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Introduction
Popular Culture and the Political in a Digital Milieu



It was a momentous month of May in the Indian subcontinent in 2019. Heat waves pushed temperatures past 50 degrees Celsius (122 degrees Fahrenheit) in the northwestern parts of the region, and tropical cyclones necessitated the evacuation of millions in the east (New York Times 2019). The roiling extended to the political climate as well. The raucous spectacle of the Indian general elections, conducted over seven phases and involving the participation of over 67 percent of 912 million or so eligible voters (Gunasekar 2019), dominated the media landscape. By the end of May, the right-wing Hindu nationalist Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) had returned to power, further strengthening its considerable majority in the Indian parliament. Although the scale of dominance took critics of the BJP-led regime by surprise, the results themselves were not entirely unexpected. The BJP, after all, was both India’s richest political party and one of the biggest advertisers on print, television, and digital media in the months leading up to the elections (The Wire 2019). But even massive electoral victories do not always quell the sudden storms that brew in the domain of the popular.

As Narendra Modi, the BJP’s leader, took charge as the prime minister for the second time, the hashtag #ModiSarkar2 (Modi administration 2) began trending on Twitter in India, only to be swiftly supplanted by another hashtag: #Nesamani. Who was Nesamani, and how was he able to upstage, if only briefly, Narendra Modi, the most followed Indian on Twitter? Understanding this requires a brief sojourn into the social media landscape in India and across the Indian diaspora worldwide, which in turn rests on the centrality of popular media, vernacular creativity, and the role of digital platforms in shaping contemporary engagements with the political and enabling novel expressions of cultural citizenship (Burgess 2006).

On May 27, 2019, an administrator of a Facebook page called “Civil Engineering Learners” posted a photo of a hammer and asked group members, “What is the name of this tool in your country?” A Facebook user proficient in the Tamil language promptly responded with “suthiyal” (based on the Tamil word cutti, meaning “hammer”) and added, without context, that the painting contractor Nesamani’s head had been broken by this tool. The commenter in this case was referring to a scene in the 2001 Tamil comedy-drama film Friends, in which the character of the irritable painting contractor Nesamani, played by the noted comedian Vadivelu, theatrically collapses after an assistant accidentally drops a hammer on his head. Another user on the Facebook thread, seemingly clued into the joke from this comedic scene, asked if Nesamani was okay, inadvertently triggering a barrage of meme posts with the caption “Pray for Nesamani.” Within the next few days, #Nesamani and #Pray_For_Nesamani began trending on Twitter and other social media platforms in India and then across the world (Perera 2019).

An entire array of popular images was recontextualized in service of wishes for Nesamani’s well-being, be it Narendra Modi consoling a Tamil politician or Pope Francis praying with other cardinals at the Vatican (figure I.1). Photoshopped tweets depicting US President Donald Trump’s and British Prime Minister Theresa May’s concern about Nesamani’s health also circulated (figure I.2) via aggregation sites, further adding to the interest in the search term “Nesamani” during this time. As non-Tamil users in India and beyond struggled to make sense of this trending topic, its rapid uptake and upstaging of the #ModiSarkar2 hashtag produced yet another flurry of memes, with intertextual references to blockbuster action films like Baahubali (2015) being deployed to mark this battle of the hashtags. The political charge of these battles was exacerbated by the fact that the state of Tamil Nadu, whose film industry produced the comedian who played Nesamani, bucked the tide in the national elections, overwhelmingly voting in favor of the alliance opposed to the BJP. One Tamil poet aligned with the opposition party in Tamil Nadu even penned an elegy for Nesamani (Thirumurthy 2019), suggesting that Nesamani had died just as Narendra Modi was being sworn in as the prime minister and that this did not bode well for the country.

These irreverent forms of political commentary, undoubtedly indexing both the shock of the BJP’s massive electoral victory and anxiety about the unfettered march of authoritarian Hindu nationalism that this victory portended, offer a glimpse into what has been referred to as the “Tamil meme nation” (Shrikrishna 2021), a heady memetic mix of sharp wit and absurdism that ultimately rests on a sense of antagonism against the Hindi/Hindu-nationalist Indian state and some self-reflexivity about one’s own powerlessness. Vadivelu, the comedian playing Nesamani, is then without doubt the epitome of this nation’s body politic—exasperated yet proud, resigned to a thrashing yet eternally hopeful, and always ready to laugh at themselves.

[image: Two tweets: The first one shows a photo of a man being consoled by another man. The caption reads, “Shri Modiji consoles Thiru OPS who broke down after visiting Nesamani at the hospital. #Pray_for_Neasamani.”]

[image: The second one shows a photo of a man in white vestments along with other men in black vestments standing at a long table with their heads bowed. The caption reads, “#Pray_for_Neasamani #Nesamani the whole world is with you nesamani. Prayers conducted across the globe for his recovery.”]
Figure I.1. Tweets with news images recontextualized by users online, in support of Nesamani.


[image: A collage of Twitter posts attributed to Donald Trump, Imran Khan, and Theresa May, all expressing prayers and concern for “Mr. Nesamani.”]
Figure I.2. Parody Twitter posts created by users to suggest that even politicians on the global stage (like Donald Trump, Imran Khan, and Theresa May) were concerned about Nesamani’s health.



Entertaining the Political in Digital India

It is tempting to dismiss our investment in trending topics, Twitter spats, and meme wars as short-lived distractions amid the broader erosion of popular sovereignty in India and other parts of the world. In December 2019, soon after Narendra Modi’s second term began, the BJP government passed into law the Citizenship (Amendment) Act, or CAA, which introduced religion-specific discrimination by singling out and excluding Muslims from the list of communities eligible for naturalization. Intense protests in major public universities including Jamia Milia and Jawaharlal Nehru University in New Delhi were brutally suppressed by the police, and student leaders were arrested under charges of “antinational” behavior and sedition (Nair 2016; Nigam 2020). These student protests marked the beginning of a series of resistance movements against right-wing Hindutva authoritarianism, including a multigenerational protest led by Muslim women at Shaheen Bagh in New Delhi that became “a stage for an autonomous, spontaneous, totally self-organized, leaderless rehearsal of a new vision for citizenship” (Sengupta 2020).1 But by March 2020, as COVID-19 began spreading across the world, the BJP government initiated nationwide lockdowns and cleared the protest camps. As Nivedita Menon (2022, 280) points out, “once the ‘public health’ claim was made, protests sites were dismantled violently by the police and thousands of arrests carried out … with the lockdown serving as a political emergency in which democratic rights” could be suspended. Taking full advantage of the social isolation and tapping into widespread fears of contagion, right-wing politicians working in concert with radical YouTube influencers and microcelebrities, a vast network of WhatsApp groups that spread disinformation, and mainstream television news networks owned by corporate moguls devoted to the ruling BJP party, further vilified Muslims and other minorities.

At stake in this conjuncture is not only how digital media infrastructures and platforms are used by the state to discipline citizenship but, more broadly, the production of a temporal order that seeks to orient everyday digital life around a particular vision of a Hindu nation. The BJP’s IT cell, coordinated propaganda campaigns, widespread internet shutdowns during protests, the circulation of dis- and misinformation (Udupa 2019), the harassment and abuse of comedians, lynchings and the continual production of digital hate (Mankekar 2025; Banaji and Bhat 2021), and the capture of television news and Bollywood (S. Subramanian 2022) all work to ensure that citizenship in the digital nation is synchronized to the temporal rhythms of Hindutva 2.0. As Anustup Basu (2020, 165) outlines, Hindutva 2.0 is a “resonance machine, … a figuration of informational power that brings together a Hindu sense of being and a neoliberal credo of development.” However, it would be a mistake to approach this sociotechnical and cultural arena as somehow moving us toward a singular Hindu majoritarian time. As Geeta Patel (2000) reminds us, nation-time is never a singular, seamless order but rather a fractured, layered, and affectively charged field in which divergent rhythms coexist and collide. Revealing the “co-implications of Christian, Christian-secular, and Hindu temporalities in the capitalist production of the militarized Hindu nation,” Patel (2000, 47) goes on to argue that it is precisely because these times persist together that they also generate contradictions and anxieties. Steering clear of the impulse to think about digital life as a shift from one clock into another or as marking a radical new mode of speed and acceleration, Patel’s time-traveling intervention opens up opportunities for grasping how the persistence of multiple temporalities “abets forms of recursiveness and hegemony, even as it might offer ways to disturb them, or more disturbingly regenerate them in new alignments” (2017, 198).

Digital Hindutva, despite the state’s best efforts, is less a homogeneous temporal order than an assemblage of disjunctive temporalities, each with its own affective force. WhatsApp propaganda, for instance, unfolds in recursive, vernacular rhythms: Forwarded jokes, good morning messages, rumors, and myths circulating in family and friends’ groups draw the force of Hindu nationalism into intimate, everyday media use. This, in turn, differs markedly from the conjoined temporalities of Twitter/X hashtags and prime-time television news, wherein orchestrated trends ebb and flow in spectacular bursts of visibility. These platforms and media networks all operate in and are supported by a right-wing Hindu nationalist structure, yet they are shaped by distinct temporal logics. Similarly, state-orchestrated internet shutdowns create temporal gaps—interruptions in digital life where the primary goal is to suppress critique and dissent (Zargar 2020). While those who are affected might experience these phases, often extending to several weeks at a stretch, as frustrating delays, enforced silences, and lost connections, creative workarounds also flourish (Shah 2021). Patel’s attention to such embodied and affective registers of temporality underscores the fragility of Hindutva’s temporal project—put simply, the state’s attempts at control more often than not generate uneven, contradictory textures of time.

Moreover, digital Hindutva is propelled by volatile affective intensities—anger, outrage, victimhood, and grievance, for instance—that accelerate circulation and align publics into reactive rhythms. But as feminist scholars have long argued, affect is never stable (Kay and Banet-Weiser 2019; Mankekar 2015, 2025; Sara Ahmed 2004; P. Menon 2024a). These same intensities that incite intense participation on digital platforms can quite easily transition into indifference, boredom, parody, and schadenfreude, once again generating temporalities that foil the state’s designs or platform companies’ best efforts to keep users “engaged.” In other words, this instability points toward a more fundamental reordering of time in contemporary digital cultures. In an analysis of anti-Muslim campaigns like “Love Jihad,” Purnima Mankekar (2025) demonstrates how algorithmic media scramble historical periods, collapsing colonial-era discourses about Muslim hypersexuality with contemporary digital hate speech. WhatsApp messages and Twitter feeds recirculate representations from 1920s Hindu nationalist movements, yet these are not mere repetitions—they are “recharged” with affective potency through digital circulation. This scrambling creates what Mankekar calls “affective feedback loops” where historical traumas like Partition (1947) are algorithmically reactivated to generate contemporary violence against Muslim bodies. Such temporal scrambling proves crucial to algorithmic archaeology because it reveals how digital technologies do not simply archive the past but actively generate action in the present by mobilizing fragmented historical narratives. Furthermore, if memes, parodies, and other digital artifacts scramble our sense of time by interweaving disparate pasts into our present, they also produce temporal bridges and intervals that can resist, deflect, defer, and sidestep forces that try to sync digital culture with nationalist orders of time.

Writing against the tendency to focus on acceleration, simultaneity, and compression of time, Emily Keightley (2013) and other scholars of digital culture insist that mediation should be understood as the production of temporal intervals—zones where temporalities overlap without collapsing into one another.2 These are sites of intermediacy, where lived time exceeds the synchronized rhythms of hegemonic orders, producing room for pause, irony, and imaginative play. Seen in this light, Hindutva temporality cannot be reduced to a singular time of a Hindu nation. Rather, it must be understood as a fragile and fissured assemblage, held together by constant efforts of synchronization yet continually disrupted and perpetually vulnerable to the interruptions and countertemporalities that emerge from the very media infrastructures it seeks to control. #Nesamani and #Pray_for_Nesamani constituted one such crucial interruption.

Against the immense weight of India’s right-wing political and cultural machinery, the space for humor and critique that a media event like #Nesamani created might at first glance seem insufficient and ineffectual. But such “light critiques” (Baishya 2021b) are vital precisely because they are lightweight with regard to their digital circulation across multiple media platforms and lighthearted without being inconsequential. Operating in relation to but not fully caught up in protest movements, sidestepping the state’s efforts to censor political speech, evading digital platforms’ attempts to moderate political content, and inviting even those who are not necessarily immersed in political matters to reflect on events and crises, digital incursions like #Nesamani reveal the continual play of possibility and pessimism that marks the relationship between popular culture and the political in our digital world. While the BJP’s electoral victory sought to reinforce the march of Hindu majoritarianism, #Nesamani gently refused this synchronization. Drawing on a comic play on injury and vulnerability, these memes produced an uncanny layering of times: cinematic pasts, national and regional political presents, and various memetic, digital futures.

To be clear, we do not mean to romanticize this interruption as a form of resistance to Hindu supremacy and the power that the BJP and its affiliated cultural organizations wield in Indian politics. After all, these memes circulated on the same platforms and relied on the same algorithmic infrastructures that enable right-wing nationalist propaganda to thrive. If anything, their affective charge lay in not moving out of those infrastructures but, rather, inhabiting them otherwise, producing moments of pause and play that revealed different political and cultural possibilities. Thus, what emerges into view is an intermediary space—one that generates new temporal experiences and makes space for forms of cultural belonging whose political valence cannot be contained within frames of freedom or capture.



A Mobile, Digital Popular

Taken together, the media objects and discourses swirling around #Nesamani begin to reveal the contours of a public culture that has been transformed by digital media infrastructures, platforms, and creative user practices since the late 1990s. #Nesamani is part of a vibrant and densely intertextual field of memes and remixes, YouTube parodies and news satires, WhatsApp jokes and vicious disinformation campaigns, and songs, podcasts, and sound art that mediate the political in strikingly new ways. It is a decidedly hybrid arena shaped by asymmetric flows and exchanges among the established news and entertainment industries, powerful social media companies, and millions of smartphone-wielding users with the technological and cultural capacities to create and circulate a dizzying array of media artifacts on a routine, everyday basis.

This is a dynamic media ecology in which the boundaries between news and entertainment are often rendered hazy, where digital media companies relentlessly track, commodify, and monetize users’ life worlds, and where data mining, surveillance, and state-sponsored biometrics projects are redefining the possibilities and limits of everyday politics and ultimately, citizenship.3 As we have learned over the past decade, this is fertile terrain for crafting and legitimizing a new vision of a deeply exclusionary Hindu nation (Basu 2020; Govil and Baishya 2018; P. Menon 2024a). At the same time, it is also a dazzlingly creative and sociable world for millions of people, one in which the daily routine of a “share this blessing from God with five people” message on WhatsApp is just two or three digital gestures away from a biting joke about a politician, where an infectiously catchy music video on YouTube inspires politically charged remix versions, and where a piece of Tamil-language satire punctures claims about no longer needing caste-based affirmative action.

We call this arena the mobile popular, a polyphonic and multilingual mediascape that is defined by combustible and unpredictable interactions between two powerful zones of public culture: on the one hand, established film and television industries that are shaped primarily by logics of scale and audience niches and, on the other hand, digital media platforms defined by rapidly evolving logics of data-driven programming, algorithmic curation, and user participation. In a context shaped by over three decades of neoliberal globalization, the cultural and political hegemony of right-wing Hindu majoritarianism, deepening social and economic inequalities, and the emergence of “Digital India” as a powerful new imaginary defining the nation’s future, this book explores how digital media dynamics have transformed links between popular culture and politics and, in the process, restyled the meanings and performances of cultural citizenship.

There are three interlocking developments that have shaped the emergence of this media and cultural assemblage and that form the key analytic sites we examine in this book: the phenomenal expansion of media and telecommunication infrastructures and the emergence of an “ecosystem of connectivity” and circulation shaped by mobile devices and digital platforms (van Dijck 2013; Sundaram 2015); new idioms of political expression and shifting meanings of participation that stem from creative and quotidian appropriations of popular media, especially films and television programs (Jenkins 2006); and finally, the making of highly fissured and mobile publics, some of which dissipate just as quickly as they cohere, others that endure, and still others that morph into newer collectives.4 Through a series of case studies that chart the textual, visual, and sonic dimensions of the mobile popular beginning in the early 2000s, we argue that the transient and open-ended nature of these mobile publics—be it one that cohered for a few weeks around #Nesamani, an intimate listening public hailed into being by Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s podcast, or a caring digital public that coalesced around a fourteen-month-long farmers’ protest (2020–21)—recasts cultural citizenship as mediated participation in a digital milieu.

In conversation with efforts to grapple with the global character of the internet and the plurality of digital cultures shaping our world (Zayani and Khalil 2024; Papacharissi 2015; Bosch 2020), this book places digital mediation at the center of debates on culture and politics in twenty-first-century India. While the media objects we analyze emerge from the warp and weft of culture and politics in India, the questions we pose and the concepts we mobilize are animated by global concerns about media infrastructures and digital platforms, media entertainment and political culture, and media circulation and the formation of publics.

We begin, therefore, by tracing the emergence of a networked media ecology shaped by multiple digital media platforms and their complex connections with established communication infrastructures and media industries. An emphasis on the temporal dimensions of technological and institutional change assumes even greater importance in the context of postcolonial media cultures, given that at a quite basic level, the digital cannot be seen as neatly following on after broadcasting, film, and television and video cultures. As Ravi Sundaram (2013, 12) points out, the 1980s and 1990s in India were marked by a “frenetic media multiplicity when cassette culture, colour television, VCRs, cable and satellite broadcasting, and the internet all arrived with barely any temporal gaps.” The impact that this proliferation of media technologies and platforms had on the established media industries cannot be overstated. During the same period, the media landscape was also shaped powerfully by informal and often extralegal and pirate tactics of media production, copying, and circulation (Sundaram 2013). Steering clear of platform-centric approaches, our analyses of the production and circulation of popular cultural forms are thus grounded in an examination of the complex interplay between established media institutions (TV and film industries), digital platforms (Twitter, YouTube, etc.), and user/audience imaginaries and practices that crisscross online and offline networks of sociality and evince new forms of techno-intimacy as powerful mobile phones became ubiquitous beginning in 2014–15 (Patel 2019). As we will see, the many technological, industrial, and cultural shifts that marked well over three decades of media globalization and vernacularization beginning in the mid-1980s form the fecund terrain on which the intersections of infrastructures, platforms, and public cultures in “Digital India” take shape and acquire immense social, cultural, and political significance.



Mobile Media in a Digital Nation: Infrastructure, Circulation, and Citizenship

“It’s a new way of life, a digital life,” declared the Bollywood superstar Shahrukh Khan in an advertisement promoting new 4G voice and data services that Reliance Jio launched in September 2016 (Jio 2016). Leading up to Khan encouraging the nation to sign up for a new mobile connection and experience the thrills of a life online, the ad invited viewers to imagine a life of unfettered mobility by featuring Indians from different walks of life and every corner of the country floating around on digital balloons (figure I.3).

The advertisement opens with a lone figure walking in a desolate but strikingly beautiful mountainous landscape of the northernmost part of India. Even as the camera zooms in to the weather-beaten visage of a man in traditional garb, a large shadow appears on the ground. The man’s puzzled expression turns to delight as he looks up to see someone attired in the style of a Buddhist monk floating across the landscape, hanging on to a giant red balloon and speaking on his mobile phone. The ad then cuts to Kerala in the southwestern corner of the country, where a boatman navigating a canal looks up in astonishment at a figure dressed for a kathakali performance and floating by on an orange balloon, seemingly engrossed in a Facetime/video call. Quick shots of prominent tourist destinations in other parts of the country follow—a young couple taking a selfie with the Qutub Minar (New Delhi) in the background; a range of people speaking, taking pictures, and watching videos while the Howrah bridge in the background marks the location as West Bengal; and so on—before settling on a crowd gathered in front of Mumbai’s iconic Gateway of India. With the famous Taj hotel framing the scene as quintessential tourist Mumbai for additional measure, we see people pointing and looking up in wonder at the hundreds of digital balloons dotting the sky. “Now India will fly,” declares Shahrukh Khan, “Jio ise [experience it].” Floating along in resplendent blue skies, the balloons certainly seemed to promise something atmospheric, if not flight.

[image: A surreal scene of three women suspended above a cityscape, each holding onto ropes tied to giant balloons. They are casually reading or speaking on phones while floating above rooftops and domes.]
Figure I.3. Screenshot from the commercial announcing the launch of Reliance Jio’s 4G services in 2016, featuring a bird’s-eye view of people glued to their devices floating over various locations across India and the Bollywood film celebrity Shah Rukh Khan voicing over the “Digital Life” tagline.


This was not the first time that such colorful and enticing digital balloons had been floated in India. As William Mazzarella (2010) notes, several such new media balloons were launched throughout the 1990s and early 2000s in the form of ICT4D projects that positioned rural info kiosks as the solution to the question of rural underdevelopment. Ravi Sundaram (2000) and Paula Chakravartty (2004) also map how the personal computer and the network became iconic to new visions of progress in the late twentieth and early twenty-first centuries. As Chakravartty (2004, 236) shows, this was the period when the fabled correlation between science and the state unraveled and a move was made toward “combining the discourse of techno-nationalism with the logic of markets.” Nowhere was this new imaginary more pronounced than in “vision” documents produced by global consultancy firms such as KPMG and McKinsey that aligned the goals set by international organizations like the World Summit on Information Society with those of national governments that had embraced neoliberal market reforms as the path to globalization.

Looking back now, it is striking that these particular desires and anxieties about the digital divide would be rendered quaint in less than a decade. By 2005–6, portents of the mobile phone transforming the communication landscape were there for all to see. Investments in mobile network infrastructure, new and inexpensive feature phones, and an increasingly competitive telecommunications sector had made mobile communication accessible for a growing proportion of people, including those in small-town and mofussil (semiurban) areas, and, in the process, ensured that the cybercafé and the development-oriented info kiosk were no longer the only point of entry into the digital world (Doron and Jeffrey 2013). However, even as spectrum auctions, new policy guidelines and regulatory capture, and the entry of powerful conglomerates into the telecommunications sector through the early 2000s expanded access to mobile phones and some internet connectivity, Reliance Jio’s launch in 2016 did mark a major turning point (Mukherjee 2019).

In July 2015, just over a year before the launch of Jio services, Reliance Industries’ chairman, Mukesh Ambani, played a starring role at Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s launch of the “Digital India” program. Proclaiming the event “a momentous occasion in the history of modern India,” Ambani outlined how well his own company’s plans and ambitions were aligned with Modi’s vision for a digital nation. Committing to invest close to $40 billion (250,000 crore rupees), Ambani went on to declare that by offering telecommunication and data services at virtually no cost to the consumer, Jio would “democratize digital culture in India” (Block 2019). The sheer scale at which Reliance Jio’s voice and data plans were rolled out is worth noting. In what was subsequently termed by the press as a “data war” (Business Standard India 2017), Jio’s entry into the telecom market was marked by the slashing of prices and an explosive rise in data consumption. One gigabyte (GB) of high-speed internet data was made available for 50 rupees (less than US$1), making it the world’s cheapest internet data plan.5 Consequently, total mobile internet data consumption in the country reportedly skyrocketed from 0.2 billion GB per month pre-Jio to 1.2 billion GB per month, with Jio subscribers alone using up to 1 billion GB (Bhattacharya 2017). This was also said to have led to a massive surge in the use of the internet for video streaming (Akolawala 2017). By 2019, the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI) reported that approximately 140 million new mobile phone subscriptions had been added since August 2016, with particularly impressive growth in rural areas (Block 2019). With the positioning of the smartphone as the center of people’s digital lives and, more importantly, as the portal to relations with the state as citizens in Digital India, the conception of these infrastructures as a mode of politics rather than merely a tool warrants further examination (Hecht 2011). A flagship initiative of the BJP-led national government, the Digital India program rests on a host of public–private partnerships and, crucially, the turn toward megacorporations such as Reliance Industries to invest in and build 4G and 5G networks, data centers, and a “super platform” that connects the Jio-fueled smartphone user to news, music, video, and, of course, digital payment apps and interfaces (Athique and Kumar 2022; Singh and Kumar 2025).6

Itty Abraham and Ashish Rajadhyaksha (2015) refer to the mediation of state–citizen relationships in this vein as “technological citizenship,” arguing that it is an attenuated condition hinging on the digitization of governance and the privatization of welfare. Building on this perspective, we approach expressive performances through digital and social media platforms as critiques mounted in response to this vision of technological citizenship, often relying on the very same infrastructures that precipitate such attenuated political conditions. Indeed, in postcolonial nations like India, where technoscience has consistently been prioritized over other forms of knowledge to manage social, political, and economic issues, such qualifying prefixes to citizenship in fact embody the shift away from ideas of rights, political voice, and agency toward popular and globally legible notions of innovation, disruption, nation branding, and global influence (Irani 2019). While the digital inflection to mantras of economic growth may appear recent, these shifts toward technological citizenship must be related, as Gyan Prakash (1999, 191) notes, to the conception of the postcolonial state itself as a technical institution and as an “expression of the nation’s will to achieve a quantum leap in its technological capacity.” Further, once we look beyond the technical and political-economic aspects of infrastructures, it becomes clear that grasping the emergence of digital media as infrastructural to contemporary social, cultural, political, and economic worlds calls for paying attention to the role of imagination—the fantasies, desires, and anxieties about the present and future that provoke, as Brian Larkin (2013, 332) puts it, “such deep affectual commitments, particularly, but not only, in developing societies.”7

After all, access to a digital life at low costs was not the only promise that Reliance Jio made. In advertisements like the one described earlier, Jio also signaled a distinct new way of thinking about communication infrastructure: In sharp contrast to an earlier era, the digital life Jio was offering had seemingly nothing to do with cables, cell phone towers, signals/bars, and other visible and tangible signs of access to the internet via mobile phones. Instead, digital life would now be shaped by devices and infrastructures that had rendered media simultaneously embodied and atmospheric (Peters 2015; Sundaram 2015). The ideal citizen, moreover, could be part of this digital atmosphere with a smartphone in one hand and the other hand attached to a sensory balloon. Of course, this technocultural imagination of digital inclusion that Reliance and the Indian state were offering assumed that what mobile users chose to do would be predictable and manageable and, crucially, that media production and circulation could be carefully curated within a well-defined platform ecosystem. More broadly, Reliance Jio’s imagination of the mobile citizen is also intimately linked to the emergence of a new kind of nation form, one in which national space has been redefined primarily as a “market-ready investment destination” and wherein cultural practices associated with middle- and upper-middle-class urban residents are rendered legitimate and ordinary (Kaur 2020; Srivastava 2020). Digital India is but one key mode of governance-via-branding in which the nation-state asserts control over the digital economy, recruits and rebrands corporate moguls like Ambani as patriotic figures working in the public interest, and redefines citizenship via both enumeration (biometric ID cards) and invitations to participate in the state’s efforts to create a “smart” nation (Datta 2018). This compact between the media and communication industries and the state is a key dimension of politics in “New India,” a formation that is oriented toward framing the “nation as an enclosure of global capital aligned with Hindu nationalist culture” (Kaur and Mathur 2022, xix). In this technocratic imagination of digital life, Reliance Jio’s beautiful balloons notwithstanding, the “good” citizen is “synonymous with the upper-caste, middle-class Hindu subject, foregrounding a historically privileged group at the cost of others” (Srivastava 2020, 747).

But as Sundaram (2020) and other scholars have shown, the expansion of both the formal and informal media sectors since the early 1990s—from television, video, and the internet to a range of low-cost recording and storage devices including SD cards and mobile phones—has also resulted in the continual production of “provisional infrastructures” and media circuits that are not entirely and certainly not always controlled by the state or corporate institutions. At the heart of these cultures and networks of circulation are myriad other mobile citizens whose hands and bodies, tethered as they may be to Reliance’s balloon, also have the capacity for “pointing, grabbing, selecting, drawing, mapping, pushing, and pulling, … extending the eye, the ear, the voice, and even the skin” (Bratton 2014, 15, quoted in Sundaram 2020) and generating, in the process, new modes of cultural and political participation. #Nesamani is but one striking example of how public affect around a major political event such as a national election can be shaped in surprising, intense, and brief periods of time by the creation and circulation of a seemingly weightless popular cultural form. These mobile media practices rest, in turn, on the transformative impact of digital and social media platforms, on the production and circulation of media entertainment, and on the profoundly unpredictable and often contradictory ways in which audience/user participation links popular media and the political.



Platforms, Media Entertainment, and Popular Culture

In January 2019, the Indian yoga guru and businessman Swami Ramdev filed a defamation suit in the Delhi High Court seeking global injunctions against videos posted about him by users on Facebook, Google Plus, YouTube, and Twitter. The judgment in the case opened with this statement: “for the sake of convenience, the defendants and their various websites, social media platforms, URLs, weblinks etc. are collectively referred to as ‘platforms’” (Swami Ramdev & ANR versus Facebook, Inc. & ORS., CS(OS) 27/2019 [High Court of Delhi October 23, 2019]; emphasis added). It was a striking illustration of the extent to which the term “platform” has come to stand in for an entire digital media ecology: massive tech companies like Meta (Facebook, WhatsApp, Instagram), specific platforms like YouTube, web-based protocols, and a wide range of user practices across this terrain. While the slipperiness of the term “platform” is often appropriated by digital media companies to evade public oversight and stringent regulation, that same slipperiness was being deployed against them by Ramdev’s attorneys.

In addition to the thorny issues of content takedown orders, free speech, and digital sovereignty, cases like this offer glimpses into the extent to which digital platforms and user practices have come to shape public culture(s) the world over. It is also worth noting the incredible range of media sectors (print, film, television, and digital), media forms and representational practices (textual, filmic, televisual, and sonic), and affective regimes (from “Indianness” to “innovation”) that converge on social media platforms. After all, while Ramdev’s empire was built by cultivating a vast devotional television audience, maintaining its reach and influence rested on his ability to control what could or could not be said about him on social media platforms.

Moreover, social media platforms are not static entities. Their continual reconfiguration in response to changes in regulatory regimes, telecommunication infrastructures, business partnerships, political alliances, mobile devices, and user practices makes them highly unstable objects (Helmond et al. 2019). Grappling with the unfolding social, cultural, and political impact of social media platforms thus calls for an approach that is historically grounded and takes into account both intermedial and intersectoral dynamics at work. The challenge is as much about understanding why certain forms (e.g., anti-Dalit or anti-Muslim videos) and computational processes (e.g., TikTok’s “For You” page) intersect as it is about the ongoing resignification of cultural and socioeconomic phenomena (caste-Hindu supremacy) in an era defined by new potentials and patterns of media circulation. The contours of this analytical terrain become clearer when we begin with Tarleton Gillespie’s (2018, 18) definition of platforms as “online sites and services that (a) host, organize, and circulate users’ shared content or social interactions for them, (b) without having produced or commissioned (the bulk of) that content, (c) built on an infrastructure, beneath that circulation of information, for processing data for customer service, advertising, and profit.” This approach synthesizes distinct scholarly lines of inquiry that have tended to emphasize either the participatory dimensions of digital cultures writ large or the political economy of globally dominant social media platforms.

The consolidation of corporate/state power and the move away from an open web (Gillespie 2010) is a serious global concern. Since the end of the first decade of the twenty-first century, social media platforms have sought to continuously extend their functionalities and expand their market dominance by controlling technical integrations (through application programming interfaces [APIs]) and prioritizing partnerships with regional market leaders, states, and ruling political parties. In the Indian context, this has translated into multibillion-dollar investments in projects targeting local small businesses (Singh 2020) and allegations of selective application of hate-speech policies to favor Islamophobic politicians (Purnell and Horwitz 2020). Any celebratory account of social media platforms thus needs to be leavened with a more critical and historical understanding of political structures that harness new media technologies for decidedly illiberal ends. In South Asia, urgent questions about mediated violence and misinformation (Mukherjee 2020), data extraction and algorithmic accountability (Mathews and Sinha 2020), and content moderation and state censorship (Chen and Cassidy 2017) call for analytic frames that situate powerful companies like Facebook (which owns and operates a range of social media platforms including Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp) within long-standing histories of media power.

Informed by these broad critiques, one prominent strand of scholarship on social media platforms in South Asia has come to focus on the domain of political communication and social movements. Digital campaigning and political branding (Neyazi et al. 2016; Pal et al. 2016; Baishya 2015), digital protests (Pain 2020; R. Prasad 2018), disinformation and fake news (Banaji and Bhat 2019; Dodda and Dubbudu 2019), and the link between social media platforms and right-wing populism (Udupa 2018a) have attracted considerable scholarly and public attention. Moving away from normative assumptions about state–citizen relations and media logics, this body of scholarship helps us discern the role of social media platforms in enabling “distinctive projects of ‘people-making’ with contingent political outcomes that cannot easily be classified as participatory, democratizing, or resistant” (Chakravartty and Roy 2015, 315). By the same token, there is growing recognition that we also need to move beyond the mechanics of media activism or populist protest movements to explore a broader range of instances when popular cultural forms become politically charged.

Exploring this arena we are calling the mobile popular through a media object like #Nesamani thus involves reflecting on the enduring power of film and television in a moment in which digital platforms are redefining cultural production. As we will see in the chapters that follow, the established film, television, and music industries continue to operate not only as sites of financial, symbolic, and political power but, just as crucially, as vital cultural reserves from which social media users draw narrative resources (Nesamani/Vadivelu, for instance) to remix, annotate, satirize, debate, and on the whole, contend with a wide range of political matters. In particular, YouTube’s position as a major repository for film and television content (Srinivas 2017) has enabled the continual production of a memetic archive, one in which a comedy clip featuring the South Indian comedian Vadivelu can be quickly mobilized to comment on an ongoing cultural or political event.

