators to place her in the extremist 
faction of the movement—yet decades later, it is remarkable how 
widespread her ideas are today, even modest by contemporary stan-
dards of public affect. Across the world, violent, Islamophobic and 
misogynist imagery has been used regularly by mainstream politi-
cians in Europe, Latin America and Asia. The current President of 
Brazil, Jair Bolsonaro, regularly uses homophobic, sexist language 
against his opponents, along with racial taunts and direct threats. 
Combinations of incitement, Islamophobia and violence routinely 

6 As the owner of Jain Studios, which produced the bulk of videos for the temple move-
ment, told Christiane Brosius (2004: 43), ‘[I]f you see our records, not more than 20,000 
copies were coming out of our studio. But if it is seen practically, millions of copies were 
shown all over the country. So there is a huge gap between what we produced and what 
then circulated’.
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emerge in speeches of various Indian Members of Parliament, min-
isters and politicians across the main parties. Trump and Duterte 
routinely cite fake news forwards by troll networks, and ruling 
party members in India engage in similar acts.

Has yesterday’s fringe become today’s centre? Today’s so-
called fringe—ranging from Right-wing discourse to troll speech, 
fictographic content or fake news—is increasingly connected to the 
affordances of digital infrastructure. A host of new popular books 
by academics has made the connection between Right-wing populist 
mobilizations and Internet crowd formations. William Davies (2018) 
draws attention to our ‘nervous states’, the constant blurring of 
emotion and political judgement, politics as a state of war, sensation 
rather than cool distance as a source of evidence. Expertise has been 
under attack worldwide, the statistical profession undermined. 
More popular commentators make the argument that the rise of 
new Right-wing populism was predicated on techniques inaugu-
rated by the new media economy. Populists, argues Martin Moore 
(2018) in a recent book, ‘gamed’ the digital system which had no 
rules except its own. The result was the significant transformation 
of the system once called democracy, based on voter choice, judge-
ment, autonomy and freedom. Today, says Moore (2018: x), ‘political 
campaigning is virtually unrecognizable. Official campaigns are 
powered centrally by mountains of voter data, run through complex 
algorithmic models, and used to micro-target messages to the most 
sought-after voters’. This image is familiar to Indian voters, who 
saw the use of information bombarding techniques by the BJP in 
the 2014 and 2019 election campaigns. However, there is more. 
The design of the new information economy after 2005 provided 
perfect techniques for clickbait political messaging and the target-
ing of unsuspecting users on platforms like Facebook with twisted 
information. Manipulation of sentiment, once associated with the 
persuasion economy of advertising, takes on a new role with the 
Internet economy. Unlike traditional industries subject to legal 
regulation, Internet giants set their own rules through complex 
algorithms, which have become increasingly opaque and hidden 
from public view. The Harvard academic Shoshana Zuboff (2019) 
has called this system ‘surveillance capitalism’, where the extrac-
tion of value from human experience became the main driver of the 
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system. Remarkably, the platform economy has played a key role 
in the branding of authenticity, while muddling the clarity of ‘true 
facts’ and performative fictions or fake news (Chun 2021).

Digital infrastructures today offer a perfect platform for the 
articulation of this new politics. Personalization is integral to the 
economy of experience on the Web since 2005, transforming the way 
information is gathered and shared. Three elements are integrated 
in personalization: the search, user-generated media and a model 
of surveillance that is the new normal. With Google’s innovation, 
users were encouraged to incessantly share media, and in this 
way created dynamic connections. In the current Web 2.0 model, 
carefully curated experiences are drawn up from individual user 
profiles, gathered typically on platforms like Facebook. Social media 
algorithms silently gather activity when users go online, leading 
to personalized friendship suggestions, search predictions and new 
chains of association. As users are invited to permanently engage 
in machine-like activity (sharing, posting, updating their profiles), 
there is an assumption that identity is constantly changing, each 
trail producing a stream of data to further personalize public 
action. The dynamic production of networked agglomerations is 
central to digital infrastructure, something new populist networks 
are increasingly mobilizing. Part of the puzzle linked to politi-
cally driven digital media is the blurring of older borders between 
crowds, publics and the so-called fringe groups. Internet agglomera-
tions typically expand and contract rapidly, hate speech now moves 
in multiple channels. We now have a platform infrastructure where 
online and device-led participation is increasingly transforming the 
collective or even displacing older phenomenologies of the crowd as 
a key reference for political subjectivity.

In China in Ten Words, the Chinese writer Yu Hua looks back 
at the career of the term renmin, or ‘the people’. No other concept 
was so omnipresent in post-revolutionary China, suggesting the 
arrival of a new political subject. But by the year 2000, in the full 
flush of globalization, the renmin was already a kind of anomaly. 
Today, says Yu Hua (2012: 6), ‘the already faded concept that 
was “the people” is sliced into ever smaller pieces, netizens, stock 
traders, fundholders, celebrity fans, laid-off workers, migrant 
laborers, and so on’. Yu Hua’s observation on the centrality and 
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the dispersal of the 20th-century political subject is the starting 
point of my chapter.

In the following sections, I look at the move from the classi-
cal crowd debates to the atmospheric turn which frustrates older 
protocols of speech and value. Along with the new modes of crisis 
temporality, I suggest how a model of proliferation makes the 
generalization of ‘fringe’ expression now routine in contemporary 
infrastructures.

CROWD THEORY TO ATMOSPHERIC 
INFRASTRUCTURES7

More than a century ago, European writers warned about the dan-
gers of irrational street crowds. For early writers such as Gustave 
Le Bon and Gabriel Tarde, large crowds were prone to irrational-
ity and hypnotic suggestion, posing dangers to the enlightened 
bourgeois public sphere. In the figure of the mass, the crowd rep-
resented a dangerous excess, excitable and violent. ‘No one could 
avoid encountering them on streets and squares’, writes Siegfried 
Kracauer (2019: 54) in his history of the German film, ‘A hope to 
some and a nightmare to others, they haunted the imagination’. In 
Tarde, forces of imitation and contagion make crowds a particularly 
vital and unpredictable force (Borch 2012; Jonsson 2013). Weimar 
theorists moved beyond arguments of a dangerous collective 
crowd psychology. Georg Simmel and Siegfried Kracauer situated 
crowds within the rhythms of capitalist modernity—expressive of 
a new sociality and industrial repetition. In Kracauer’s The Mass 
Ornament (1995), published in the 1920s, synchronized forms of col-
lective behaviour are presented as akin to mechanized production, 
rendering the mass as increasingly functional to capitalist ratio. By 
the mid-1940s, critical theory’s argument for the growing ration-
alization of collective energies intimated in The Mass Ornament 
seemed to have come full circle. In the widely circulated chapter 
on culture industry in their Dialectic of Enlightenment, written in 
1944, Max Horkheimer and Theodor Adorno (2002) suggested that 
industrial media played a key role in homogenizing diverse popula-
tions into consumers. In their now familiar argument, mass culture 

7 This section is partly adapted from Sundaram (2020).
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produced docile subjects, framed by false needs that were created by 
media corporations. The larger implication of the culture industry 
thesis was that the earlier street crowd had been significantly reas-
sembled by media infrastructures. By the 1960s, it was argued that 
post-war populations were tamed by the post-war boom and mass 
television, which dispersed the dangerous energies of the industrial 
crowd. Later referencing crowd theory, Peter Sloterdijk argued 
that the televisual principle had replaced the Fuhrer principle; 
programming now produced docile individual subjects, mass media 
provides a privatized venue for collective discharge (cited in Borch 
2016). Remarkably, a century ago, Gabriel Tarde had suggested 
that the rise of print publics offered a way out from the dangerous 
proximity of street crowds, a form of ‘contagion without contact’. 
In this argument, publics were ‘less extremist’ than crowds, which 
were defined by an ‘animal’ quality (cited in Borch 2012: 59). The 
imitative connections afforded by print contrasted with the dan-
gerous proximity of crowds. For Tarde, print publics offered the 
possibility of rational discussion and deliberation—all hallmarks 
of the Enlightenment individual. Print publics were presented the 
‘instantaneous transmission of thought from any distance’, diluting 
the dangers of crowd psychology and potential anarchy (Janowitz 
and Clark 2011).

In 1985, Jean Baudrillard published his widely circulated 
essay, ‘The Masses: The Implosion of the Social in the Media’. 
Almost anticipating the digital future, the essay argued that ‘we 
will never in future be able to separate reality from its statisti-
cal, simulative projection in the media’ (Baudrillard 1985: 579). 
Overinformed, the masses become an ‘obese’ part of the silent 
majority. He goes on, ‘For the masses are also made of this use-
less hyperinformation which claims to enlighten them, when all it 
does is clutter up the space of the representable and annul itself 
in a silent equivalence’ (580). Baudrillard’s essay was an obitu-
ary of older forms of politics based on contingent public speech. 
Condemned to permanent participation, ‘the masses’ have been 
absorbed by a late capitalist strategy of transparency.

In the last two decades, marked by the spread of the Internet, 
the figures of the mass, the crowd and the public have re-emerged, 
with various incarnations: first as a radical potential (Seattle, 
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Tahrir Square, Occupy) and then as a dark demonic drive (Right-
wing populism, the new fringe). In hindsight, it is clear that new 
forms of collectivity are increasingly shaped by data infrastructures, 
which are central to the production of value: economic, cultural and 
political. This is the landscape of the ‘new masses’ (Baxmann, Beyes, 
and Pias 2016), where public affect is defined by a dynamic, ‘atmo-
spheric’ infrastructure that has spread worldwide in the past two 
decades. This network power manifests in what Benjamin Bratton 
(2014b) calls a new global nomos where sovereignty is dispersed in 
transnational and corporate bodies. Orit Halpern (2014) has traced 
the development of a ‘communicative objectivity’ in the 1950s where 
information and cybernetic theory connected calculation, prediction 
and aesthetics. Infrastructure today is significantly expressive, with 
visual rendering and atmospheric effects (Thrift 2008). John Durham 
Peters (2012: 35) even suggests that media is more ‘elemental’ than 
ever before, engaging with ‘infrastructures of being’, or all commu-
nicative experiences, human, animal and ecological.

