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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.
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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 



Introduction 13

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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