Of course, there is no doubt that social media entertainment organized via powerful platforms including YouTube and Instagram has unsettled the film and television industries’ position as the dominant arbiters of the “popular” (Cunningham and Craig 2021). The platformization of cultural production, understood as the “penetration of digital platforms’ economic, infrastructural, and governmental extensions into the cultural industries, as well as the organization of cultural practices of labor, creativity and democracy around these platforms” (Poell et al., 2022, 5) has certainly transformed media entertainment in the Indian context as well. Operating across urban, small-town, and rural India, creators and influencers are producing an astonishing range of content in multiple languages and varied genres (Nayaka et al. 2025). These creators, whose work is shaped by a powerful matrix of intermediaries, advertising agencies and public relations (PR) companies, and multichannel networks, in addition to the established media industries, also have to contend with frequent changes in platform interfaces and algorithms. The proliferation of streaming video services offering programming in a variety of languages to audiences across the subcontinent and various diasporic markets is also a part of this ongoing transformation in media entertainment. Taking a holistic view of cultural production, we situate cultural forms in relation to specific platforms and their distinct logics of production, marketing, monetization, and governance.

It would be a mistake, however, to take stable infrastructural conditions and formalized platform economies for granted. Recent work by scholars working in various regional contexts across South Asia has shown that we need to stay attuned to vernacular media economies, forms of cultural production (live performances, for instance), and modes of circulation (micro-SD cards and download kiosks, for example) that work against the distributive control of platform economies (A. Kumar 2019; Mukherjee and Singh 2017; Thorat 2016). We thus show in our analyses of a range of digital artifacts that the daily culturalization of political matters through a meme, a piece of remix music circulated via YouTube, or a short video posted on Instagram happens as much via a studio in Chennai where Photoshop artists create political posters and banners as it does from within highly financialized and formalized platform ecosystems such as a YouTube channel that is part of a multichannel network like Culture Machine. Furthermore, these emergent terrains of media entertainment and the creation of new forms of popular culture hinge on a culture of daily, incessant participation and media circulation on the part of millions of smartphone users. Grasping what “participation” has come to mean in this digital conjuncture is also, therefore, key to understanding new figurations of publics and imaginations of cultural citizenship.



Like, Subscribe, and Share: Participatory Cultures and Mobile Publics

We are at the point where any account of the relationship between popular media culture and the political would not be possible or complete without accounting for the role of digital media, processes of media convergence, and a wide array of actors cooperating and competing to shape and control this polyphonic mediascape. Since the early 2000s, scholars in multiple disciplines have focused on the many astonishing instances of digitally mediated activism around the world, asking what constitutes meaningful participation (Jenkins 2006; Kraidy and Mourad 2010; Yang 2009; Papacharissi 2015; Qiu 2014; Zayani 2015; Zidani 2021). Mapping the world of networks, hashtags, memes, sounds, and videos and their complex circulation across media systems, this scholarship has been valuable for understanding new forms of mediation that now lie at the center of political life.8

That said, in every instance of political expression that intersects with and spills over into popular and academic discourses, the focus ends up being strictly on the political implications that such moments and participatory modes hold for our understanding of the tenets of normative political theory. We steer clear of this tendency and argue instead that only when we comprehend how digital media use and everyday life are braided together can we meaningfully pose questions about political impact and, in the process, develop more complex and textured accounts of publics that cohere in and through the digital. Rather than relying on a series of binaries and ruptures, between zeroes and ones, between activism and slacktivism, between the internet and other media forms, and so on, our focus on publics and public cultures foregrounds processes of mediation and the continual production of what Appadurai and Breckenridge (1995) called a “zone of cultural debate.”

In Appadurai and Breckenridge’s influential formulation, they pointed out that public culture(s) could take many forms and identified cinema, television, sports spectatorship, and museums as creating a densely interlinked and interocular arena in countries like India. While this critical reworking of “publics,” “publicity,” and “public sphere(s)” inspired numerous studies of media cultures in an era of economic liberalization and cultural globalization across the postcolonial world, we have yet to fully grasp the implications of the current phase of digital cultures, marked as much by vibrant participatory cultures as it is by state and corporate surveillance, disinformation. and data-mining practices. The study of digital cultures as an arena of public struggles over political meanings, collective action, and everyday sociality, especially in non-Western settings, continues to remain marginal when compared to the preponderance of behaviorist investigations under the umbrella of “digital politics.” Drawing on Andrew Chadwick’s work on internet politics, John Postill (2018, 25–26) suggests that digital politics can be split into “four main sub-areas of study—digital government (executives and bureaucracies), digital democracy (community, deliberation, participation), digital campaigning (parties, candidates, elections) and digital movements (interest groups and social movements).” The vernacular cultural production and circulation of political claims and the gathering of networked publics we engage with in this book cut through such conceptual schema, mirroring people’s commingled experiences of these seemingly diverse domains on an everyday basis in democracies across the world. The question is, how do we assess the cultural and political implications of zones of participation that last a few days, weeks, or months at best?

Karen Strassler (2020, 9) argues in her analysis of how images move across media platforms in Indonesia’s fractious and disjunctive public sphere(s) that “each act of producing a sticker, downloading a poster, uploading an image as a Twitter avatar, circulating a meme, glancing at a street artist’s stencil or scanning the pages of a newspaper, is a small but potentially critical event in the agonistic and ongoing process of public envisioning.” At the core of this account of the world-making capacities of images on the move, sparked in no small measure by ordinary people with the desire to participate, lies a broader claim: There is no stable temporal structure underpinning the formation of publics, and we must contend with diverse and entangled “media times” that characterize collectivities. As Sundaram (2020, 734) frames it in his analysis of new forms of participation and media circulation in India, what we are seeing is the “eventalization of time where online populations are drawn into periodic bursts of sustained intensity.”

Consider, if only briefly for now, one such media event that we explore in this book. The story begins with a catchy tune from a popular film song, “Why This Kolaveri” (Why this murderous rage; Sony Music South 2011), that was released on YouTube in November 2011 as part of the marketing strategy for a Tamil-language film. Over a span of two to three months in late 2011 and early 2012, individuals in different parts of the world uploaded cover versions and remixes, and not unlike the circulation of other global pop hits such as “Gangnam Style,” “Kolaveri” also inspired flash mobs in different cities. What was different in this case, however, was how the catchy opening line and the word kolaveri (murderous rage) in particular were redeployed and drawn into a broader and explicitly political arena to make sense of the scale and complexity of corruption and governance. The song struck a chord with a wide swath of urban and semiurban middle classes across the country, whose political imaginations had been stoked by a series of investigative “sting operations”—exposés carried out by various news organizations—that revealed links among political figures, business leaders, and in one particularly damning instance (#Radiagate), prominent journalists (Chadha 2012). Following the sound bite as it moved across YouTube, Twitter, television news, and parody shows, we explore how it was separated from its filmic context and used in a range of metaphorical and connective ways by journalists, politicians, and thousands of media-enabled citizens coming to terms with a thoroughly mediatized anticorruption movement.

Undoubtedly, the question of digital media’s democratic and demotic aspects in this regard—for instance, the ongoing debate over the extent to which digital platforms shape information flows (e.g., rumors, fake news)—is a crucial one. We know that such political shifts are never entirely autonomous from the interests of the state, media corporations, and various religious, political, and civil society groups with their own vested interests. What these concerns suggest, however, is the potential for quotidian digital media use to move beyond a particular media event or location into other times and spaces to generate, in the process, an altogether new kind of public. This potential is best understood by keeping in mind that the world of “public life” engages both questions of citizenship or civic engagement and sociability, with the latter suggesting not just willingness to talk and engage with others but also the desire for shared experiences. After all, spaces of everyday interaction such as the street corner, balconies and verandahs, the public phone booth, the cybercafé, and, now, WhatsApp and Facebook groups have at their heart been, as Shanti Kumar (2010, 23) points out, “spaces of sociability that are neither public nor private in the liberal-economic sense of state versus market forces, or in the civic sense of communitarian responsibilities and citizenship, but constitute the heart of public life” across South Asia.

Situating digitalization within a broader debate about transnational public cultures also ensures that we consider the intermediality shaping links between, say, social media and satellite broadcasting that transform news, entertainment, and other media genres in India and beyond. Such an intermedial approach is crucial for engaging with the implications of algorithmic processes that now structure the production, circulation, and consumption of various cultural forms. But again, instead of approaching the algorithmic production and curation of culture as marking a clean break from a “legacy” system, we maintain that digital media cultures the world over are best understood as the product of combustible encounters between emergent data-driven and algorithmic processes and representational logics that continue to hold sway in the news and entertainment media industries. As Gabriella Coleman (2010, 498) points out, “despite the massive amount of data and new forms of visibility shored up by computational media, many of these worlds remain veiled, cloaked, and difficult to decipher,” and ethnographic approaches are essential to “unearth the remarkable depth, richness, and variability of digital media in everyday and institutional life.” Situated within this broader scholarly terrain, this book makes the case that regionally grounded studies of digital media are crucial for laying a strong historical and cultural foundation for understanding how digitalization is reshaping culture and communication in the twenty-first century.



Digital Studies on Postcolonial Terrain: Sites, Methods, and Materials

Our analysis of the cultural and political significance of digitalization rests on understanding how and why some popular media artifacts catch on. If the sheer proliferation of digital media artifacts presents one challenge, tracing their movement across a complex media assemblage becomes all the more daunting. Any attempt at analyzing the cultural politics of a particular set of digital objects—memes, for instance—has to take into account technologies and devices with specific interfaces and affordances, industries with particular logics and discourses of production and circulation, and creative user practices and imaginaries that at times loop back and fold into established, formal industrial circuits and at other times propel media artifacts into surprising new contexts of consumption and circulation.

Our first analytical and methodological move, then, is to step away from a well-worn representational framework, one in which the sites and contexts of production, circulation, and reception are clearly defined—a film studio, a television network, a specific social media platform—and in relation to which we can situate ourselves and discern relations of power that shape how media artifacts become richly meaningful. As Amit Rai (2009, 3) has argued in his analysis of the nonlinear dynamism of digital media cultures, representation is better understood and approached as “an event that performs anew with each repetition and with each new scene of circulation being an unpredictable but patterned trajectory of present conforming to the past but open to future mutations.” Far from being settled products that circulate in stable media environments, the digital media artifacts we examine in this book are iterative in nature, moving and multiplying, attaching themselves to other media objects, generating new constellations of users and publics, and in the process, forging affective and unstable links between the popular and the political. In analyzing media texts in circulation, we also take our cue from Dilip Parameshwar Gaonkar and Elizabeth A. Povinelli’s (2003, 386) caution to not “succumb to the temptation of reading for meaning” and to pay deeper attention to “the proliferating co-presence of varied textual/cultural forms in all their mobility and mutability.” Responding to forms of cultural production emerging out of transnational media cultures through the 1990s and early 2000s and the remaking of public cultures in the postcolonial non-West and Global South contexts, Gaonkar and Povinelli’s (2003, 386) insight seems even more crucial given the extent to which digitalization has transformed cultures of circulation and within which “texts, events, and practices become palpable and are recognized as such” (see also Lee and LiPuma 2002).

However, even as we contend with the contingency of terms like “industry” and “production” and grapple with the implications of everyday media users having become adept at participating in digital milieus, there is no denying the immense influence of media/tech corporations as well as the state. Corporate and state actors continue to shape media and communication infrastructures and platforms that, taken together, curate the digital milieu in which the play of popular culture and citizenship unfolds. In the case studies that follow, we therefore draw inspiration from research traditions that integrate close readings of media texts (ranging from memes and satirical videos to catchy film songs and remixes), analysis of trade press and reports relating to the industrial conditions under which the media texts are produced and circulated (Caldwell 2008), and multisited participant observation of media production activities and related professional gatherings. As we will see in the chapters that follow, the challenge lies in grasping the social and cultural logics and discourses that are specific to emergent domains of digital culture—the increasingly powerful yet precarious world of creators and influencers, for instance—while recognizing that the digital media sector is also embedded in cities and networks of finance, technology, capital, and creative labor.

These case studies are also shaped, therefore, by an analytical orientation that Guobin Yang (2015, 135) has termed “deep Internet studies,” an approach that takes seriously the historicity of digital media in specific national and regional contexts and explores the unfolding impact of digital media by situating them in “practical, perceptual, and moral experiences as well as the contexts of institutions, politics, and policies.” This involves approaching digital objects as part of a complex and diverse multimedia ecology shaped by thriving print, television, film, and music industries and cultures. It also entails steering clear of well-worn antinomies of “opposition and cooptation, agency and surveillance, high/low culture, grassroots and corporate” (Yang 2015, 136) and contending with the profoundly contradictory nature of India’s digital culture. The development of digital infrastructures and platforms does bear the mark of a hegemonic, right-wing Hindu majoritarianism as well as deepening economic and social inequality. But to regard digital culture as shaped entirely by or constrained by the violence of state practices and corporate power would not be productive either. Our goal is to recognize the profoundly ambivalent and fragile nature of popular cultural artifacts that open up space for cultural contestations that, in some instances but not all, allow us to glimpse new political imaginaries.

Our field research for this project was thus situated amid three sets of interlocutors in media, technology, and financial capitals across India with considerable emphasis on the South Indian state of Tamil Nadu (see figure I.4): (1) YouTube creators, multichannel network (MCN) executives, platform company executives, investors in online video companies, web series producers and writers, and social media and data analytics company executives in New Delhi, Mumbai, Chennai, Coimbatore, and Madurai; (2) Photoshop design workers, meme creators, and online meme pages administrators in Chennai; and (3) activists, independent/folk musicians, music producers, lyricists, and scholars of gender and caste in Bangalore, Chennai, Madurai, and Tiruchirappalli. A vast amount of popular and scholarly writing on media cultures in India is rooted in established media and political capitals in northern India and, in particular, Mumbai and New Delhi. For instance, it is not uncommon for edited collections or special issues of journals about “Indian” cinema or media to focus largely on North Indian, Hindi-language productions and their circulation, with an occasional article or essay on media texts and practices from South India (and, much less often, from the northeastern region). In this book, we explore the possibilities of analyzing relations between established media industries and digital media platforms from a South Indian standpoint as well, often drawing on Tamil-language texts and perspectives to track the formation of a range of Indian media publics.
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Figure I.4. Map of India showing the cities where we were able to conduct participant observation and in-depth interviews over a number of short stints between 2016 and 2019.


The chapters that follow are thus informed by material drawn from participant observation in mostly media production, training, and recruitment settings and, crucially, from textual materials shared by participants (ranging from internal pitch documents made within online video companies and views of dashboards of popular meme pages to booklets created by independent musicians and activist groups). We use these materials largely as background to inform our analyses in the case studies, referencing individuals by name only when they are public figures and attributing insights to publicly available sources of information as much as possible. We also draw only from publicly available content on social media (e.g., memes, tweets, etc.) and anonymize sources when they are not public figures. In the following section, we outline how each chapter sketches a particular set of combustible encounters across the film, television, and digital media industries, and make space for mobilizing publics and forging complex connections between the popular and the political.



Overview of the Book

In chapter 1, we explore videos from a Tamil-language YouTube channel called Put Chutney to detail the industrial and cultural logics at work in producing and remaking South India as a media region within and from which to apprehend the mobile popular. Drawing on close readings of three of the channel’s popular comedy videos, trade press materials, and interviews with Put Chutney and other online video executives, we first chart YouTube’s trajectory in India and establish how the digital platform came to understand and appreciate southern India’s linguistic and cultural diversity to establish the audience imaginaries necessary for its national and global expansion. We then zoom in on Put Chutney’s narrative experiments in its videos, analyzing three comedy sketches to show how diverse yet connected conceptions of the South Indian region were mobilized and gradually “localized” in the interest of tailoring popularity for discrete audience niches. Focusing on the storytelling practices, we demonstrate how affective attachments to languages are organized and mapped out steadily to drive attempts at turning such linguistic publics into recognizable digital audiences. We end the chapter with a brief sketch of other approaches to organize audiences along identity lines in the online video realm, layered on the recognition and reimagining of meaningful cultural regions. Ultimately, we situate this as a case of establishing the spatial groundwork required to harness the mobile popular in a region as diverse as India while also accounting for the necessarily complicated political dynamics of such attempts at regionalization or localization.

Chapter 2 opens with the tale of a meme built around the New Delhi–based anticorruption-crusader-turned-politician Arvind Kejriwal to sketch a broader portrait of how satirical videos steeped in such memetic cultures serve as a temporal link between specific political moments (such as the 2014 national elections) and persistent political concerns around class, caste, gender, and conservative patriarchy as mediated since the late 1980s and early 1990s. Through the work of one (now-defunct) North Indian comedy collective (All India Bakchod, or AIB) and another set of videos created by a thriving South Indian group (Urban Nakkalites), we demonstrate the centrality of popular filmic texts in the memetic chain to create the pathways to identify and bridge disjunctures in how digital publics entertain the political over time. Starting with a sketch of the transition from television to online video in relation to satire and political humor in India, we first situate how AIB strategically employs the meme image of a popular film and television actor to “break” the internet and, in the process, end up breaking down the key tenets of middle-class mobilization around the contentious issue of political corruption. We then examine two videos produced by Urban Nakkalites that reinterpret sequences or plot points of popular Tamil-language films from the late 1980s and the early 1990s to forcefully question their online audience’s nostalgia around these texts and to reveal the incredibly fraught gender and caste politics undergirding the pleasures of such texts. In doing so, we frame this as a case study of how cultural politics around long-standing fissures in Indian society are muddied or made legible by memetic investments in intertextual relays, reliant on popular film and television from another moment, and reproduced within the hot-button political events of contemporary politics.

Following chapter 2, we change tracks and draw attention to the auditory dimensions of the mobile popular and show how sonic cues (in one case, a phrase from a Tamil-language film song) can enable new ways of listening for the political. In chapter 3, we trace the movement of a particularly catchy song called “Kolaveri” across digital and mobile platforms, enabled by established media industries and propelled by imaginative user practices, to argue that audio technologies and practices constitute a vital cultural and material infrastructure on which a sound bridge between the popular and the political can be built. Building on the film-editing technique of the same name, we theorize the conditions necessary (but not sufficient) to listen for and evaluate political claims about citizenship and belonging, showing in the process the manifold ways in which such claims are made through creative sound work as much as they are through the textual and visual relays discussed in the earlier chapters. Connecting such political claims, in this case, is a deeply felt popular outrage, which this chapter uses as a running thread to demonstrate the gathering of all manner of sentiments, expressions, aspirations, and identities across the unpredictable encounters that participatory cultures involving sound work and sonic cues enable.

In chapter 4, we analyze how emergent cultural forms in the digital domain are appropriated by right-wing technocultural formations in order to synchronize the time of the digital nation to everyday acts and practices of citizenship. Specifically, we examine how Narendra Modi has honed and deployed his political brand to reach new digital audiences through his monthly radio broadcast and podcast called Mann Ki Baat (Speaking from the heart). Situated within a vibrant terrain of influencer and creator culture and styled on the intimate format of fireside radio chats of the early twentieth century, Mann Ki Baat seeks to bring the voice of the leader into the personal space of the listener in order to humanize and present Modi as a friendly, personable, and empathetic leader. By including the voices of listeners by reading from their letters and comments (written and audio), the unidirectional format of the radio show is redefined as a multivocal and participatory soundscape. Of course, the voices being included are carefully curated to showcase widespread agreement and support for the leader’s popularity and his purportedly capacious and inclusive vision of a digital nation, and they thus function to erase and suppress dissenting and critical voices rather than engage with them. Showing how Mann Ki Baat is better understood as “inner voice,” wherein Modi’s inner voice stands in for the nation and its people’s conscience, we conclude the chapter with a close reading of a satirical YouTube video—Vallarasu Jayanthi (Birth of a superpower), produced by Urban Nakkalites—to underscore the tenuous nature of Modi’s attempts to maintain a singular national time in the face of various crises. Focusing on the turmoil sparked by the Indian government’s demonetization policy in November 2016, we show how gender and caste dynamics challenge narrow imaginations of digital futures.

Chapter 5 considers the capacity that sound has to upset and reorient the politics of visibility by focusing on two sonic experiments in Indian digital culture. In the wake of student protests at Jawaharlal Nehru University (New Delhi) in 2016 and the arrests of student leaders on charges of sedition, public and scholarly attention zoomed in on the role played by television news in whipping up nationalist sentiments. With crowded ticker tapes, flashy graphics, hectoring anchors, and multiple talking heads shouting over each other, the genre of “debate TV” in particular has come under intense criticism for both its sensationalist impulses and its shrillness. We examine two sonic interruptions of this media space: first, the renowned television news anchor Ravish Kumar’s remarkable forty-minute broadcast in which he gradually faded the television screen to pitch black and launched into a passionate diatribe about the “noise” of television news; and second, the prominent blogger and sound artist Krish Ashok’s remix piece that plays with and remixes the “noise” of television news with sounds from Tamil cinema and other realms of popular culture. While Ravish Kumar’s agitprop broadcast performs a politics of disconnection, urging viewers to turn off their television sets as a way to cure, reform, and renew a more rational public sphere, Ashok revels in the play of interrupting powerful voices and offers an escape route to public spheres that are not shot through with a politics of anger and despair. We end this case study with a brief overview of the vibrant sphere of anticaste sound, reflecting on the modes of listening for the political that mainstream sound work often does not permit or amplify. Throughout, our approach to listening and amplifying digital sound work is shaped by feminist media scholars’ interventions in sound studies and, in particular, Pavitra Sundar’s (2023, 6) argument that “to listen with a feminist ear is to attend to aural and oral manifestations of social hierarchies” and to continually reflect on how “various currents in public culture have disciplined our listening habits, and how we might listen otherwise.”

We conclude the book by returning to the notion of the mobile popular, offering a snapshot of the pressures animating the mediascape via a vignette from contemporary developments in streaming video and considering the possibilities and limits of this continually shifting terrain. Summarizing key insights from case studies through the book, we recap how the relationship between media and citizenship the world over rests on the dynamic interplay between legacy media industries, digital platforms, and inventive user practices. In doing so, we recenter the importance of understanding cultural forms in flux to show how people, as audiences, users, and citizens in varied contexts, make meaning on an everyday basis and navigate abiding questions of representation, affect, and power in an era of datafied and algorithmically curated forms of cultural production and circulation.








1
Southern Stories
YouTube and the Boundaries of the Digital Nation



In April 2019, a Southeast Asia–based video-on-demand portal called HOOQ began attracting attention in the Indian mediascape. In a well-coordinated public relations drive that earned mentions in several industry and business publications, the company’s executives announced that HOOQ would be the first over-the-top (OTT) video-streaming service to use proprietary machine learning and artificial intelligence (AI)–driven “smart dub” technology to localize content in Indian languages. Based in Singapore, HOOQ was a joint-venture company involving Singtel (a major telecommunications conglomerate), Sony Pictures, and Warner Bros. and was struggling to make its presence felt in India. As the CEO of the company saw it, “a meaningful video experience for consumers in India” meant providing content “in a language of their choice” (AIM 2019).

As it turned out, HOOQ was late to the game and its PR efforts soon faded into a broader industry discourse about the sociocultural and economic significance of regional-language media markets. Beginning in 2017–18, anxieties and hopes about reaching “regional” and “vernacular” audiences were coursing through the streaming video sector in India, and industry lore about language-based online media territories being the key to “scaling up” in the Indian context was already playing out along multiple vectors. Google, in particular, had already laid claim to these ideas, with Rajan Anandan, the tech giant’s vice president for India and Southeast Asia at the time, declaring at a 2018 “Google for India” conference intended to showcase the company’s efforts to localize its products that three themes would define the future of India’s internet: “voice, video, and vernacular.” Anandan’s comments echoed a report that Google had produced in 2017 in collaboration with the consultancy firm KPMG. Titled Indian Languages: Defining India’s Internet, this report claimed that India’s digital future would be a “a mass of niches” and one in which the regional-language user base—again, distilled as “voice, video, and vernacular”—would hold the keys to growth (KPMG 2017). Offering a survey of how critical the regional-language markets were across the media industries—print, television, music, and films—this report relied on a familiar mix of dazzling numbers and breathless claims from industry professionals about the sheer scale of the Indian streaming video market. Pointing out that “95% of video consumption is in vernacular languages” (Tandon 2018) and that close to five hundred million Indians would be using the internet in various Indian languages, Anandan’s comments marked a turning point in industry discourse.

Of course, industry-generated numbers and statistics do not get us very far. Nitin Govil’s (2010, 107) point about big numbers offering “legibility and legitimation” for the media industries, caught up as they are in a global culture of financial speculation, is worth keeping in mind during this phase of transition in India’s screen industries as well. This is not to deny the ferment that digitalization has sparked across the media industries in India. As we have outlined in the introduction, the remarkable transformation in internet infrastructures—especially mobile broadband connectivity—and the emergence of a range of transnational digital media platforms since the end of the first decade of this century has transformed the production, circulation, and consumption of media entertainment. Concerns about infrastructure and data had been allayed by companies like Reliance Jio offering inexpensive devices and data rates that, in turn, had led to a phenomenal growth in internet usage not just in major metropolitan centers but across second-tier cities and towns as well as rural areas (Athique and Kumar 2022; Mukherjee 2019; Purnell 2018). Even as powerful digital platforms and portals like YouTube, Netflix, Amazon Prime Video, and Disney+ Hotstar have made inroads into a dense and highly competitive media market, media conglomerates with deep roots in the film, television, and music industries in India have launched their own portals and platforms. Hoichoi (SVF Entertainment), Sun Nxt (Sun Network), ALTT (Balaji Telefilms), and others have leveraged extensive media libraries and are producing enough original programming to make their presence felt in the streaming video universe. The sheer number and range of streaming media services have also given rise to OTT aggregators such as Tata Play, JioTV+, and Airtel Xstream.

Casting an eye on the nearly forty international and domestic streaming video platforms in India offering programming in a variety of languages, it would seem that regional video is now a settled category with clear linguistic boundaries, geographic limits, and crucially, a stable online audience. But just a few years before industry executives like Google’s Rajan Anandan were extolling the importance of all things vernacular, professionals in media capitals like Mumbai were struggling to understand the “South.”1 In September 2015, senior executives from Funny or Die, the Los Angeles–based comedy website and film/television production company, visited India and met with a range of online video and stand-up comedy creators to discuss the business of comedy and its social impact (Vasudev 2015). They participated in multiple events, focusing extensively on their success in promoting young people’s interest in the Affordable Care Act through President Barack Obama’s appearance on the show Between Two Ferns with Zach Galifianakis. During one stop on this tour in Google’s office in Mumbai, invited attendees included top English- and Hindi-language online video comedy collectives like All India Bakchod (AIB), East India Comedy (EIC), and Schitzengiggles Comedy (SnG), as well as solo stand-up comedians like Kanan Gill, Biswa Kalyan Rath, and Anuvab Pal. In the middle of a discussion about the diversity of comedy and online video markets in India, one member of AIB reportedly brought up how “down south” was a whole other ball game and plainly admitted that they did not know how to talk to that audience.2 This concern with the “South” was apparently echoed by other North Indian comedians who were mostly building their online video careers from Mumbai. That this anxiety about the inscrutability of the South Indian audience came up in a meeting organized by a global digital platform company is notable, given that the broader ferment around the notion of media regions was fueled in no small part by approaches to digitalization that such corporations enabled. In fact, it points to a map of issues that we wrestle with in the rest of this chapter: the “South” as an established cultural region, the inaccessibility of that region to Mumbai and Delhi-based online video industry players, the attractiveness of the region as a market, and the wistfulness about that audience having to remain unattended or unaddressed. So, what imaginations and understandings of language, region, and culture would online video companies mobilize to respond to these concerns?

This chapter takes up this question and explores the cultural politics of region-making in the online video terrain and charts its centrality to the shaping of the mobile popular in India. In particular, we focus on the fortunes of Put Chutney, a Tamil-language YouTube channel, to examine the industrial and cultural logics at work in imagining South India as a media region. Drawing on trade press materials and in-depth interviews conducted with executives at Put Chutney, we first map YouTube’s trajectory in India and outline how the digital platform came to recognize and value southern India’s linguistic and cultural diversity as crucial for its national and global expansion. Through close readings of videos produced by Put Chutney, we then show how distinct and competing conceptions of the South Indian region were mobilized to secure an online audience. Building on a rich strand of scholarship that refutes the idea of a pregiven “linguistic-cultural-geographic bind” (Radhakrishnan 2015, 140) and encourages the use of regionalization as the “framework to understand the globalization of media industries and audiences” (Shanti Kumar 2014), we ask how media regions are being imagined, produced, maintained, and contested in the streaming video terrain. For what Put Chutney’s videos reveal is the gradual scaling “down” from a capacious peninsular imaginary to a more culturally and politically specific imagination of a linguistic region (in this case, the Tamil region). Moreover, these region-making practices on platforms like YouTube are unfolding in a moment marked by broader challenges to imaginations of a homogeneous digital nation that are central to the BJP’s “Digital India” plan. By focusing on Put Chutney’s southern stories, we thus demonstrate how affective attachments to languages are organized and mapped over time onto cultural regions to secure an online audience and forge a language-oriented approach that defies nationalist imaginations.


Region, Language, and Cultural Production

By the early 1990s, when the multinodal media world that we are familiar with today was taking shape, David Morley and Kevin Robins (1995, 26) argued that a “social theory that is informed by the geographical imagination” was crucial to understanding changes in media and communication. Surveying the political and economic transformations that had reshaped national economies across the world since the late 1970s, they focused in particular on the increasingly complex spatial relations that the mobility of capital had engendered as the “essential context for understanding the nature and significance of developments in the media industries” (Morley and Robins 1995, 31).

Building on this perspective, we highlight the spatial logics of platform localization to ensure that the study of digital media remains alive to regional histories and cultural dynamics that are, in turn, embedded in transnational exchanges (Venegas 2009; Tinic 2005). At a broader level, a critical-regional perspective also helps us respond to calls for attending to the implications of the digital world no longer being a predominantly English-speaking technoscape. Gerard Goggin and Mark McLelland (2009, 5) are right to argue that despite the global diffusion of the internet and digital platforms, we are yet to “systematically chart what is now most salient and significant about the Internet: its great cultural and linguistic variety.” In this regard, the “region”—a scale and a category of analysis that has been crucial for scholars who have tried to move past media and communication studies’ methodological nationalism, or what Ravi Vasudevan (2010, 95) has called “territorial fatalism,” emerges as key to understanding the significance of language-based cultural regions as foundational for any digital platform’s localization.

From the perspective of the media industries, regions are at times regarded as sites of cultural and political coherence but at other times as spaces that have to be actively policed and (geo)blocked (Elkins 2019; Lobato and Meese 2016). Studies of global media industries make it clear that any straightforward mapping of geographic territories onto media regions is a fraught endeavor. However, in the Indian context, the region–language link does emerge as a powerful organizing principle given that the purportedly “national” Hindi–English content producers have explicitly categorized the “South” not just as a market but as a distinctive cultural and political territory. This is not new, given that this categorization has been held in place by film and television distribution practice for well over five decades.

The reorganization of independent India’s states and territories along linguistic lines in 1956 helped to produce within the country a set of “regions” that continue to guide media production and distribution practices to this day. Specifically, the troubled imagination of Hindi as the national language and Hindi-language cinema as the national cinema has meant that other language-based cultural productions have historically been marginalized under the umbrella of the regional. This territorial imagination has, of course, been contested from various sites for well over a century now, with the Indian diaspora’s spread and influence also contributing to its instability. Moreover, forces of economic globalization and cultural globalization that led to the emergence of numerous translocal television networks like Sun TV (Ranganathan 2015) or the development of new and diffuse regional formations around Bhojpuri-language cinema have also challenged this narrow mapping of region onto language (A. Kumar 2013). As Kathryn Hardy (2015, 145) points out, given that the “linguistic limits of Bhojpuri are always in question and the geographic limits of Bhojpuri have not been coterminous with any state,” we cannot presume a neat mapping of language onto a geographic region. This has meant that contemporary screen cultures in this realm (such as those of Bhojpuri cinema) often exhibit explicit desires of addressing their own regionality, fraught and impractical as this task might be (A. Kumar 2018). Scholars have also pointed out that such media and cultural regions, far from being fixed and pregiven, have to be continually produced and performed. It is not possible in the space of this chapter to detail the many inter- and intraregional struggles that define the history of language-based state formation in India, but it is worth situating contemporary cultural and political dynamics within a history that extends back well into the fifteenth and sixteenth centuries (Mir 2010; Orsini 2013; Novetzke 2016). Thus, in this regard, we follow the film studies scholar Ratheesh Radhakrishnan (2016, 702), who has argued that “linguistically organized formations need to be deployed under erasure by students of contemporary culture.”

As we will see, the new imagination of Tamil culture that emerged on channels like Put Chutney was initially built around the concerns of an urbane English-speaking, largely middle-class, and upper-caste formation in media capitals like Chennai and rested on a series of erasures and displacements involving semiurban and rural spaces, as well as lower-class and lower-caste culture and politics. But within a matter of a few years, a range of other video channels, including Black Sheep, Nakkalites (a portmanteau of nakkal, which is a colloquial Tamil word for sarcasm, and “Naxalites,” a general designation for Maoist insurgent groups and fighters), Parithabangal (Tamil for “pitiable”), Vikkals (Tamil for “hiccups”), and many more, emerged and revealed that the work of redefining the Tamil cultural region in a digital era is a far more fraught enterprise than YouTube and its Indian partners might have imagined. We argue that such efforts to reimagine the Tamil region, often clearly exceeding dominant postcolonial renderings of state boundaries on linguistic lines, were crucial for YouTube to position itself as a platform that could address multiple regions within the subcontinent. This positioning would prove critical as other streaming video companies like Amazon Prime Video and Netflix invest more in regional media capitals and explicitly address the question of localization with regard to not only content acquisition and creation but also audience engagement.