Atmospheric media brings together humans, machines and 
artefacts, measuring the activity of climates, transportation net-
works, and bodies, animal and human. Mobile phones combine 
calculation, surveillance, location, transmission and public affect. 
Central to the design of the mobile phone is the conception of the 
body as a sensory motor, constantly interacting with the environ-
ment. Mobile phone apps set up an ‘interfaciality’ that embeds 
users in a larger circulation engine. Writes Bratton, ‘In connecting 
one thing to another by remote control, by action at a distance, 
the interfacial thing unfolds out toward the world of other things 
in looping cybernetic circuits of relay and interruption. It doesn’t 
fold in, it explodes out’ (2014a: 5). Since the rise of Internet infra-
structures and neoliberal governance, atmospheric infrastructure 
has significantly shaped the new collectivities and suggests a dis-
junction with the older discussions of the crowd in the 1930s. In 
India, the Hindu nationalist campaign for the Ram temple stood 
at a crossroads by the late 1990s. On the one hand, the campaign 
acknowledged and assembled enabled street crowds as listeners, 
spectators and distracted observers, on the other, the campaign 
used the networks of cassette culture to disperse political publicity, 
multiplying sites of political connection and performative violence. 
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The contemporary network of digital culture produces a blurring of 
the temporality of the event, which demands we update the crowd 
sociology of the 1990s.

EVENTALIZATION, VALUE AND  
CRISIS THINKING
In his analysis of ‘epidemic intelligence’ (the process by which online 
information trackers attempt to forecast future epidemics), Carlo 
Caduff looks at an infrastructure of normalized ‘live’ time: involving 
billions of Internet users, companies like Google and the medical 
community. This is a trend where millions are encouraged to go 
online and share information on possible infection. What emerges 
is a plethora of white noise or false positives by over-information-
alization, millions of people reporting illnesses that may not be. 
Says Caduff (2014: 40):

Making its incomplete nature manifest, this form of informa-
tion implants a desire for more information into those who are 
exposed to this economy of exchange. This, it seems, is ‘epi-
demic intelligence’, ‘real time’. …The aim of such information 
is not to stabilize the situation; on the contrary, its aim is to 
destabilize it and, in so doing, generate a scene of eventfulness.

Caduff points to a widespread expression of the increasingly 
atmospheric infrastructure we inhabit, where the creation of value 
is linked to the eventalization of time. New events create new forms 
of value: political, commercial and medical. Emerging from the 
Internet and financial economies of the 1990s onwards, eventaliza-
tion has shifted established theories of crisis. The ‘event’ demands 
performance and intervention and invites attachment by users, 
political leaders and celebrities. At the same time, the eventaliza-
tion is always incomplete.

What is central is the shift of the idea of crisis as marking the 
shift from one time to another. In the classic formulation by Reinhart 
Koselleck, crisis is the key marker of modern time. For Koselleck, 
modern time is the secularization of the Christian Last Judgement, 
where religious prophecy is now replaced by prognosis and the idea 
of a future. Crisis fits this movement from prophecy to prognosis, or 
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the ‘channelling of millennial expectations’, because it is through this 
mode one can interpret the entire course of history via a diagnosis 
of time (Koselleck 2004). Crisis is a means of signifying time, where 
history can be located and a switching of the past/future expecta-
tions takes place. Koselleck used a cognate of critique and crisis, 
even as crisis marked time, it allows for a reassembly of the past 
and the future. For Koselleck, crisis is fundamentally a periodizing 
concept, linked to what he called new time (Neuzeit). Crisis is also 
a moment of the decision, a ‘signature of modernity’. As Warwick 
Anderson argues, crisis thinking has defined the contemporary 
COVID-19 pandemic, as statistical models are offered to leaders to 
make quick decisions. ‘Increasingly’, says Anderson (2021: 169), ‘this 
has expedited a reductionist analysis of the situation, along with 
quantification, standardization of data and statistical modelling of 
the emerging problem. Defining an event as crisis appears to favour 
specific analytic technologies, poised for quick judgement’.

The movement of crisis as a marker of historical transition 
to an always emergent temporality is a larger question for social 
theory. My interest is in how atmospheric infrastructures rely on 
a model of permanent crisis (what Caduff calls a state of incomple-
tion), information feedback loops and eventalization. Atmospheric 
infrastructures take crisis as a default ecology and mobilize mul-
tiple environments, machines, populations and data sets. Crisis is 
a diagram of atmospheric media to stimulate new events and tem-
poralities. Each event mobilizes new sensing devices and multiplies 
sites of attachment: media infrastructures, cultural, political and 
commercial affect, all of which blur into each other.

Atmospheric infrastructures seek to reassemble the model of 
the population and vitalize it.

In his widely circulated argument, Partha Chatterjee (2004) 
followed Michel Foucault (2007) in suggesting that enumeration 
defined population as a category, produced through technologies of 
governance. It was through the political community of republican 
politics that urban residents expanded sovereign power, rather 
than rights. At the core of Foucault’s idea of population was the 
emergence of a biopolitical ‘collective body’ in the 19th century. The 
performance of power emerged through the subtle modulation of 
biopolitical techniques required for the care of the self. Atmospheric 
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infrastructures follow this biopolitical imperative but move well 
beyond. Today, informational patterns look for ways to optimize 
performance and behaviour (online movie watching, app usage, 
digital money and attention modulation). Patterns here go beyond 
the biological metaphors in Foucault, but constantly mobilize 
changing variables: navigation patterns in streets, shopping pref-
erences, financial derivatives and air quality tendencies. Another 
feature of this shift is the re-engineering of time. The reliance on 
‘crisis’ as a normal form of governmentality manipulates temporali-
ties and makes a case for constant intervention.8 In contrast to the 
self-stabilizing systems and homeostasis that were the orienting 
ideal of the 1950s US Cold War theorists (Halpern 2014), the new 
infrastructures take instability for granted. In the new constel-
lation, crisis, rather than a marker of historical transition as in 
Koselleck, now helps to optimize and modulate information, and 
in a live testing of infrastructure. We have seen this in India with 
campaigns to make biometric instruments near compulsory for all 
forms of social activity, and the interlinking of information vectors 
such as PAN and Aadhaar. Information infrastructures make little 
distinction between political, commercial, lifestyle, navigational 
and financial choices; they exist as data points to be modulated and 
rechannelled, with varying degrees of effectivity.

The normalization of a crisis temporality as a defining model 
of digital infrastructure has led to notable political effects. I have 
argued elsewhere (Sundaram 2020) that Hindu nationalism in 
India has invested in the crisis ontology of digital media to acceler-
ate techniques of mobilization across time and space. In this con-
text, ambulatory, media-enabled populations are subject to periodic 
political stimuli, while online collective movements are driven by a 
cluster of Hindu nationalist microcelebrities and regional perform-
ers. The initiation of multiple events by a network of Hindu nation-
alist supporters disperse and make ambient once peripheral and 
fringe speech.9 To be sure, there are social and political ecologies 

8 In Right-wing regimes worldwide, crisis is not the exception but the rule. Crisis enacts 
the performativity of sovereignty even while redefining the political.
9 Decades ago, Tanika Sarkar (1991) had written that the greatest effect of Rithambhara’s 
audio landscape was its ‘naturalizing’ capacity, almost ‘self-effacing’. The changes by 
2020 are even more remarkable, as graphic imagery has become part of the ambient 
media space.
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behind this recent shift, but graphic speech and video documents 
once seen as peripheral to public culture now circulate with rapid 
intensity in India.

PARTICIPATION AND THE CREATION OF VALUE
As a recent collection has put it, participation frames the relation-
ship between politics and aesthetics, between modern citizenship 
and media (Barney et al. 2016). Participation is seen as a signature 
of modernity and the struggles for citizenship; it is also a story of 
the collective effects of media as hundreds of millions of people 
shape the media experience. At the same time, participation now 
frames neoliberal rhetoric on financial inclusion, authoritarian 
personality cults and new models of network individuality, access 
and control. In India’s case, political participation of adult citizens 
was a key defining feature of independence from British rule. 
The remarkable first general election of 1951 granted universal 
suffrage for both men and women, unique at the time for the non-
Western world (Shani 2017). Political scientists have debated the 
ambiguous relationship of electoral democracy with constitutional 
citizenship in India. By contrast, political participation has been 
shaped by electoral welfare systems of redistribution, pioneered by 
South Indian populist parties since the 1970s. Media participation, 
while always visible in cinema publics in the early decades, was 
less recognized in political debates where public speech and print 
infrastructures were privileged.