YouTube India: Online Video, Industry Practices, and Multichannel Networks

When YouTube India, the twentieth country-localized version of the online video platform, was launched in May 2008, press coverage of the announcement focused on institutional partnerships with top Bollywood content providers (Economic Times 2008). YouTube was already fighting a legal battle over copyright infringement in the Delhi High Court with the major music label T-Series (Pahwa 2008), where its promises to remove copyrighted content upon reporting were squarely rejected by the publisher and the platform was characterized as “defective technology.” Since then, of course, these “defects” seem to have been ironed out, with T-Series emerging as the top music channel on the platform globally in 2016 (Mumbai Mirror 2017).3 But given the cloud of legal trouble hovering over YouTube’s launch, the Google-owned platform ensured that it signaled its intentions clearly and lined up a series of partnerships, including those with television news channels like NDTV, state institutions like the Ministry of Tourism and the Indian Institute of Technology, and sports content providers like KrishCricket. In bringing together a range of partners to provide content across specific genres, YouTube was once again mobilizing industry lore about Indian audiences’ proclivities, that is, their preference for cricket and Bollywood and their investment in news and education. Here, Sangeet Kumar (2016, 5609) is right to argue that the emergent scene of online video production in India had a “codependent relationship with hegemonic cultural institutions by being both in competition with them but also gaining from the technical, cultural labor, as well as its archive of readily available content to be used and reused.”

Even a cursory examination of archived copies of the YouTube India site a month after its launch reveals that efforts were undertaken to surface content created by individuals (in the “Featured Videos” tab on the homepage, for instance). Videos of fish at the Golden Temple in Amritsar were listed alongside those of Bengali graffiti, card tricks, and motorcycle stunts in Kerala (Wayback Machine 2008). As people began to take seriously YouTube’s exhortations to “broadcast yourself,” the notion of a YouTube star started becoming legible in the Indian context. Wilbur Sargunaraj, famous for his Tamil-accented English music videos on topics ranging from blogs to “love marriage,” is often referred to as India’s first YouTube star (Anwer 2010).4 Other notable examples of early success on YouTube India through music videos include the teen musician Shraddha Sharma, who went on to release albums with Universal Music Group (Pahwa 2013), and the “karaoke master” Dr. K Choudhary (Hartmann 2013). Even as claims of YouTube India being “bigger than MTV India” were floated by the top brass at Google (Pahwa 2012), the online video platform was also building on the momentum around comedy, curating content from collectives like All India Bakchod (AIB) and The Viral Fever (TVF), alongside clips from films in various regional languages. If partnerships with the Indian Premier League (IPL) to livestream cricket matches was one plank on which the platform sought to build its user base in the region and attract advertisers, satire, parody, and original comedy content represented another plank in the boardwalk of localization efforts. By the time the national general election results were livestreamed on YouTube in May 2014 (yet another marker of its growing importance as a site for political speech and resistance), the platform could boast of significant depth with regard to content availability in genres ranging from cooking and makeup tutorials to gadget reviews and devotional music.

This was rendered possible by the broader move toward the platformization of splintered infrastructures (of language, network connectivity, etc.) that YouTube exemplifies (Plantin et al. 2018). While YouTube India introduced a Hindi interface about a year after its launch (Preethi 2009), it took a few more years to broaden support for various Indic languages and expand the catalogue of content in regional languages apart from Hindi (Saxena 2012). But the biggest shift, arguably, was the introduction of the option to download videos for offline playback on Android phones in 2014, a feature that was initially introduced only in three markets (India, Indonesia, and Philippines) known for their mobile-phone-centric user base and unavailability of affordable high-quality data plans. These markets were also the three nations with the slowest average internet connection speed in the Asia Pacific region (Bellman 2014). Subsequently, offline playback was made available in Thailand, Malaysia, Vietnam, and some markets in Africa (Ghana, Kenya, Nigeria) and the Middle East (Jordan, Egypt) as well. The full list of countries where offline playback is available is far more expansive as of 2026, but with the feature now slowly being turned into a paid one with YouTube Premium. While Brian Larkin (2008) points to how media infrastructures and networks of circulation in precisely these kinds of places can bind people into collectivities, YouTube’s infrastructuring impulse appears to be driven by the need to recast people as revenue-generating users. This is evident in proclamations by senior YouTube employees that the “next billion users … are going to come from a market like India” (Indian Television 2015).

This industry discourse about emerging markets is neither off the mark nor ignorable, given that India is one of the biggest online video markets in the world, with YouTube viewership on mobile phones alone hitting 180 million as early as 2017 (B. Menon 2017). As of 2023, India was the country with the largest YouTube audience (more than 450 million users), significantly ahead of the second largest market, that is, the United States, with around 239 million users (Ceci 2023).5 As in other key territories around the world, YouTube India’s growth as a dominant video platform has been shaped in important ways by multichannel networks that, in turn, have helped institutionalize creator culture(s) (Cunningham and Craig 2021). In what follows, we focus on a channel called Put Chutney (originally part of a digital media company called Culture Machine) that took as its mandate the production of a distinctly South Indian space on the Indian iteration of the YouTube platform. Founded in February 2015, the channel has over 1.3 million subscribers, and its videos have accrued more than 178 million views. Put Chutney’s online presence, however, is not limited to YouTube, with more than 1.6 million followers on Facebook, 108,000 followers on Instagram, 30,000-plus followers on Twitter (or X), and a comedy special on Amazon Prime. While Put Chutney’s multiplatform expansion stalled by 2021 (after a series of leadership changes in the holding company and a transfer of ownership), its early work on YouTube offers crucial clues to apprehend the possibilities and limits of platform localization as well as the politics of language and culture in Digital India.



Searching for the “South of India”

A television advertisement opens with a young woman introducing her mother to her roommate. As the roommate and the mother mouth pleasantries in Tamil, the voice track plays out in accented Hindi. The words make sense. But the expressions and the inflections simply do not add up. The video cuts to a television viewer frustrated by this mismatch and then to an avuncular gentleman, who breaks the fourth wall and asks the viewer, in Hindi with a strong Tamil accent, “Don’t you feel like strangling the guy who translated this ad?”

The advertisement here is a satirical take on lazily dubbed and poorly localized television commercials originally made in Hindi and translated into various South Indian languages including Tamil. Part of a longer YouTube video made by a Chennai-based advertising agency, Mind Your Language, it tackles the enduring problem of media distribution having to address different cultural and linguistic regions within the Indian subcontinent. Titled “Southify” (Southify 2019), the video itself is a plea to presumably North Indian brand managers and marketers to take seriously the linguistic diversity and cultural specificities of the South Indian region. Even though this is a plea that has been made time and time again and the need for the plea itself has not been entirely vitiated, the rapid expansion of South Indian digital audiences and the early attempts of YouTube channels like Put Chutney to speak to and apprehend this audience can be seen as a direct response to the need for more grounded regionalization.

In an interview rounding up developments on YouTube in India in 2017, Satya Raghavan, the company’s head of entertainment for the country, revealed that Hindi, Tamil, Telugu, and English remained the top four languages for the platform (Mathur 2017). Less than a year later, he acknowledged a rise in demand for content in South Indian languages, in another trade press article about the $700 million online video market in India (Singh 2018). And in 2019, in yet another feature on how regional languages were fueling YouTube’s growth in India, he claimed, “We are now at a place where … the language of YouTube is your mother tongue” (Aravind 2019). Such narratives about languages and the scales of their appeal are reiterated in the platform’s own annual global retrospective, “YouTube Rewind” (YouTube 2017). The 2017 version, for instance, marked the dominance of Hindi (and “Hinglish”) by featuring the stars of popular North Indian YouTube channels like BB ki Vines, Technical Guruji, AIB, and the fashion vlogger Shruti Arjun Anand. But despite Raghavan’s own claims about the importance of South Indian languages like Tamil and Telugu to YouTube at large, not a single South Indian channel found mention in the “Rewind” video.6 The “Indian” market continuing to be spoken for by Hindi-language content creators in such global initiatives illuminates one of the foundational tensions of imagining and mobilizing media regions in a national context where the boundaries of the states have largely been drawn along linguistic lines. This is only further complicated by the presence and appeal of diasporic audiences, whose media practices both rupture and reshape industrial imaginations of the south of India or the southern peninsula as the “other” media region.

On YouTube, an early example of speaking back to such othering is “South of India” (2014), the “viral” hit video produced by the Chennai-based theater company Stray Factory in association with Culture Machine and uploaded onto a channel called Rascalas in November 2014. Some members of the founding team of Rascalas went on to set up Put Chutney within a year. Set to the tune of Billy Joel’s hit track “We Didn’t Start the Fire,” “South of India” opens with the screen being split into a two-by-two grid and four actors in traditional attire occupying those spots, facing the audience (figure 1.1). They then burst into song, listing the names of various states and union territories in the South Indian peninsula and briefly slipping into the four dominant South Indian languages before returning to register their complaints about the “northies” in English.


Tamil Nadu, Kerala, Karnataka, Andhra

I am sorry, split in two

Andhra Pradesh, Telangana

Pondicherry, Lakshadweep, Yanam Mahe, Karaikal

Are the Union Territories and the States of South India

Language is no barrier, look at all the northies here

Not complaining when it’s hot

You can give this place a thought

Chennai Express, two states

Paint us in a stereotype

Let us now make something clear

We are different people here.



The peninsular mapping and its limits are echoed in the chorus (“We are South of India”)—that it is not a single state made up of madrasis (people belonging to the city or colonial-era presidency of Madras); rather, they are all padosis (“neighbors” in Hindi). The rest of the song then proceeds with two verses highlighting widely regarded cultural, sociopolitical, sports, and religious icons and places of note in each of the four large southern states, interspersed with the chorus that indexes both the legibility of the South Indian peninsula as a distinct entity and its role as a signifier of a more granular regional formation. As the performers mime their way through this survey of the South, their anger and frustration about being imagined as a monolith by Hindi-speaking northerners turns into pride and satisfaction at having set the record straight (“We are South of India. We are not a single state. We’re here to clear the slate”). The BBC’s online magazine called the video “a musical guide to southern India” and declared it a “YouTube hit” (Brosnan 2014), with the song eventually clocking more than four and a half million views on the online video platform and garnering press coverage in national and international news outlets.

“South of India,” at its heart, represents what the scholar Michel de Certeau (1984) calls “spatial stories,” where the text and its narrative enactments specify the practices organizing the peninsular space. Be it the song’s reference to closing times of pubs in Bangalore or watching cricket at the Chepauk stadium in Chennai, the peninsular space mobilized here, while distinctly middle class and largely urban, is actuated in the aggregation of places and the everyday practices associated with them. It is articulated as a set of possibilities, with the urban elements in question offered as examples of both specificity and simultaneity. For instance, the four major verses in the song allow for the peninsular space to be defined across the familiar and comforting registers of food, tourist destinations, celebrities, and politics, with each cultural reference in the song’s lyrics mimed in the choreography followed, for the most part, by all four narrators. The video also plays with the idea of belonging by making all four actors mouth most of the lines in Tamil, Kannada, Malayalam, and Telugu (and not just the refrain in the chorus), adding to the sense of shared legibility of the peninsular space. However, as de Certeau (1984) points out, “space” does not possess the stability that “place” does. Instead, space, he argues, “occurs as the effect produced by the operations that orient it, situate it, temporalize it, and make it function in a polyvalent unity of conflictual programs or contractual proximities” (1984, 117). The narrators in “South of India” and the stories they tell, then, perform the labor of translating the peninsular space into a “practiced place,” building on the territorializing impulse of the hegemonic Hindi-speaking North and establishing the itinerary charted as map. Central to these moves is the question of language, as the speech acts enabled by the narrators in service of region-making faithfully abide by the linguistic reorganization of states in post-Independence India. In so doing, the speech acts encounter an essential contradiction, that is, the region–language mapping exceeds these territorial boundaries, as they invariably have.

[image: Four panels with colored backgrounds—blue, red, green, and yellow—each showing a person in traditional South Indian clothing, smiling and gesturing. The bottom caption reads, “We are South of India.”]
Figure 1.1. Screenshot from the YouTube video “South of India.”




The Linguistic Region: Tamil and the Exorcism of a Hindi Imposition Ghost

The issue of language is central to discussions about regionalism and region-making, as scholars including Sumathi Ramaswamy (1997) and Lisa Mitchell (2009) have shown in relation to the construction of Tamil and Telugu identities around the languages themselves. These accounts chart how Tamil and Telugu identities and their regional moorings are stabilized through a history of emotional commitments to the language in question, made apparent through mass protests and even suicides. The creation of linguistically reorganized states in independent India must then be viewed as an accrual of these commitments over the nineteenth and twentieth centuries, with the South Indian states often explicitly positioning themselves against the imposition of Hindi as a “national” language. As Mitchell (2009, 11) demonstrates, language emerged as the “primary and natural foundation for the reorganization of a wide range of forms of knowledge and everyday practice(s)” over the course of the twentieth century in this region, animating literary production, historiography, pedagogy, and popular participation. The advent of language as a vital concern with significant affective charge in the aftermath of raging anticolonial struggles in India during this period, then, reveals its centrality to the notion of cultural citizenship, which, as Luke Goode (2010, 537) points out, “draws attention to questions of membership and belonging as well as to rights of expression.”

Here, the socio-spatial dimensions of such possibilities of belonging are noteworthy, as attempts to establish Hindi as the primary language of administration or as a part of signage on roads and train stations are seen as foundational challenges to the sovereignty of linguistic regions like tamilakam, or the Tamil region (Abraham 2003). Thus, when the National Highways Authority of India (NHAI) started replacing English with Hindi on milestones marking the highways passing through Tamil Nadu in 2017, the move unsurprisingly provoked significant backlash from social media users and regional political parties. This controversy then provided the background for Put Chutney (2017) to create Hindi Thinippu Pei (HTP; Hindi Imposition Ghost), a satirical video that capitalized on the popularity of the horror-comedy genre in Tamil cinema to personify Hindi as a ghoul haunting the house of Tamils (figure 1.2).

[image: A man with wild hair and a beard, dressed in red, stares intensely while holding a knife close to another person. The subtitles say, “Your house is haunted by ‘Hindi Imposition Ghost.’”]
Figure 1.2. Screenshot from the YouTube video Hindi Thinippu Pei (Hindi Imposition Ghost).


HTP opens with a shot of a father helping his school-age son with Tamil homework and being interrupted by a phone call. The father steps out of the house to talk on his cellphone, only to hear the phrase “Hindi is our national language” as static interference. He rushes back into the house upon hearing his wife call out to him. As he makes his way to the kitchen, his wife shows him how the dosa (a South Indian rice crepe) that she is preparing is turning into a chapati (a North Indian flatbread). As the lights go out and thunder and lightning strike, one horror-film trope after another is deployed to lead up to the most troubling replacement: the transformation of the Tamil letter “om” into Hindi. Shocked by this, the father rushes to shut the door of the house and returns, only to find a book that is titled Learn Hindi. The video cuts to a slanted exterior shot of the house under the full moon, as screams punctuate the soundtrack. A shaman-like character is then roped in to diagnose the cause of these mysterious happenings. He references the controversy around highway milestones and concludes that the house is haunted by a ghoul seeking to establish Hindi as lingua franca.

The family considers moving out of the house, only for the father to remind them that they belong to this house and that they must continue living there and not surrender to the demands of the Hindi-imposing ghoul. The shaman is then invited to mediate between the ghoul and the family, as they argue about the merits and demerits of what is viewed by the latter as the imposition of Hindi upon hapless Tamils. The ghoul insists that it is good to learn Hindi, only to have the father remind him that there is a difference between requesting that people learn Hindi and compelling them to do so. Enraged by the pushback, the ghoul growls that Hindi is the national language of India. The father retorts with a reference to Article 343 of the Constitution of India, which states that Hindi is the official language and not the national language. This enrages the ghoul even further, and he struggles to eke out a counterargument, only to be reduced to a coughing fit. The video draws to a close with the father walking the weakened ghoul out of the house, asking the ghoul to take care of himself and not to step into other people’s homes and meddle in their affairs. The exchange ends with the father stating that while he has been an Indian for just seventy years, he has been a Tamilian for thousands of years.

HTP thus rehashes an argument that has been floated each time the specter of Hindi as a “national” language has been raised in the past century—Tamil as the “only case” (Shulman 2016, 2) among very ancient South Asian languages that still survives as a first language for tens of millions of speakers. However, in setting up this imposition of Hindi as a haunting, there is a clear effort to establish what Martha Selby and Indira Peterson (2008) refer to as a “Tamil habitus.” Building on Pierre Bourdieu’s work (1990, 53) on habitus as “systems of durable, transposable dispositions,” Selby and Peterson train their attention on conceptions of space and identity in the Tamil world, constructed via not only literature but also the everyday poetics of rituals and cosmologies. In their reading, space and place, be it the Tamil house, village, or land, are “person-centric” and are “inherently imbued with specific moral and aesthetic qualities” (Selby and Peterson 2008, 9). The “attack” on the house of the Tamils and on their lifeworlds (their food, their intimate space) in HTP is therefore an attack on Tamil personhood itself, which then functions as yet another effort to stabilize an imagination of the Tamil region, drawing on the long-standing history of emotional commitments to the language as the fount of culture. These narrative acts stabilize the antinomy of the creeping Hindi invaders against the denizens of the Tamil region, whose memories have fueled politics in the state (and in neighboring countries like Sri Lanka) for decades and whose persistence is renewed by contemporary moves to establish Hindi as the language of the Indian nation or Sinhala in the Sri Lankan case.

The “localization” move here toward a tamilakam, or a Tamil region, as opposed to the imagination of a unified southern peninsula, or thennakam, must necessarily be read across multiple registers. With regard to industrial logics and algorithmic identification of audiences, it marks Put Chutney’s recognition of its influence largely in relation to a Tamil audience and not a “South Indian” one. In an emergent field where such bona fides translate into users algorithmically discovering videos, issues, and themes in relation to one another through recommendation engines, texts such as HTP are also markers of struggles by creators to articulate their place as a “local” channel against other YouTube competitors (like Temple Monkeys, in the case of Put Chutney and Tamil YouTube during that period). At the same time, in framing such efforts explicitly in relation to a longer history of language politics in South India and firmly against hegemonic North Indian formations, Put Chutney attempts to balance both specificity (a Tamil region, not a peninsular region) and collapse (a diverse cultural region united solely by the love of Tamil and a recognition of its centrality to notions of self-respect).

In this case, the Tamil region becomes the metaphorical “hub” around which the other linguistic “spokes” get constituted. For instance, one of the diagnostics run by the shaman-like figure in the HTP video, to determine whether the Tamil house is indeed haunted by a Hindi-loving ghoul, is to check using a political map of South India with all the different linguistic states marked out. As he chants and summons the ghost, the map transforms into an undifferentiated blob with the title “madraasee,” a catch-all term used almost exclusively by North Indians while referring to South Indians (figure 1.3). Through visual gags such as these, it is clear that Put Chutney’s vision of “South India” is one that responds to the hegemonic North with claims of multiplicity and calls for nuance. Such calls, however, also end up reinscribing Madras (or present-day Chennai) as the site of choice from which this hegemony of the North can be addressed and “fixes” Tamil as the lingua franca of this resistant regionalism.

[image: A human skull rests at the top of a woven mat featuring colorful abstract shapes. The mat bears the word “madraasee” written in both Devanagari script and English.]
Figure 1.3. Screenshot from YouTube video Hindi Thinippu Pei (Hindi Imposition Ghost), in which the South Indian region, with its varied states, is remapped into a vague blob in the view of the North Indian ghost.




The Urban Region: Batman, from the City of Chennai

As visions of a distinct Tamil cultural region are invoked and reshaped online, the circulatory flows enabling such constructions are also animated by the need to put global referents in conversation with local sites and practices. While analyses of television channels’ negotiation of such pressures of localization and regionalization (for instance, in the case of MTV India) have focused largely on the tensions around authenticity from a North Indian/Hindi standpoint (Coventry 2013), YouTube channels such as Put Chutney have fashioned other urban pathways to traverse globalized media fields. A key example of such engagement is the video What If Batman Was from Chennai (2015), in which a South Indian Batman struggles against parental expectations, traffic cops, and bleak employment and marriage prospects (figure 1.4). Uploaded in April 2015, the video and its successor (Batman Returns … to Chennai | The Middle Ages, uploaded in August 2015) had together clocked more than six million views as of June 2026.

This version of Batman focuses largely on the cloaked superhero’s run-ins with his perpetually disappointed uncle, played by the actor Delhi Ganesan, whose association with such characters has been solidified by years of being typecast into similar parts in Tamil cinema. Ganesan’s character Ananthapadmanabhan, who rebukes Batman for calling him Alfred, is a crotchety but caring bank employee and the epitome of an avuncular arbiter of middle-class morality that a Westernized–yet–South Indian Batman struggles to embody. As his uncle chides him for being an aimless wastrel and not finding a job in the booming information technology (IT) sector, Batman hangs his head in shame. In a video chockablock with Batman-esque takes on everyday objects and practices in South India, Batman is caught by the cops for drunk driving and earns the ire of his uncle in numerous ways until he agrees to an “arranged marriage” with Catwoman. The follow-up video, titled The Middle Ages (2015), traces Batman’s struggles with marriage, as he adjusts to his new life of domesticity with Catwoman. Relatives pass snide remarks about his fuzzy employment prospects, even as his wife and his uncle try to cover for him. This video, while significantly more slow-paced than its predecessor, sets up the conceit of Batman’s reluctant and incomplete transformation into a “family man” as well as the pressure on Catwoman to bear a child. The villain, in this video’s universe, is the pressure to conform to society’s expectations of upward mobility and natalism from married heterosexual couples. The video ends with both Batman and Catwoman working at a call center and raising a son, as the uncle gloats about them finally having lived up to their potential.

[image: A man dressed as Batman stands beside an older man in a brown shirt who is holding a vessel in one hand and putting something into it with the other hand. The subtitle reads, “Put Sandalwood and vermillion here . . .”]
Figure 1.4. Screenshot from the YouTube video What If Batman Was from Chennai, in which South Indian Batman is tormented by parental expectations, traffic cops, and bleak employment prospects.


Inscribed within this arc are the lives of urban and decidedly upper-caste and middle-class residents of Chennai and other South Indian cities as they live in multigenerational households and work out the tensions between tradition and modernity alongside the transition from state socialism to neoliberal capitalism. Ananthapadmanabhan, as the reluctant man Friday Alfred, indexes the moral anxiety animating such rapid change and controls a young, apathetic Batman’s navigation of this minefield. While most of the dialogue is in English, the subtitles accentuate the oddball humor, serving as another layer of parody and cleverly working around the struggles of translating a text dense with references to Tamil film songs and inside jokes.

In an interview with a local English daily two months after the video’s release (and early success), Rajiv Rajaram, one of the founders of Put Chutney, pointed to how the “regional space” is a massive market and claimed that Put Chutney can “be regional, and be English at the same time” (Gautham 2015). Implicit here is a pushback against what film and television industry discourses have set up as a foundational incommensurability—that is, one can either mobilize specific cultural regions (mapped on to markets) by producing content in local languages such as Tamil or Telugu, or one can mobilize an urban audience, dissipated without any regional charge, using English. Yet, for online video channels like Put Chutney, the route to prominence appears to lie in defying precisely such framings and attempting to carve out markets based on the claim that if one was interested in telling “south side stories” (Gautham 2015), they could very well be in English.7 Operating on a platform like YouTube was, then, a focused, data-driven search for such a South Indian digital audience, which necessarily had to be articulated against film and television industries’ imaginations of a Tamil or a Telugu audience.

When Rajiv Rajaram spoke with one of us in the summer of 2016 about this video during field research in Chennai, he argued that English was a good “bridge language” that allowed him to make a claim to speak for the South. Indeed, this imperative is strong in a text like Batman—even as references to TASMAC (the government of Tamil Nadu state-owned company that has a monopoly over the retail vending of alcohol in the state) and Aayudha Poojai (a locally specific Hindu festival) root the milieu in Chennai, the framing of employment in the IT industries as the gold standard, encounters with cops, and concerns about bringing shame on the family name easily translate to other urban centers in South India and beyond. Rajaram, however, also acknowledged the inherent impossibility of claims to speak for the South of India, pointing to how Put Chutney will always run up against viewers who feel that their cultural milieu was not represented.



“Verticals” Within the Region

This question of attending to diverse milieus and audience communities continues to persist, even as multichannel networks and creators invested in building South Indian audiences expand their reach by carving out “verticals,” or audience category-driven secondary channels and brands. A key example of this approach within the Tamil YouTube space is Nakkalites’ subchannel FZone. Established in January 2020, Nakkalites FZone is set up as a “sister concern” of the popular Tamil YouTube channel Nakkalites and claims to deal primarily in “female-oriented” content (Nakkalites FZone, n.d.). Much like Mumbai- and Delhi-based YouTube creators or collectives, which typically focus on broad-stroke slice-of-life comedy or topical sketches with openings for brand integrations and partnerships, FZone addresses a number of concerns like dating, heartbreak, marriage, menstrual health, and bodily autonomy, but it does so from the perspective of Tamil women who do not typically live in Chennai, the major media and economic capital in the region. In addition, FZone mirrors Nakkalites’ approach of building in progressive ideas and debates within this short sketch-video framework, a mode seemingly favored by YouTube’s algorithmic recommendation systems based on the dominance of the genre on the platform in India. Even the channel’s banner on YouTube reflects these commitments, with its Women’s Day banner in 2022 featuring anticaste feminist social reformers like Savitribai Phule and Muthulakshmi Reddy. But the videos themselves take a more light-touch approach to bringing up subversive ideas; that is, they invariably sneak in “feminist sentiments camouflaged as comedy,” as Pragya Ghosh, Radhika Parameswaran, and Pallavi Rao (2021, 176) note in their analysis of Mumbai-based Y-Films’ YouTube web series Ladies Room.

These strategies stand in stark contrast to the approach adopted by Neelam Social (2016), the YouTube channel led by the anticaste filmmaker and producer Pa Ranjith. Neelam Social does not cleave its “women-centric” or women-led content onto a separate channel, choosing instead to feature shows spearheaded by women in genres typically dominated by men (news satire, political art features, food science, film reviews, etc.) on its main channel itself. While the channel has existed since 2016 (largely to promote other Neelam Productions initiatives like the music of the band Casteless Collective, short films, feature films, etc.), greater consistency in show formats and video-upload schedules seem to have stabilized in 2020, especially with the clear-eyed sociopolitical and cultural commentary offered by regular hosts like Sneha Belcin, Aathirai, and Adhidhya. Topics covered range from complex unfolding issues such as those pertaining to gender identity and sexuality, Eurocentric beauty standards, body shaming, and stalking to the persistence of caste in differential valuation of food cultures, music and art, film censorship, police brutality, environmental degradation and climate change, and electoral politics. Neelam Social also features more experimentation with form and genre, with the news satire pieces tending to incorporate short sketches, while other videos move among talking-heads-style documentaries, in-depth interviews, musical performances, and food preparation, for example. Be it FZone or Neelam Social, the videos produced by these channels act as a much-needed corrective to the deeply masculinist alleyways of Tamil (and, more broadly, South Indian) YouTube. In fact, in 2018, when a Mumbai-based streaming platform and Chennai-based multichannel network organized a meeting of Tamil YouTube creators to encourage them to collaborate and develop more of a multiplatform audience development strategy (to reduce their dependence on YouTube alone), there were only two women in the list of close to forty attendees, with only one of them being a creator herself.8 However, as the emergence and ongoing success of FZone and Neelam Social so clearly demonstrate, different strategies to address these concerns are already being tested on the platform, and these shifts are only likely to further complicate questions of localization and the process of cultivating and addressing varied audiences in the realm of the mobile popular. Such attempts become even more complex when we consider how YouTube videos are often drawn into larger intertextual relays involving films, television news, and meme cultures.








2
Untimely Humor
Memes, Comedy Collectives, and Mediated Populisms



“Wall to Wall, Kejriwal,” proclaimed the front page of the Delhi edition of The Times of India on February 11, 2015 (figure 2.1). Arvind Kejriwal, the former bureaucrat turned anticorruption-crusader and politician, had staged a remarkable electoral victory in the Delhi state assembly elections, with his newly formed Aam Aadmi Party (AAP; Common Man Party) winning sixty-seven of the seventy seats. While the Congress Party won zero seats, more tellingly, the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), despite Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s campaign and national aura (Teltumbde 2015), won a paltry three seats. “Broom-astra [magical weapon] wipes out BJP in Delhi,” read the headline, referring to the AAP’s symbol—the broom—a common household object that signified both a down-to-earth sensibility and Kejriwal’s promise to clean up a corrupt political system and usher in a new era.

This was not, however, Kejriwal’s first brush with power. In late 2013, he formed a minority government and lasted forty-nine days as chief minister before he resigned in protest in February 2014 when a key anticorruption bill that he had campaigned on was defeated in the Delhi assembly. In the immediate aftermath of his resignation, he was painted as a bhagoda (Hindi for “deserter”) by the opposition parties (Gowen 2015). But with the massive mandate in 2015, it appeared that things had come full circle.

The rest of the front page understandably focused on the political implications for the BJP and the Congress Party, Kejriwal’s appeal, and Modi’s image. There was one image in the very center of the page, however, that was telling: an image/poster featuring a meme that had gone viral in the months leading up to the state elections in February. “Mufflerman: The Corruption Hunter Returns,” read the text, while the image showed a masked, muffler-wearing, broom-wielding figure, wearing dark clothes. The “corruption hunter” tag referred to Kejriwal’s involvement as one of the key architects of the anticorruption movement (Sitapati 2011) that had gripped the nation’s attention during that time and his rise to political power.

[image: A newspaper front page from The Times of India with the bold headline “Wall to Wall, Kejriwal.” It includes the smaller heading, “Broom-astra Wipes Out BJP in Delhi,” along with charts, images, and text.]
Figure 2.1. Front page of the Delhi edition of The Times of India newspaper on February 11, 2015.


Mufflerman, it turned out, was a meme created by a party volunteer who noticed Kejriwal wearing a scarf around his neck to protect himself in the harsh Delhi winters. The hashtag was initially started by BJP supporters, who ridiculed Kejriwal for perpetually wearing his trademark scarf around his face and ears for additional protection. However, things turned around for the Aam Aadmi Party and backfired for the BJP as Kejriwal’s party workers leaned in on the joke (and Photoshop) to turn Mufflerman into a superhero character. From some mild ribbing about avuncular sartorial choices, AAP managed to turn #Mufflerman into a Twitter campaign of sorts. The party’s social media team ensured that its online presence never dipped. Volunteers appeared to be committed to turning Kejriwal’s muffler into a positive association and started the “Mufflerman” trend, accompanied by eye-catching posters. On February 1, 2015, shoppers in Connaught Place in central New Delhi were surprised to find hundreds of youngsters wearing AAP’s trademark Gandhi cap walking along the inner circle, strumming guitars, singing patriotic songs, and asking people to vote for the Mufflerman. As one news story put it, “It may have been ridiculed by many, but the ‘Muffler Man’ campaign on social media by Aam Aadmi Party volunteers has the party laughing all the way to the bank as it sees a rise in donations ahead of the Delhi assembly election” (DNA India 2014). While it would be tempting to see this as merely an example of a political leader or party cleverly recontextualizing mockery to achieve a short-term burst in attention or popularity (or, in this case, campaign donations), the case of Mufflerman and the visualities it engages also offers some clear pathways to understand how critical connections across news media, popular culture, and ongoing political events are forged and established over time.


Memetic Cultures: Connecting Across Time

Even as various iterations of the Mufflerman memes were circulating across Facebook, Twitter, and WhatsApp in late 2014–early 2015, the affective charge around the image itself had already been amplified greatly by a YouTube video that had arrived on the scene earlier in the year. Produced by All India Bakchod (AIB; All India Bullshit), a now defunct YouTube channel that had emerged as a key site of parody and satire in the Indian digital landscape, Nayak 2: The Common Man Rises (2014) was viewed over three and a half million times by the time elections began.1 The video placed meme-driven satire at the center of a public conversation about shifts in Indian political culture. In the coming months, AIB and a number of other online comedy groups, including The Viral Fever (TVF), took on popular political figures including Rahul Gandhi (the leader of the Congress Party) and Narendra Modi (the leader of the BJP who had become the prime minister) and even mainstream media institutions including television news and Bollywood in bold parody videos that quickly found wide circulation online.

In an era marked by the unyielding corporate transformation of mainstream print and television news and an associated decline in trust in journalism, these satirical videos offered a notably different and incredibly popular mode of engagement with the political. In the first instance, the culture of memes and satire that emerged around this time to make sense (or nonsense) of the political must be apprehended as having developed at the intersection of the incredibly dense mediation of the 2014 national general elections and urban Indians’ desire for creative ways to entertain the political that had been fanned since the 2011 anticorruption protests. As Paula Chakravartty and Srirupa Roy (2015, 312–13) note, the 2014 elections “took place in the glare of close to 800 television channels (of which 300 are twenty-four-hour news channels) and 94,000 plus newspapers across twenty languages alongside one of the fastest growing advertising industries in the world,” with social media also used to target “younger new voters among India’s 300 million Internet users (an estimated 100 million new voters participated in this election).” This astonishing scale had simply not been in the realm of the possible even a few years earlier or, for that matter, during the previous election in 2009. Anustup Basu (2020, 169–70) also maps this “electronic mobilization,” showing that while there were about 584 million mobile phone users and close to 17 million internet subscribers in 2009, the number had risen to almost a billion mobile phone users and close to 252 million internet users by 2014–15.

With this exponential growth of the digital media landscape, urban middle classes’ desire for “transparency” in politics, framed in the anticorruption protests of 2011 as a battle between the aam aadmi (Hindi for “the common man”) and the greedy, corrupt political class (i.e., the Indian version of the “swamp,” to borrow from the populist parlance of Donald Trump), flowered as an outpouring of memes and other creative expressions of anticorruption/antiestablishment sentiment. This also meant a turn to certain forms of satire, rooted in existing popular media artifacts and designed to “constitute a means of safe disrespect” (Elsayed 2016, 5104). So, if as Serra Tinic (2009, 168) argues, “satire as a discursive form speaks specifically to issues of social cohesion … rooted within the particular experiences of places and communities,” then the memetic cultures of this 2014 moment can be seen as the product of the scale of urban middle-class media audiences and their collective rage at being “marginal” to the rural-poor-oriented electoral processes in India. As Leela Fernandes (2015, 237) reminds us, “the Indian middle classes have historically engaged in a politics aimed at differentiating their socio-cultural identity from subaltern social groups.” Given that elections in India represent a moment when “normal workings of power are suspended and in which the most lowly can become, as voters, ‘sultan for a day’” (Gilmartin 2009, 249), memes and satirical videos based on political personalities or single issues (e.g., corruption) often recentered the middle class as the audience that “matters,” even if they were nowhere close to “sultans” with regard to voter base or turnout. More importantly, these memes and satirical videos invariably ended up connecting the personalities and political issues of the moment that they focused on to broader and often thornier political concerns about gender, class, and caste in the vocabulary of urbane middle classes.

Nonetheless, the question remains: Were satirical videos and memes about Arvind Kejriwal or other political leaders simply just another form of entertaining the political during a period of heightened interest around elections? What significance can be ascribed to this terrain of visual culture beyond such short bursts of intense visibility? To begin with, it is crucial to move past an emphasis on narrow, behaviorist notions of political effects based on numerical supremacy alone. We build here on Chakravartty and Roy’s (2015, 313) contention that “numerical salience alone does not explain the political and social salience of any phenomenon, … and the various measurements of electorate and audience size tell us little about the why, how, and what of voting, viewing, and tweeting, and the varied institutional shifts and practices of interpretation, interaction, and contestation that generate political agency and social life remain hidden from view.” In conversation with scholarship that has examined the populist dimensions of the anticorruption movement, the mobilization of a very specific, narrow middle-class imagination of politics, and the media logics that have shaped Kejriwal and Modi’s careers (Sitapati 2011; S. Roy 2014, 2016; Chakravartty and Roy 2013; Baishya 2015; Pal et al. 2016), we train our attention more closely on the symbolic dimensions of the political.

Specifically, we draw on Anirban Baishya’s (2021b, 1115) conceptualization of “memetic visuality” as “a particular mode of inhabiting the digital that ties visual and textual codes in an intertextual relay” to show how satirical memes and videos became part of a complex yet comprehensible intertextual field and served as a temporal link between specific political moments (say, the 2014 elections or the changes to affirmative action policies in 2019) and persistent political concerns around caste, class, gender and sexuality, and religious nationalism since the late 1980s and early 1990s. If memes “carry traces of the past that are reactivated through repetition and juxtaposition” (Baishya 2021a, 505–6) and political satire is the “art of juxtaposition between apparently incompatible propositions” (Baym 2009, 130), then satirical memes and videos must be seen as offering a pathway to identify and bridge disjunctures in how we entertain the political over time. Central to this, of course, is “the creation, circulation and transformation of collective texts” (Milner 2016, 3) underpinning memetic culture. In the Indian context, popular filmic texts serve as a standing reserve for such memetic cultures to spring from and flourish, with creators in the digital media landscape using these collective texts (and the nostalgia around them) to mobilize connections across time and cut across contexts with a dizzying array of intertextual references. As Baishya (2021b, 1116) argues, under certain conditions, a meme then can “circulate virally, … swelling in its intertextual capacities and accumulating meaning as it spreads,” while also fostering “a kind of political community centered on shared codes of viewing/reading practices.” Such shared codes necessarily depend on having a historical consciousness, one that is “irrevocably linked to the process of constitution of identities, in a triad with the role of memory seen as the remembrance of a collective past” (Friedrich 2010, 656). For better or for worse, popular cinema powers the archive of this collective past for audiences across a range of class and caste backgrounds. And through close readings of the memetic objects that emerge from and in relation to popular cinema, we demonstrate how digital media creators’ and users’ uptake of these “invitations for creative action” (Shifman 2014, 341) are fundamental reflections of a temporal concern around the political. We start with a brief sketch of the transition from television (whose incessant film-based programming makes familiar this archive of the popular) to online video in relation to satire and political humor in India before delving into an analysis of how digital remediation was central to the emergence and sustenance of populist sentiments in Indian public culture from the late 1990s through the current digital conjuncture.



From TV to Digital: Satire and Political Humor in India

Social and political critique on television gradually expanded since the 1980s, with key sitcoms functioning as milestones and laying the groundwork for the culture of satire and ridicule thriving within the digital ecosystem. Even prior to the liberalization and opening up of the Indian media sphere in the early 1990s, programs such as Flop Show, Ulta Pulta (Topsy turvy) and Full Tension (featuring the comedian Jaspal Bhatti as the protagonist) as well as others like Kakkaji Kahin (Where is Kakaji), Mungerilal Ke Haseen Sapne (Mungerilal’s marvelous dreams), Mullah Nasruddin, and Idhar Udhar (Here and there) attracted large audiences on the national broadcaster Doordarshan and making the main protagonists household names. Some of them (like Kakkaji Kahin, featuring the famous actor Om Puri) directly engaged with and ridiculed the world of politics, while others, like Idhar Udhar, were more tangential in their critique. Allowing non-state-owned broadcasters to enter the fray with the liberalization of the media sector (Thussu 1999) provided further impetus to all genres of television shows (Asthana 2019), including those that debated, discussed, and engaged with politics while also entertaining audiences. This shift also recentered television as a key media vehicle animating everyday conversations of news and politics for large parts of urban India, with “the video rental and the theatre exhibition of films, long the major alternative to Doordarshan, adversely affected by the introduction and expansion of satellite, off-air and cable networks” (McDowell 1997, 161) and film attendance dipping considerably in the initial period (1990 to 1993). The subsequent emergence of networks such as Zee TV and Star TV (Thussu 2007) provided new independent platforms for shows that were not bound by some of the constraints of a national broadcaster run by bureaucrats (Rajagopal 1993) and directly dependent on the vagaries of the political regime in power. That process of liberalization expanded the Indian media space with far-reaching consequences (Shanti Kumar 2006) for the culture of critique, discussion, and debate on and about political and social issues in the Indian media.

That culture also benefited from a global process of exchange, diffusion, and adaptation wherein formats and shows that were successful in other cultural settings have been appropriated for the Indian context with sufficient variations to make them successful in a new location. Shows such as The Week That Wasn’t (loosely based on The Daily Show) and Gustaakhi Maaf (Pardon the transgression; based on a popular French news puppets show), which aired on news networks routinely poking fun at the political class, also exemplify the successful adaptation of Western television formats to Indian television (Sangeet Kumar 2012). What is notable about the two shows (The Week That Wasn’t and Gustaakhi Maaf) is that since they were among the early examples of political comedy to air on private news networks, the object of their critique was entirely and unapologetically political. The trail set by them was followed through to such an extent that over the years, almost every news network has had at least one show designed to explicitly poke fun at the political state of affairs in the country. One common version of such political satire aired on news networks takes the form of short animation snippets that focus on recent political events and controversies. These include shows such as So Sorry (India Today TV and Aaj Tak), OMG (India TV), Excuse Me (Zee News), and Breaking Toons (News 18), each of which follows the format of short animation videos (typically a minute or shorter), whose scathing critique of politicians and political culture is often far more direct than the serious news shows. These animation shorts take advantage of the technological advances in the field to enact story lines and sequences that would be impossible with real-life actors or even puppets. As they appear in the midst of news-centric shows, they often provide much-needed levity in the programming while still keeping the focus on recent news events.

Thus, a complex assemblage of factors came together to make the run-up to 2014 a turning point and the start of another discernible phase of satire and political comedy in relation to the trajectory of YouTube in India, not the least of which were the national general elections of 2014, in which the internet and digital cultures, led by social media platforms (Chakravartty and Roy 2015; Ranganathan 2016; Sinha 2017), played a noticeable role in electoral politics. To be sure, like all historically transformative moments, the years leading up to 2014 had already shown clear signs of the social churn that galvanized into popular movements against corruption (S. Roy 2014), reconfirming the active presence of a young, engaged population online. But as of October 2023, India’s YouTube audience had expanded significantly to become the largest in the world (approximately 462 million users), clearly ahead of the second-largest market, the United States, with around 239 million users (Ceci 2023). The remarkable embrace of the platform in India can be traced to the period around 2014. In fact, in the days leading up to and after the 2014 general elections, a distinct intensification of online engagement prepared the grounds for the expansion and deepening of key content areas on YouTube in subsequent years, including the growth of what industry insiders called “YouTube-first” genres such as sketch and satirical comedy, food vlogging, beauty and makeup shows, technology reviews, kids cartoons (based on new IP, not already-popular characters), and web series. Although all these genres have gradually found their footing on the platform, even representatives of YouTube pointed to the role of comedy in drawing in and spurring engagement of users in this phase, propelling overall growth in YouTube’s usage and helping bolster other content areas. As Satya Raghavan, then the head of entertainment for YouTube India, explained in an interview to a business news publication, “Comedy was very popular as it tends to get shared a lot and is very visible, so lot of comedy creators emerged in 2014 who in turn inspired other creators to come out in other verticals to put out content that they were either good at or passionate about. Then we saw that same story repeat itself in the South—in 2014 most of the content was in Hinglish but in 2015 we saw the south Indian languages beginning to explode like Tamil, Telugu. Creators in these languages came out and started putting content” (Mathur 2017).

That comedy should emerge as the fulcrum around which YouTube’s engagement takes off within a politically charged climate should come as no surprise, given its dual capacity to entertain while being unapologetically political. Professional and amateur comedians with varying degrees of experience capitalized on the animated political discourse in an election year to pose trenchant critiques of social and political aspects of Indian society using the humor genres of parody, satire, and sarcasm to devastating effect. The legacy of these early political comedy channels lies not only in how they drew engaged viewers to the platform but also in how they inspired other creators across languages and regions, thus propelling YouTube’s role as a site of cultural consumption and political entertainment. Even though the YouTube ecosystem in India is today teeming with genres and experimental formats, the generative role played by the comedic genres of parody and satire, widely acknowledged as being singularly responsible for the platform’s transition from a communication/distribution site to a place for creation by extending its outreach and democratizing it, cannot be overstated. In what follows, we examine the memetic output underlined by parody and satire in the case of two key comedy collectives, AIB and Urban Nakkalites, whose work mobilizes the intertextual relays that serve as a temporal link between contemporary political issues and persistent concerns around class, caste, and gender in the Indian context.



The Common Man Rises: Corruption and the Middle-Class Messiah in Aib’s Nayak 2

We return now to the AIB video we mentioned earlier in this chapter, Nayak 2: The Common Man Rises (nayak meaning “hero” in Hindi). With the Mufflerman meme image at its heart, this 2014 video manages, in less than five minutes, to pull together a range of texts and references over a two-decade span to narrate the transformation of Arvind Kejriwal from an acolyte of Anna Hazare (initially, the face and moral fount of the anticorruption movement) to an independent political leader with national ambitions. The first thing to note about the video is the title: It is a signal—and a confident one at that—to start from the premise that viewers know exactly what “Nayak 2” indicates. It is an acknowledgment that it is a reference to a 2001 film, Nayak: The Real Hero, a Hindi-language political action film, which itself is a remake of a superhit Tamil-language film called Mudhalvan (literally, “important” or “prime,” implying “chief minister”) from 1999. In both films, an apathetic, middle-class television reporter is drawn into the arena of politics, first while covering a riot and then when he accepts a challenge to be the chief minister of the state for a day. The journalist-turned-politician achieves so much in those twenty-four hours and wraps up the day by jailing his predecessor for corruption that it results in the cabinet being dissolved, fresh elections being held (which he contests), and him being elected by the state’s voters.

While Nayak, the Hindi-language version, was unsuccessful when released theatrically, its repeated telecasts on television over the years endeared it to television viewers across North India.2 AIB’s Nayak 2, setting itself up as a spiritual successor to the film, does not borrow the plot or the look and feel of these films. Instead, it uses the broader theme of a middle-class man being drawn into electoral politics and leadership in postliberalization India to frame the growing interest in Arvind Kejriwal and sets up the real-life politician as no less significant (and, perhaps, just as bizarre) and as the hero politician headlining the films. Crucially, by yoking its satirical framework to cultural touchstones like Nayak and Mudhalvan, Nayak 2 was making a connection between the 2014 moment and the late 1990s–early 2000s, when the politicization of the seemingly self-absorbed and apathetic middle classes in an era of market-driven globalization was afoot around the issue of everyday corruption. As Tejaswini Niranjana and S. V. Srinivas (1996, 3129) argue, this was a moment when there was a recognition that something fundamentally was broken about the “liberalised or liberalising present” and that it needed “re-evaluation and intervention.” Much like Kejriwal, these films held that corruption was what was holding back the Indian nation’s progress and that what truly mattered in politics and governance was the efficient delivery of services (S. Roy 2014). In this new understanding of citizen agency—one celebrated in Mudhalvan as a box at the end of every street for complaints that would be addressed within twenty-four hours by the reporter-turned-politician—the desire to “clean up” traditional politics (mirrored in Kejriwal’s party logo of the broom) went hand in hand with an easy dismissal of questions about class or caste inequalities as regressive and indicative of an “old-style politics” whose time was over. It is in this realm that Nayak 2 operates, training its attention keenly on the creation of the hero politician with ideological roots in these issues from the 1990s, but just as ready for the internet-enabled and image-driven politics of 2014. Following Baishya (2021b, 1115), who builds on the work of Gregory Lukow and Steven Ricci (1984), to suggest that intertextual relationships in memes rest on evoking a “heritage of spectatorship,” we examine Nayak 2 closely for the different elements it braids together around the Mufflerman meme image to expand its remit and humorously link the popular and political. In what follows, we chart two key attributes that Nayak 2 builds on—looking suitably middle class and catching the corrupt in the act—and situate their memetic articulation within specific aspects of the intertextual relay that the video traverses.



Alok Nath as Arbiter of the “Middle Class” Look

Nayak 2 begins with an Arvind Kejriwal look-alike, tossing and turning in bed alone at night. He is seemingly haunted by nightmares—a senior opposition-party leader snapping at being asked about Kejriwal’s growing popularity, some well-meaning advice to Kejriwal to capitalize on his educational credentials for financial success, and so on, intercut with fleeting images of him being feted and grabbed. But what eventually has him waking up in a cold sweat is a voice informing him that Anna Hazare, Kejriwal’s mentor in the anticorruption movement and staunch anti-alcohol advocate, has thrown away all of Kejriwal’s rum. The background score shifts at this point, from offkey violins and shrill microphone feedback to a boom and the rousing chords of a guitar interspersed with cymbals being hit, as the Kejriwal doppelganger is depicted as deciding to start his own political party (dramatizing Kejriwal’s break away from Anna Hazare). He walks over and pulls a dusty sheet off an old cupboard, as a familiar voice announces that in order to be a darling of the masses, Kejriwal will have to look middle class.

The video cuts to a visual of a familiar silhouette of this familiar voice. It is Alok Nath, a character actor widely remembered for playing the role of a traditional, middle-class patriarch in several popular Hindi films from the 1990s in which he struggles to keep intact the upper-caste Hindu (national) family, amid deep sociocultural and economic changes. From this point in the video, as the rousing background score builds, we see the Kejriwal double being advised by Alok Nath on the choices that will mark him as the messiah par excellence: middle-class sartorial choices like an avuncular sweater and a Gandhian cap and working-class-oriented design choices for the party logo. “Vacuum cleaner is a bit too upper class, son; think a bit poorer, … even poorer,” exhorts Alok Nath’s voice, as the sketch of a vacuum cleaner cedes ground to a mop and then, finally, to a broom on a sheet of paper. Eventually, even Alok Nath is impressed, his voice declaring, “Wow, gareeb max!” (Wow, maximum poor!). The screen cuts to a quick, stylized montage of the Kejriwal look-alike in his Mufflerman avatar, exercising, looking out into the horizon in the night sky (à la Batman) and, ultimately, in a low-angle shot, looking at the camera with a scrawny broom in hand. Alok Nath’s voice thunders, “Now you’re ready, Arvind.” The video cuts back to the silhouette of Alok Nath, finally revealing his face, now lovingly asking “Kejru” to seek his blessings before the elections (figure 2.2). As the Kejriwal double seeks Alok Nath’s blessings by touching his feet, the video rehashes a shot intimately familiar to Hindi cinema viewers: a close-up of Alok Nath’s gentle, smiling visage as the loving father who wishes nothing but the best for his ward. Audible in the background is an absurd song about how sanskaari (literally, “cultured” in Hindi but typically interpreted as someone deeply invested in patriarchal gender roles and Hindi-Hindu nationalist traditionalism) Alok Nath is, as the Kejriwal doppelganger bows in deference.

[image: A film still showing a man draped in a shawl, his face lit in deep red and gold tones, looking emotional. The subtitle at the bottom reads, “. . . Kejru?”]
Figure 2.2. Alok Nath gently calling out to the Kejriwal look-alike in Nayak 2, asking him to seek blessings before the election.


The casting coup that the video pulls off by getting Alok Nath to reprise the role of a sanskaari babuji (cultured/conservative elder) emerges, in fact, from his circulation at that point as a meme on Twitter. At the end of December 2013, Alok Nath’s sanskaari babuji avatar was revived by a range of Twitter users (Bhopatkar 2013) to make up exaggerated claims about his sanskaari-ness or traditionalism, much in the vein of jokes about Chuck Norris’s capabilities in the US. As the memes started to flow and other Twitter users got in on the action, Alok Nath emerged as a trending topic nationally on the last day of 2013, with this algorithmic recognition adding further fuel to the fire and ensuring that this spot of nostalgia-based satirical humor on moral conservatism moved across to other platforms (like Facebook and Quora) and even mainstream news media outlets (Scion Social Blog 2014). AIB, which at that time was already planning a video on Arvind Kejriwal (Chaudhuri 2014) being advised by sanskaari babuji on how to look suitably middle class, was able to reach out to the actor (his daughter was an assistant director on the shoot) and was fortuitously able to exceed their initial plans of depicting the Kejriwal look-alike receiving advice from a portrait of Alok Nath. Even as they were shooting the video, one of the members of AIB exclaimed that the “internet will break when people see him” (Chaudhuri 2014). As an online comedy collective beginning to gather a robust digital audience around its political satire work at the time, AIB’s goal of “breaking” the internet rested on the merging of two aspects: the curiosity around Arvind Kejriwal’s brand of middle-class politics and Alok Nath’s meme-worthy stature as the ultimate arbiter of middle-class values.3 Hidden in plain sight here is the signification of the “middle-class” imaginary onto the body of the conservative upper-caste Hindu avuncular male that is sanskaari babuji and how someone like Kejriwal—an urban, elite, institute-educated, and respected former government official—must receive their lessons on the middle-class look and habitus from such a figure. In enabling and stabilizing these connections, Nayak 2 links the then-recent popularity of Kejriwal to the broader and fuzzier yet durable specter of “middle-class values,” which has historically been shorthand for a range of reactionary positions regarding sociocultural and political change (Fernandes and Heller 2006). Alok Nath and the sanskaari babuji meme are crucial pieces of this intertextual relay, enabling not only repetition of the unwieldiness of the “middle-class” imaginary but also the transformation of its authority in the symbolic realm over time.



The “Sting” of Vigilante Justice for the Common Man

The next segment of Nayak 2 starts with a man wearing a safari suit (long seen as the de facto uniform of the middle-level government official) handing over a bag to another similarly dressed man. Our view is obscured, with the camera positioned to produce the effect of this handover being filmed surreptitiously and heightened by a background score that signals intrigue. In the bag is cash, and the two men are seen having a quick word, before they notice something and look at the camera. As they begin to panic, a Gandhi cap (which gained favor during the anticorruption protests in 2011 and was co-opted by Kejriwal for his party) lands on the bag holding cash. “I will expose you tomorrow” is written on it, with the word “expose” spelled out in English (figure 2.3). The Kejriwal stand-in’s voice reiterates this threat via a mousy voice-over, as the two men, seemingly caught on camera doing a shady deal, look to the sky to ascertain the source of the threat. They see a broom projected on the night sky in Batman-esque fashion, glowing brightly above the city’s skyline. Yet another Gandhi cap lands on the cash, but this time with a different message. It asks one of them, by name, to grab some milk on the way home, before a final cap drops with the note, “sorry, wrong message,” wrapping up the mistaken text gag.

This segment in Nayak 2 builds on how Kejriwal, in his first (brief) stint as chief minister of Delhi, encouraged citizens to use their phones to surreptitiously record audio or video evidence of illegal acts of corrupt government officials and reach out to his anticorruption cell for further (immediate) action. Based on media reports from that time (Kaushika 2014; Apurva 2014), Sundaram (2015, S300) maps how every citizen in New Delhi was goaded to be an “anticorruption inspector” while noting that such “sting operations” had become a routine part of “anticorruption exposés, political battles, domestic battles, sexual blackmail, small neighborhood conflicts, torture cases, the exposure of anti-Muslim rioters in Gujarat, and legal cover-ups.” The ideas at the heart of these phenomena—of the common man as vigilante warrior and of media-driven entrapment—are in fact central themes in the films of the director S. Shankar (who directed the Hindi film Nayak that Nayak 2 seeks to be a spiritual successor of) and many other popular films across a range of Indian languages. In Nayak, for instance, a key plot point is the marshaling of audio evidence recorded surreptitiously to catch a politician’s lie during a live televised interview. That this angle of entrapment as the only way to actually prove a point or seek justice resonated with Kejriwal’s urban followers is unsurprising, given that, as Kalyani Chadha (2019, 238) notes, “by the mid-2000s sting-based scandal reporting began to emerge as a pervasive feature of the television news landscape in India.” Instead, what this segment from Nayak 2 reveals is the surprising extent to which plot points from a film made in 2001 (i.e., the original Nayak) and a decade of “sting journalism” inflect both the imaginaries of political operatives like Kejriwal when it comes to palatable ideas of justice and how this televisual archive spanning over a decade is essential to AIB’s memetic representation of this particular kind of vigilantism. So, even as AIB compares Kejriwal to Batman (shining the shape of a broom into the night sky, instead of a bat) and satirizes his notions of vigilante justice, they reestablish two key tropes by connecting both to the expanded regimes of publicity enabled by the “sting”: first, that the ends justify the means when it comes to dealing with the corrupt political class or venal bureaucrats, and second, that the “thrill” of the sting lies not in the outcome or punishment but in the act of the common man being involved in setting the trap and obtaining evidence unscathed. The intertextuality, in this case, not only engages the aesthetic or formal aspects of the media objects that Nayak 2 builds on but also echoes its ideological foundations of the common man being the purveyor of justice as fundamentally being a media event. And ultimately, it is a media event that Nayak 2 ends on, with the Kejriwal look-alike speaking to a group of journalists, responding to every single one of their questions with some variation of “this is the common man’s victory” and eventually evading further questions by saying he has to leave for a protest and that they too can join him if they buy tickets online.

[image: close-up of a folded paper with large, printed Hindi text reading, “कल सुबह तुम्हारा EXPOSE!”]
Figure 2.3. Gandhi cap with the message “I will expose you tomorrow” that drops from the sky on the men secretly exchanging money in Nayak 2.


If satirical videos and the memetic cultures they pull together, as Baishya (2021b, 1131) suggests, “play an important role in the rhetorical economy of political struggle by performing the tasks of persuasion and stimulating public discourse,” then Nayak 2 can be seen as prodding its online audiences to critically assess a political figure seeking to position himself as a middle-class messiah to this very audience, while connecting intertextually to long-standing debates about the character of middle-class politics. In the next section, we shift registers and analyze the satirical videos of a South Indian comedy group called Urban Nakkalites to reveal other memetic, popular-cinema-based approaches to the establishment of temporal links between particular political moments and broader sociopolitical concerns.



Continuities, Disrupted: Gender and Caste in Urban Nakkalites’ “Honest Versions”

The central premise of Nayak 2’s circulatory success, that is, embedding satirical critique within a multidecade intertextual chain built on filmic texts that have turned into cultural touchstones, is one that several YouTube and meme creators capitalize on. Using films as starting points for memes and satirical reimaginations (of everything from family relationships to the hot-button political issues of the day) in India is far from new, given how such texts often weave together audiences across linguistic and cultural regions, and serve as a springboard for meme creators and satirists to quickly make the leap into the absurd. Comedy shows on television channels across India have utilized this formula routinely (A. Kumar 2014), training audiences to recognize highly specific references (Gopal 2014) while also sedimenting the tropes and clichés that online creators then seek to avoid, mock, or invert. On YouTube, Facebook, and other key platforms in the Indian digital media ecosystem, coupling memetic and satirical efforts to popular films also helps creators contend with algorithmic recommendation engines trained on long-standing audience interest in cinema-related content.

Consider, for instance, the work of Nakkalites, a Tamil-language online video collective whose family of channels across platforms inject satirical humor into everyday situations, specializing in hard-hitting political satire on Urban Nakkalites, its secondary YouTube channel. Nakkalites rose to prominence on South Indian Facebook and WhatsApp groups and on YouTube for its timely and trenchant critiques of the 2016 demonetization exercise, when the Indian state removed nearly 86 percent of all banknotes in circulation overnight (Economist 2016) in the primarily cash-based economy, leading to chaos and confusion across the country (Dharia and Trisal 2017). As other comedy collectives took a moment to collect their bearings and respond to this large-scale destabilization of everyday life, Nakkalites moved swiftly, releasing a series of short satirical videos that confronted the brutality of the measure and mocked the state’s efforts to mediate a broad sense of public acquiescence and patriotic pride. Notably, its videos took aim at the foundational absurdity of many of the state’s claims around demonetization, standing out with its ability to hit back quickly and creatively.

While these videos were released under a channel bearing a different name, they achieved a certain degree of viral success among Tamil audiences worldwide, and the media attention that this brought in encouraged the original members of the group to go back to the drawing board and return as Nakkalites. Nakkal, a commonly used colloquialism in the Kongu dialect of the Tamil language, is best translated as “sardonic” or “sarcastic.” When one of us met with Prasanna, the cofounder of Nakkalites, during field work in the city of Coimbatore in 2018, the conversation turned to how the name “Nakkalites” itself seemed to invite repression, given that it was a play on the word “Naxalites,” a moniker given to several Maoist-inclined insurgent groups that are feared, maligned, and even banned by the Indian state. Nakkalites’ name and its logo (a flying sandal with angel wings) was designed to be the group’s sardonic response to such repression. Between 2016 and 2018, as Nakkalites began to develop and sustain an audience on YouTube for its slice-of-life sketches, the founders created a secondary channel called Urban Nakkalites to go back to their roots in political satire with more ambitiously produced videos uploaded at a slower clip than their topical sketches designed to feed the YouTube algorithmic recommendation systems’ voracious appetite for timeliness. In this section, we focus on two of Urban Nakkalites’ most popular videos—Mouna Rogam (Silent sickness; 2018) and Gentle Pei (Gentle ghost; 2019)—to illustrate its approach to satirical takes on everyday politics situated within an intertextual, memetic relay that extends back to popular films from the late 1980s and early 1990s.

Uploaded in October 2018, Mouna Rogam—An Honest Version of Mouna Rāgam (figure 2.4) reimagines crucial scenes from the 1986 Tamil-language romantic drama Mouna Rāgam (Silent symphony), directed by Mani Ratnam, in which a young woman is forced into an arranged marriage while she is still processing the death of her lover. In Mani Ratnam’s film, the woman asks for a divorce soon after the wedding, but the law requires the newly married couple to stay together for a year before divorce proceedings can move forward. During this period, the young woman falls in love with her husband.

[image: On the left is a poster showing the film title, a woman on the left and a man on the right bowing toward each other, a man in between them facing forward and reaching out his hand, a smaller woman in the foreground wearing colorful clothing, and smaller images of buildings. On the right is a still from a video clip showing the film title, a couple staring tensely at each other, a label noting, “1 Million+ Views,” and the Urban Nakkalites logo.]
Figure 2.4. A poster of the 1986 film Mouna Rāgam and a screenshot of Nakkalites’ 2018 version Mouna Rogam on YouTube.


In Gentle Pei—An Honest Version of Gentleman, uploaded in March 2019 (figure 2.5), Nakkalites adopts a similar tack with the 1993 action heist film in Tamil Gentleman, directed by Shankar. In Shankar’s film, a small business owner by day turns Robin Hood by night, taking from the rich in grand heists. It is later revealed that he has been stealing to build his own university to provide free higher education to the deserving and meritorious, without considerations for caste, religion, and income. He is shown to be set on this path after the death of his best friend, a Brahmin boy who kills himself when he is denied admission to medical school and is shown as being disadvantaged by caste-based reservation policies.4 In both of these cases, Nakkalites’ “honest” versions seem to extend the playbook of AIB, whose sketches lampooning the idiosyncrasies of Indian festivals, restaurants, engineering campuses, and so on in a similarly framed “Honest …” series garnered millions of views and grew its subscriber base on YouTube. However, Nakkalites’ decision both to remake key scenes from the films with similar visual and aural cues and to ground its satire in distinctly feminist and anticaste positions stands in contrast to the glib, urbane mockery of an AIB video.

[image: On the left is a poster showing the film title, a man standing with a saber in his hand and a scabbard in his belt, and other people standing behind him. On the right is a film clip showing the film title, a man before a backdrop of a large skull and red tones, a label noting, “1.7M+ Views,” and the Urban Nakkalites logo.]
Figure 2.5. A poster of the 1993 film Gentleman and a screenshot of Nakkalites’ 2019 version Gentle Pei on YouTube.




Reassessing the “Sickness” of Mouna Rāgam

“What if the subtext became the movie?” This is the question that stands out in the YouTube video description box of Urban Nakkalites’ re-creation Mouna Rogam (MR). The video essentially uses this question as its organizing principle, focusing keenly on the politics of gender in the original film, Mouna Rāgam, and compelling viewers to sit with the commonsensical sexism that pervades the story arc of the blockbuster hit from the 1980s. Here, Urban Nakkalites makes some strategic choices around MR: In selecting a film widely seen as having furthered the sensitive representation of women protagonists, it stays clear of the low-hanging fruit of going after the dozens of other hit Tamil films from the 1980s with distinctly sexist themes. And in riffing on a classic made by an urbane filmmaker from a dominant-caste background, it sets itself up for a challenge with its online audiences and cinephiles from similar backgrounds, whose nostalgia and love for the film and the filmmaker’s oeuvre, more broadly, border on the devotional.5

In conversations with Nakkalites members during field work in 2018, we learned that they had written the video a while ago but waited until they could gather enough of a budget to closely mimic the tone of the original film to the extent possible. They also ended up using short clips from the film’s lilting background score with some pitch shifting and other manipulations to anchor their satirical take to the original while steering clear of the copyright-detection algorithms of YouTube. The effort to maintain fidelity to the film is most apparent in the scene where the male and female protagonists meet for the first time, and that scene is the highlight of MR thematically as well. The free-spirited woman meets a prospective groom for an arranged marriage, under pressure from her family. She tries to provide a number of reasons for why they are not a suitable match and asks him to reject her, which he refuses to do. The following is a translation of the exchange between the man and the woman in this scene from MR:


WOMAN: Apparently, you said you wanted to flirt with me in private.

MAN: Yes.

WOMAN: Before that, I want to say something to you.

MAN: (nodding to show assent) Mmm …

WOMAN: I’m not interested in this process of finding a match or getting married.

MAN: (looking at the camera) Disobedient.

WOMAN: I came home late just to show you my disinterest.

MAN: (shocked, looking at the camera) Arrogant.

WOMAN: I can’t look up to you as a chivalrous gentleman simply because you had the shamelessness to wait for me.

MAN: (looking at the camera and pointing at the viewer) But the audience will consider me a gentleman.

WOMAN: I can tell by looking at your face that you’re in this simply to find someone to cook for you, for the rest of your life.

MAN: Smart girl! I’m proud of myself.

WOMAN: But I’m not the domestic goddess that you’re looking for.

MAN: Don’t worry. I’ll tame you.

WOMAN: I want to study further. I want to pursue a career.

MAN: (looking at the camera) Bullshit!

WOMAN: I smoke, drink, and watch TikTok videos.

MAN: But … a male chauvinist like me doesn’t like these things.

WOMAN: Exactly. Which is why I’m requesting you to tell my parents that you don’t like me.

MAN: (standing up to show that the conversation is done) I like you very much. And that’s the end of that.

FATHER: (looking at wife) So, how did you like the prospective groom?

MOTHER: (proudly) He scanned our daughter from head to toe with his leery eyes.

FATHER: (approvingly) That’s why we call it “male gaze.” (everyone laughs, except the woman in the previous scene)

DAUGHTER: Dad, I don’t want to get married.

FATHER: (walks up to daughter) Look dear, I’m a responsible father. That’s why I refused to wear a condom and ensured we had more kids than we could manage. I also need to ensure that your younger sisters are “exported” [married off]. How long can I keep you in stock?

DAUGHTER: Is this blackmail?

FATHER: No, dear. It’s emotional torture. (clutches heart)

DAUGHTER: Is it a heart attack?

FATHER: If you still refuse to get married, then … (coughs and shows blood-stained handkerchief that was used to cover his mouth)

DAUGHTER: Fine. I agree. (hits her head in frustration)

FATHER: What other choice do you have, anyway?