In classical liberal thought, participation is a validation 
of citizenship. For Hannah Arendt (2013), non-instrumental 
participation in the polis is the basis of the political, defined by 
deliberation and public speech. In media studies, participation is 
seen as a communicative act, mediated by performative acts and 
circulatory energies. Media culture, Henry Jenkins, Sam Ford and 
Joshua Green (2013: 7) argue, is typically participatory, not only 
emergent but also expansive, owing largely to the ‘spreadability’ of 
emerging media—a paradigm that ‘assumes that anything worth 
hearing will circulate through any and all available channels’. For 
Jenkins et al., fan cultures drive participation, accelerating its 
spread. Fans also push the creation of value. Value generation has 
been an important part of the activity of publics from the onset of 
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media. Today, such participatory valuation practices have become 
more central than ever. The users of platforms such as Google and 
Twitter are invited to participate in an ongoing ‘like economy’ 
where their preferences are harvested and used for advertisers. 
Platform intervention reshapes the making of the collective, as a 
set of proceduralized but bodily networks. Julie Cohen has drawn 
our attention to the ‘participatory’ turn in surveillance, where a 
commercial surveillance system encourages interactivity and play 
in the construction of populations as cultural subjects. Yet says 
Cohen (2016: 208), even as we play, ‘we are being played’. Intense 
bursts of interactivity now characterize digital culture, a feature 
increasingly deployed in online agglomerations.

Looking at Twitter microcelebrities, Arviddson et al. (2016: 
922) said the following about digital crowds:

In contemporary conditions of circulation we witness intense 
communicational activity, but little in terms of meaningful dis-
cussion or deliberation. Rather than meaningful exchange, the 
crowd was kept together by intense bursts of affective energy; 
and instead of cultivating a charismatic personal brand, par-
ticipants achieved microcelebrity through the ability to give 
direction to and co-create such collective intensities of affect. 

This illuminates a distinctive feature of contemporary informa-
tion worldwide. Imitative acts and temporary bursts of energy draw 
from network effects, creating chains of value and micro celebrity 
culture. The forwarding, the retweeting, the imitative copy–paste 
messaging increasingly define digital culture. At the heart of this 
is a transformed bodily motion of a mobile ambulatory user. The 
hand is now part of an endlessly moving, twitching finger, a hand 
that in Michel Serres’ classic formulation is ‘never finished’. Says 
Bratton (2014a: 15), ‘It is a tool for pointing, grabbing, selecting, 
drawing, mapping, pushing, and pulling. It may also extend the 
eye, the ear, the voice, and even the skin….’

What is distinctive in this shift to an ambulatory, mobile media 
user is a subtle rewriting of older debates on politics and aesthet-
ics of participation. In India, it is increasingly clear that the audio 
and video cassette revolution rewrote the participatory narrative 
of the republic, which privileged politics and welfare. The media 
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infrastructures of early Hindu nationalism in the Ram temple 
movement intimated the rearrangement of the traditional relation-
ship between politics and media aesthetics. Since the 1990s, politi-
cal and media participation have increasingly fused. The electoral 
media complex creates political value, something weaponized by 
the Hindu nationalist regime after 2014. Value generation is in fact 
now the aim of the political, as it draws from a range of complex 
infrastructures in the digital economy. The production of the leader 
cult centred around Narendra Modi offers a useful entry into this 
shift in the participatory turn.

CURATING THE PEOPLE, PRODUCING  
THE LEADER: THE PARTICIPATORY  
TECHNICS OF HINDU NATIONALISM
Contemporary Right-wing populism departs from the 1930s’ Right-
wing mobilizations in Europe in its technological centring of the 
‘people’ (Baldwin-Philippi 2019). We see enhanced, real-time net-
works that connect the leader figure with populist supporters. In 
the case of Hindu nationalism in India, the leader cult of Narendra 
Modi draws in multiple networks (trolls, bhakts/followers/fans). 
Value creation is privileged in the leader cult, rather than con-
sensual forms of expression. New technologies of the leader cult 
privilege controlled interactivity, amateur media and a model of 
gamification. Gamification was a term first coined by Bogost (2011), 
who also called it ‘exploitationware’. Gamification is now built into 
participation design, the attempt is to keep people connected by 
rewarding them with points, money and hierarchies such as ‘gold’ 
and ‘platinum’, etc. The thrust is to manage attention and gener-
ate new forms of value. To quote Cohen (2016: 209) again, ‘At its 
core, the gamification dynamic is a social one, based on motivat-
ing individual customers not only to play but also to recruit other 
players’. In the cult network, there are techniques of a one-to-one 
relationship with the leader via specially designed apps; gamifica-
tion produces regular rewards to ensure regular participation.

The remarkable technological innovations of the Modi regime 
in this effort are less understood in the political critiques of the 
BJP. In one of the most innovative strategies of the 2014 election, 
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the BJP launched a ‘selfie with Modi’ campaign, which encouraged 
mobile phone users to send selfies of themselves to form a collage 
of Modi’s face. Photomontages of leaders have an earlier history in 
the 20th-century political publicity. Mussolini, in particular, was 
famously framed by the fascist photomontages where the power of 
the leader was imaged with the people marching in orderly step. 
Says Jeffrey Schnapp (2006: 35), ‘The crowd, politically disciplined 
by the leader, is pictorially disciplined through photomontage’. By 
contrast, the Modi campaign seems to have been more influenced 
by a public art project in the UK called the People’s Picture from 
British artist Helen Marshall (The People’s Picture n.d.). Anirban 
Baishya (2015) suggests that the Modi selfie campaign was a 
project of ‘vernacular multiplication’; even while it connected an 
everyday practice, it produced the leader as a man of austerity 
and action. I want to suggest that the selfie campaign intimated a 
crucial element of Right-wing populism’s technological strategies, 
the use of amateurism and play in the constitution of leadership. 
As Henry Jenkins pointed out, participatory culture involves tradi-
tions of play, pastiche and DIY mashup. In particular, memes are 
a uniquely participatory form of message, inviting participants to 
recirculate and participate in political discourse. Modi’s speeches 
and tweets are replete with references to memetic and popular 
culture, while ignoring controversial issues of the day.10

The deployment of a curated amateur affect goes hand in hand 
with the use of a more top-down strategy like the Namo app. The 
Namo app was deployed to connect users directly with the prime 
minister, listen to his speeches and campaigns. Like all similar 
digital artefacts, the Namo app was used to harvest user informa-
tion, phone numbers and location data. More important, however, 
is the mobilization of participatory technologies in the Namo app. 
Two technology writers note, 

The prime minister also channels users to the app in his 
speeches and on his social media channels. A typical plug in 
his monthly Mann Ki Baat speech would call out a comment 

10 In parallel with their participation in a leader cult network, members might circulate 
misogynistic and communal memes on minorities, fake news and point of view videos 
on current events.
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received on the app or ask ‘fellow countrymen’ to share a photo 
or views on an issue on the app. Since October 2014, Modi 
has made 41 Mann Ki Baat speeches and he has mentioned 
the Narendra Modi app over 50 times. (Jayadevan PK and 
Misra 2018)

The technological rendering of the leader here is a man of the 
people, accessible through everyday participation, through a very 
ordinary infrastructure of the mobile phone. The careful balancing 
of the amateur and the stern father can be contrasted with the 
earlier 1930s’ debates11 where the totalitarian leader emerged 
as a phantasmatic rendering of the psychic crisis of democratic 
societies. Standing in for the absent father, the leader is beyond 
the law and also part of it in that he alone can assure order. The 
leader defines the exception and assures a damaged population 
the way forward. ‘The leader can be loved only if he himself does 
not love’, wrote Theodor Adorno (1991: 141), the narcissism of the 
figure is central in drawing the energy of populations and giving a 
direction to a psychic crisis. This performative power of the leader 
continues in leaders such as Modi, Erdogan and Putin. But there 
is more. I want to suggest that in contemporary Right-wing popu-
lism, this power is rendered through an augmentation of network 
capacity to stage performative events and memorable roles: the 
father, the amateur, muscular warrior, the melodramatic hero 
and the celibate saint.

The centrality of participatory technologies in Right-wing 
populist movements worldwide has unsettled established pub-
lics and blurred political beliefs, causing radical shifts in mood. 
The election campaign of Brazil’s Jair Bolsonaro was fought on 
WhatsApp with minimal advertising on television. The Brexit 
campaign, Right-wing movements in Italy and Germany, all stay 
away from the more established media formats, blurring amateur, 
memetic and circulatory technologies. The result: more and more 
enter fringe-like formations and join a chain of extreme circulation 
via forwards and memetic culture. The periodic bursts of affective 
intensity that characterize the Internet culture produce clusters of 

11 The debates go back to Freud’s arguments in ‘Group Psychology and the Analysis of 
the Ego’ and Adorno’s ‘Freudian Theory and the Pattern of Fascist Propaganda’.
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value creation but less deliberation in a classic liberal sense. The 
older liberal partitions of deliberative political judgement versus 
excitable crowds make less and less sense in today’s information 
infrastructure.

THE CIRCULATION ENGINE
Worldwide the neoliberal decade initiated a dynamic of disassem-
bly: of established categories, institutions and network capacity. 
In India, the informalisation of media after the cassette revolution 
meant a different kind of disassembly, of existing modes of govern-
ance and new networks of circulation. I have called this a circula-
tion engine, coming into shape by 2000. The circulation engine set 
up a recurring, a now familiar loop-like movement, ‘wherein media 
objects move in and out of infrastructures, attach themselves to 
new platforms of political-aesthetic action, and are drawn to or 
depart from the spectacular time of media events’ (Sundaram 2015: 
S299). We could already see intimations from the early 1990s, as 
both audio and video circulation radically expanded the media 
sensorium. The audioscapes created by Sadhvi Rithambhara’s 
sermons were clearly part of this landscape. What about video? The 
scholar, Ina Blom, argues that media technologies are not simply 
the technical infrastructures of a familiar cultural layer, they effect 
a transformation in memory. Video must be seen in its capacities 
to act and the mode of memory it articulates is based on the genu-
inely creative or indeterminate elements. Video is an actant but 
an unstable and disjointed one, bringing out, as Blom (2016) says, 
a capacity for connection and association across a broad range of 
phenomena. This played out quite radically in the post-2000 era in 
India, if not across Asia.