If, as Guobin Yang and Min Jiang (2015, 216) argue, online satire is at its heart a “participatory activity involving multitudes of people” and a “networked social practice,” MR invites audiences to participate in this unpacking of the foundational logics of gender relations underpinning Mouna Rāgam’s approach. By removing the shroud of veneration that the film enjoys as a sensitive portrayal of a South Indian woman’s inner conflict when she is compelled to marry someone and bury her dreams, it casts light on the “silent sickness” of respectability and obedience structuring the possibilities and limits of women’s desires and makes apparent the swiftness with which this tension is sublimated within the masculinist, dominant caste-based ideological frame running through Mouna Rāgam. Turning this popular sequence from the film into a meme and reproducing its formal qualities while dialing up the ideological critique allows Urban Nakkalites to ask more of its audience and goad them into reassessing their own positions and fandoms. The founders of Nakkalites were also explicit about this being the goal, positioning themselves against the bulk of Tamil- and Telugu-language online political satire, which focus predominantly on the antics of politicians and political parties, and working instead to reevaluate the consensus around popular filmic texts and the social structures that they uphold or explain away. This approach also appears prudent from a commercial point of view on a platform like YouTube, where news-cycle-based satire on politicians is quickly deprioritized by algorithmic recommender systems while memetic reassessments of much-loved films contribute to long-tail value for creators like Nakkalites. With over two and a half million views as of June 2026, MR continues to bring in ad dollars for Urban Nakkalites, being discovered afresh by new sets of South Indian audiences, who, the founders note, are watching this Tamil-language video to completion even without English subtitles.6



Revisiting the Haunting of Gentleman

This discovery of broader South Indian audiences (especially Malayalam- and Telugu-speaking audiences interested in issues of caste discrimination in education and employment) and their feedback (i.e., fans commenting on Urban Nakkalites’ videos explicitly calling attention to their own linguistic-regional background and interest in these themes, writing to the team, etc.) can be read as having inflected Urban Nakkalites’ approach with Gentle Pei (GP). Given that the original text, Gentleman, entertainingly mishmashes the heist genre with a procedural, a romantic comedy, and even a court trial in the third act (ending with a climax that clearly references suicide-bomber-driven assassinations in neighboring Sri Lanka), Urban Nakkalites takes a different tack with GP than with MR, despite the two videos being released within less than six months of each other.7 In GP, rather than reproducing specific sequences from Gentleman, the focus is on undoing the discursive knots around caste-based reservations in the film’s plot and crafting a parallel tale involving a completely different protagonist.

To achieve this, Urban Nakkalites resuscitates the character of the Brahmin boy (who, in the original film’s narrative, kills himself after being denied a seat in a medical college and is positioned as a meritorious martyr) as a disagreeable and petty ghost haunting Sasi, a young boy getting ready to start his medical education. Ostensibly coded as belonging to a nondominant caste, Sasi struggles to “reserve” anything—be it a train or bus ticket for his mother or a movie ticket for his girlfriend.8 In a clear nod to the filmography of Shankar, the director of the original film Gentleman, it is also established that this struggle to “reserve” is more widespread within the universe of the video, with radio announcements and split-screen snippets raising alarm about the scale of the issue. After a series of incidents in which Sasi is harmed or deterred whenever anything to do with the word “reserve” is involved, Sasi is convinced that a ghost is haunting him, and he heads to a pair of shamans to help him get rid of this supernatural menace. The shamans summon this ghost and try to understand why it is targeting Sasi, quickly learning that the ghost is upset about Sasi’s selection for higher education in medicine. Here, GP mirrors the original film with a flashback showing the ghost’s past as a failed medical college aspirant, with blame for this rejection placed on “undeserving” beneficiaries of reservations. As the video cuts back to the present, even Sasi and the shamans are moved by the ghost’s tale, but they persist in asking the ghost how it is fair to torture innocent Sasi for this problem. With the dominant-caste ghost continuing to aggressively blame affirmative-action policies for his fate, the shamans counter with their own story of caste-based discrimination, which provokes only laughter from the ghost.9 The shamans, named Periya Karuppan and Chinna Karuppan after a folk deity whose worship is predominantly officiated by non-Brahmin priests, speak of their inability to become temple priests despite having the scriptural qualifications and attribute it to the Brahmin stranglehold over such jobs. The following is a translation of the exchange between the ghost and the shamans in this scene from Gentle Pei:


GHOST: (laughs maniacally and spouts gibberish)

SHAMAN 1: All right then. Let’s do away with reservations completely. We’ll become priests. Will you become a porter? Will you become a cobbler?

GHOST: No way! Go away!

SHAMAN 2: Fine. Then let Sasi study medicine.

GHOST: No! These people shouldn’t study! Reservations should be done away with!

SHAMAN 1: (looking at the other shaman) Look at him, trying to have his cake and eat it too!

SASI: Hey, you guys introduced NEET [a common medical admissions entrance test that supersedes all other test scores)] because we were passing all the exams. Now, when we study hard and do well on the NEET, you don’t want to accept that either.

GHOST: You imbecile! You think you have the merit for higher education simply because you passed those exams? Merit is genetic, you fool!

SHAMAN 1: Aah! So, we have to continue being bound to traditional occupations while you fly away to Silicon Valley, is it? (throws blue powder on the ghost)

GHOST: Don’t hit me! Don’t hit me! Shall I propose a deal?

SASI: (puzzled) What the hell is this? Why is the ghost haggling with us?

SHAMAN 2: Wait, let’s listen to what it has to say.

GHOST: How about 10 percent for our clan (said in Brahminized Tamil)?

SHAMAN 2: 10 percent …?

GHOST: (with a sly look) Give our guys 10 percent reservation too!

SHAMAN 1: (looking at the other shaman) There it is! The cat’s out of the bag. Did you get a load of that?

SHAMAN 2: (looking straight at the ghost but talking to the other shaman) Hey, Chinna Karuppa. Why stop at 10 percent? Let’s give them 100 percent. Go fetch the weapon of Periya Karuppan.

SHAMAN 1: (excited) That’s the right thing to do! I’ll be right back.

SASI: (taps Shaman 2) Excuse me, who is this Periya Karuppan?

SHAMAN 2: He is a guide to all of us. This ghost is nothing. He has driven away even the greatest of ghosts.

SHAMAN 1: (brings a walking stick that resembles the one used by social reformer Periyar) Here you go.

SHAMAN 2: (sits majestically with the walking stick, almost as if he is summoning the spirit of Periyar, the face of the non-Brahmin movement in Tamil Nadu)

GHOST: (clueless as to what is happening and smiling) What are you going to do? Are you going to go for a walk?

SHAMAN 2: (laughs) I’m not going for a walk. I’m going to thrash the daylights out of you. You can’t even tell different kinds of reservations apart. And you speak of merit. Forget being human. You don’t have the merit to even be a ghost! (looking at the shaman who brought him the stick) Chinna Karuppa, start chanting the verses!



The politics and positioning of GP are evident even before the video starts, with the thumbnail for the YouTube video featuring watermarked sketches of Anitha and Rohith Vemula, two Dalit students whose harrowing experiences with India’s higher education system drove them to suicide (Siddiqui 2017), floating in the background, as Sasi runs away from the skull denoting the anti-reservation ghost (see figure 2.5). In placing Sasi between Anitha and Rohith, GP situates the dire state of students like Sasi who are aggressively pursued and haunted by Brahminical regimes that aggravate the conditions for caste-based discrimination while continuing to refute the existence of such forces.

This excerpt from GP, then, captures the anger of being subject to this Hindi-Hindu-nationalist Brahminical double bind, and the video’s arguments work to shatter this “prism of anti-reservation rhetoric, an upside-down world where stigmatization and exclusion are the plight of upper castes and reservation is a corruption of pre-existing norms of equality, fairness and justice” (A. Subramanian 2019, 241). The rhetorical aspects of the ghost’s anti-reservation stance also acquire texture in the Brahminical dialect employed by the ghost, connecting to a longer history of representation of Brahmins as wily shape-shifters (Krishnan et al. 2022; Damodaran and Gorringe 2017; Geetha and Rajadurai 2008). From cartoons to cinema and television, the non-Brahmin movement’s grip on cultural forms in Tamil Nadu is extended to streaming video platforms and complicated further by collectives like Urban Nakkalites. While it may be tempting to see the representational politics of Gentle Pei as “the reduction of a complex social history to a Manichean struggle between ‘Brahmin’ and ‘non-Brahmin’” (Ramaswamy 2000, 98), the video’s argumentative thrust is primarily based on allowing a reassessment of how the aggrieved are envisioned when it comes to conversations about educational opportunities and reservations. In doing so, it connects across time, drawing a clear line from the Gentleman that emerges in the aftermath of the Mandal Commission protests of the early 1990s (against the reservation of Indian government jobs based on caste) to the Gentle Ghost trying to weaken caste-based reservations in 2019.10 Further, with Gentle Pei’s resolution of the chasing away of the Brahminical ghost and the saving of Sasi, it leans in on the narrativization of South Indian states like Tamil Nadu serving as bulwarks against Brahminical Hindu nationalism while also rooting this opposition in a longer history of anticaste politics. Picking up these threads, chapter 3 turns toward the sonic dimensions of popular rage to round out our understanding of the polyphonic mediascape that is the mobile popular in India.








3
Sounding Out Popular Rage
The Case of #Kolaveri Di



A young man in a blue shirt, jeans, and sneakers walks around onstage, clutching a microphone. In Tamil, he warns the audience that if you sing about society, like he does, you will be branded a camūka virōti (an antisocial element). He pauses and points the microphone at the audience as he asks them how this is usually said in English. The crowd responds almost instantly, screaming, “anti-Indian!” Even as the ominous sound of marching boots fills the air, he smirks and declares that he is proud to be considered an anti-Indian.

On the screen behind the young man is a collage of portraits: B. R. Ambedkar, Malcolm X, Martin Luther King Jr., and other revolutionaries on one side and artists such as Bob Marley, Michael Jackson, Kanye West, and Childish Gambino on the other. The young man is now front and center on the stage as he starts rapping the Tamil lines, “Eṉṉa? Nā uṉṉakku āṉṭi-intiyaṉ-ā? Enna? Vōṭṭai pōṭṭa paccai tamiḻaṉ nā!” (What? Am I an anti-Indian to you? What? I am a Tamil who votes!). Another rapper joins him, as their names—Arivu and ofRO—flash on the screen and their angry voices reverberate over the beat. A few powerful verses later, the song samples a snippet of a local Hindu-nationalist politician who gained notoriety by routinely dismissing all dissenters and critics as anti-Indians. The beat stops for this voice clip and the words “I am not prepared to answer you. You’re an anti-Indian,” in the politician’s inimitable tinny voice ring clear. The beat starts again, the rappers encourage the audience to join in, and they continue to register their protest by persisting with their questions in verses.

Taking place at a December 2018 arts festival designed to open up conversations about social issues such as caste and gender discrimination, this performance rests almost entirely on the inversion of the popular sonic cue that is the term “anti-Indian.”1 The term is a dangerous mnemonic aiding the criminalization of dissent in contemporary India, and its use here is animated by anger and anxiety as much as it is by derision and disbelief. A sense of threat accompanies it, and it is this threat that polices its circulation and renders the act of declaring oneself an anti-Indian subversive and edgy. Indian sound cultures in the digital realm, meanwhile, are also animated by other sonic cues—a popular song, a catchy phrase, or a resonant voice—ones that allow for the braiding of the popular and the political with much less risk. Some even endure as communicative structures capable of recording a range of discontent, offering other pathways to reimagining citizenship in the Indian context.

This chapter examines the centrality of sound and listening practices in the mediation of politics and citizenship in Indian digital culture and develops some theoretical and conceptual resources that might better enable us to understand these processes. Drawing attention to the auditory dimensions of mediated political cultures, we chart how sonic cues can be transformed into hybrid communicative structures that, in turn, enable new ways of listening and new modes of popular participation—expressions of sonic citizenship—in a digital era. Tracking the movement of a particular sonic cue—“Kolaveri Di,” a phrase from a Tamil film song—across digital and mobile platforms enabled by media infrastructures and propelled by creative user practices, we argue that sound technologies and practices constitute a vital cultural and material infrastructure on which a bridge between the popular and the political can be built. In doing so, we contribute to ongoing efforts to place sound at the center of debates on global digital cultures (Lacey 2013b; Crawford 2012) and, in particular, in the South Asian context.

Given the dominance of textual and visual approaches to understanding media cultures, it is hardly surprising that the sonic dimensions of the mobile popular have received comparatively less attention. To make the connection, we take our cue from John Durham Peters’s (2015) efforts to ponder the material and infrastructural links between sound and media infrastructures, including, crucially, cloud computing. Clouds have come to shape our digital lives and afterlives, and we now have a growing body of scholarship on the infrastructural dimensions of clouds, the “nebulous conflation of information, capital, and geography” (Mattern 2016) that shapes digital cultures across the world. But scholarly attempts to discern the presence of clouds and understand how they are made real treat clouds as largely silent infrastructures. For instance, in A Prehistory of the Cloud, Tung-Hui Hu (2015) has argued that the cloud is silent, in the background, and almost unnoticeable. Because it is pervasive and for the most part stable, he writes, “the cloud is a particularly mute piece of infrastructure. It is just there, atmospheric and part of the environment” (Hu 2015, ix). Branching away from this perspective, we argue that understanding our digital and global present and future requires opening up a channel for thinking about sounds and clouds and, more to the point, listening practices.
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Figure 3.1. Arivu and ofRo performing the “Anti-Indian” song onstage at an independent music festival in Chennai in 2018.


In rich accounts of how sounds and clouds are intertwined in complex ways today, both Nasser Hussain (2013) and Shannon Mattern (2016) draw our attention to the deeply troubling world of drone warfare and drone-strike footage, which attract millions of viewers around the world. Hussain points out that for both the drone operators and the millions of people watching the videos released online, the world below is visible but silent. The people on the ground, however, experience the opposite. For those who are gazing up at the clouds, it is all about the sound, “a low-grade perpetual buzzing, and a signal that a strike could occur at any time” (N. Hussain 2013). The sound emanating from clouds above can be suffocating. If this example is suggestive of a state’s ability to mobilize cloud infrastructures to inflict violence and control distant territories, there are also instances when a state’s efforts to render a region “sound-less” are stymied.

In The Last Call: Audio Postcards from Kashmir, Uzma Falak (2018) draws on transcripts of found-audio recordings of farewell phone calls made by young insurgents who were struggling against the Indian state’s military occupation in Kashmir to listen to “resistance against the imposed soundlessness.” Falak points out that these audio postcards took on a life of their own and were circulated extensively on a range of social media platforms (A. Hussain 2018). Not surprisingly, the “virality” of these sounds, many of which were intimate and final conversations with family members, did not go unnoticed by the Indian state’s agencies and were regarded as a “dangerous trend with far-reaching ramifications” (A. Hussain 2018). As Falak notes in a wide-ranging interview about this project, in a context defined by “the noise of extremist nationalism echoing across newsrooms, parliament, bureaucracies, business houses, Bollywood, advertisements, academia, and militia,” these audio files are resounding rejections of mainstream statist narratives in which Kashmiri voices are always erased (Falak 2018).

Taken together, these cases encourage us to be more attentive to the many ways in which cloud infrastructures do, in fact, hold, store, transmit, and enable us to manipulate and circulate sounds. If the cloud as an idea has, in Hu’s (2015, xiii) account, “exceeded its technological platform and become a potent metaphor for the way contemporary societies are organized,” we would argue that cloud infrastructures, coupled with digital platforms, including SoundCloud, Twitter (or X), YouTube, and WhatsApp, have become central to the mediation of politics, popular culture, and technological citizenship. From the routine practices of voice-enabled artificial intelligence platforms (e.g., Amazon’s Alexa, which “lives in the cloud”) or sharing music to the more politically potent practices of doctoring sounds, it is clear that contemporary political cultures are articulated in sound as much as through other sensory registers.2 The question, then, is how to listen for the remixing of the popular and the political and evaluate claims about citizenship that are increasingly made through creative sound work as much as through textual and visual practices. Our site for this analysis is one particular sound that, amid numerous others that came and went, endured, circulated, and resonated in a dense and crowded audiovisual sphere.


“Kolaveri,” a Sonic Cue for Popular Rage

The song “Kolaveri” (2011) was released on YouTube in November 2011 as part of the marketing strategy for a Tamil-language film, 3. Shot and edited in a “making of” style and featuring the film’s lead actors, director, and music director, the song became popular within a few hours of its online release. The quirky Tanglish (Tamil + English) lyrics appeared on the screen as hard-coded subtitles, making it easy to follow and sing along and contributing to the song’s popularity among non-Tamil-speaking audiences in India and across the world. Spanning a period of roughly two to three months from 2011 into early 2012, a diverse array of content creators in various parts of the world began uploading their own cover versions and remix interpretations of the track. Much like the worldwide proliferation of other major pop phenomena—including “Gangnam Style” and “Kolaveri” itself—the song catalyzed the organization of flash mobs in cities scattered across multiple continents. Yet what distinguished this instance from comparable viral moments was the multifaceted way in which the song, particularly its irresistibly catchy refrain (“Why this kolaveri kolaveri kolaveri di”) and the loaded terminology embedded within it—kolaveri, meaning “murderous rage”—transcended its original context. Instead, these elements were strategically reappropriated and integrated into an expansive and distinctly political discourse, functioning as a vehicle through which audiences could articulate and grapple with the far-reaching dimensions of systemic corruption. Here, for instance, is one of many tweets that used the refrain of the song to connect “Kolaveri” to ongoing political conversations: “Petrol price, Inflation, Corruption, Infrastructure, Politics and many such specials make you go.…. Why this Why This.… #Kolaveri Di …” (November 23, 2011).

The song resonated deeply with urban and semiurban middle-class populations throughout the country, particularly among those whose political consciousness had been energized by a succession of high-profile, investigative “sting operations.” These exposés, orchestrated and carried out by an array of different news organizations and media outlets, had uncovered troubling connections between various political figures and business leaders. What made the revelations even more striking was one especially damning investigation that implicated prominent journalists themselves in these networks of influence and interest (#Radiagate; Chadha 2012). It was not entirely surprising that “Kolaveri” resonated with the anticorruption protests in India at the time, having been launched by the activist Anna Hazare in April 2011 and gaining immense political traction under the guidance of Arvind Kejriwal, the political and public relations face of the anticorruption movement who then went on to launch the mercurial Aam Aadmi Party (Common man party).3 Moreover, the fact that the song and the related hashtag (#Kolaveri) maintained interest for months (with tweets surfacing on the hashtag even five years after it first captured attention) seems all the more remarkable in a media and political culture marked by networked and mobile publics that shift shape as events unfold (Kraidy 2016; Papacharissi 2015).

This is, in some respects, a familiar story. We now have a growing body of scholarship on the surprising ways in which symbols and icons from popular culture are at times deployed with great effect in the political sphere (Jenkins et al. 2016; Sangeet Kumar 2015; Yang 2009). In the Indian context too, the phenomenal expansion of mobile and digital media infrastructures and platforms since the early 2000s has transformed the ways in which popular culture mediates the political, recasting how political talk and engagement are woven into the rhythms of everyday life. However, scholars have tended to pay attention to the proliferation of screens and the visual dimensions of public political discourse while ignoring the accompanying changes in the soundscape. In fact, even when we consider the auditory experience of politics, our language remains in thrall to visual metaphors. The noted philosopher of science and technology Don Ihde (2007, 8), for instance, observes that even terms that have lost the immediacy of light imagery (like “intuition” or “perception”) retain their visual thrust at their root meanings, further cementing the establishment of vision as “the root metaphor of thought.” This focus on visuality, of course, extends beyond etymological concerns.

When the study of media gradually evolved into a more transnational affair over the course of the 1990s, scholarly attention remained attuned to screen cultures, tracking closely the globalization of visual media across Asia, Africa, and Latin America. With “public culture” emerging as an analytic framework for understanding media, consumption, and culture in these postcolonial contexts in an era of economic and cultural globalization, visual forms (film, television, and advertising in particular) and a focus on viewers, spectators, and interocular fields came to structure studies of media and mediation throughout the 1990s and early 2000s (Appadurai and Breckenridge 1995; Shanti Kumar 2006; Mankekar 1999; Mazzarella 2003; Pinney 2001; Rajagopal 2001). Straying from this tendency and drawing on recent work in sound studies and digital media studies (Kheshti 2015; Lacey 2013a; Manoukian 2010; Stoever 2016; Sundar 2023), this chapter traces how “Kolaveri” was taken up in remix videos, news parodies, political campaigns, and Facebook pages and redeployed on Twitter as #Kolaveri to make sense of corporate and political corruption over a four- to five-year span.4
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Figure 3.2. Screenshot from Sony Music’s 2011 promotional video for the song “Kolaveri.”


#Kolaveri at its essence is an exemplar of the vastly reconfigured soundscape that Indian audiences are immersed in on a daily basis and must be understood as emerging from a broader “re-sounding of the public sphere” (Lacey 2013a, 11) amid the expansion of media infrastructures and practices beginning in the mid- to late-1980s. One key milestone in the aural resignification of the public sphere during the 1980s would be the use of cassette tapes during the 1989 elections, which, as Peter Manuel (1999, xv) argues, “provided many of the basic prerequisites for … a democratic restructuring of media content and control.” While Manuel’s emphasis on grassroots and participatory dimensions of cassette culture is questionable given the organization of the music industry in India and the uneven spread of the technology, we can recognize the advent of cassette technology as having put in place new logics of circulation and uses of sound. Cassette culture not only remade the political domain during, say, election campaign season but also quickly became an unobtrusive and taken-for-granted part of public and private spaces across the subcontinent. The take-up and diffusion of cassette technology also transformed a public culture that was, until the mid-1980s, largely tuned in to film music. Within a matter of years, India’s soundscape went from being dominated by state-run broadcasting to a varied musical culture that included various regional, religious, devotional, folk, and pop songs and sounds.

The shift away from a statist media system that cassette culture, among other media technologies and forms including the VCR, inaugurated during the 1980s can now be seen as having set the stage for a series of policy, technology, and media transitions throughout the 1990s and the early twenty-first century involving FM radio, cable and satellite television, and mobile and digital platforms (Pavarala and Malik 2007; Sen 2014). These transitions, moreover, are marked by audience and user practices such as the routinization of calling in and interacting with radio jockeys and other listeners on FM radio networks, creative uses of caller tunes and ringtones (S. Gopinath 2005), the circulation and sharing of music and other sounds via inexpensive SD cards (Mukherjee and Singh 2017), and the emergence of a vibrant new sphere of remixing, fusion, and other kinds of sound performances on platforms such as YouTube, SoundCloud, and TikTok.

Such quotidian and popular media uses that have proliferated over the past two decades are examples of the substantive sonic practices that have been happening alongside Photoshop and memetic practices that mark participatory cultures across the world. Moreover, these everyday media practices can and should be situated within a broader history of sounds and protest cultures. There is a rich archive of religious hymns, marching songs, and catchy slogans in South Asia that scholars are only now beginning to mine from a sound studies standpoint. While rooted in ethnomusicology, Zoe Sherinian’s (2014, 242) account of Tamil folk music, in which she traces how the work of the Dalit composer and theologian James Theophilus Appavoo “brought about a consciousness of oppression,” marks an important start. Tracking the production, circulation, and reception of songs, Sherinian (2014, 4) shows how “shared musical relationships … can create a context for liberation.” Sumangala Damodaran’s (2017) account of the musical repertoire of the left-wing Indian People’s Theatre Association also adds to this understanding of sounds and social movements, particularly in showing how music served as a bridge between various artistic forms including dance and theater. If the history of progressive social movements is one space to explore the politics of sound, another point of entry would be the fierce debates around what constitutes “noise,” noise control (Hagood 2019), and abatement policies in different cities around the world (Cardoso 2012; Peterson 2021) and how varied sounds and accompanying listening practices come to mark religious, racial, and ethnic identities (Stoever 2016; Zuberi 2017). Even without a complete accounting of all of these vigorous intellectual debates across a range of academic subfields, it is possible to discern the emergence of varied listening publics and ensure that we situate links between sound, popular culture, politics, and citizenship in a longer historical trajectory. It also becomes apparent that amplifying the soundscape is generative in comprehending how sound technologies and practices constitute a vital cultural and material infrastructure on which charged connections between the popular and the political are often made. In the case of “Kolaveri,” exploring the sonic dimensions and aural imaginaries at play allows us to understand how #Kolaveri functioned as a sound bridge that enabled a range of potent encounters among journalists, politicians, and citizens embroiled in long-standing and heated debates about citizenship and political participation.



Bridging the Popular and the Political

A sound bridge is a familiar media unit and editing technique that is used to aid smooth transitions between scenes in a film, particularly when setting up expectations that are then immediately confirmed (Bordwell and Thompson 2004). It is, in many respects, the aural equivalent of the crossfade. However, a sound bridge can also surprise and disorient viewers. As the film editor and sound designer Walter Murch (2004, xiii) suggests, unexpected combinations of visuals and sounds can be deployed such that the audience is unable to “relate the sound to the visual except perhaps metaphorically,” thereby inviting them to make deeper and more meaningful connections between sound and visuals than they would otherwise. Creative uses of sound bridges can, in other words, produce a “greater dimensionality of experience” (Murch 2004, xiii). Murch (2004, xiv) also points out that an untethered sound is particularly potent, seemingly everywhere and nowhere, in part because audiences cannot place its source. Once it is unmoored from its filmic origins, a catchy sound like “Kolaveri” has the capacity to connect to diverse contexts. This sense of a sound bridge being connective also encourages us to think about sound in relation to urban spaces and infrastructures. A wealth of recent scholarship in geography and other disciplines has alerted us to the manifold links between sound and space, showing how sounds have the capacity to “mark out territories,” produce “acoustic arenas,” and more generally, contribute to the “production of space” (Gallagher et al. 2017, 620). Taking a spatial approach also encourages us to consider the fact that bridges are, in the first instance, designed to overcome division(s) in the world. Even though bridges can and do collapse and are often actively destroyed in times of conflict, they are sites of chance and, at times, charged encounters, and they enable and constrain linkages between individual practices, collective rituals, and the built environment (Sabry 2010). Thus, examining the difference that catchy sounds might make in densely mediated political cultures involves following the links and associations that a sound like “Kolaveri” makes across different private and public spaces, as well as taking into account the relations between media infrastructures, platforms and their affordances, and a range of user practices.

Adopting this expansive perspective, we show how #Kolaveri functioned as a sound bridge that was separated from the filmic context and used in a range of metaphorical and connective ways by journalists, politicians, and citizens coming to terms with a thoroughly mediated anticorruption movement and, more generally, a political culture shaped by digital media logics. Far from being a “viral” expression of a senseless, irrational, and fleeting antipolitical rage by angry citizens, sound bridges like #Kolaveri can be understood as mobile communicative structures that enable political participation—in this case, deeply felt popular outrage— in the face of technological, political-economic, and sociocultural constraints and transformations. In making room for and gathering all manner of sentiments, expressions, aspirations, and identities, #Kolaveri discloses new ways and locales in which we might listen for the political and discern new modes of participation—the sonic expressions of technological citizenship—in a digital era.



#Kolaveri: The Making of a Sound-Bridge

“Why This Kolaveri Di” was released on YouTube on November 17, 2011, and made available on a range of media platforms including FM radio programs, television channels, as a caller tune for mobile phones, and as a digital file for download and circulation. As the most searched song on YouTube during that week, being featured on MTV that weekend (November 19–20), being widely publicized on CNN as the most watched YouTube video of 2011, and having global news coverage of the surprising “viral” hit from South India, “Kolaveri” was clearly available as a digital artifact. Not surprisingly, in popular commentary about the song, the focus was predominantly on the question of how this song from a South Indian film could possibly go viral on a global scale. Of the efforts to determine the causes of this viral success, some themes found more circulation than others: the use of Tanglish (a portmanteau of the languages Tamil and English, which were used in the song), the simple rhythmic pattern that allowed the song to serve as a format on which everything from Chipmunks to politics could be transposed, and the clever marketing strategy of releasing a making-of video that decoupled the song from its filmic origins.5 However, this marketing-oriented discourse—one that is rehearsed with every instance of a purportedly viral proliferation (“Gangnam Style,” for instance)—repeatedly fails to account for why this particular song and not another captured people’s imaginations. We would point instead to the affective dimensions of “Kolaveri”—its rootedness in a very specific caste- and class-based (Dickey 2016) experience of masculinity, romance and tragedy, and its cathartic framing of this quotidian experience, of young men coming to terms with the impossibility of some of their desires.

In many ways, “Kolaveri” was the breakout example of a Tamil film song featuring a male protagonist singing a song that involves him ruing the act of falling in love and castigating the woman he fell in love with or, as is usually the case, women in general. Soaked in pathos, these songs can often be heard on late-night radio shows in Tamil Nadu and are made available as compilations with titles like “hit love failure songs” for downloads from internet forums. Some of these songs are often touted as standing in for the “unvoiced” emotions of numerous Tamil men who have been rejected in love, as evidenced by countless instances of intertextual referencing of these songs over the years in Tamil cinema. The angst of the male protagonist invariably forms the kernel of such songs, and they are typically structured as part lament and part outburst (or in the case of “Kolaveri,” mockery of oneself). The male protagonists in these songs see romantic love as an affliction and subsequently cast themselves as suffering subjects, with such positioning acquiring even greater affective charge over the past couple of decades. As caste and class politics entwined with changing gender roles and masculinities transformed under the impact of economic and cultural globalization since the late 1980s, even songs that are not fundamentally about failed love routinely incorporate the underlying affect of rejection, fueled by unmet desire and futile promises.

Consider, for instance, the song “Take It Easy, Urvasi” from the 1994 film Kādhalan (Lover), a song seen as a celebration of the “euphoria of consumption” (Dhareshwar and Niranjana 2000, 199–200). Even as the song celebrates commodity culture and youth culture’s centrality to global signs and symbols, the song (and the hook, “take it easy, policy”) also tried to address anxieties about the benefits of economic reforms that would, in the fullness of time, reach them. In one sense, the call to “take it easy” can be seen as the precursor to the rage indexed by #Kolaveri, a rage about corruption and dispossession that animates urban middle-class citizens’ concerns and gets channeled through a range of social networking platforms. In other words, the distance traversed from “Take It Easy, Urvasi” (1994) to “Why This Kolaveri Di” (2012) is a mark of the deep sense of disappointment that the promises of economic and cultural globalization were never delivered.

As Atul Kohli (2012, 2) and other scholars have pointed out in recent analyses of reforms and their impact on poverty, “three decades of economic growth have been accompanied by growing inequality.” It is crucial, moreover, to grasp that this frustration with the state of democratic politics that the anticorruption movement mobilized in 2011 had been brewing over a long time. Expressions of what Srirupa Roy (2016, 362) calls a “distinctive public form of civic anger” can be located in relation to the profoundly uneven impact of economic reforms through the 1990s and early 2000s and, even further back, in key political economic realignments during the late 1970s and early 1980s. It is hardly a surprise, then, that the lighthearted suggestion to a newly emergent youth culture to “take it easy” and wait for the benefits of globalization to reach them could not be sustained or reinvoked two decades later.

We situate “Kolaveri” within this longer trajectory of cultural politics to move away from both marketing and academic discourse about virality and to argue that the tragicomic register on which the song works, coupled with the indeterminacy of veri (rage), made the song radically available for appropriation, remixing, and recirculation by a range of actors. In other words, the song’s ambivalent affective appeals were a crucial factor in its popularity and circulation. When “Kolaveri” was released on YouTube in November 2011, the accompanying video firmly established the tongue-in-cheek mood of the song. Set in a recording studio, the video starts with the singer-songwriter Dhanush declaring that he is going to sing a “soup” song (“soup boy” being slang for a young man going through heartbreak), which is going to be a “flop” song. As the video switches back and forth between shots of Dhanush in the recording booth and his team at the console, there is a lot of camaraderie between them, with Dhanush smiling mockingly as he sings the key refrain. It is clear that they are all in on the joke—the absurdity of the lyrics, the limited musicality of Dhanush’s voice, and the pathetic nature of the protagonist of the song are apparent to all. The song is written and performed from the perspective of a young man asking his lover the rhetorical question, “Why this kolaveri?” to mark his displeasure at being dumped and abandoned by her. While the kolaveri, or murderous rage, in the song’s lyrics are attributed to the woman who has cruelly broken the man’s heart, the rest of the song makes it clear that it is less about her rage and more about his sense of abandonment and sadness at being wronged. Although the song has since been understood as a particularly notable crescendo in the long-running normalization of misogyny and sexism in Tamil cinema (Sunalini Kumar 2011), what resonated with audiences far and wide in the immediate aftermath of the song’s release was the casual bemusement and frustration that the refrain “Why this kolaveri?” signaled.

As Zizi Papacharissi (2015) has argued, the “affective attunement” at work in music also shapes interactions on social media platforms. And where “Kolaveri” was concerned, in less than a week of the song’s release, there were numerous “affective gestures” being made across platforms (YouTube, Twitter, TV news) that, in turn, called “networked publics into being” (Papacharissi 2015, 24; Yang 2009). For instance, on November 24, 2011, a week after the release of “Kolaveri,” a young man in New Delhi slapped the veteran politician and sports administrator Sharad Pawar. Within a matter of hours, a number of citizens started using #Kolaveri (and, less frequently, #KolaveriDi) and the phrase “Why this kolaveri” to begin discussing this expression of rage against a politician seen as deeply corrupt. Some users even uploaded mash-up videos using television footage of the politician being slapped, with their own “take” featuring the “Kolaveri” song as background music. Set to the tune of the song but with lyrics rewritten to address political corruption and layered with images of Pawar and other politicians’ involvement in various scandals, these videos were an early indication of how #Kolaveri became available as a potent sonic cue in a public sphere already structured by deeply felt sentiments of rage and frustration.

If the availability of “Kolaveri” as a digital artifact and a deeply meaningful sociocultural referent is one dimension of its becoming a sound bridge, the remarkable range of the uses to which it was put rested on the song’s performativity and, in particular, the refrain it offered. Within days of the song being released and #Kolaveri emerging across social media platforms, a range of remixes and mash-ups that were familiar with regard to popular music and memetic culture made their way onto YouTube, Twitter, and Facebook.6 However, performativity here is about more than being able to sing, dance, and orchestrate a flash mob. It is firstly about numerous users—from journalists and politicians to everyday citizens—employing the refrain of the song (“Why this kolaveri?”), as is, to express a sense of bewilderment regarding the scale of political corruption or the looting of a nation’s wealth. The repetition of this line across media platforms as an insistent question led to #Kolaveri becoming an instantly recognizable sonic cue in a political culture anchored predominantly to visual cues. Consider, for instance, the following set of tweets:


“Why this #kolaveri kolaveri kolaveri di?”—P Chidambaram to BJP parliamentarians. (November 22, 2011)

Has some one asked BJP “Why this kolaveri di” They need to come up with better answers for opposing FDI in retail than what they are doing now. (November 28, 2011)

Why this kolaveri kolaveri kolaveri di? RT @ndtv: BJP leader Arun Jaitley: FDI will hurt Indian economy. (November 27, 2011)

So will the speaker today sing in the parliament: “Why this Kolaveri Kolaveri Kolaveri di?” #BJP #India. (November 27, 2011)



These tweets—performative statements that linked #Kolaveri to a range of political concerns, from foreign direct investment in retail to spectrum allocation for mobile telephony—call attention to how a shared and recognizable sonic cue can weave political matters into the rhythms of daily conversations on Twitter and other platforms already sparked by frenetic news media coverage. The continual use of #Kolaveri alongside other hashtags that invoke or name political parties (BJP, Congress, AAP, etc.), key politicians, and events and scandals places the sound within a vibrant and networked intertextual field including jokes, memes, and videos circulated via Facebook, WhatsApp, and other platforms that, on the whole, reveal how citizenship is constituted as much by play and performance as it is by normative understandings of deliberation and participation (Bayat 2009; Brock 2012; Jones 2013).

Repetition, a crucial dimension of such performances, was thus the first signal of the aural register at which hybrid platforms like Twitter can operate. For a hashtag is not only a “performative statement,” as Axel Bruns and Jean Burgess (2011) have argued, but can also be, as Kate Lacey (2013a) has pointed out, an invitation to listen rather than read. For what the song offered, beyond a catchy opening line, was also a refrain and rhyme scheme that users could appropriate, rework, and sound out. The key linguistic device employed in the song is the epenthetic “-u” inserted to ensure the flow of the rhyme scheme, signaling both emphasis and a break that allows the song to proceed further. This formal element of the song facilitated creative uses of the refrain that, in turn, gave #Kolaveri a promiscuous and catalytic charge.7 For instance, here is a tweet that cannot be read but, in fact, has to be sung or sounded out: “Handla Suitcase, 2G scam-u, Suitcase full ah Currency. Now she gets Bail-u. Why this Kolaveri kolaveri Kolaveri Di? #Kanimozhi” (November 28, 2011). In this tweet, it is the refrain premised on the epenthetic “-u” that links different elements of a political scandal: suitcases used to carry cash for bribes, the 2G mobile telephony spectrum allocation scandal, and judicial decisions involving Kanimozhi, a major political figure. Yoking the popular song to an ongoing political issue, #Kolaveri thus works as a powerful refrain—an element in a song that marks a “break” but also has the potential to “break up and break open” (Online Etymology Dictionary, n.d.). In other words, #Kolaveri moves away from the song’s filmic and seemingly apolitical origin to become a shared cue for conversations in an otherwise fractious political sphere. This kind of redeployment of a sonic cue is, to be sure, not limited to the Indian context and can be predicated on public performances at the intersection of, say, religion and politics as well. Consider Roshanak Kheshti’s (2015) analysis of the aural dimensions of postelection protests in Iran in 2009. In her account of Iranians expressing dissent against the state, Kheshti draws attention to a video titled Inja Kojast (Where is this place?). The video is powerful not because of its visuals but rather because of the nightly rooftop chanting that made up the soundtrack—“All-Ahu-Akbar … Inja Kojast?”—and that was taken up in numerous other anonymous videos circulated via YouTube. Kheshti’s emphasis on the “sonic performative” also draws attention to a refrain. Where #Kolaveri is concerned, if the refrain marked out an acoustic territory that could attract a range of voices, expressions, political statements, and conversations, it was the performance of the refrain that produced a space—a multilane sound bridge—where the popular and the political converged in unpredictable ways. Performativity, more broadly, is what gave a popular and semiotically open sound like “Kolaveri” a political charge.

The power that this refrain accrued, however, cannot be understood solely in relation to social media platforms. The territory that #Kolaveri marked out as a site for political performance must account for not just interactions between users but also processes of media convergence (Jenkins 2006; Kraidy and Mourad 2010) that shape how a particular sound moves across media platforms, becomes resonant, and gathers publics over time. In our understanding of how cultural symbols or representations gather force and significance in a given cultural context, we often turn to resonance and relevance. For instance, Michael Schudson (1989, 170) points out that the resonance of a given symbol or cultural artifact has to do in part with how well it speaks to audiences and how “a public and cultural relation among object, tradition, and audience” emerges. This emphasis on relevance and significance becomes even more acute in a context in which a vast majority of digital artifacts that engage the political on a daily and routine basis find limited circulation. Again, this is not to reduce participatory culture and the polyvocality of the mobile popular to a narrow question of short-term effects. However, in a country where less than 5 percent of the population actively participated on platforms like Twitter and YouTube at the time of the release and circulation of “Kolaveri,” the question of resonance hinges on whether a given digital artifact and its uses—the various remixes and political deployments of “Kolaveri,” in this case—are widely recirculated and discussed in other media channels. In the Indian context, this would necessarily involve a sketch of television’s role, particularly television news, in re-sounding this sonic cue that was first produced and heard on social networking sites.

Among the many news programs that devoted attention to #Kolaveri, one show stands out for the manner in which the sonic cue was deployed: Gustakhi Maaf (Pardon the transgression), a daily satirical puppet show broadcast on the Hindi-language channel of NDTV.8 Launched in 2003 as an official adaptation of the successful French puppet show Les Guignols de l’info (News puppets), Gustakhi Maaf features a host who introduces short skits that offer comedic interpretations of news and current affairs. Producers successfully localized the program, as Sangeet Kumar (2012, 85) outlines, by using popular film songs (from Hindi-language Bollywood films) “to amplify themes of love, betrayal, and loyalty to describe shifts in political coalitions and changes in personal fortunes in Indian politics.” Given the long-standing practice of rewriting song lyrics to fit a particular skit, it is not surprising that “Kolaveri” was also taken up on this program. In one segment, broadcast on November 28, 2011 (less than ten days after “Kolaveri” was released on YouTube), Gustakhi Maaf featured a cast of puppets of major politicians who were all implicated in the corruption scam as well as the anticorruption movement. Echoing tweets that framed South Indian politicians in the 2G spectrum scam in relation to broader discontent involving other corporate and political figures, these skits featured puppets of Manmohan Singh (then the sitting prime minister), Sonia Gandhi (president of the Congress Party, which was in power), Anna Hazare and Arvind Kejriwal (the figureheads and architects of the anticorruption movement), and others singing, to the tune of “Why This Kolaveri,” about their political misfortunes: “Why is Lokpal very, very weak; Government full of goon-u goon-u; Wearing khadi white-u; For public all is night-u, public future black-u.” Again, it is worth noting here the use of the refrain, the rhyme scheme, and the play with words to refer specifically to the demand for a Jan Lokpal, an independent investigative body to examine cases of political and bureaucratic corruption.

It goes without saying that these skits had tremendous rhetorical force given the influence that NDTV wielded in the Indian political landscape at that point and the fact that television news had focused intensely on the anticorruption movement since April 2011. Moreover, this program had built its reputation to the extent that politicians were eager to be featured as puppets, with some skits even staging conversations between a politician and their puppet.9 Beyond the issue of news parody, this is a program that reveals how puppetry as a creative form reconfigures, as Marwan Kraidy (2016, 145) argues, “the scale between the human body and the body politic.” By bringing the issue of corruption into a “humanly portable arena” and using a sonic cue that had already drawn connections between various actors, Gustakhi Maaf allowed audiences to grasp the political on the register of the popular and, in the process, served to consolidate #Kolaveri as a sound bridge on which a televisual public could gather.

Another dimension of the resonance of “Kolaveri” across media spaces is illustrated by its use in support of the anticorruption movement by Parag Jhaveri, a local politician in Mumbai. Within three weeks of the release of the original track, Jhaveri had capitalized on the song’s availability and performativity (through the refrain and rhyme scheme) to produce a remixed version, what he called a “political song,” to proffer support to the anticorruption protests headed by Anna Hazare in New Delhi. English and Hindi television news channels amplified the reach of Jhaveri’s song by cutting to performances of the remixed version by the politician and his supporters in between their coverage of the protests in the nation’s capital. The voice-overs employed in these news segments were as instructive as the act of the remix itself, with the commentary typically focused on how the original “Kolaveri” was on everyone’s tongues. In narrativizing the song’s success using such metaphors, the news reports linked the song’s resonance to both corporeal dimensions (its affect of rage and dispossession) and the linguistic openness enabled by its inventive incorporation of English words with the Tamil epenthetic “-u.” But in building the remixed political song into their coverage of the anticorruption movement, television news outlets also participated in furthering its resonance across a media and political system deeply fractured by long-standing regional and linguistic divisions. The networks of circulation for the remixed song also folded back into social media, with regional chapters of India Against Corruption (IAC) producing more versions of the song to reiterate their key political demand, that is, the formation of a Jan Lokpal.

[image: Three panels depict caricatured puppet figures of three men seated with telephones. The NDTV logo is at the bottom left.]
Figure 3.3. A still from NDTV’s satirical puppet show Gustakhi Maaf, which used exaggerated caricatures of political leaders—including figures such as Manmohan Singh and others—to comment on contemporary political debates.



Yo guys I Am Sing Song
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Lokayutha Song

Why This Kolaveri Kolaveri Kolaveri ji

Why This Kolaveri (January 25, 2012)



By moving across media platforms and forging links among audiences constituted along linguistic and regional lines, #Kolaveri thus served as a sound bridge between the popular and the political. To be clear, “Kolaveri” was not the only sonic cue that was available in Indian public culture that could have been mobilized during the anticorruption movement. It became a sound bridge because of the half-fortuitous combination of being available, performative, and resonant. In calling it half-fortuitous, we also acknowledge the political, sociocultural, and technological constraints at work and hold space for the other sonic cues that are not amplified and are often dampened, muffled, doctored, or silenced. It is also worth noting that there is nothing sacrosanct about “Kolaveri”—the fact that people could be playful and use the song in any way they deemed fit is central to its influence.



From Sound Bridges to Interruptions

In sharp contrast to other powerful cues such as azaadi (freedom) and popular slogans deployed in protests, the playfulness and attendant wistfulness of “Kolaveri” ensured its circulation and allowed for context shifting (e.g., to question large-scale corruption) without any dire repercussions for the team behind it. This, however, has been the exception rather than the norm. Consider, for instance, another song, called “Oorukku Oru Saarayam” (A drink of liquor for the town), released in 2015 by the Tamil folk singer and activist Kovan, which questioned the Tamil Nadu government’s prioritization of profits from state-run liquor shops over the health and well-being of its citizens. The song, with its powerful verses on widespread alcoholism and the state’s propensity to stamp out any dissent against its liquor policy, quickly went from being a local favorite sung during protests at street corners in southern Tamil Nadu to a viral hit among Tamil audiences worldwide when it was uploaded on YouTube and other streaming sites. Then, in the wee hours of the morning on October 30, 2015, police in Tamil Nadu arrested Kovan on charges of sedition.

[image: A man wearing a red headscarf sings energetically outdoors with three women in red-and-white sarees standing behind him and other musicians playing percussion instruments.]
Figure 3.4. A still from the activist folk singer Kovan’s performance of the protest song “Tasmaca Moodu” (Shut down TASMAC), which directly criticized the proliferation of state-run liquor shops in Tamil Nadu.


In news reports that emerged soon after, unnamed police officials claimed that he had “uploaded electronic content like videos, lyrics which were seditious,” provoking people against the state and defaming the government and the chief minister (Hindustan Times 2015). The Press Trust of India (PTI) wire report of his arrest, adapted by news organizations across the Indian subcontinent, mentioned that the songs had gone “viral in messaging mediums like WhatsApp” (The Quint 2015). Kovan had crafted songs calling for the shutdown of the hegemonic state-run liquor empire and accused then–Chief Minister J. Jayalalithaa of ignoring rampant alcoholism and alcohol-related deaths. The suppression of dissent in Kovan’s case was neither new nor singular, given liquor’s centrality in the nexus between business and politics across Indian states (Sukumar and Menon 2013) and Jayalalithaa’s record of intolerance to opposition (Anand 2003). However, the state’s use of a colonial-era sedition law, framed around inciting “disaffection … between the ‘ruler’ and the ‘ruled’ ” (Narrain 2011, 33) seemed excessive even as an act of intimidatory overreach.10 In essence, the state government was arguing that any attempt to inhibit its ability to sell liquor, to dissuade it from seeing its citizens as mere consuming subjects, was an act of “disloyalty” (Desai 2019).

Then again, Kovan had led the cultural wing of the Makkal Kalai Ilakkiya Kazhagam (People’s Art and Literary Association, or PALA) for more than three decades, performing folk songs and street plays in the South Indian states to foreground issues like “untouchability, religious extremism, unemployment and agricultural distress” (Mohan 2016). But this time around, his voice had resonated beyond the street corners and village squares that PALA typically thrived in. It had reached the ears of Tamil people across the world through Facebook, WhatsApp, and YouTube on their mobile phones, going on to gather an even broader South Indian audience after Kovan’s arrest. Three years later, in a conversation that one of us had in Tiruchirappalli with Kovan and members of PALA, he spoke of how they were experimenting with political expression through digital and social media. As he recollected being surprised at how widely the songs had circulated, a member of the organization chimed in, “We set foot on the doorsteps of the digital and landed up on the doorsteps of jail!” Everyone laughed, and the conversation moved on to subsequent efforts to register their protests, but Kovan and members of PALA realized that they, like many others involved in mediated activism across the world, had become part of a broader remediation of popular media cultures and political matters in a digital era. At the same time, the state’s response to the song explicitly marked it as too political, shutting down any opportunity for it to even approach the circulatory scale enjoyed by “Kolaveri.”

By virtue of not being weighed down by such explicit political connotations, #Kolaveri became a sound bridge on which ordinary citizens seething with rage as well as journalists, politicians, and other elites could gather and pose the same question: Why this murderous rage? But soundscapes are open to capture by dominant political forces (LaBelle 2020). And it is to one such attempt—Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s radio program and podcast, Mann Ki Baat, ensconced within the broader world of right-wing microcelebrities and Hindutva pop—that we turn in chapter 4.








4
Sonic Authoritarianism
Influencers and Their Nationalist Listeners




India’s Influencer-in-Chief

As India headed for general elections in 2024, the Ministry of Electronics and IT announced that the government would institute the “National Creators Awards” to recognize the growing influence of digital creators and influencers (Dixit 2024). Held on March 8, 2024, at the Bharat Mandapam (Hall of India), a major convention center built by the Indian government in 2023 to host the G20 summit, the award ceremony recognized digital media creators across twenty categories. At the star-studded event, each awardee walked up to the stage to receive their award from the prime minister and engage in a quick conversation about using digital media to bring about “positive social change and innovation” (Dixit 2024). As Modi asked them specific questions, showing familiarity with their content and craft, it was clear that he sought to position himself as one among India’s digital influencers and playfully suggested that he could compete with some of the most prominent young digital media celebrities. In fact, the emcee had made this abundantly clear when inviting Prime Minister Modi on to the stage: “Thank your stars, guys, that he is not a content creator because if he was, our shops would be closed. When he makes a reel, it goes viral; when he tweets, it becomes a trend; when he goes on a radio show, it becomes the world’s number-one show; when he gives a slogan, it becomes a hashtag. He does not ride the trend; he is the trend. Join your hands together for the influencer of the influencers, the OG, the GOAT who is making the Indian dream possible for a new Bharat.” That part of the event’s goal was to position the prime minister as a social-media-savvy politician in tune with Gen Z was clear given the sloganeering by the audience as well as Modi’s own reference to the upcoming national elections. The details of the event aside, the fact that such an event helmed by the prime minister was held at all showed the attempt by the ruling political party to harness the latest cultural phenomenon for its political goals. As we have outlined in previous chapters, India’s thriving digital culture has spawned a heterogeneous creator culture that has emerged alongside and in close concert with the established advertising, PR, and media industries. Moreover, with social media emerging as a vital space for political branding, politicians in the BJP and other parties had already appeared on prominent YouTube channels. The strategic choices about whom to award as well as the categories in which the awards were given (e.g., Cleanliness Ambassador, Heritage Fashion Icon) were thus aligned with the ruling party, and it was hardly a surprise that several awardees were also beneficiaries of other largesse, such as interviews from ministers and paid promotions (Chawla 2024).1

Notably, the creators’ awards were hardly the first but were one in a series of such engagements by Modi himself with this burgeoning community. For instance, in his address to the YouTube Fan Fest India 2023, Modi positioned himself as “a fellow YouTuber,” adding, “I am also like you, … no different. For 15 years I have been connected to the country and the world through my YouTube channel” (Times of India 2023). These engagements can be seen as politically savvy moves to stay ahead of the rapidly changing media ecosystem but also as an attempt to present Modi as a first among equals. Repeated invocations of Modi’s own journey as a content creator were clear signals to Modi’s own active digital profile and his large following across all social media accounts (including Twitter, Facebook, and YouTube). These references pushed the idea that while he was acknowledging the creator community and rewarding the change makers, he was in fact the “influencer in chief.” And as the announcer at the creator awards stated, perhaps the most emblematic instance of Modi’s appropriation of media platforms to advance his narrative has been his long-running radio show Mann Ki Baat (Speaking from the heart). While ostensibly a radio program broadcast monthly on India’s national radio network All India Radio, it is much more than just a radio show, with a significant digital presence that forms a key communication platform for promoting and legitimizing India’s ethnonationalist turn.
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Figure 4.1. Prime Minister Narendra Modi at the inaugural National Creators Award ceremony, held at Bharat Mandapam, New Delhi, 2024.


Examining Mann Ki Baat closely, this chapter uncovers the mechanics of Modi’s digital stardom: a strategic choreography of appeal, assignment, and verification. Citizens are asked to sacrifice, tasked with civic duties, then invited to document their compliance—generating a cyclical pattern that scholars recognize as fundamentally ritual in form. Like all rituals, this loop transforms abstraction into felt reality, “generating, experiencing, and affirming” collective beliefs (Bell 1992, 20). As we will see shortly, the stories circulating through these radio broadcasts and their digital echoes did more than prescribe behavior—they conjured into being a nationalist subject whose very identity crystallized in the act of fulfilling these civic imperatives. With each iteration of this ritual loop—a flag unfurled on a rooftop, a profile picture changed, khadi cloth adopted—the abstract contours of nationalist belonging solidify into the mundane rhythms of digital life, from Facebook feeds to WhatsApp exchanges. These performances of citizenship, summoned forth and then circulated via the mobile phone and social media feeds, collapse the boundary between private devotion and public spectacle. Mann Ki Baat’s success rests, therefore, on the cultivation of an intimate, listening relationship between the leader and his devotional mobile citizen, a digital bhakt who listens attentively, follows up on instructions, returns dutifully for the next lesson, and in doing so, participates in the larger project of remaking of the nation.

[image: Advertisement featuring a middle-aged man with white hair and a beard and glasses. The text reads, “Let’s together script the rise of a New India. Join Me.” The image shows a smartphone app interface.]
Figure 4.2. A digital campaign poster for the Narendra Modi mobile app, encouraging citizens to engage with governance initiatives through online platforms.


We begin our analysis by first situating the ongoing platformization of political devotion within a longer history of right-wing Hindu networks, the production of a victimized Hindu identity, and more crucially, a new form of mediation that Sahana Udupa characterizes as “enterprise Hindutva.” Udupa’s (2018a, 453) analysis of enterprise Hindutva as a “mediatized form of Hindu nationalism shaped largely by the affordances of social media and the cultural practices surrounding them in urban India” and a form of media practice that is “argumentative, experientially voluntary, and fun” helps situate Mann Ki Baat within a broader terrain of routine (digital) practices of devotion. This leads to a discussion of the hybrid digital form that Mann Ki Baat takes and how the savvy recasting of the radio broadcast in the form of a light and spreadable podcast that can also incorporate images and video results in a digital artifact that is simultaneously intimate and communal (Raman 2026). Mann Ki Baat, we argue, is better understood as “Inner voice,” wherein Modi’s inner voice stands in for the nation and its people’s conscience. We then examine key episodes from the program to analyze the cultivation of a distinct parasocial relationship between Modi and his listeners, before turning to a South Indian YouTube channel’s critique of the prime minister and his devotees’ imagination of India’s digital future and the costs of imagining and claiming citizenship in such a digital nation.



The Ideal Mobile Devotee: From Internet Hindus to Bhakts

The term “internet Hindus” is routinely deployed to describe “a right-leaning online collective—sometimes abusive, often rabidly anti-minority and always anti-government,” which then dominates “every social media discussion and every online forum” (Pradhan and Sriram 2013). Internet Hindus also tend to be fervent supporters of the BJP, its prime ministerial candidate Narendra Modi, and the Hindutva ideology championed by the Sangh Parivar (family of Hindutva organizations), from which the BJP draws its ideological core and much of its cadre base.

Here, it is worth noting that the term “internet Hindu” is often used to refer to individuals across an entire spectrum of right-wing politics and cultural activism, ranging from those who spout Hindu supremacist, anti-Muslim, and/or anti-Christian views to those who are socially liberal but espouse right-wing approaches to economic policy. These positions are often supplemented by the tendency of the internet Hindus to characterize liberals and progressives as “pseudosecular” and successive Congress Party–led governments (and supporters of their social policies) as “minority appeasers.” Internet Hindus also tend to be against caste-based reservation policies (preferring to address economic deprivation over caste discrimination) and refer to themselves as “patriots” or “proud Indians,” supporting military action against Pakistan to reclaim Kashmir. Analyzing the online assertions of the internet Hindus, therefore, offers purchase on how Hindutva-based ideas of India as a Hindu nation and the Hindu community as a persecuted majority are operationalized online. The almost-seamless linkage of these assertions with those portraying Modi as the only person who can be trusted with the task of restoring the majority to its erstwhile glory sets the ground for the apparent surge in the support for Hindu nationalism online, enabled vigorously by the internet Hindus. Vinay Lal (2003), while writing about politics and historiography in modern India, has argued that the internet serves as an obvious medium of expression for Hinduism given its polymorphous nature. However, when it comes to the brand of religious nationalism professed and furthered by the internet Hindus, such assessments are upturned.
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Figure 4.3. Promotional poster for Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s radio broadcast and podcast Mann Ki Baat. Produced by the Ministry of Information and Broadcasting, Government of India, the program exemplifies the use of established media and emergent digital media forms for political branding and communication.


The unity of purpose in imagining India as a Hindu nation invaded repeatedly by “outsiders” and the staging of such an imagination across the internet allows for little variation and subsumes other non-Hindutva approaches to Hindu nationalism in one strategic sweep. The online efforts to conjure this nation are furthered also by nonresident Indian high-tech workers seeking to connect with their homeland, which some of them tend to perceive as a social experiment gone awry. This upwardly mobile constituency’s anxieties about the Indian nation and its future fit in with the BJP’s quasi-historical narratives of a “perfect” land spoiled by external marauders. This narrative neatly coalesces into the global, post-9/11 “war on terror” discourse, simultaneously legitimizing and adding to the political posturing of the internet Hindus. As Sneha Annavarapu (2013, 42) has noted, “while religious nationalism has been brought about by the consequences of globalizing, owing to ontological insecurities and existential anxieties at an individual and group level, the intensification of religious nationalism also makes use of globalization” (emphasis in original).

The “existential anxieties” that Annavarapu refers to have been analyzed extensively by scholars in the context of the Hindu diaspora in the United States. For instance, Ingrid Therwath (2012, 572) profiled more than two hundred websites run by administrators of Hindu nationalist groups operating institutionally from the United States and found that these online spaces are maintained by “an elite, composed of conservative men close to extremist Jewish groups with whom they share Islamophobic views.” Arvind Rajagopal (2001, 468) has suggested that in the United States, “Hindu nationalism seeks to accommodate itself to its minority status in a pluralistic but racially polarized society” and has argued that the “size and affluence” of the US-based Indian community has been best harnessed by Hindu nationalists. Amit Rai (1995, 42), in his work on India-centric electronic bulletin boards (EBBs) in the United States, has written about the textual construction of the diaspora that enables users to, simultaneously, “be for ‘affirmative action’ in the United States and be against ‘reservations’ in India, to lobby for a tolerant pluralism in the West, and also support a narrow sectarianism in the East.” These are positions echoed in the assertions of many internet Hindus, and such posturing can now be seen as having transcended the identity needs of only the Indian diaspora in the United States. The internet Hindu, therefore, can be seen as a local phenomenon with a global presence, with their elite character intact and their penchant for aggressive, identity-based political speech amplified through their presence on social media networks.

Until the run-up to the elections in April and May 2014, internet Hindus and their online groups deployed similarly hypermasculinized images as display pictures and cover photos on Facebook and Twitter in service of their own assertions. The display picture of the anonymous @Internet_Hindus Twitter handle, for instance, was a surrealistic rendition of the Lord Vishnu watching over the warrior Arjuna fighting both his inner demons and external enemies, depicted as fire-breathing men with fangs. These iconographic preferences of many internet Hindus seemed to shift, however, in the run-up to the elections, with numerous users displaying instead line drawings of lotuses against saffron backgrounds and/or images of Modi—both symbolic of the BJP’s electoral strategy. As Joyojeet Pal has documented and analyzed, 2013–14 marked a distinctly new phase in Modi’s use of Twitter. Alongside courting celebrity endorsements, Modi began using Twitter as “both a call to action and an important means of reiterating that he remained a karyakarta [devoted worker] who listened to those who followed him” (Pal 2015, 383). The BJP, entrenched in both the majoritarian discourses of a revival of the “golden” past and a backlash against “minority appeasers,” operationalized “Hindu-ness” as the resurgence of middle-class Indians, thereby offering imagined collectives such as the internet Hindus stable identities. In doing so, the party reinforced the internet Hindus’ sense of community as much as it fed off it. It left new political entrants, such as the Aam Aadmi Party, to address only atomized citizens through standard and seemingly technocratic political appeals. As Kunal Pradhan and Jayant Sriram (2013) point out, while some internet Hindus “may be guided loosely by BJP’s information technology cell,” the narrative that the BJP mobilized was that of an “uncontrollable, multi-faceted entity.” Comparatively, the Aam Aadmi Party had a distinctly organized, technocratic mobilization, focusing more on corruption issues than on their party leader’s charisma in the run-up to the 2014 elections.

The discursive strategies used by internet Hindus in social media often correlated with BJP’s own media and communication strategy, with one leading the other at different stages of the campaign. The internet Hindus were seen as a counterweight to elites holding left-liberal positions; some commentators even claimed that the constituency filled the gap of right-wing voices in the Indian mainstream, English-language news (Overdorf 2012). This was a false comparison because it ignored the neo-elite character of many internet Hindus themselves. Stuart Corbridge and John Harriss (2000, xix), for instance, argue that Hindu nationalism itself is an “elite” revolt, based on “the interests and aspirations of the middle classes and upper castes.” For the internet Hindus, Hindu nationalism provides a handle to stabilize their own class and caste identities while allowing for the posturing of their polemical assertions as the reclaiming of lost ground for the larger Hindu community. Their presence and performances online serve as a test case for the “virtualization” of the primordialist discourses traditionally harnessed by the Hindu right wing in India, with the internet Hindu collective seeking to cement the conception of Hinduism as cultural ethos and not just religion. More specifically, the transformation of the internet Hindu into the figure of the bhakt is intimately connected to the logics and affordances of digital platforms and, crucially, the transformation effected by what Pal (2015, 386) has characterized as “banalities turned viral”: “The gentle tenor of [Modi’s] twitter banalities on global events, carefully crafted and global public thank-you notes, and consistent reinforcement of national development themes suggest no shadow of a man who was once-rejected by the international community and was banned from entering the United States for gross violations of religious freedom.”2 As we will see later in this chapter, it is precisely this strong yet caring and affectionate voice that has come to define Modi’s persona on Mann Ki Baat. Moreover, Ravinder Kaur’s (2022, 142) insight about considering the bhakt as a digital subject helps us recognize the centrality of digital platforms in the making of a highly “partisan figure brought to life through a devotional merger of the leader and the followers.” And what better way to achieve and sustain this relationship than the radio broadcast and the podcast, media forms that are defined by a mode of listening that is simultaneously intimate and collective.3



Reimagining Radio

In November 2016, the Indian government decided to demonetize nearly 86 percent of all currency in circulation, overnight. As several critics pointed out, in a country in which nearly 95 percent of all transactions involved cash, this decision resulted in chaos, loss of life, and the decimation of informal economies. But in the state’s imagination, this provided an opportunity to test fantasies of formalizing financial activity. One could argue that the sociotechnical imaginary of a “Digital India,” which was until that moment a future worth striving for and that ought to be the main goal for the nation, suddenly seemed attainable. In fact, the day after demonetization was announced, venture-funded mobile payment apps like PayTM published full-page ads in leading national newspapers, thanking Prime Minister Modi for what they referred to as “the boldest decision in the financial history of independent India.” PayTM and other privately owned payment platforms reported anywhere between a 300 and 700 percent increase in daily transactions.

[image: The front page of a newspaper features a smiling middle-aged man with white hair and a beard and glasses, with text that reads, “Paytm congratulates Honorable Prime Minister Sh. Narendra Modi on taking the boldest decision in the financial history of independent India!” and “Accept payments using Paytm Wallet at 0% fee. Make India a cashless country!”]
Figure 4.4. Front-page advertisement in The Hindustan Times (November 9, 2016) by the digital payments company Paytm, praising Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s demonetization announcement as a landmark economic reform. The advertisement, featuring Modi’s image alongside the slogan “Ab ATM nahin, #PayTMKaro!” (No more ATM, do it via PayTM!), highlights the alignment between state policy and private-sector promotion of a cashless economy.


As the country reeled from the aftershocks of this event, Modi’s monthly radio address (on November 27, 2016) began with the usual greetings and pleasantries and wishes for the Diwali festival. Very soon, the proverbial elephant in the room had to be addressed, and Modi came to the point: “My dear brothers and sisters, this time when I asked people for suggestions for ‘Mann ki Baat,’ I can say that almost all the suggestions that were received echoed one theme. Everyone wanted to speak in more detail about the 500- and 1,000-rupee notes.” His address soon went on to make a request of “my true soldiers, my true partners,” phrases he used to address the young people of India, asking them, “Can you please help me?”

This direct request for help in spreading knowledge about the digital economy among citizens who had suffered unprecedented hardships was not the first time he had done so, and neither would it be the last. In fact, calling on citizens of the country to participate in specific tasks for a higher national purpose has been one of the hallmarks of Modi’s rhetoric during his tenure as the prime minister of India. Phrases such as “I repeat that I need your help” (as he did in his November 27 address) seek to perform an empowering move for his listeners by humanizing the seemingly distant and powerful position of the prime minister into someone relatable and hence equal to them. Such pleas recur across Modi’s addresses to the nation during his time in office and have been repeated both during times of crisis (e.g., the COVID pandemic) and in normal times.

Mann Ki Baat is a key venue where such pleas are repeatedly articulated, and the rest of this chapter seeks to understand how the digital iteration of this older legacy media has played a key part in forging a populist nationalism that is similar to but also departs significantly from other instances of right-wing populism globally (P. Chatterjee 2019). The content of the monthly addresses, combined with strategic audience engagement over various websites, platforms, and devices as well as the post-broadcast coverage within the mainstream press have made it a key discursive force for the shaping of an emerging nationalist subjectivity. The discursive power of these addresses is amplified by a wider audiovisual ecosystem where texts intermix politics and pleasure (Baishya 2022) to create an affective charge of jingoism, nationalism, and majoritarianism. Modi’s addresses feed into but also gain from this wider cultural force field. Shakuntala Banaji’s (2018) examination of audiovisual communication within India’s right-wing nationalist sphere reveals similar insights: the interweaving of religious sentiment with political majoritarianism in fashioning the nationalist subject. Though Modi’s monthly addresses refrain from explicit invocations of religion or majoritarian rhetoric, they nevertheless conjure these themes obliquely, sketching the contours of contemporary nationalist subjecthood in India through allusion and intimation rather than declaration. Modeled to be an intimate conversation like the former US President Franklin Roosevelt’s fireside chats, Modi’s half-hour radio addresses each month (with some gaps in between) have over the years allowed him to directly address listeners using the intimate medium of radio, thus becoming a key component of his overall strategy of bypassing traditional news media in communicating with “the people.” In its tenth year of running, the 110 episodes of Mann Ki Baat (MKB) have brought the heft and political stature of India’s prime minister to the seemingly neglected medium of radio, helping move the state-owned broadcaster All India Radio (AIR) into a far more prominent position within the national political conversation as well as bolstering its financial bottom line (Livemint 2024). The program is broadcast on private FM radio, and staying true to the prime minister’s vision for a digital nation, it is also streamed as a podcast and promoted via Twitter, Facebook pages, and other social media platforms. The show has a dedicated website and is also made available on Saavn, a major music platform that aggregates and distributes music across two hundred countries and, crucially, has a significant presence across the Indian subcontinent and in the Indian diaspora in the West. As Praseeda Gopinath (2020, 159) points out, by ensuring that the program is also “excerpted and broadcast on Doordarshan News, the government controlled national channel, as well as social media accounts of Doordarshan, All India Radio, the national party, and the Prime Minister’s Office, … it is a virtual sonic blanketing, spread across all media, old and new.” The many strategies on MKB that have helped bolster the leader’s image include the active soliciting and inclusion of a range of listener comments in each episode of the broadcast in order to make the radio addresses interactive, participatory, and responsive. Strategically chosen comments that are included in the monthly addresses are designed to show widespread support for policies and initiatives while also achieving the program’s second goal of highlighting the “patriotic” and attentive listeners responding to their leader.

While these addresses have veered away from explicitly political topics and issues (Tewari 2020), often bringing them in indirectly, it is the invocation to do, act, and perform specific acts of citizenship, as visible testimonies of one’s patriotism, that is a running thread across all the episodes that have aired over the past six years. Modi’s stirring calls to action, the enactment of prescribed duties, the offering of particular sacrifices, and the orchestrated synchronization of collective effort conjure the illusion of a unified, homogeneous nation—a populace standing in somatic and spiritual solidarity behind its leader. The corporeal, material, and performative dimension of this subjectivity, rendered visible and thus immediately traceable, marks the nonparticipating citizen as anomalous and hence open to the surveilling and disciplining gaze of the community of the already-hailed subject. Furthermore, Mann Ki Baat is part of a broader soundscape that Anirban Baishya (2022) and Kunal Purohit (2024) have analyzed as “Hindutva pop,” an audiovisual genre that is sustained through networks on Facebook, WhatsApp, and YouTube and “engenders a form of violent spectating—a visceral and affective politics of spectacular hatred” (Baishya 2022, 292). Mann Ki Baat, we would argue, is an important foil to this terrain of Hindutva pop. In sharp contrast to the “pathological enjoyment” that lies at the heart of the affective lure of these songs and music videos, the radio program distances the leader from these modes of “violent spectating” and works instead on the terrain of the intimate and the domestic.