One of the sites I worked on was the media sting, first initiated 
by the news magazine Tehelka, and later expanding to thousands 
of small cases led by smaller citizens and activists (Sundaram 
2015). In Tehelka’s Operation Westend set up a model for entrap-
ment, of hidden media devices and video technology. The sting was 
a multiplication machine, attaching itself to television spectacle, 
public theatres and pushing for judicial action. The video sting 
was in contemporary digital terms an early ‘viral’ moment. This 
model of multiplication is clearly fundamental to the current digital 
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platform economy; today, the sensational live-time effect of the 
sting video has been normalized into a larger complex of circula-
tion. The time-capturing techniques of the sting are now routine in 
Right-wing populisms’ clickbait techniques and online spectacles. 
Today, the atmospherics of digital media culture generate a somatic 
collectivity in public events and also quite rapidly fragment into 
other formations. If video, following Blom’s insights, is not just an 
optical technology but a kind of machine to distribute memory and 
temporal artefacts, we see new capacities for action that flows into 
diverse infrastructures and political effects. Now, crisis becomes 
an enabling feature to shape and optimize a Hindu nation in India 
or a White nationalism in the USA. The result has been a success-
ful harnessing of network effects, even while speaking to a new 
‘people’. This is a temporality of indeterminate transit, marked by 
new performances and catastrophes.

CONCLUSION
Street crowds were always seen as ephemeral formations rather 
than communities or publics. As we saw with Rithambhara’s audio 
landscapes, a collective energy was animated beyond the actual 
presence of crowds. References to actual street collectives were 
certainly visible in the early Hindu nationalist mobilizations in 
the 1990s but widely amplified beyond street via video and audio 
technologies. In contemporary social media, participation is defined 
by cycles of imitation, expanding and contracting online agglomera-
tions. Digital media infrastructures see the relay of different forms 
of political intensities, here the so-called fringe is central to the 
process of event production or eventalization. Perhaps the fringe 
is an outdated term of the old-style public speech; now, Right-wing 
WhatsApp groups, minor players, troll networks and regional stars 
can generate forms of value in collective agglomerations. In India, 
the BJP has courted these networks for years, along with large 
celebrity endorsements. In the Philippines, Duterte’s campaign 
used hundreds of Internet influencers who promoted his aggres-
sive political messaging in their networks. Right-wing populist 
mobilizations in the USA, India, the Philippines and Italy draw 
significantly from the energy of this zone, the effects of which often 
attach to large formations. Fringe-like effects and attachments now 
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manifest in surprising places: the innocent Islamophobic WhatsApp 
message by a relative, the bigoted joke, the unreflective forward by 
always twitching fingers, the mistaken endorsement on Facebook or 
Twitter and so on. Michel Serres’ classic dictum on the unstopping 
hand, now takes on a demonic force. This creates new conditions 
and new capacities for infrastructure which seeps into the political. 
The fringe is no longer the fringe but a permanent set of possibili-
ties in this emerging infrastructure.
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INTRODUCTION1

This chapter asks how digital and data technologies refract and 
change the political. These include information and communica-
tion technologies such as the Internet, mobile telephony, social 
media and the various artefacts, infrastructures, hardware, and 
software associated with each of these, as well as computational 
technologies for data analysis such as artificial intelligence and 
machine-learning tools and methods, and algorithmic analytics.

By the political, I mean the set of spaces, structures, ideas, 
and actions that organize and distribute material and normative 
resources and social power. This definition of the political expands 
both the formal–institutional and the temporal fix of the more com-
monly used term ‘politics’. The political includes but also exceeds 
governmental and organizational domains and institutions such as 
state agencies, legislatures, courts, civil society associations, and 
political parties. Moreover, antagonism, conflict, and change are 
intrinsic to the political in my definition. Instead of the stable and 

1 Earlier versions of this chapter were presented at the ‘Indian Elections Roundtable’ of 
the Centre for Modern Indian Studies, University of Göttingen (May 2019) and the ‘Media 
and the Constitution of the Political’ workshop of ICAS:MP (June 2019). I am grateful to 
the participants for their incisive feedback on drafts, especially Ravi Vasudevan, Ravi 
Sundaram, Paula Chakravartty and Lalit Vachani.
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bounded object that the study of politics addresses, the political is 
engaged here as an evolving and contingent set of contestatory prac-
tices (Botwinick and Connolly 2001; Mouffe 2005; Rancière 1999).

My specific focus is on the political effects of the digital and 
data-driven electoral campaigns that have become increasingly 
common in electoral democracies around the world. I focus on the 
recent exemplary case of India, where social media technologies 
and data analytics were extensively used to manage parliamen-
tary election campaigns in the late spring and summer of 2019, 
in an electoral exercise that was the largest in the world in terms 
of both financial resources expended and the electorate size.2 The 
electoral victory of the incumbent Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) 
and its leader Narendra Modi was also of a scale unsurpassed in 
the country in recent times. In the 2019 general elections, the BJP 
returned to power for a second term by winning over 37 per cent of 
the popular vote and 303 out of 543 parliamentary seats.3

Campaign coffers that were estimated to be almost US$4 billion 
in 2019,4 and a massive national cadre of party workers supple-
mented by millions of volunteers from the Rashtriya Swayamsevak 
Sangh or the National Volunteer Organization, the Hindu nation-
alist paramilitary organization that is the apex authority of the 
Hindu nationalist ‘family of organizations’ (Sangh Parivar) in 
India, gave the BJP an overwhelming financial and human resource 
advantage over its political rivals. These resources were invested 
in a range of different data and digital political campaign strate-
gies, from digitally enabled campaign management strategies that 
allowed efficient and speedy internal communication within the 
complex organizational structure of the national election campaign 
to political advertising and the propagation of ‘fake news’ cascades 
via social media, and the use of data analytics to craft finely tuned 
campaign messages that resonated with voters. Defying the long-

2 The size of the Indian electorate in 2019 was approximately 900 million. According to 
news reports, the 2019 Indian general elections were the ‘world’s costliest’, with esti-
mates of approximately US$8 billion in election expenditures (across all parties). See 
Usmani (2019).
3 The BJP’s electoral alliance formed with several other smaller parties, the National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA), won a total of 353 out of 543 parliamentary seats.
4 According to the Centre for Media Studies report on poll expenditures in 2019, over 
half of the estimated US$8 billion of election expenditure was incurred by the BJP and 
its allies in the NDA poll alliance (Centre for Media Studies 2019: 9).
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standing ‘anti-incumbency’ pattern of Indian voting behaviour (Roy 
and Sopariwala 2019), the tools and methods of digital politics are 
seen to have brought the ruling political party back to power in 2019 
with an even higher share of the popular vote (Mehta 2019). In their 
scale, intensity and sophistication, the digital and data technologies 
of 2019 far surpassed the BJP’s previous digital political campaign 
in 2014, another widely hailed success story (Chakravartty and Roy 
2015; Hickok 2018).

How was the data and digitally enabled electoral victory of 
2019 achieved? There is a widespread consensus that the political 
efficacy of social media and data technologies in the 2019 BJP cam-
paign has to do with their finely tuned capacities of individualized 
‘political micro-targeting’ of the electorate (Bhatia 2019; Mahapatra 
and Plagemann 2019; Naumann et al. 2019). These technologies 
are said to target individual and even sub-individual (in the sense 
that they elude conscious cognition) drives and emotions that sway 
voters’ minds towards particular political choices. Their power is 
seen to lie in their individualized precision that, together with 
their distinctive affordances of scale, allows the hearts, minds, and 
unconscious emotions of individual voters to be known and reached 
in fine granular detail through personalized political messaging 
(Jamieson 2013; Kreiss 2016).

For both supporters and critics of the BJP, the individual-
centred focus of digital campaign politics is seen as a distinctive 
and new form of voter mobilization. Unlike earlier campaign 
practices that relied on ‘vote bank’ assumptions about block voting 
on the basis of group identities such as caste (Michelutti 2007; 
Srinivas 1955; Verma 2012), data and digitally assisted campaigns 
are sensitive to the evolving nuances of individual voter choices. 
Recognizing that ‘caste calculations alone cannot ensure success,’ 
and engaging voter choice as an individual decision that is shaped 
by aspirational horizons, is what gave the BJP its winning edge 
in 2019, analysts argue (Pai 2019). This view of the individual at 
the centre of data and digital politics is not unique to India. Across 
the world, discussions of political micro-targeting and data-enabled 
electoral management assume an individualized target: it’s about 
how data analytics and digital technologies are uncovering the 
truth of the individual. Concerns about privacy, surveillance, and 
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manipulation—the three main topics of these debates—all centre 
around this idea of the individual as target (Bodó et al. 2017; 
Borgesius et al. 2018; Issenberg 2013; Kreiss 2016).

But these conclusions are claims and speculative assertions 
more than empirically substantiated facts. Pervasiveness is not 
the same as persuasiveness. While the profusion and ubiquitous 
presence of data and digital technologies in contemporary life is 
incontestable, we lack adequate empirical evidence about their 
mechanisms of individual persuasion or their ability to actually 
influence and change individual voter choices and actions. And, 
even as we credit the distinctive individual-centred approach of 
digital and data-enabled campaigns for enabling the 2019 elec-
toral victory of the BJP in India, information about what exactly 
the novel practices of individual micro-targeting entailed, is over-
looked. This is the challenge that my chapter addresses through a 
look at the actual practices of digital and data politics in the 2019 
campaign. I offer this as a research note that is based on revisit-
ing existing accounts and highlighting findings hidden in plain 
sight. Rather than a presentation of new primary research, this is 
a propositional intervention that re-frames available accounts and 
charts directions for future and sustained research.