In our analysis of these radio addresses, we argue that the amplified reach of digitized sound reinforces a form of sonic nationalism—one in which the leader’s reverberating voice cajoles, regulates, and ultimately sculpts national conduct. The digital afterlife of these intimate, seemingly personal addresses generates an inescapable summons, transforming the community of listeners into omniscient enforcers who privilege nationalist narratives. The interplay between sonic and digital dimensions enables a reframing of the radio address: no longer unidirectional broadcast but interactive dialogue, wherein solicitations for topic suggestions and invitations for listener commentary—amplified through Twitter hashtags and bite-sized shareable clips—fortify the image of a responsive, accessible patriarch attuned to the pulse of the nation. As the following analysis shows, these monthly addresses, despite their ostensibly apolitical veneer, perform considerable political labor.



Reciprocity, Feedback, and Selective Inclusion

For the voice of the leader to ostensibly represent the voice of the nation, it must solicit, incorporate, and channel people’s words, struggles, and emotions. To implement this strategy, each broadcast of Mann Ki Baat involves an elaborate exercise of soliciting ideas and suggestions from listeners about specific things they would like the prime minister to talk about. An early instance of this, from the second broadcast of the program (November 2014), reminded listeners that even those without access to digital or social media could share their views on the program by writing letters to him instead. Reading out a user’s question that said, “You asked us to send you suggestions on Facebook, Twitter or email. But a large section of the social class does not have access to these facilities, so what can they do?” Modi goes on to answer it by asking them to write in and shares the postal address where letters can be sent. Such requests for active participation also include soliciting suggestions during promotions of the program that remind listeners about upcoming episodes. This often begins more than a week in advance through Twitter handles dedicated to the program (@mannkibaat) and the prime minister’s own handle (@narendramodi), both of which repeatedly ask listeners to offer their suggestions through various mechanisms such as using a form designed specifically for feedback on india.gov.in, the national portal of India, on Modi’s personal website (narendramodi.in), through the Namo app, or through voice messages left at the toll-free number set up specifically for the purpose. For the show that aired on May 31, 2020, for instance, user suggestions included more than 1.6 million comments on Modi’s website, over fourteen thousand on India’s national portal, and countless others submitted through voicemail, the Namo app, responses on Twitter handles, Facebook pages, and handwritten letters.

These comments, which in usual times include routine suggestions such as how to increase government’s tax earnings, complaints about government corruption, and personal questions about Modi’s fitness regime, can also become a window into popular discontent during crises such as the COVID pandemic. A case in point is Modi’s asking listeners to tune into the Mann Ki Baat episode on April 25, 2021, when India was in the midst of a deadly second wave caused by the newly emergent Delta variant of COVID-19. The comments below the tweet are a telling reminder of the trauma caused by the large-scale deaths due to the lack of preparation and governmental apathy. Far from the carefully crafted exchange full of praise and genuflection, user comments below the tweet reflected the popular rage and disillusionment with the government. Comments included pleas for hospital beds and oxygen cylinders, calls for his resignation, and calls for him to hold an open press conference instead of “one-sided and static communication” (user @vivekpandeyy). Even as these desperate pleas to the leader went unaddressed, they reflected a souring of their faith in the participatory promise of the radio show but also a rupture of the carefully constructed interactive digital persona of a leader with his ears to the ground.

Modi’s strategic incorporation of listener comments into the radio address favors the adulatory over the critical, selectively amplifying positive voices while muting dissent—thus wielding the illusion of multivocality to amplify his singular vision. The concept and practice of ventriloquism (Goldblatt 2014) illuminates how a solitary voice can conjure the effect of plurality. The ventriloquist, throwing her voice onto the figure, generates the artful illusion of a second speaker and, in so doing, “must efface herself as speaker while simultaneously promoting herself as listener” (Goldblatt 2014, 39). When Modi reads curated comments and plays voice messages from listeners in India’s distant rural reaches, he projects the image of a receptive leader committed to multivocality, participation, and inclusion. Yet, in practice, he operates far more as ventriloquist than interlocutor—projecting his own convictions and perspectives through the strategic orchestration of carefully selected voices.

A telling example of this is from the MKB episode of February 2021, which includes a comment from the listener Ranjan Ji from the city of Kolkata in West Bengal that Modi reads as a part of his address. Modi says, “My dear friends, Ranjan Ji from Kolkata, in his letter, has raised a very interesting and fundamental question and, along with that, has tried to answer it in the best way. He asks what it means to us when we talk of becoming self-reliant. In answer to this very question, he himself further writes that ‘self-reliant India’ is not just a government policy but is a national spirit. He believes that being self-reliant means deciding one’s own fate, that is, controlling one’s own destiny.” In addition to serving Modi’s call to emphasize Indianization in the manufacturing industry, the choice of a listener from West Bengal is a clear outreach to the state, whose local assembly was up for elections just a month after the address. The process of reading or playing back specific listener comments (which are invariably always supportive of the government’s position or echoing publicly pronounced ideas and policies) actually makes the chosen commenters function like a ventriloquist dummy, through which the leader projects his own voice.

Strategic selection is an inevitable part of a process, given that it is impossible for Modi to acknowledge, read, or bring most of the comments into his half-hour-long address. Always including a few of them in each address, however, functions as a continuing bait and a promise that every comment has a chance. When Modi plays, reads, or mentions comments, the name and location of the person are always included, emphasizing the promise of visibility and recognition by the leader himself. In fact, the promise to include “constructive comments,” based on real events that “touch his heart,” in future iterations of the program was made by Modi in the very first edition of MKB in October 2014 and has been frequently reiterated since. In the second address (November 2014), he emphasized that listeners without internet connectivity can write letters to AIR’s Delhi address, and he explained, “When you give your opinion, it means that you are concerned with national issues, and this is the strength of the nation.” Having made these fervent appeals for feedback in the first two episodes of MKB, he then showed evidence of its success in the third address (December 2014). He enumerated in detail the large number of letters (over seven thousand), social media comments, and emails received in response to his call for feedback and suggestions. For the listeners, mentions of these numbers in response to his invitation for feedback make real the promise of acknowledgment and visibility that further inspires many innovative attempts from them to get their comments noticed and mentioned. These include attaching striking images, animations, placards with their messages, and videos to draw his attention.

The deliberate choice of which comments to include is evident in their alignment with the preferred policies and ideas being advocated by the state. In Modi’s address on May 31, 2020, for instance, he mentions a comment from a person named Himanshu, who writes that “he dreams of the day when India reduces imports to the bare minimum, … be it the imports of petrol, diesel, fuels, electronic items, urea, or even edible oils.” After mentioning this comment, Modi goes on to agree with “the sentiments” and expands on how self-reliance can benefit the nation’s treasury. The choice of this one comment from the countless submitted is no mere accident but is in fact a well-thought-out move to show support for already-announced policies and plans by the government. Almost three weeks before this episode of MKB (on May 12, 2020), the prime minister had spoken about the need for India to be a self-reliant country, and hence what seemed like an organic and spontaneous expression coming from a listener was a far more calculated choice to show support for pre-decided policies. In addition to showing support, bringing in these comments in each episode also creates the illusion of participatory inclusion, by ostensibly involving citizens in the decision-making process on important national issues.

The inclusion of names of ordinary folks has been a constant feature of MKB since its very first airing. The strategy takes many forms, including reading out or summarizing listeners’ suggestions, describing actions taken by them, and replaying parts of the actual audio of their voicemails to bring in their real voices into the program. Irrespective of the method, however, the choice to include specific comments and audio clips is always designed to bolster preferred narratives about issues and events. A case in point is an audio clip from Aashish Paare (played in the November 2016 episode) that expresses resounding support for Modi’s demonetization policy, announced earlier in that same month. Pitched by Modi as an initiative to curtail the use of black money and advance a digitized, cashless economy, the move brought untold misery and pain on the common citizens of India, especially those in the rural parts of the country without ready access to digital modes of payment or banks to exchange currency. Far from mentioning the pain and misery, however, Paare’s comment shows overwhelming support: “I am an ordinary citizen of Village Tiraali of Tehsil Tiraali in District Harda of Madhya Pradesh. Your move to demonetize 1,000 and 500 rupee notes is a commendable step. I wish that in Mann Ki Baat, you quote instances of people who, despite facing hardships, have welcomed this step for the nation’s progress. This will further enhance people’s zeal. A cashless economy is necessary for nation building. And I am with the whole country on this. I am truly happy that you have done away with 1,000 and 500 rupee notes.” Another voice message from the same episode (Yellappa Velankar Ji) comes from a village in the Kopal district of Karnataka, eulogizing demonetization: “You have taught a lesson to black money mongers and the corrupt through the demonetization of 1,000 and 500 rupee notes.” Even as stories of long lines outside banks as well as joblessness, hardship, and starvation were frequently being written about across various mainstream media outlets in India and abroad, comments such as these seek to portray an alternative narrative in opposition to the one critical of the decision.

Such endorsements from rural citizens of India—not merely supporting the measure but advising the government on strategies to cultivate broader acceptance—function to establish the discursive grounds and material conditions for subsequent governmental action. By suggesting that the government ignore the hardship, listeners like Paare embrace the cashless economy narrative in its entirety and effectively sanction the government’s further entrenchment in its position. Not surprisingly, the episode of November 2016 is full of similar comments and anecdotes of support. These include how a restaurant’s billboard in Maharashtra invited people with demonetized currency notes to drop in for food nevertheless (and pay later) and how women in tea gardens in the state of Assam were combining their shopping so that they could work around the lack of smaller-denomination notes and pay in the newly available larger currency notes (of 2,000 rupees).

The digitalization of radio, in which it becomes part of an interactive and participatory process of soliciting comments, including those comments in the broadcast and then the postbroadcast continuation of response, commentary, and media coverage, moves it away from a unidirectional medium to a multidirectional one embedded within a larger feedback loop. The strategic selection of comments to be read and included, however, also shows that the primary voice, that of Modi, remains the arbiter of what gets included and hence speaks through the chosen comments. In exercising this ventriloquist’s power “to make other beings say or do things” (Cooren 2012, 4; emphasis in original), the leader manipulates the audience into thinking that the ventriloquist’s dummy (the citizen) speaks. Even as his listeners seemingly speak and vocalize their suggestions and support, they speak Modi’s words. The binary of Modi the ventriloquist and the speaking voice-body of the nation (P. Gopinath 2020) therefore is an insightful lens through which to understand the relationship of power between the multiple voices being broadcast through Mann Ki Baat.



Propaganda, Patriotism, and Sonic Nationalism

The attempted projection of multivocality that masks the leader’s voice being ventriloquized through listeners’ comments and feedback also helps in the construction of an ideal nationalist subject responding to and united behind a leader. Even as each episode of MKB includes listener comments, it is also marked by some call to action, depending on the policy being promoted at that time or the political climate of the country. These appeals and the subsequent presentation of evidence of their successful implementation help construct the illusion of reciprocity, thus making an implicit distinction between the volunteering, sacrificing subject who performs their duty and the recalcitrant holdouts whom the true nationalist citizen is defined against. Through each episode of MKB, Modi weaves together two threads: a definition of authentic Indianness articulated through impassioned calls for action, sacrifice, and service, paired with an elegant pragmatism—the provision of achievable, manageable tasks that grant his listeners a direct pathway to embody and authenticate that ideal.

This discursive strategy performs a careful translation: It transforms the seemingly elevated abstractions of nationalism, patriotism, and national devotion into manageable, performable tasks that his listeners might readily undertake and authenticate through documented proof. In addition to Modi’s invitation to write and share feedback (and then thanking his listeners for their responses), his appeals for doing specific tasks began from the very first episode of MKB aired in October 2014, when he asked all citizens of the country to participate in acts of cleanliness and to own at least one clothing item made of khadi. The plea for owning khadi (a homespun cotton cloth popularized by Gandhi) started with the mention of Gandhi, since the radio address was being broadcast a day after Gandhi’s birth anniversary (celebrated on October 2). Given Gandhi’s lifetime advocacy for adopting khadi, Modi sought to leverage that association by underscoring the smallness and the ease of implementing the request. “It could be a handkerchief, a towel, or a pillowcase,” he said, adding that the very fact of owning a clothing item made of khadi connected one to the poor of the country. Showing the connection with the poor sought to merge the acting citizen’s embodied persona into the nation’s body, of which the poor were also a part, thus emphasizing the nationalist dimension of the action.

The second request on that same episode asked citizens to take a pledge toward a cleaner India and perform acts of cleaning up in their own individual capacity, but once again, he framed it as a nationalist act. Modi connected this request both to Gandhi’s birthday (given Gandhi’s lifelong campaigns for cleanliness) and to the Hindu festival of Vijaya Dashami, whose symbolism of the victory of good over evil Modi leveraged when stating, “On Vijaya Dashami, we should take pledge of freedom from dirt/filth.” In doing so, he invoked an email from a user who had suggested ending ten vices within ourselves—a seemingly innocuous fusion of moral self-improvement with physical tidiness. Yet as Raka Shome (2025) argues in her analysis of the Swachh Bharat (Clean India) campaign, the slippage between “cleansing” and “cleaning” performs critical ideological labor: What presents itself as the mundane act of removing garbage becomes inseparable from a larger nationalist project to cleanse the national space, articulated through Hindu divine and familial frameworks. Modi’s listeners, moreover, are called not merely to tidy their neighborhoods but to circulate digital proof of their participation, uploading videos of refuse removal onto social media platforms. By requesting each participant to then tag nine acquaintances in a cascading relay chain, MKB creates a mechanism for increasing digital participation.

The interactivity of the digital domain allows Modi to complete the loop of appeal and response by returning to the specific call of action in subsequent episodes, so he can recognize and laud some of the many participants who have implemented the task exactly as he had requested them to. A case in point is the next episode of MKB (the November 2014 episode, immediately after the one in which he made the two requests of adopting khadi and cleanliness), in which Modi acknowledges a post that had tagged a child who had started disposing of trash in his vicinity with the caption, “My hero of the day.” This circularity helps put a stamp of an obedient nationalist subject onto those who have met the goal, thus making a clear distinction between patriotic nationalistic citizens and others. In this episode, Modi also mentions how his suggestion for the adoption of khadi had led to khadi stores reporting a huge jump (125 percent) in sales within a week of the previous MKB episode, when he had made the request.

Calls to action made during moments of crisis and turmoil are particularly apt examples of attempts to define the ideal nationalist subject by prescribing specific actions and tasks that distinguish patriotic subjects from others. Even as the country was waking up to the painful consequences of demonetization, Modi’s address to the nation on MKB just a few weeks after the decision (announced on November 8, 2016) was replete with invitations for his listeners to play their part in redressing a situation that was clearly worsening by the day. Notably, his prescriptions were specific to communities, such as the one made to traders and businesspeople to use the “opportunity” to embrace a cashless society. In asking them to learn from examples of “big malls,” he called on the “small trader brothers and sisters” to get credit card machines, download apps of banks on their phones, and emerge as leaders of the process of transformation toward a cashless India.

After Modi’s direct address to the business community, he turned to the group he identifies as his “true soldiers,” his “true partners”: the youth of the country. While his use of the term “soldiers” already defines their service as a nationalist cause, he removes any doubts about the nature of his call by saying that demonetization had presented a wonderful opportunity to “serve Mother India,” before going on to delineate their “mission” of educating the older generation in the use of digital technologies. The Hindi word “Ma Bharati” (to refer to Mother India) that he uses has historically connoted a specific religious iconography of a female deity overlaid onto the map of India and hence is no accidental reference. To educate citizens about the benefits of moving to a cashless Digital India, therefore, is to partake in a patriotic duty akin to a soldier’s fight for the nation. It sets a benchmark and a standard for who gets to qualify as a patriotic citizen, since inherent in its definition is its antithesis, those who are uninvolved, resisting, or unresponsive to his call to action and hence unpatriotic.

These calls and invocations to act continued in the four years since the appeal for citizens’ help during demonetization. The crisis presented by the COVID-19 pandemic led to more refrains of “citizens as soldiers” on the radio address that have especially emphasized how the ancient knowledge systems of India such as yoga could be helpful during the pandemic. Modi connected that emphasis with digital participation, asking listeners to send entries for an international video blog competition (called “My Life, My Yoga”) run by one of his ministries. Once again, a manageable and doable task of uploading a video provides an easy and achievable pathway for performing one’s patriotism. Alongside providing digital avenues for expressing one’s Indianness and leaving no doubts about what Modi means by it, he elaborates on the nature and essence of “India’s people” as being altruistic, sacrificing, and helpful. He does this through detailed accounts of how ordinary citizens of the country were helping and rising to the challenge presented by the crisis.

Even as Modi praised those altruistic acts, he was also acknowledging the inadequacies of state institutions in meeting the responsibilities of handling the disease. More importantly, he was drawing out the contours of a newly emerging political subject that comes into being through executing the specific tasks that he was describing. These acts are distinguished from those carried out in individual or professional capacity, given their explicit framing as serving the nationalist cause. Performing yoga poses and uploading videos, cleaning one’s neighborhood and uploading pictures, and helping those who were affected by the pandemic and writing to him about it with evidence provide the achievable ingredients of becoming a patriotic Indian. This duty-bound citizen is presented as a key protagonist in the unfolding narrative of a rising India on the way to reclaiming its long-lost position among the great nations of the world.

The discursive power of a radio address works through both the content of those addresses and also the ease of listening provided by the personal, portable, and intimate form of the medium. In giving primacy to the power of the voice (P. Gopinath 2020), the radio decenters the visual and is particularly apt for an attentive and meditative experience that allows deep engagement with a topic or theme. In Kate Lacey’s (2013b, 107) fascinating account of the search for a radiogenic form in prewar Germany, she narrates how its distinguishing features, such as liveness, realism, and the simultaneous broadcast to a large number of listeners, made “radio … the supreme instrument of propaganda.” Not only was its value deployed early on to create a “unified democratic citizenry” (Tworek 2019, 113) domestically, but it also became a key tool in the geopolitical machinations of Germany’s Nationalist Socialist Party’s aims for prevailing over its European rivals. Its affordances, when combined with the digitalization of sound and the interactivity and convergence with other media that it enables, make radio an even more potent political tool in advancing and enabling particular narratives. Mann Ki Baat’s sonic construction of citizenship in a digital nation is certainly exclusionary, and as Praseeda Gopinath (2020, 169) argues, it rests on the allure of a “distinctively embodied, sonic political masculinity that moves between the affectionately intimate and the violently public, … creating a form of sonic power and control.” But as we have seen in previous chapters, even the most powerful imaginations of belonging and citizenship in Digital India are routinely subject to critique and ridicule, and one particularly striking note of defiance was struck by Nakkalites, the South Indian YouTube channel and collective that we introduced in chapter 1.



Defying Devotion

Just two days after the Indian government announced the demonetization policy, Nakkalites began releasing a series of short satirical videos that confronted the brutality of this measure and mocked the efforts to mediate a broad sense of public acquiescence. Few comedy collectives were willing to knock at the foundational absurdity of the state’s claims during demonetization, and Nakkalites stood out for its ability to hit back quickly and creatively. As we explained earlier, nakkal is best translated as “sardonic” or “sarcastic.” And as Prasanna Balachandran, a founding member of the collective, said during an interview that one of us (Mohan) conducted, the name itself seemed to invite repression, being a clear play on the word “Naxalites,” a term for far-left radical communists. Balachandran went on to explain that the channel’s logo, a winged flipflop flung by the disenchanted, was the collective’s sardonic response to repression of dissent in India. Nakkalites’ first two videos were conceptualized and shot soon after demonetization was announced and uploaded on its Facebook page by November 7, 2016. The second video, titled “Don’t Panic,” garnered around three hundred thousand views on Facebook and, as Rajeshwar, a cofounder of the channel, put it, inspired the transition to YouTube.4 In this series, one video in particular—Vallarasu Jayanthi (translated as “Birth of New India” in the video but, literally, the “Birth of a Superpower”)—focused intently on how demonetization was part of a broader promise of a digital nation.

The video opens with three medical professionals excited by the prospect of birthing a new India, before going on to show the transformed landscape of this “developed” nation. A visually challenged person begs on a train with a card-swiping machine, urging passengers to swipe their debit and credit cards to give him alms and calling himself the “digital beggar.” A cobbler receives supplies via Amazon in his “shop” on the pavement of a street. Conservancy workers, manually cleaning clogged drains without protective gear, receive Google Maps pins on their phones to show them the location of the next drain they need to clean. After each of these snapshots of digital progress, a microphone is stuck in front of them by a disembodied hand, and they are asked how they feel about India becoming a superpower (in the style of local news channels). The beggar extols the virtues of digital devices and says that much like India’s “great engineers” and “great doctors,” he is now the “great beggar.” The cobbler claims that mosquitoes were biting him until midnight and that right after the stroke of midnight, when India became a “superpower,” no mosquitoes were able to get near him. And the conservancy workers, for their part, claim that the “sweet scent” of India as “superpower” overpowers the horrible stench of the clogged drains that they need to fix.

In never showing the woman who “births” this superpower called India, the Nakkalites acknowledge how sociotechnical imaginaries of Digital India obscure the incredible gender divide in the subcontinent, animating the politics of who gets to inhabit online spaces and who finds this digital future attainable. At the same time, they resurrect a critique of Hindu nationalism as cultural politics playing out on the bodies of women—deifying them as goddesses but doing nothing to stop the violence against them. For instance, it is not incidental that the “doctor” pulling out the newborn wears saffron gloves, saffron being the color of the Hindu nationalists. Further, Nakkalites centers the question of caste within such imaginaries of digital futures. A vast majority of conservancy workers who indulge in manual scavenging in the country are Dalits, and it is this erasure that is thrown into sharp relief when the conservancy workers are asked about their expectations from this “sudden” superpower and they suggest that it would be great if people could also urinate and defecate digitally. The affective register on which this is done is one of celebration and joy, with the cobbler even suggesting that we “must send rockets to the moon even if we have no running water” and that we certainly “must have internet 24/7 even if we have no food to eat.”

[image: A still from a video shows a man in sunglasses smiling while holding a card-swiping machine, with a microphone held close to him for an interview. The background shows an empty railway platform. The title of the video reads, “Vallarasu Jeyanthi—Demonetization Spoof—Nakkalites.”]
Figure 4.5. Still from the satirical YouTube video Vallarasu Jeyanthi (Birth of a superpower) by Nakkalites, featuring a “digital beggar” character using a card reader, 2016.


While Vallarasu Jayanthi is only one artifact in a rich intertextual field of digitally mediated political satire, it exemplifies the role of satire as a crucial cultural and communicative form puncturing middle-class and upper-caste citizens’ acquiescence when it comes to imaginations of a powerful digital nation. It does so by foregrounding spatial imaginaries riddled with the contradictions of pursuing such digital futures. Even as these satirical videos remain rooted in lived experiences, they rely on established content formats (like television news) and its peculiar affect of consensus, intelligible not just to Tamil audiences but also to South Indian audiences worldwide. Further, in centering the exclusions on which imaginations of Digital India rests and grounding them in the spaces of everyday encounters (the railway station, the pavement on the street, the open drain), these satirical texts help secure, however briefly, a spatialized grammar of antipathy and possibility. This, in turn, rests on turning the digital against itself. If digits do what fingers do, namely, count, point, and manipulate, Nakkalites’ satire counts what is not counted (the harrowing experiences of the poor), points at what should not be pointed to (the brutal erasures undergirding the sociotechnical imaginaries of Digital India), and manipulates the algorithmic discoverability at the heart of streaming video to engage what we can see as a network of antidiscipline—a stance that is in sharp opposition to one of the good, listening devotee-citizen that a program like Mann Ki Baat seeks to cultivate. And in creating the space for a defiant stance, groups like Nakkalites reveal the possibilities of other substrata in imaginaries of attainable futures, even as the ground beneath their feet, the platform and its algorithmic logics, shifts continuously. As we will see in chapter 5, the realm of sound art also becomes a site where calls to action and participation are directed inward and toward a mode of listening that asks the digital citizen to slow down, set the screen aside, and consider other ways to dwell in the time of the mobile popular.








5
Switching Off Screens
Sound Art and Escape Routes to New Public Spheres



It turned out that the sound had been altered. The video of a student protest meeting at the Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNU) campus in New Delhi that Zee News had telecast on February 10, 2016, and that had circulated widely via YouTube had been doctored by the television channel’s producers. In addition to various edits to the video and adding scrambled audio from other protests, producers also included the caption “Pakistan Zindabad” (Long live Pakistan). Over the course of two weeks following the February 9 event, Zee News also aired and uploaded other videos onto YouTube that described student leaders at the protest meeting as “antinationals” and “terrorist sympathizers.”

The event in question was organized by the Democratic Students Union (DSU) at JNU to protest the “judicial killing” of Afzal Guru, who had been convicted of terrorism in 2013. Titled “A Country Without a Post Office,” the event attracted the ire of the Akhil Bharatiya Vidya Parishad (ABVP), a right-wing student group affiliated with the ruling Bharatiya Janata Party. Under pressure, the university administration withdrew its permission for the event. But with support from other student groups, the DSU decided to hold the event on a smaller scale at one of the campus dhabas. The sloganeering, arguments, and clashes that marked the event were captured on video by Zee News.

On February 12, as #ShutDownJNU gained traction, one of the student leaders, Kanhaiya Kumar, was charged with sedition and criminal conspiracy and arrested. Five other students named in the arrest warrant went into hiding, while other television channels including Times Now and News X joined the campaign against Kanhaiya Kumar, Umar Khalid, and other student leaders, sparking virulent comments on several social media platforms. Even as students organized protests to counter public discourse that had framed protesting students as seditious, the doctored video first aired by Zee News continued to circulate online. As Purnima Mankekar and Hannah Carlan (2019) note, the affective charge of television news and debate programs continually airing video segments purportedly showing students shouting antinational slogans was significant. On February 15, a group of lawyers violently attacked Kumar and several journalists who had gathered at Delhi’s Patiala House Courts Complex. The media trial, one in which prominent television news anchors had summarily declared Kumar and other student leaders to be “antinational” and deserving of abuse and severe punishment, had succeeded.

On February 22, Zee News producer Vishwa Deepak resigned from the channel. In a lengthy and public Facebook post that various news websites republished, Deepak reflected on the channel’s pro-government biases and expressed remorse that his reporting had not only “created an atmosphere for someone’s murder and the destruction of a few families but also created a platform to spread riots” (First Post Staff 2016). And just two weeks later, on March 3, a forensic company called Truth Labs released a report explaining that two of the most widely telecast and circulated videos had been manipulated and that the “audio in which the protestors were heard shouting some slogans was a clear addition to the video” (Indian Express 2016). But the damage was done. These media confessions and forensic reports did little to shift public opinion.

A number of scholars have examined different aspects of media populism (Chakravartty and Roy 2015), publics, and the remaking of Hindu-Indian nationalism—the particular forms of populism that television news has developed, with the figure of the star anchor at the center of it all (Ohm 2014; Rajagopal 2016; Sundaram 2015), abusive online cultures (Udupa 2018b), the range of affective responses on social media platforms (Mankekar and Carlan 2019), and the promises and perils of liveness (A. Kumar 2015; Sangeet Kumar 2019; A. Roy 2006).

In this context, we are interested here in thinking through how an auditory position—a sonic sensibility—might make it possible to nurture a different mode of attention. Our starting point is the fact that television viewing is a decidedly sonic affair and that what lingers in our minds long after watching celebrity anchors like Arnab Goswami, Barkha Dutt, or Rajdeep Sardesai host their nightly debate programs is the sound of their voice. In pushing for a mode of critique that accounts for the different ways in which sound works to shape varied televisual texts including broadcast news, Michele Hilmes (2008) and other sound studies scholars have long argued that “our relationship to the television set is often that of auditor rather than viewer” (Seiter 1992, 32). As John Ellis (1988, 128) observed in his book Visible Fictions, television employs sound “to ensure a certain level of attention, to drag viewers back to looking at the set.”

Building on this scholarship, we examine two sonic interruptions of television news: first, the renowned Hindi news anchor Ravish Kumar’s remarkable forty-minute broadcast in which he faded the television screen to pitch black and launched into an impassioned diatribe about the “sickness of television” (TV ki beemari); and second, the prominent blogger, sound artist, and “influencer” Krish Ashok’s piece called “Interrupception,” which remixed sounds from an infamous television debate between a star anchor (Arnab Goswami) and a well-known politician with sounds from Tamil cinema and other realms of popular culture. Our goal is to explore if there are potentials embedded in sonic modes of critique that may lend themselves to dealing with a powerful and deeply problematic form of television news. Following Brandon LaBelle’s (2020) work on sonic agency and new forms of resistance, we consider how Ravish Kumar and Krish Ashok played with the capacity that sound has to upset and reorient—even if only briefly—norms of appearance and visibility in powerful spaces like that of English- and Hindi-language television news.


Sounding Out Television News

For over two decades now, the link between media and the political has been framed largely in relation to news media, the rapid expansion of television infrastructure(s), and the phenomenal growth of 24/7 news channels beginning in the mid-1990s (A. Kumar 2015; Ohm 2014; Rao 2019). Within this terrain, the genre of “debate TV” in particular has come under intense criticism for both its sensationalist impulses and its shrillness.

Debate TV is a specific form of television news that emerged in the early 2000s as news channels sought to establish themselves as media brands. From an industry perspective, the story is hardly surprising. As Madhava Prasad (2005) points out after taking stock of the dizzying landscape of television news, even venerable news channels such as NDTV, founded in 1988, could not claim to cover events in the world and present them as news. In a context marked by stiff competition for audiences and advertising revenues, virtually every news channel has had to design programs that debate, analyze, and interpret the news for their viewers. Prasad also goes on to observe that there is little that distinguishes the visual form of one news channel from another. Across English, Hindi, and various regional languages, the television news channel is “a screen seething with the liveness of stock prices, live temperatures, breaking news, the time, and other perishable information” (M. Prasad 2005). With crowded ticker tapes, flashy graphics, and multiple talking heads shouting over each other, the debate TV screen follows much the same pattern with one key exception: the anchor.

Branding and image building in the television news world has meant a careful cultivation of anchors as celebrities in their own right (Ohm 2014; Parameswaran 2012). And for over a decade now, one face and voice have come to define everything that is deemed problematic about debate television in India: Arnab Goswami. Currently on Republic TV, Goswami arrived on the Indian television scene following his breathless coverage of the terrorist attacks in Mumbai in 2008 (26/11) on Times Now, the news channel on which he also hosted a nightly debate program called The Newshour. Over the years, Goswami’s abrasive moderation of debates and discussions has inspired angst-ridden open letters, a stream of parodies, stand-up comedy routines, and stories by global media organizations like Al Jazeera and VICE trying to grasp his political appeal. Here, we agree with Britta Ohm’s (2014) analysis of the changing status of the TV studio and, in particular, the transformation of the star anchor into a “celebrity-agitator,” which led to a thoroughgoing renegotiation of journalists’ relationship with the nation-state. Goswami’s stardom rested on his ability to “conjure the cacophonic democracy of an anti-elitist, liberalized, vibrant, and participative public that demands accountability from a corrupt, exploitative, and ignorant political class” (Ohm 2014, 128). This is a televisual public whose populist instincts had been primed through several “sting” (entrapment) operations by major media outlets throughout the early 2000s (Sundaram 2015; Sen 2014).

Moving beyond the TV studio and the private spaces of television reception, we would also position Goswami’s voice within a larger and deeply resonant Hindu-nationalist soundscape that has taken shape since Narendra Modi’s rise to power in 2014. As we have explained in previous chapters, the uses of digital and mobile sound infrastructures and platforms are, as with other media forms, deeply contradictory and structured by what seem to be opposing tendencies. In many respects, Peter Manuel’s pathbreaking analysis of the contradictory potentials of cassette tapes throughout the 1980s and 1990s seem to be playing out in strikingly similar ways in this digital moment. While digital platforms are, like audio cassettes, “resistant to centralized control and conducive to grassroots expression” (Manuel 1999, 134), they are also easily mobilized to shore up support for profoundly reactionary movements. Even as the democratizing potentials of digital media have sparked the production and circulation of a wide range of musical genres, incisive and informative podcasts, community radio initiatives, and so on, the same digital platforms also host music, political speeches and shows, and other forms of user-generated content that drive the formation of a majoritarian Hindu listening public.

On YouTube and other platforms, it is possible to trace a history of sonic authoritarianism that begins in the 1980s with audiocassettes featuring incendiary anti-Muslim speeches, songs, and videos that the right-wing BJP used to great effect during the 1989 election campaign. YouTube stars like Laxmi Dubey have viewership rates that outstrip seemingly popular urban channels and, not surprisingly, are supported by media networks—Janta Musical and Pictures, for instance—that create and sustain a network of Hindutva music production, circulation, and listenership online. The subscription, viewership, and of course, advertising revenues for these channels and production companies are surely the envy of transnational multichannel networks. As we elaborated in chapter 4, this is the larger sonic space that Modi connects with and amplifies in interesting ways with his immensely popular radio and podcast program Mann Ki Baat. Across analog and digital media spaces—radio and podcast, television and Twitter, loudspeaker and mobile phone, public concerts and YouTube channels—we can discern the formation and consolidation of a majoritarian Hindu listening public. It is in relation to this increasingly authoritarian soundscape that we now turn to the sound of television news and a set of sonic interventions that valiantly attempt to interrupt and question the hegemony of this nationalist listening public.