Two broad insights anchor the discussion. First, a close read-
ing of accounts of the 2019 BJP campaign shows that data and 
digital electoral practices are embedded in historically sedimented 
fields of social power. As Lisa Gitelman has put it, ‘raw data is an 
oxymoron’; data do not exist as natural objects but are produced, 
circulated, and analysed by socially located actors and institutions 
(Gitelman 2013). As we will shortly see, the vaunted big data 
exercises of the 2019 Indian election campaign relied quite heav-
ily on manual methods of data collection and analysis; human and 
social labour produced the big data and digital innovations of the 
campaign. This means that social refractions and mediations, and 
the ‘socio-technical relationalities of data’ must be central to any 
analysis of digital politics (Mertia 2020: 14). Second and related, 
digital and data targeting during election campaigns are dynamic 
and contingent political interventions that involve selective choices 
about what counts as data and what counts as electorally meaning-
ful information. Far from being self-evident realities and objective 
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truths that are uncovered by precision technologies, the granular 
individual targets of digitally enabled electoral campaigns are 
social and political artefacts and fictions. Digital individuals are 
made and not found.

In the remainder of this chapter, I show how these insights 
about the socially embedded and contingent character of digital 
and data practices lead us to alternative vectors of digital political 
influence beyond the prevailing common sense about individual 
persuasion, manipulation and political micro-targeting. The first 
section provides broader context by mapping the digital/data 
campaign battlefield in 2019—the diverse range of actors and the 
regulatory and informational opacities that abound. The second 
section outlines the practices of digital/data campaigning and the 
theories of individual voter behaviour and choice that they draw 
upon to establish selective and normative ideas about self, society, 
agency, and politics as universal truths.

THE DIGITAL BATTLEFIELD
The digital and data strategies of the BJP’s election campaign 
played out in a political field that was populated by diverse actors. 
Motivated by different interests, these organizations and individu-
als brought varied professional knowledges and experiences in social 
media, data/computational technologies, and digital marketing and 
publicity to the campaign. The tasks involved knowledge-gathering 
and communication, that is, efforts to gain knowledge about the 
electorate that could accurately predict voting behaviour, and 
efforts to communicate particular campaign messages to different 
constituencies (e.g., voters, party workers and volunteers, inter-
national observers with a view to shaping global public opinion).

In 2019, the most visible protagonist in the digital battlefield 
was the BJP’s specialized IT Cell located in the Delhi headquarters 
of the party that had the formal responsibility for designing and 
overseeing the implementation of the digital and data campaign. 
Headed by party president Amit Shah and Amit Malviya, a long-
time BJP political worker, the IT Cell employed about 150 full-time 
workers who were aided by a massive volunteer workforce of 120 
million individuals (Mahapatra and Plagemann 2019).
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As several insider accounts of the campaign have established, 
the primary focus of the BJP IT Cell during the 2019 campaign 
was on WhatsApp-based organizing activities. The 2019 elections 
have been widely described as India’s first WhatsApp election, 
where the messaging and distribution platform saw unprecedented 
use by political parties, the BJP a pioneer among them (Murgia et 
al. 2019). The BJP formed multiple WhatsApp groups to connect 
clusters of party workers at every organizational level, from the 
national to the smallest electoral unit of the polling booth, and 
also to facilitate vertical communication across hierarchical levels 
to ensure that the party headquarters in Delhi could communicate 
instantly and easily with local campaign units across the country 
(Bansal 2019).5 Apart from this key organizational task of enabling 
efficient internal party communication, WhatsApp was also used to 
communicate specific messages about the BJP and its rival parties 
to voters, gaming the distinctive features of authorial anonymity 
combined with ‘familiar forwarding’6 that the messaging and social 
media/distribution application afforded.

The IT Cell also coordinated the BJP’s social media outreach 
on platforms such as Facebook, Instagram and Twitter, harnessing 
both the scale and the specialization features of these platforms, 
that is, their ability to reach large numbers of people with distinc-
tive and tailored messages. Several other applications and social 
media services were used to advance campaign goals as well. For 
instance, applications such as Google Docs were used to circulate 
suggested tweets and hashtags that could simultaneously be posted 
by pro-BJP Twitter accounts to ensure that particular themes 
dominated or ‘trended’ in social media. Video creation and sharing 
services such as TikTok enabled the distribution of short videos 
and visual memes that condensed campaign messages in easily 

5 Samarth Bansal has detailed the organizational structure. 
Building on its large pool of organized ground forces, the party created hierarchical 
structures for information dissemination. In Uttar Pradesh, India’s most populous state, 
the BJP’s Information Technology department has an 11-member social media team in 
each of the six zones in the state. Further down, there are 11 members at each district; 
five at each mandal; two at each ward; and five staffers at the booth level—the last 
point of contact with voters. (Bansal 2019)

6 As Mahapatra and Plagemann have described it, ‘WhatsApp can transmit personalised 
messages based on the hyper-segmentation of voters. Its “ecosystem strategy”—only 
known contacts can send messages—adds to its credibility’ (Mahapatra and Plagemann 
2019).
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communicable and potentially viral formats.7 Here, the consider-
able resource advantages of the BJP in terms of money as well as 
labour power were a key asset. No other party was able to match 
the 120 million individuals that populated the BJP ‘online army’, 
nor the estimated US$2.8 million (20 crore in Indian `) that the 
BJP spent on digital platforms alone (Tewari 2019).

A third set of tasks undertaken by the IT Cell related to the 
development and use of proprietorial applications and software. 
Some of these had been used during the previous national electoral 
campaign of 2014. Others were rolled out well before the formal 
campaign period began in 2019, attesting to the comprehensive 
and long-term planning and organization that distinguished the 
BJP’s campaign strategy from that of its peers. The Namo App—its 
name a reference to the popular abbreviation of BJP Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi’s name—was the most widely known of the party’s 
proprietorial applications (Govil and Baishya 2018; Choudhury and 
Alawadhi 2019). Initially developed for the 2014 elections, the app 
had multiple features that drew on popular gamification models and 
strategies to organize the transfer of personal data from the masses 
of individuals who downloaded and interacted with the applica-
tion. In 2019, the Namo App’s reach was greatly amplified by its 
inclusion as one of the few apps preloaded onto low-cost Jio mobile 
phones that were widely marketed by Reliance Jio Infocomm, a 
subsidiary of a corporation with close ties to the BJP regime (Naqvi 
2019). An estimated 40 million Jio mobile phones had been sold by 
the end of 2018. This meant that when the 2019 campaign period 
began, one of the BJP’s main digital campaign tools had already 
reached 40 million people (Singh 2019: 83).

The BJP IT Cell also contracted out specific tasks to indi-
vidual consultants and businesses in India’s burgeoning for-profit 
campaign industry. Some among these worked exclusively for the 
BJP for the duration of the 2019 campaign, while others sold their 
services to multiple and rival political parties and established 
commercial relationships with the different political actors in the 

7 The customized hashtag campaigns used in 2019 included Main Bhi Chowkidar (‘I’m also 
a watchman,’ a reference to Modi’s self-presentation as the national chowkidar guarding 
against corruption), Modi Hai to Mumkin Hai (If Modi’s there, then it’s possible), and My 
First Vote for Modi, geared toward the first-time voter.
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electoral fray. For this latter (and larger) group, even when an 
exclusive arrangement prevailed between political consultants and 
specific political parties, this remained a transactional relationship 
based on profit considerations and there was no expectation of a 
long-term partisan allegiance that would continue into the future. 
For instance, Prashant Kishor, a consultant who had played a 
prominent role in the BJP campaigns in 2012 (Gujarat state assem-
bly) and 2014 (national elections), went on to work for rival political 
parties in subsequent years.8

In electoral democracies around the world, election campaigns 
have been increasingly commodified and marketized over the years. 
India is no exception to this trend. The 2019 election campaign was 
run as a large-scale and complex political marketing exercise that 
addressed voters as consumers choosing between different brands 
of political parties and candidates for sale in the electoral market-
place. This in turn encouraged the growth of multiple specialized 
enterprises offering various commercial services to aid the busi-
ness of electoral sales and marketing. Like other political parties, 
the BJP was an active client and purchaser of these services and 
outsourced campaign tasks to specialist digital marketing agencies 
such as AdLyft; celebrity ‘influencers’ who amplified the BJP’s mes-
sage via social and broadcast/legacy media channels9; commercial 

8 Prashant Kishor worked for the BJP election campaigns in the Gujarat state assembly 
elections of 2012 (where Modi was the chief ministerial candidate) and the national 
elections of 2014. Subsequently, he founded an independent political consultancy and 
electoral marketing firm that was contracted to work for the Congress’ party’s election 
campaign in the state of Punjab, and the JDU party’s election campaign in the state of 
Bihar. In 2020, Kishor worked for the BJP’s rival, the Aam Aadmi Party, in the fiercely 
contested state elections of Delhi.
The electoral consultancy career of Shivam Shankar Singh was similarly varied. In 2014, 
Singh volunteered with the BJP on Modi’s campaign in the constituency of Varanasi. He 
then joined Prashant Kishor to work on the campaign of the Congress Party’s chief min-
isterial candidate, Amarinder Singh, in the Punjab state elections of 2016. The following 
year, Singh returned to the BJP campaign fold again, this time as a directly employed 
full-time worker in a paid position on the campaign team for the Manipur state elections. 
In 2018, Singh resigned from the BJP, publishing an open letter that received a lot of 
media coverage, in which he publicly expressed his disappointment and disagreements 
with BJP. See Singh (2019) for a candid account of these shifts.
9 For instance, at the height of the electoral campaign in April 2019, Modi gave an 
exclusive television interview to the popular Bollywood film star, Akshay Kumar, that was 
carefully crafted to present the ‘non-political’ and ‘human’ side of a prime minister known 
for his refusal to engage with journalists (Modi has not held a single press conference 
during his terms in office). Available at https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKO0-J7bDcQ 
(accessed on 15 May 2021).

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=zKO0-J7bDcQ
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data aggregators and vendors from whom political parties could 
purchase data about the electorate; data analytics firms such as 
the Mumbai-based Jarvis Technology that ran 161 call centres on 
behalf of the BJP campaign with 15,000 employees who were tasked 
with administering phone surveys to voters across the country 
and enterprises that developed and sold computational products 
for electoral campaigns such as the Neta App, Vidooly and Next 
Election (Pant 2019).

Along with the party-based IT cell and formally contracted indi-
viduals and businesses, the BJP’s digital campaign also involved 
several other actors whose associations with the party were less 
visible and publicly known, often deliberately so. These under-the-
radar actors included private organizations and businesses such as 
the Association of Billion Minds, WebAppMate and Vibgyor Techno 
Systems. They were entrusted with carrying out legally and ethi-
cally controversial campaign activities such as the dissemination 
of ‘computational propaganda’ with the explicit aim of fomenting 
communal polarization and fear among voters (Mahapatra and 
Plagemann 2019). The lack of public disclosure about their relation-
ship to the BJP campaign meant that the party could both use and 
deny responsibility for these methods.

A final and significant protagonist in the digital battlefield 
of 2019 was the state. As the incumbent party in power at the 
national level as well as in multiple states of the Indian federa-
tion as well, the BJP’s electoral wing worked closely with multiple 
state agencies to benefit from the unique insider advantage that 
incumbency provides. For instance, several media commentators 
have observed that the government’s sudden policy announcement 
of demonetization in November 2017, which immediately removed 
large amounts of hard currency from circulation, was strategically 
timed to disadvantage the campaign finances of rival political par-
ties which were preparing for elections in several Indian states. 
Whereas the BJP campaign was forewarned and well prepared, 
other party campaigns were taken by complete surprise by the 
policy announcement (Kalyan 2020).

Similar kinds of informal insider networks and arrangements 
that leveraged the BJP’s status as the ruling party were activated 
by the BJP’s digital and data campaign in 2019 as well. For all 
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political parties in the electoral fray, the 2019 campaign was a 
data-enabled endeavour that marshalled various kinds of big data 
efforts. All electoral contenders had access to a range of publicly 
available information from governmental data resources such 
as census data, socio-economic data from the National Sample 
Survey Organization, and electoral data published by the Election 
Commission of India. However, the BJP’s unique incumbency 
advantage provided it with additional kinds of governmental data 
resources10 that no one else could match in either scale or detail. 
Unlike its rivals, the BJP campaign had access to various kinds 
of classified government data. Several government agencies at the 
centre and in BJP-run states reportedly shared confidential data 
records with the BJP’s data and digital campaign. In the after-
math of the elections, some investigative journalists reported on 
the BJP’s use of state biometric data, information from electricity 
bills, and various kinds of ‘beneficiary data’ from government-run 
welfare schemes to build unique databases of voter information 
(Dutta 2019).11

This brief glimpse into the covert practices of digital campaign-
ing in 2019 reveals the interplay of visibility and opacity that 
characterizes digital politics. Thus, while some digital and data 
interventions during the 2019 campaign were highly public and 
even spectacular,12 others were concealed and denied. This had 
to do with the mixed, formal as well as informal and quasi-legal 
(and, in some cases, outright illegal) character of the networks and 
relationships between state, market, and political party that sus-
tained digital campaign politics. It was also related to the rise of a 

10 Incumbency also conferred several publicity and visibility advantages on the BJP 
campaign. For instance, Modi and the BJP dominated news coverage broadcast on 
government-run radio and television channels during the campaign period, and the 
party’s influence within the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting was used to pres-
sure commercial television channels to cover the party and Modi in a favourable light. 
See Bajpai (2018).
11 For a similar practice at the regional level, see Rajesh Serupally’s account of how the 
incumbent government in Andhra Pradesh used classified governmental data to ‘profile 
voters’ during its election campaign in 2019. See Serupally (2019).
12 2019 also saw the extensive use of ‘hologram technologies’ that created a stir during the 
2014 election campaign. The BJP organized public meetings around the country where 
life-sized holographic replications of the prime minister would address the crowds, in a 
spectacle that conveyed both technological prowess and intimacy (the prime minister is 
with us!). See Govil and Baishya (2018) and Sen (2016).
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commercial campaign industry that saw the increased involvement 
of private capital and entrepreneurial actors in election campaigns, 
a domain traditionally monopolized by professional politicians 
and political parties. Reflecting the broader structural paradox of 
post-liberalization India, where the distinctive trajectory of market 
‘reforms by stealth’ (Jenkins 2006) has created an economy that 
is at once open and murky or grey, that is, characterized by high 
levels of disinformation, informality and behind-the-scenes deals 
and negotiations, the business profiles of private digital interme-
diaries in the 2019 campaign were often opaque (Maganti 2019; 
Serupally 2019).

In sum, the digital battlefield of 2019 was a varied and uneven 
terrain traversed by multiple forces and interests that did not 
always coincide. Profit concerns of individual business enterprises; 
data resources that were originally produced to address the com-
pulsions of governmental order and state security; technocratic 
ambitions of white-collar professionals; ideological commitments 
of ‘online Hindutva actors’; and social mobility projects of young 
unemployed men in provincial towns all came together in the sin-
gular time space of the data and digital campaign (Poonam 2018; 
Udupa 2018). All of this meant that the ‘informational contexts’ of 
the campaign, or the assumptions and knowledge resources that the 
various data and digital efforts drew upon, were diverse and plural. 
Contradicting conventional wisdom about the singular aim and 
mode of individual micro-targeting, the ‘perceived voter’ targeted 
by the BJP campaign was in fact approached and constructed in 
multiple ways (Hersh 2015). I turn to some of these constructions 
below.

DIGITAL STORIES AND PRACTICES

Party-building and Narrative Power
The 2019 BJP campaign made heavy use of digital and data tech-
nologies, but these worked in unexpected ways beyond the usual 
frameworks of individual voter persuasion and manipulation. As 
we have already seen, they were used for internal organizational 
purposes to organize, motivate and reward party workers. The sur-
veillance of party workers was another task. For instance, Shivam 
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Shankar Singh, a former BJP campaign consultant who was hired 
by the party to work on the Manipur state assembly elections in 
2017, described how the campaign collected impressively detailed 
data on the electorate but did not share these with party workers to 
use for their voter outreach activities. Instead, the data remained 
with senior BJP leaders. They used the information to quiz local 
workers about how well they knew their constituencies and would 
evaluate their performance on the basis of how closely the responses 
matched the data record. Keeping a check on volunteer activity took 
precedence over the voter outreach activities that data analytics 
was supposed to address (Singh 2019: 64–66).

A final example is how the data unit of the ‘electoral page’, a 
two-sided printout of a single page of the Indian electoral rolls as 
prepared by the Election Commission of India, consisting of about 
60 voter names, became the foundational organizational unit of 
the BJP campaign. Continuing a practice from previous state elec-
tion campaigns and the 2014 national campaign (Jha 2014), the 
2019 national campaign appointed party workers or volunteers to 
serve as panna pramukhs or panna prabharis (page-in-charge). 
They were responsible for communicating with the 60 individual 
voters listed on the electoral data page assigned to them, covering 
approximately 8–12 households. Panna pramukhs were tasked 
with collecting detailed voter information that ranged from mobile 
phone numbers to political preferences and caste identity; convey-
ing personalized campaign messages to individuals on their list; and 
ensuring turnout on election day. About 15–20 panna pramukhs 
were supervised by a ‘booth-in-charge’, who oversaw the campaign 
activity in the catchment area of a single electoral booth. The chain 
of command reached beyond the booth to the district-level campaign 
authorities, the state leadership, and eventually to the national 
leadership of the campaign.

The communicative relays of the BJP campaign began and 
ended with the panna pramukh. His13 status as the basic source 
and target of the campaign’s international communication and 
informational activities transformed a technical category into a 
social reality. The size of the group that the panna pramukh was 

13 I use this pronoun advisedly, as almost all these workers and volunteers were men, as 
was the vast majority of the campaign workforce.
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put in charge of was, after all, determined by the size of a single 
page of Election Commission data. In this quite literal manifesta-
tion of the social and political impact of data and digital politics, 
the technical specifications of a data spreadsheet (the page) and a 
technical–administrative categorization (the electoral booth) crafted 
a collection of individuals, households, and campaign activities into 
bounded social formations: the panna (page) group and the electoral 
booth, respectively.14

These ‘data-social’ groups and the organizational positions 
associated with them gained further traction in BJP campaign 
worlds through a series of high-visibility exercises such as the Mera 
Booth Sabse Mazboot (My Booth Is the Strongest) project of autumn 
2018. Several large public gatherings of booth managers and panna 
pramukhs were convened by the BJP, personally overseen by Party 
President Amit Shah, and addressed on several occasions by Prime 
Minister Modi himself. These carefully choreographed exercises 
aimed to enthuse and motivate the mostly voluntary labour of party 
work by offering incentives of recognition and status, for example, 
the public naming and honouring of ordinary party workers with 
invitations to share the public stage with senior leaders. Even 
though digital technologies featured prominently at these events, 
the political micro-targeting of the electorate was not their objec-
tive. Instead, the party worker rather than the individual voter was 
the exclusive subject of digital address in the Mera Booth project.

The BJP digital campaign also relied upon narrative and 
performative practices. Overlooked in existing discussions about 
micro-targeting and individual manipulation, this is a second aspect 
of digital politics that requires closer scrutiny. Simply put, digital 
politics involves a series of public performances and claims; perfor-
mative displays and stories told about digital and data technologies 
are integral to their work and sociopolitical impact. Narratives 
about the BJP’s enormous data capacities, its unparalleled digital 
reach and the elaborate organizational infrastructures of the cam-
paign proliferated during the 2019 campaign. As the adjectives 
make clear, they emphasized the impressive and unprecedented 

14 It is important to note here that the artefact of the panna printout is a techno-social 
hybrid of digital and material forms and labours: a computation produced by machines 
that exists as a paper object with tangible and sensory qualities. It is touched, carried 
around, and written upon by hand.
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scale and reach of the party’s digital and data resources,15 and 
their ‘tech hype’ and ‘data dazzle’ reinforced public discourses and 
perceptions about the BJP’s electoral prowess.

Media reports about the Indian elections routinely trade in 
‘metrics superlatives’ about the uniquely massive scale of India’s 
demography and electoral complexities, whether the colossal size 
of the Indian electorate or the daunting logistics of election man-
agement in the world’s largest democracy. ‘Technology and data 
analysis have come to play a crucial role in this election which will 
use over 930,000 polling booths and 1.7 million voting machines, 
with 11 million personnel participating’, readers were told in 2014 
(Jetley 2014). In 2017, the unprecedented popular reach of social 
media drew attention: ‘India had about 350 million smartphone 
users in 2015; that number is expected to go up to 702 million in 
2020. India reportedly had about 195 million users of Facebook 
in 2016’ (Aaron 2017). In 2019, the financial and communication 
resources available to the incumbent BJP and accounts of the 
BJP’s big data capacities were also woven into this series and 
invested with similar kinds of superlative attributes. Breathless, 
hyperbolic descriptions abounded in the media coverage of the 2019 
elections, of how a political party with the most sophisticated and 
well-resourced data analytics operations that the country has ever 
known was fighting the most logistically complex election in the 
world’s largest democracy.

Most media accounts of the BJP’s data campaign originate from 
within the party itself and are based on formal press releases and 
anonymous insider sources. Journalists reproduce BJP narratives 
about the superior scale, complexity, and efficacy of the party’s 
data-driven campaign without much independent verification of 
the empirical details and a claim-by-analogy becomes an estab-
lished fact. Take, for instance, a Hindustan Times report on the 

15 On 24 February 2019, the Economic Times reported that Prime Minister Modi was 
about to hold ‘the world’s largest video conference’, where he would ‘speak to 1 crore 
[10 million] people at over 15,000 locations’. This was a verbatim reproduction of a 
statement made by the party president Amit Shah, but the newspaper reported this 
as factual truth, without any further investigation or enquiry into the matter. There are 
multiple other examples of how the BJP’s technological claims about various aspects 
of its campaign practices were accepted as fact by the media. Available at https://eco-
nomictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/pm-modis-interaction-to-be-worlds-
largest-video-conference-amit-shah/articleshow/68134864.cms?from<hig>=</hig>mdr 
(accessed on 15 May 2021).

https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/pm-modis-interaction-to-be-worlds-largest-video-conference-amit-shah/articleshow/68134864.cms?from<hig>=</hig>mdr
https://economictimes.indiatimes.com/news/politics-and-nation/pm-modis-interaction-to-be-worlds-largest-video-conference-amit-shah/articleshow/68134864.cms?from<hig>=</hig>mdr
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Uttar Pradesh state elections in 2017 that reproduced verbatim 
the description of the BJP data campaign offered by the head of 
its IT Cell, Arvind Gupta.16 ‘The planning included 3–4 years of 
meticulous data collection,’ the article concluded, without any inde-
pendent journalistic investigation to substantiate its evaluation of 
‘meticulousness’ (Aaron 2017).

The broader field of public discourse that was not directly con-
trolled by the BJP party organization thus also contributed to the 
hype and dazzle of the BJP’s digital campaign. Even in discussions 
where the topic of data-driven campaigning was approached with 
alarm and trepidation and regarded as a problem for democracy, the 
power and efficacy of data and digital activities, and the intensity 
and pervasiveness of their presence and use, was never questioned. 
Instead of being subjected to independent cross-checking and sus-
tained investigation, the digital and data claims and assertions 
made by a political party were readily accepted as ready-made, 
given social facts and truths, their credibility further enhanced 
by their uptake in mainstream circuits of media and intellectual 
debate.17

The credulity of media narratives about the BJP’s superior com-
mand of digital and data politics bears the imprint of a discursive 
techno-enchantment that is not just limited to the Indian media. 
Across the globe, mainstream media representations of digital 
and technological innovations in politics (e.g., data-driven election 
campaigns, digital forms of political communication and social 
media publicities) are captivated by the novelty and efficacy of the 
technologies, objects, and practices that they describe, and readily 

16   We had data on each of the 543 constituencies. We knew how many mobile and 
Internet users were present in each constituency…we used analytics to understand 
which polling booths had voted for the BJP in the previous elections…for each polling 
booth data analytics was used to segregate voters into blocks to determine who were 
pro, undecided or against the BJP…. We first used deep analytics to understand group 
communication behaviour and then used appropriate technology to communicate with 
them. (Aaron 2017)

17 A closer look at the actual empirical practices of digital and data campaign reveals that 
the claim about data/digital enablement might be exaggerated. For instance, in a recent 
study on the Trump campaign of 2016, Jessica Baldwin-Philippi studied the actual cam-
paign practices and found that, contrary to the hype, the Trump campaign didn’t actually 
use that much data. ‘Campaigns do not often execute analytic-based campaigning tactics 
as fully or as rigorously as possible, [therefore] the concern that we are being driven away 
from democracy by data is overstated,’ she concludes (Baldwin-Philippi 2017: 5), and a 
similar conclusion might be reached about the BJP campaign as well.
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accept claims about their superior reach and efficacy. In this, both 
techno-optimists and techno-pessimists share common ground: 
though there are sharply opposed normative views on whether 
digital and data politics are good or bad for democracy, there is a 
widespread agreement that digital and data technologies have a 
highly potent and disjunctively transformative impact (Jarvis 2011; 
Morozov 2011; Shirky 2009; Zuboff 2019).

Agents and institutions that were unaffiliated to the BJP and 
purportedly served the general public interest thus played a critical 
role in extending and amplifying the signalling effects and narra-
tive power of the BJP campaign. Understanding the BJP’s digitally 
enabled ascent to electoral power calls for an engagement with 
these mainstream non-party forces and practices as well.

New Primordialisms
In this final section, I turn a practice-based lens on the axiom of 
political micro-targeting itself. What kinds of targeting practices 
did the BJP’s data campaign actively engage in? How are targets 
defined, how are data points selected? What are the analytical 
categories and interpretive theories of voter choice that inform the 
targeting strategies of the BJP campaign?

These questions lead to two important conclusions. The first is 
about the socially located or embedded character of data-enabled 
campaign activities and the entwined relationship of the digital and 
the manual, the virtual/machinic and the human. Along with the 
various frontier computational technologies and methods that are 
commonly associated with data science projects, the data knowl-
edges of the 2019 campaign extensively used human and social 
labours of knowledge-gathering that Indian election campaigns had 
relied upon for many decades. For instance, ensuring the physical 
presence of ‘eyes and ears on the ground’ that is local informants 
and intermediaries who could collect and verify personal data, was 
an essential component of the party’s big data endeavours.

Singh’s insider account of the BJP data campaign recounts 
how the process of creating large data sets of voter information 
yielded many confusions and dilemmas over the determination of 
caste identity (Dhara and Singh 2019). Indian census data does 
not record caste identity, and caste data are collected through a 
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variety of extrapolations and ‘guesstimation’ methods such as using 
patrilineal surnames as a marker of caste identity. Since naming 
conventions, spellings, and caste formations are locally specific, the 
BJP IT and data cells had to rely heavily on informants well versed 
in the local nuances of caste and nomenclature in order to correct 
the data and complete the data set.18 Although discussions of the 
party’s data science innovations highlighted an impressive array of 
advanced computational technologies, many manual and embodied 
practices of knowledge-gathering were integral to the effort as well. 
The reliance on socially embedded and embodied forms of knowl-
edge labour and the important role of local data intermediaries 
meant that many of the basic assumptions about data categories, 
and campaign decisions about the utility and relevance of particular 
data points, reflected existing social norms.19 Prominent among 
these was the view of caste as a meaningful electoral category, that 
is, a social identity that determined voter choice.

The continued and even heightened relevance of older group 
identity categories of caste and religion in determining electoral 
strategy is the second insight of a practice-based approach to the 
BJP campaign. As noted earlier, there was a widespread percep-
tion that the data-enabled campaign of the BJP in 2019 was dis-
tinguished by a ‘post-caste’ engagement with the unique anxieties 
and aspirations of the individual voter. This was a perception 
that the BJP’s own publicity created, and wider sets of media 
and public commentary repeated and amplified. In an interview 
with the New Yorker, the prominent political theorist and public 
intellectual Pratap Bhanu Mehta noted: ‘It is very clear that the 

18 The significant comparative advantage of the BJP in terms of both formal cadre numbers 
and informal supporter–volunteers meant that it could access a large pool of localized 
knowledge labour for this purpose, and the BJP’s data capacities thus easily outstripped 
those of its political rivals.
19 In his work on data-driven election campaigns in the USA, Eitan Hersh has examined 
the determining role of ‘informational contexts’, that is, how the availability of public 
informational resources structure campaign perceptions and calculations about voters. 
Extending this insight to India, we see that pre-existing sociocultural ‘knowledge maps’, 
for example, the widespread belief that caste and religion are the building blocks of 
Indian society also shapes ideas of the ‘perceived voter’. Moreover, just as the availability 
of precinct-level data on ‘swing voter’ behaviour in the 1970s got US electoral campaigns 
to differentiate between turnout and persuasion tactics, the availability of booth-level 
data in India, where voting choices of a relatively small number of people are now publicly 
known (booths average a population of 1,200, some are as small as 300 voters), also has 
consequential political effects. See Hersh (2015).
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salience of traditional ways of thinking about caste are declining, 
and it is allowing the BJP to mobilise a fairly wide cross-section 
of Indians across different castes into a larger Hindu narrative’ 
(Chotiner 2019).

Extending the post-caste thesis to the political psychological 
make-up of UP voters, a data analytics firm Anthro.ai predicted 
that the post-caste strategies of the BJP would reap rich electoral 
dividends because they accurately captured the true needs and 
sentiments of the contemporary voter. 

In today’s Uttar Pradesh, we are increasingly seeing young 
people assert their individualism, often defining themselves by 
the work they do/professional tribes they belong to. It would 
not be wrong to say that we see an emergence of a class of 
people who are rejecting social identities, and are focused on 
the hopes, fears and aspirations of their individual identities. 
(Handique 2019)

In these accounts, ‘post-caste’ refers to a shift in the mean-
ingful unit of electoral politics, away from the aggregated and 
hierarchical identities of caste vote banks to the level of the indi-
vidual. However, this does not mean that politics is freed from 
considerations of caste, rather caste identities are recrafted and 
configured into a new matrix of political value shaped by differently 
contoured ‘socio-technical relationalities’ (Mertia 2020). Indeed, a 
close look at what the electoral strategies of the BJP during the 
Uttar Pradesh elections of 2017 actually entailed shows that caste 
arithmetic was a primary concern of the campaign, and that the 
difference lay in the nuance and scale of the various caste catego-
ries and units that were used by the party. For instance, instead 
of the Dalit vote or the OBC vote, the BJP’s electoral strategy for 
Uttar Pradesh zoned in on the more striated sub-categories of the 
‘non-Jatav Dalit voter’ and the ‘non-Yadav OBC voter’. Finessing 
or ‘slicing and dicing’ extant caste categories to create new units 
of electoral agency and meaning was a central concern for the BJP 
campaign and its data collection efforts in 2019, and its practice 
of target politics continued to be embedded within a caste-based 
imaginary of Indian social worlds. Accounts of the campaign data 
practices, however, present a very different picture, of how the BJP 
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IT cell prioritized the collection of localized caste data in order to 
develop a fine-grained strategy of tailoring its electoral practices 
(e.g., voter appeals, selection of candidates) to the ‘caste arithmetic’ 
that prevailed in different constituencies.

In sum, the BJP’s data-driven campaign of 2019 was not about 
the rejection of caste and other group identities, such as religion 
and ethnicity in electoral strategy and their replacement with 
individualized electoral approaches that are grounded in granular 
profiles of the fears and aspirations, lifestyle preferences, emotional 
dispositions, and behavioural nuances of individuals. Rather, 
the campaign reworked or repurposed the socio-historical group 
identity of caste as an individually expressed, neurologically and 
sentimentally wired, behavioural and psychographic category.

The calculations about caste in the BJP campaign as well as 
in the broader media discussions on the determinants of voting 
choice in 2019 reveal, through their vocabularies of Dalit aspira-
tions, middle-class insecurities, Hindu fears and youth ambitions, 
a new understanding of so-called primordial or essentialist group 
identities. These are associated now not just with the weight of 
historical and social conventions but also with psychological and 
neuro-behavioural attributes such as a state of mind, sentiment, 
or drive. Pace David Mosse’s important account of how the under-
standing of caste evolved from an analytical ‘enclosure’ of ideology, 
culture, and religion to that of politics (Mosse 2020), we could point 
to a third transformation that may be underway in the present 
moment. In the caste data maps of the electorate that were deployed 
by electoral campaigns in 2019, caste has been modulated yet again.

The data models developed by Anthro.ai reconfigure caste as a 
combination of tangible and subconscious attributes and relate it to 
personality, mood, and value typologies; consumption choices; and 
embodied, publicly visible styles and looks. To back up their claim 
that a ‘new normal is emerging around caste identities’, Anthro.ai 
analysts dwelled on the assertive effect of TikTok videos uploaded 
by young Dalit men in Uttar Pradesh. In the TikTok videos tagged 
with #Dalit and #JaiBhim hashtags, they noted, ‘you will find a 
group of young, confident men and women who are challenging 
the status quo. Some of them have the word “Chamar” [a Dalit 
subcaste] shaved into their haircuts’ (Nag 2019a).
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Although this emphasis on self-making and mediated perfor-
mativity as the main identifier of caste is a departure from the 
standard conventions of caste analysis, older epistemologies of 
caste knowledge continue to thrive in digital political worlds. For 
instance, the data models of Anthro.ai are built upon principles 
of segmentary and essentialist caste representation that use 
patrilineal name conventions to determine a fixed caste identity. 
Much like census enumeration conventions that are more than a 
century old, algorithms identify ‘Dalit usernames’ on social media 
and fix subjects as Dalits rather than men, workers, 23 year olds, 
bhangra music fans, or allergic to cats, to take a random array 
of membership and identity categories that could be applied to a 
social media post.

Similar to the aggregate political choice assumptions made by 
vote bank theories of caste politics, the digital metrics of the Anthro.
ai universe presume that individuals belonging to different caste 
groups have distinct psychosocial identities and political behav-
iours. The task at hand is to determine the grammar of caste differ-
ence, not to unsettle the presumption of an essential or substantial 
caste distinction as such. Moreover, in the 21st century data models, 
much like their 19th-century forebears, caste identity functions as 
an extrapolated or generalized and predictive category. Based on 
the analysis of a limited set of TikTok videos, Anthro.ai drew up a 
general profile of ‘the new normal’ of Dalit identity and used this 
to predict voting behaviour and electoral results—a prediction that 
was completely inaccurate, as we know now.20

CONCLUSION
This brief review of the BJP’s digital strategies in the 2019 general 
elections has engaged an ongoing debate on the political effects 
of digital and data technologies. Moving away from individual 
voter manipulation theories of how cutting-edge digital and data 

20 Anthro.ai had widely publicized a predicted win for the Maha Gathbandhan (Great 
Coalition) alliance of political parties in the state of Uttar Pradesh, relying heavily on 
its big data and AI-derived model of the new ‘assertive voter’ and the ‘new normal’ of 
changing caste identities in the state. However, the predictions were very wide of the 
mark, with the Gathbandhan winning 15 seats instead of the 40–55 that the models had 
very confidently predicted (Nag 2019b).
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tools probe and mould individual voter choices, I highlighted the 
narrative performances and generative knowledge practices that 
establish particular and normative ideas of self, society, agency, 
and politics as universal social truths. I argued that ‘data dazzle’ and 
‘narrative power’ or the performative, narrative, and reputational 
elements of the 2019 digital campaign were of prime importance 
to the BJP victory. The political efficacy of digital and data tech-
nologies was linked to their signalling effects, or the stories told 
about their use and their power. Moreover, voters were not the 
only audiences of these digital and data narratives: the BJP’s 
digital campaign also served the strategic organizational goals of 
cadre-building and consolidating the loyalty and cohesion of party 
workers. Reviewing the practices of political micro-targeting, I also 
concluded that rather than accessing the real truth about the indi-
vidual voter, digital and data technologies made particular kinds 
of individual truth claims. Reworked older and enduring assump-
tions about caste, religion, and ethnic determinations of individual 
behaviour, they produced ‘new primordialisms’ that strengthened 
rather than diminished the political salience of group identity. As 
future electoral campaigns intensify their use of digital and data 
technologies, we can expect these new primordialist ideas to gain 
further political salience, though the extent to which these new 
ideas will extend beyond the time space of electoral campaigns to 
influence the terms of quotidian political debate and action remains 
an open question.

Conceptions of the individual and of political agency are being 
reworked in digital political futures. As Zeynep Tufekci has reminded 
us, data and digital politics rely on specific technical methods that in 
turn draw on specific epistemologies, assumptions, and hypotheses 
about human social existence and behaviour (Tufekci 2014). For 
instance, when methodologies of psychometry, personality profil-
ing, sentiment analysis, or digital listening are used, it means that 
alongside new technical expertise, new sets of knowledge practices 
are produced as well. They construct the individual in ways that do 
not line up with prevailing paradigms of either reflexive individual 
subjectivity (self-awareness) or rational choice.

In the present moment, the view of individual agency as 
the product of a deliberated and conscious decision is being 
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supplemented by a new understanding of how instinctual propen-
sities and precognitive drives and emotions determine individual 
human actions and choice. To understand how the digital trans-
forms the political, we should move beyond familiar concerns 
about the erosion of individual privacy and the manipulation 
of individual preferences, to look at the actual practices of data 
creation, collection, analysis, and communication through which 
digital politics ‘makes up individuals’ (pace Hacking 1984) in the 
first place. This has direct implications for how we formulate 
analytical and political responses to the phenomenon of digital 
politics. What does it mean for democratic futures when the 
digital individual becomes the main political agent and subject 
of democracy?
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