Curing Television

“You all know that TV is diseased,” began the NDTV anchor Ravish Kumar in a remarkable agitprop act on prime-time television on February 19, 2016. Lamenting the fact that television viewers in India had taken to sending in disturbing letters with threats of violence against journalists, Kumar wondered aloud if this venom coursing through Indians’ veins had perhaps come from the world of television news and, specifically, the genre of “debate TV.” This was a television news format that should have emerged as a space for a range of opinions to be aired and debated as cable television expanded its reach. Instead, in Kumar’s view, it had morphed quickly into an advertisement-driven vehicle for celebrity anchors and provocative guests who framed every event in narrow and crudely nationalist terms.

A minute or so into the program, Kumar’s critique seemed to be unfolding along a well-worn trajectory. The opening lines rehearsed a familiar narrative about television news having become more entertaining than informative: 24/7 ratings-driven content and the emergence of a “sensational” news culture that shocks, stings, startles, disgusts, and on the whole, entertains us. But a minute and a half into the broadcast, things took a decidedly interesting turn. The screen slowly began dimming, and close to the two-minute mark, Kumar declared his goal: “I want to take you into the dark world of debate TV so that you can focus on the screaming and shouting. There is no technical problem with your television. The signal is just fine. Imagine that the lights in your drawing room have been turned off. In the darkness, without the harsh lights and sounds of the TV, let us have a conversation.”

Lest viewers imagine that a radical solution was at hand, Kumar was quick to point out that he had little power to effect any significant change in the world of television news production. Arguing that a journalist’s job was not to chastise, instigate, or threaten others—these cautionary words flashing in red Hindi letters against a black background—he urged viewers to discern differences in the ways various anchors and journalists asked questions and framed events at JNU. And doing so, Kumar told his viewers, would require more than an effort to cast aside whatever partisan position they may already hold. Dropping his voice and affecting a gentle tone, he asked his audience to reflect on the norms of private conversation—“surely this is not how you would speak in private with your friend, partner, parent, or sibling”—and then consider the frightening implications of television anchors riling up and even willing murderous crowds into being. “I’m sure I have done this too—yelling, accusing—and I have lost sleep,” Kumar admitted in a slightly wistful tone.

[image: Screenshot of a man in a dark business suit with a red tie speaking.]
Figure 5.1. The renowned NDTV journalist Ravish Kumar suspending his regular program to stage an intervention about TV news and the public sphere in India. The text on the screen reads, “Debate has become a game of death of public opinion.”


As Kumar laid bare his fears about the harm that television debates were inflicting on what ought to be spaces for calm and nuanced deliberation, he then turned to media coverage of the incidents at JNU and their framing of key personalities including Afzal Guru and Kanhaiya Kumar. Over the next three minutes or so, he offered a basic but important lesson in media literacy for viewers inured to the circulation of rumors and misinformation on social media platforms like Facebook and WhatsApp. One of the primary responsibilities of the newsroom, Kumar reminded viewers, was to verify the accuracy and truth-value of videos and other kinds of media in circulation. But before this could be done, several television channels had aired doctored videos, goading viewers into forming an opinion even as the events on the JNU campus were unfolding. As red-lettered keywords in Hindi continued to fade in and out on a black screen, Kumar pressed on and drew attention to Kanhaiya Kumar, the student leader, and the dangers of Photoshopping and other forms of media manipulation. Who will correct the record, Kumar asked his viewers, now that images that framed Kanhaiya Kumar as a terrorist sympathizer had been legitimized by mainstream television news journalists and anchors? Would anchors and their television studio bosses now devote just as much time to explaining that the videos were fake?

[image: A video screenshot with a black background and Hindi text in white and red.]
Figure 5.2. A screenshot from Ravish Kumar’s program on NDTV reading, “This is why I have brought you into the darkness.” This symbolic use of a darkened TV screen reflected his critique of Indian television news debates, which he argued were leading public discourse away from substantive engagement and into sensationalism.


[image: A video screenshot with a black background and Hindi text in white and red.]
Figure 5.3. NDTV broadcast still with the text, “In the world of television channels, every rule has collapsed,” from Ravish Kumar’s critique of Indian news media.


As the broadcast approached the ten-minute mark, Kumar’s attempt at media critique took a markedly sonic turn. Reassuring his viewers again that there was nothing wrong with the cable signal or their television set, Kumar outlined a task, a challenge, even a reattunement: “I am now going to have you listen to different sounds and voices. Some of you might switch channels, turn off the TV, and walk away. But some of you might stay on and listen to the voices and sounds that have, over the past few weeks, made a home in your minds and hearts.” Explaining that he would first play clips of studio debates and anchors’ statements, Kumar encouraged his audience to listen carefully, to feel their way into the sounds, to pay attention to when some of the sounds and voices move them and when they begin to feel agitated. Over the next several minutes, the audience was subjected to the hectoring voices of different television anchors as well as the angry responses from guests invited to the television “debate.” The clips do not make for easy listening. The voices are shrill, the words are harsh, and the arguments are not based on any careful reporting and clear-headed assessment of evidence. As words like “gaddaar” (traitor), “deshdrohi” (antinational), and “subsidy” flash on the screen, we get Kumar’s point about debate TV having devolved into a partisan shouting match.

A full four minutes into this sampling of the sounds of television news and debate, the voices of Sudhir Chaudhary (Zee TV) and Arnab Goswami (Republic TV)—instantly recognizable given the wide circulation of clips from their news program across the mobile and digital landscape—burst into the mix. Listening to Goswami shouting down his guests, including the student leader Umar Khalid, it is not difficult to conjure the visuals as he declares, “I am naming you as an antinational.” After a brief gloss on the dangers of television anchors’ virulent brand of nationalism, Kumar takes his audience right back into the dark world of television news. This time, we hear sounds from beyond the television studio: slogans and chants from student rallies and the words of a young reporter who had to contend with a mob threatening violence against her. Over the next ten minutes or so, Kumar patiently explained the twists and turns in major political events, gently nudging his audience to reflect on their own media routines.

Half an hour into this experiment in sonic reattunement, with various Twitter handles fading in and out on the black screen, Kumar shifted attention to viewers’ complicity and participation in spreading rumors and inciting violence. “People have even taken to penning poems on WhatsApp, … urging others to kill traitors. And the abuse and threats on Twitter are spread by television viewers in the name of patriotism,” he reminded viewers. Signaling that his critique was nearing an end, Kumar’s voice took on a note of resignation as he went on to say, “I know nothing will change, and I will go back to doing what I have been doing all these years.” But what of the viewers? If the news business was simply beyond reform, could television audiences occupy a different stance compared to anchors and reporters? Could one harbor hopes for an ethics of listening that was attentive, critical, and not quick to judgment?

In the final segment of the broadcast, Kumar outlined his imagination of a reformed televisual landscape and, more broadly, a renewed public sphere. Azaadi (freedom) is not a static thing, he told his audience, before setting the stage for a more decisive sonic shift. Asking viewers to put their phones away, Kumar invited them to listen to a poem titled “Azaadi ka Haq” (The right to freedom), written by Ozair E. Rahman and recited by his daughter Sayema, a host on a popular radio program in New Delhi. “Far from the sloganeering and shouting, perhaps this will give you a measure of quiet and peace,” he said, striking a more hopeful note. “Listen,” urged Kumar, “listen to every word, for this too is a way to imagine azaadi.”

But before we were allowed to hear Sayema Rahman read out her father’s poem, Kumar added another voice and background score to the mix. Set to the tune of the immensely popular reimagination of the nationalist song “Vande Mataram” by the renowned music director A. R. Rahman, we heard none other than Jawaharlal Nehru’s voice. Perhaps betraying his misgivings about the Indian television public’s capacity to engage more critically with the media or, worse, the risks of allowing radical new views to emerge and circulate, Kumar sampled the opening lines of Nehru’s famous “tryst with destiny” speech delivered in 1947 to mark India’s independence from British rule. Nehru’s professorial and English-educated voice in particular lent weight to Kumar’s attempt at recuperating a vision of a secular national community that television news, alongside social media platforms, had so effectively maligned and marginalized in public discourse. The choice makes sense. For the final lines of Ozair Rahman’s poem echoed Kumar’s broader plea (and longing?): “When we march ahead as one community, let us forget our religion and caste.… Let the world know, then, that Gandhi and Nehru are still alive.” In Kumar’s view, all was not lost yet. At the forty-minute mark, Kumar delivered his final lines: “My viewer friends, television is not doing what television ought to.… We are crossing our limits and doing something else entirely.… But it is still important to pay attention to what is being said. It is crucial that we listen.” As the television screen slowly brought Kumar back into view, he concluded, “But do we listen carefully to others’ views? Not at all. I’ll take your leave now. Have a good night.”

As a televisual provocation, Kumar’s experiment certainly commanded attention and, not surprisingly, invited visceral reactions on social media platforms. Given the television industry’s emphasis on ratings points and social media metrics that emphasized audience participation via tweeting, commenting, liking, and sharing, Kumar’s focus on listening did come as a surprising twist. There is a long history, of course, of media reformers trying to persuade audiences to listen and watch attentively. But as Kate Lacey (2013b, 184) reminds us, elite broadcasters’ reformist zeal aside, it is worth noting in calls for engaged listening “an implicit recognition of the ethical obligation on the part of the listener to … listen actively and to take individual responsibility for their part in a functioning listening public rather than a mass audience.”

In fact, Kumar’s critique about listening was directed just as much toward television news anchors and journalists as it was to viewers. For we can discern in his sampling of sound bites from various news programs a broader question, even a longing, perhaps: Is it possible to rediscover a dialogic ideal, one in which anchors and journalists understand that democratic communication means listening to and attending to others? Breaking away from marketing-oriented notions of audience participation, Kumar was searching for a way to push his viewers into recalibrating their own practices of listening, to recognize the effort required to listen carefully for a range of views and opinions.

In doing so, Kumar stayed well within the bounds of what Srirupa Roy (2016, 362) has diagnosed as the politics of curative democracy, a term that captures “the distinctive forms of political agency that are associated with the call to cure, reform, and renew democracy.” It was a performance that was in line with the idea of the “originary health of the democratic political system” (S. Roy 2016, 364), which could be, with just the right dose of correction—in this case, an attentive listening public—recovered and restored. Kumar certainly understood the affective and embodied nature of TV viewing. At several points during his broadcast, he called on his viewers to reflect on elements of television news—a particular voice, for instance—that moved or instigated them. “Think. Feel. When does your blood start to boil?” he asked at one point. But in the end, Kumar found himself unable to escape the straitjacket of rational dialogue and deliberation.

Roy (2016, 364) goes on to point out that “not everyone gets to issue the call to cure democracy, and moreover, not every such call is heeded.” As a well-established and widely respected anchor on NDTV, one of India’s most distinguished television networks, Ravish Kumar certainly had the agency to issue a call for reform. He also understood, however, the futility of his attempt. A year after this impassioned call for a televisual cure for Indian political culture, Kumar suggested that we simply turn off our television sets. He had moved from a curative position to one of outright disconnection. But if we look beyond the strictly formal domain of news-oriented public spheres and turn our attention to the realm of the popular, there emerge other modes of interruption and reattunement.



Interrupting and Intercepting Television

A little over a year before Ravish Kumar confronted television viewers with a searing critique of debate TV and its celebrity anchors, a prominent blogger and sound artist based in Chennai took a strikingly different but no less critical approach to dealing with the likes of Arnab Goswami. On November 9, 2014, Krish Ashok released a remix track titled “Interrupception,” an attempt at ridiculing prime-time news and one particularly notorious exchange between Goswami and Subramaniam Swamy, a politician and member of the Indian parliament. In marked contrast to Ravish Kumar’s critique, Ashok offered a more visceral mode of appraisal. In just over six minutes, Ashok’s remix track unsettled the performative grammar of television debate shows and, in the process, revealed an escape route to a public sphere that was not shot through with the politics of anger and despair.

The track opens with Goswami’s voice. For nearly half a minute, we hear his high-pitched voice berating Swamy. Far removed from the television news screen and other visual and textual cues, our attention is drawn to Goswami’s voice and, in particular, its shrillness. Having reminded us of the shouting match between Goswami and Swamy, within thirty seconds, Ashok cuts to piercing laughter and cackling when Arnab asks Swamy’s “army of internet supporters to be rational when expressing their point of view.”

There is more to this sampling of laughter than just commenting on the sheer absurdity of Goswami asking internet trolls to be “rational.” Ashok’s followers are attuned to Tamil cinema and popular culture, and the laughter here is from Senthil, a film comedian who is nearly always part of a duo featuring an actor named Goundamani. Goundamani is the dominant one, always bullying and exercising authority over Senthil. Senthil, for his part, is very clever at dodging the barbs directed his way, and in every film, he manages to outwit and pull one over on his partner. Senthil’s laughter—which is so often directed at his fellow comedian (typically playing a character from a dominant caste; Srinivas and Kaali 1998) and which takes us into the domain of the maddeningly absurd—sets the stage for the sequence to come.

Just as Senthil’s laughter fades away, Ashok introduces some background music—a steadily pulsating beat—and begins interrupting the exchange between Goswami and Swamy. Goswami’s pleas to Swamy to “please listen” are taken up by Ashok, who draws out, slows down, and alters the tempo of television newspeak. “Mr. Swamyyyyyyyy …,” intones Ashok, even as we hear Swamy interrupt Goswami and turn the tables on him by refusing to answer his questions and insulting him (“you are an ignorant man,” “you liar,” and “you dumbo”). The refrains, repetitions, and the deliberate slowing down of news dialogue create a soundscape that is relieved of the tension that marks television debate shows. The remix is decidedly fannish, in the sense that it is squarely rooted in a tradition of what Henry Jenkins (1992) famously called “textual poaching.” And unlike the journalist Ravish Kumar’s critique, Ashok’s remix operates in a sphere that is tethered to but not fully appropriated by the imperatives of the media industries or by the domain of formal politics. The opening section signals a site and mode of practice that operates by withdrawing from the domain of the political public sphere and the temporality of television news to encourage a different kind of reattunement.

[image: Multiple men in suits stand, some with guns in their hands, on a misty urban street with buildings in the background. Large red text at bottom reads, “INTERRUPCEPTION,” in bold capital letters.]
Figure 5.4. A still from Krish Ashok’s satirical remix “Interrupception,” remixing the sound of Indian TV news and drawing on the Christopher Nolan film Inception to produce a sonic interruption.


At the one minute and thirty second mark, lest we forget what is at stake, Ashok reminds us of the sounds of television news with a fast-paced section featuring dialogues from the Swamy–Goswami encounter. The name-calling and trading of barbs carry on for a good forty-five seconds. “Don’t be stupid, don’t be stupid, don’t be stupid,” Swamy keeps repeating in a shrill but insistent voice, throwing the otherwise unflappable Goswami off his game. Swamy clearly came prepared to take on Goswami, managing to deflect his questions and challenge claims leveled against him. But Ashok’s restaging of this piece of television debate is nothing like listening to Goswami and other television news anchors in Ravish Kumar’s critique. The mood here is decidedly different, and it is not merely because we are not forced to contend with the ills of television on a television program. With the help of a comedian, we have already laughed at Goswami. And in this section of the remix track, Ashok introduces long, placid lines of a violin over a steady synthesizer and drum rhythm. The intensities of the television debate show are softened, and with the SoundCloud platform providing a measure of distance from television, the remix creates a space for easy yet engaged and reflective listening.

Ashok does not let his listeners off the hook either. At two minutes and fifteen seconds, a violin piece, an interpretation of Hanz Zimmer’s music for the film Inception, introduces a sense of melancholy. We are reminded of the strains of Ravish Kumar’s voice, and an elegiac “what have we done?” tone creeps into the track. Thirty seconds is all it takes to effect a shift in the mood and transition to the next section. At two minutes and forty-eight seconds, Ashok takes us right back into the exchange between Swamy and Goswami, but this time, a subtle change in the background music—an ominous cello track—clouds the atmosphere. We can sense a shadow looming over an otherwise playful mocking of television debate programs. At the four-minute mark, Goswami and Swamy’s voices begin to grow louder, each interrupting, insulting, and talking over the other. As the cello fades away, Ashok reenters the track with his drawn-out refrain of “Subramaniam Swamyyyyyy … Mr. Swamy … Mr. Swamy, please listen …,” while Goswami begins to sound more desperate with shouts of “answer my question.” Toward the end, Ashok samples the television news debate in a manner that gives Swamy several opportunities to interrupt and unsettle the format of debate TV. Nearing the six-minute mark, the music is pared down. With the violin striking a mournful note, we hear Goswami once again calling out his guest’s name—Subramaniam Swamy—who responds with, “What? What? What did you say?” Ashok’s remix bears all the traces of fandom, of making meaning and developing sharp critiques by pulling it close, breaking it down, and retuning it with other sounds. In addition to opening a channel for a sound-oriented analysis or critique, Ashok’s remix track poses questions about listening and an orientation toward sounds in public cultures. The listening at stake here differs fundamentally from the normative listening typically invoked in Western liberal theories of public deliberation (Morgan-Olsen 2013). Instead, it represents a mode of attention rooted in contemporary digital culture—one characterized by affective ambivalence and a critical exploration of political polyvalence. This approach operates from the understanding that effectively countering mainstream political discourse, particularly television news, requires the deliberate subversion of its affective regime.
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Figure 5.5. “Interrupception,” a satirical remix by ParodesyNoise blending Arnab Goswami’s relentless debates with Hans Zimmer’s Inception score.


In Ashok’s remix, this occurs through the creative restructuring of Goswami and Swamy’s “interrupceptions,” highlighting both the impossibility of deliberation and dialogue on television news and the potential of play in repudiating its affective power. Such modes of sound art open up another dimension, an escape route, where the new sounds do not tell us where and how to look or, as Kumar would have it, tell us to stop looking and listening altogether. To be sure, Kumar’s agitprop broadcast was also an act of remixing. His broadcast was created with sound clips of anchors and news debates that had been uploaded to YouTube and other digital platforms, A. R. Rahman’s song, and a snippet of Nehru’s speech. But Kumar’s remix was yoked to a politics of reform and, eventually, disconnection.

In sharp contrast, Ashok’s “Interrupception” revels in the play of interrupting powerful voices and in bringing in other voices and sounds. In the process, it produces an altogether different stance and ethics of listening, one that offers an escape route into mediated public spheres where our engagement with political matters is not shaped predominantly by mainstream news discourse. Ashok’s act of remixing reveals a practice that is not caught up in any functionality—of informing and reforming an (in)attentive public—but, rather, unsettles television news and its imagined publics. Still, we do have to ask, escape routes for whom, and where exactly might such attunement lead? What kinds of social and cultural fields does one need to be intimately familiar with in order to listen, make sense of, and perhaps even revel in a remix critique like this? Can we discern a “sonic habitus,” within which a remix like this becomes meaningful? And as a consequence, what kinds of publics cohere around this and other sonic interventions?



Caste and Soundwork

Let us pause the “Interrupception” and navigate to the main page of Krish Ashok’s SoundCloud account. At the time of this writing, Ashok has uploaded 120 eclectic tracks that defy easy categorization and span an astonishing and truly brilliant range. His remixes take on Carnatic music compositions, beloved Tamil film songs, global pop hits, classic blues numbers, and a range of internet sensations. It is possible, however, to discern the contours of a listening public that gathers around Ashok’s compositions. The iconography, visual cues, wordplay, and crucially, user comments all come together to mark this soundscape as a South Indian, upper-caste, and largely Anglophone milieu.

This is not entirely surprising given that this is a sphere we could characterize as one where the internet meets male and predominantly upper-caste IT work culture(s). In fact, Indian internet history does fit quite well within the history of neoliberal economic reforms and entrenchment of upper castes and elites in the postcolonial state. As Carol Upadhya (2007), Satish Deshpande (2006), and other scholars have explained, the IT sector has for long been synonymous with the “merit” and “dynamism” of India’s Brahminical elite, which had been, until recently, shackled by a socialist state. In parodying and satirizing this milieu, Ashok has spent well over a decade rendering hypervisible the casteist foundations of Indian digital culture.1

Moreover, it would be shortsighted to limit ourselves to investigations of digital artifacts merely on the basis of mainstream visibility, work that is buttressed by financial and algorithmic power. For if we limited ourselves on that basis, the vibrant sphere of anticaste digital expression would simply not come into view. We agree with P. Thirumal and Gary Tartakov’s (2011, 20) argument that the internet furnishes Dalits and other marginalized groups “the first meaningful media platform for a nationwide internal discourse which they have previously been denied.” In other words, when seen primarily through the lens of metrics, reach, and mainstream popularity, the work of Dalit Camera, Round Table India, Savari, or the Casteless Collective would only be understood as marginal to digital culture and, crucially, to the ongoing struggle to remake modes of looking and listening in Indian public culture. As Thirumal and Amulya Kommaraju (2016, 15) put it, “hardly anybody has looked at caste as a form of listening, which is both intelligible and sensible.” They go on to argue that their “intervention focuses on the form of listening that characterizes Dalit-Bahujans towards a sonorous world which has a resonant structure, … one that enables them to exit (escape) the caste world even as they are disciplined and contained by the cultural categories of caste” (2016, 18).

In closing, then, let us turn to the work of the Casteless Collective. Formed as an ensemble largely made up of gaana and hip-hop music performers belonging to marginalized communities, Casteless Collective was launched in early 2018 to interrogate and unravel questions of caste power and privilege. The band derives its name from the work of the nineteenth-century anticaste activist Iyothee Thass, and its music incorporates powerful progressive idioms and traditionally sidelined rhythm instruments to resonate its vision of a caste-free society. Within a short span of time, Casteless Collective and its music have been discussed extensively by news media organizations in India and beyond (Diwakar 2023). But little has been said about the modes of listening that the band and its sound have demanded.
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Figure 5.6. A humorous chart satirizing different levels of vegetarianism through increasingly dramatic stereotypes. Each level is illustrated with a cartoon face showing different expressions and includes mock social media statuses that poke fun at the perceived smugness or contradictions associated with each dietary approach.


In “Quota,” one of the band’s most popular songs, the opening riffs of the guitars are swiftly overshadowed by the throaty insistence of the band’s singers that affirmative-action schemes (referred to as “reservations” or “quotas”) are rights, not concessions. As the drums pick up pace and gently recede, the anger remains, with the singers reminding the listener that struggles against caste-based oppression have spanned millennia and forbidding the listener from dismissing “quotas” as unnecessary freebies. “Quota” is at its heart a response to the incessant and familiar lament of upper-caste communities, which seek to paint observance of caste boundaries and caste-based oppression as relics of the past and affirmative action as needless appeasement. But rather than rehashing the litany of cruelties heaped on Dalit, Bahujan, and Adivasi communities as evidence of oppression and using them to justify affirmative action, “Quota” centers the escape routes provided by higher education accessed through reservation policies.

The song warns the presumably Brahminical listener against attempts to rob first- and second-generation learners of such opportunities. It catalogues oft-repeated tirades against the quota system and asks upper-caste listeners to consider quotas as an outcome of their own disavowal of dignity and equality. In doing so, the band achieves an inversion that is seldom permitted in television news studios: It punctures the monopolization of the “general category” by upper castes that think of themselves as “casteless” (S. Deshpande 2013) and emplaces them as “caste-full” listeners. Through the beats of the parai drum, the lilt of gaana, the rage of rap, and the swagger of hip-hop, Casteless Collective re-sounds an anticaste agenda that compels listeners to consider their role in enabling deeply constricted public spheres.

In a critical assessment of the centrality of sound in the contemporary digital mediascape, Michele Hilmes (2013, 177) urges us to pay attention to “soundwork,” a term that she uses to “designate media forms that are primarily aural, employing the three basic elements of sonic expression—music, speech, and noise—to create a lively economy of sound-based commodities and institutions, ranging from radio to recorded sound to, at the more visual limit, the soundtracks that accompany visual media.” The media objects we have considered in this chapter are all instances of soundwork, and in closing, we want to draw attention to the work involved in these productions. When thought of as escape routes, these sonic interruptions invite us to reflect on what forms of political life are being imagined and brought into being through new forms of soundwork and modes of listening that digital media render possible. If Ravish Kumar’s agitprop broadcast about “the sickness of television” urged a return to an informed televisual public sphere and Krish Ashok’s “Interrupception” invited us to engage with the political in a critical but playful vein, the Casteless Collective nudges us to consider not only the work of interruptions that demand listening but also the hard work—the labor—involved in building the infrastructural, mediatic, and cultural capacities for listening to new forms of music, speech, and noise that are needed for first imagining and then, perhaps, escaping into new public spheres.
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Figure 5.7. An image from a powerful live performance by the Casteless Collective, a Tamil musical group known for its socially conscious music addressing caste discrimination and social justice issues.









Conclusion
A Digital Bargain



“Amazon Prime Video is doing well all over the world.… It’s doing well in Japan, … Germany, … US, … South America.… [But] there’s nowhere it’s doing better than in India,” declared Jeff Bezos, founder and CEO of Amazon, at an event in Mumbai in January 2020. Arriving in the country amid protests by small business owners and an antitrust investigation over the e-commerce giant’s allegedly predatory business practices (Biswas 2020), Bezos spoke with the Bollywood superstar Shah Rukh Khan and the filmmaker Zoya Akhtar about a range of topics in a carefully curated discussion aimed at soothing many ruffled feathers.

At the event, Bezos marshaled ambitious projections—video consumption poised to sextuple within three years, paired with industry-friendly studio practices—to position Prime Video as the cornerstone of Prime membership expansion in India, pledging substantive investment in Indian content. However, this promise of original series programming from India was little more than a restatement of the business decisions that Amazon had already made. Less than a year before Bezos’s public relations blitz in India’s media and legal capitals, Amazon Prime Video announced seven new and returning Indian original series (Arora 2019) during the 2019 Television Critics Association press tour in Beverly Hills, California. One untitled series, purported to be a “youth-focused political drama” that explored the “dark corners of Indian politics” (Arora 2019), was under production as Bezos held court in Mumbai. Little did he know or realize that one year and a pandemic later, that same show would emerge as a prime target of Hindu nationalists’ ire and serve as a fulcrum in the Indian state’s attempt to establish a regime of censorship and regulation of content on streaming video platforms.

The show, eventually titled Tandav (referring to the Hindu god Shiva’s cosmic dance of fury), would live up to its name and unleash a maelstrom of legal troubles for Amazon (Anmol Dutta 2022) on account of charges of hurting religious sentiments, prompting attention and reevaluation of content across streaming video platforms (Jamkhandikar et al. 2021). Such controversies and the institutional responses they elicit are indicative of the cultural and sociopolitical entanglements undergirding state and state-adjacent actors’ efforts to determine the jurisdiction of the mobile popular, particularly as it plays out around “content” writ large. While these entanglements may be fueled by a politics of offense and hurt—dynamics that often underpin the legal and extralegal challenges when such “content” is released for public consumption (Viswanath 2016; George 2017)—they ultimately illuminate how India’s burgeoning digital audiences shape the political economy of global entertainment platforms and, in particular, their responses to state control over the mediascape.

The Indian state’s interest in harnessing these vast digital publics for favorable political ends cannot be understood apart from what Ravi Sundaram (2020) calls the “crisis machine” of contemporary Hindutva politics: a networked media and information culture in which microcelebrities, regional influencers, and party-aligned digital volunteers generate bursts of affective intensity around particular cultural flashpoints. In a mobile-phone-equipped society, such crises are no longer occasional eruptions; they are integral to the everyday functioning of political culture. They align with what Zizi Papacharissi (2015) has described as “affective publics,” networked formations that assemble and disperse around shared emotional investments, often facilitated by the same platforms they critique or threaten.

To be sure, there is a longer historical arc here involving Indian cinema, and as the case studies in the preceding chapters show, any celebratory account of digital and social media platforms and their imbrication in the bridging of the popular and political thus needs to be leavened with a more critical and historical understanding of political structures that harness new media technologies and popular rage for decidedly illiberal ends. As Tupur Chatterjee (2025, 182) explains in her political and cultural history of the multiplex and moviegoing in urban India, the expansion of streaming video platforms is intimately tied to reception cultures rooted in the multiplex and other sites of film exhibition: “without access to the public space of the theater as a stage for vigilante action and spectacular violence, Hindutva agents work through the institutional and legal harassment of creative professionals and platforms to curtail the political possibilities of streaming video.”1 Political contestations around streaming video series such as Tandav are thus as much a continuation of earlier censorship struggles in Indian cinema and television as they are a product of twenty-first-century platform capitalism.

Since the end of the first decade of this century, social media platforms have sought to continuously expand their market dominance by controlling technical integrations (through APIs, or application programming interfaces) and prioritizing partnerships with regional market leaders, states, and ruling parties. In the Indian context, this has translated into multibillion-dollar investments in projects targeting local small businesses (Singh 2020) and allegations of selective application of hate-speech policies to favor Islamophobic politicians (Purnell and Horwitz 2020). Under such circumstances, urgent questions about mediated violence and misinformation (Mukherjee 2020), data extraction and algorithmic accountability (Mathews and Sinha 2020), content moderation (Chen and Cassidy 2017), and state censorship (Mazzarella 2013) require analytic frames that locate powerful companies like Meta (which owns and operates a range of social media platforms including Facebook, Instagram, and WhatsApp) within long-standing histories of media power. At the same time, because everyday digital life in India is shaped by state practices ranging from soft censorship to outright digital disconnection (Aafaq 2019; Treré et al. 2020), studies of emergent media dynamics must also remain alive to these challenges from the state when considering the ongoing recalibration of links between the established film, television, and music industries and digital entertainment portals and platforms (Shanti Kumar 2019; Lotz 2017; Srinivas 2017).

Even though regulating media and culture has been a key concern of the postcolonial Indian state, there has been a strategically expedient “considered silence” (Parthasarathi and Agarwal 2020) around laws regulating streaming video platforms. The newness of streaming video as a distinct industrial sector and its seeming lack of reach allowed the state to adopt a wait-and-watch approach as the creative world around these platforms evolved. In the absence of clear precedents or laws for the liminal position that streaming platforms occupied, censorship was exercised through pressures from sympathetic groups mobilized against shows whose subversive content irked the state and its sympathizers. Levying charges of being “antinational” and “anti-Hindu” (Venugopal 2019) against content, themes, narratives, and plots that would be routine fare in an earlier era showed the shifting discursive regime in India, wherein political power aided the production of discourse around issues such as nation, religion, and sexuality (among others). Seemingly arising from distinct quarters, these protests sought to police transgressions and define the boundaries and limits of cultural expression and online desire.

Notably, these “extralegal” strategies of asserting pressures on global streaming video platforms often utilized other Western platforms and social media networks, without whose reach and scale the pressures they sought to apply would have lacked visibility. Campaigns against platforms such as Facebook, Twitter, and YouTube have often been run on those very platforms, thus showing their paradoxical roles as both the object of jingoistic rage and the channel through which the rage is worked out. A social media outrage against Twitter, for instance, about wrongful depiction of India’s political borders on the microblogging platform (Ellis-Petersen 2021) was carried out through trending the hashtag #BanTwitterinIndia on the very same platform. Without the social media platforms that allow canvassing around issues, the populist social support against streaming video platforms would not be as successful.

Over a period of ten months, protests by state-adjacent right-wing organizations such as the RSS (Venugopal 2019) and BJP, as well as petitions by them, led to India’s Supreme Court ruling in favor of regulating streaming video platforms. With the discursive regime favorably engineered, in 2021 the Indian government formulated a new set of IT rules that proposed a three-tier structure wherein a state-created committee would be the final adjudicator of content that violated its “code of ethics.” Even though the first two tiers asked for regulation at the level of the platform and the industry, “self-regulation” (implying the state’s noninvolvement) was a chimera, given the state’s ability to mobilize its digital army of volunteers and generate outrage while feigning distance and impartiality. This new digital censorium could thus be achieved with the state purportedly remaining out of the picture but controlling the levers of public protest through affiliate organizations.



Media and State Power in Digital Times

The impulse of nation-states to regulate streaming video platforms such as Netflix, Prime Video, and JioHotstar has produced what Ramon Lobato (2019) and other scholars have described as a race to catch up—a hurried improvisation of regulatory frameworks to manage a media environment whose technological foundations resist the neat territorial borders that states have historically used to govern culture. In postcolonial contexts such as India, this scramble is amplified by an older set of anxieties over sovereignty, foreign influence, and cultural autonomy. Since the late 1980s, each new phase of technological innovation and infrastructural shifts—video, cable and satellite television, FM radio, and so on—has been met with both eager adoption and fervent debate over the limits of foreign investment and content control (Shanti Kumar 2010). Yet digital platforms have introduced a qualitatively different challenge: Their architectures are centrifugal, decentralized, and often opaque, making them resistant to the kinds of top-down containment that characterized prior media governance. The Indian state’s attempts to create broad regulatory structures—from the centralized All India Radio to the film certification boards—has been out of step with the dispersed ethos of the internet. Whereas a radio transmitter could be shut off or a newspaper confiscated at its point of printing, media circulation in our digital era is enabled by thousands of servers, a wide range of content-delivery platforms, and mirror sites, with, for the most part, no single way of forcing disconnection. Mazzarella and Kaur’s (2009) observation that cultivating a climate in which creators self-censor, through legal or extralegal pressures that forestall the production of “undesirable” content, proves a surer strategy than attempting to remove such material once it has entered circulation remains compelling. In fact, this logic is visible across a range of disputes that extend beyond entertainment and into the cartographic, political, and security realms.

Consider the battle over the depiction of national boundaries in Google Maps. In regions like South Asia, where unresolved border disputes are enduring legacies of colonial partition, platforms have been forced into what Tarleton Gillespie (2018) would call “custodial” roles, making decisions about how to visualize space that have direct geopolitical implications. Google has, in effect, had to produce multiple maps, a strategy that satisfies no one but reveals the difficulty of reconciling national cartographies with globalized data infrastructures. India’s cartographic sensitivities run deep, particularly regarding Jammu and Kashmir, which it controls only a fraction of but depicts in its entirety on official maps. These fantastical geographies have collided with global platforms before, be it in Google Earth’s refusal to erase high-resolution images of sensitive sites in 2005 or the government’s efforts to block Hollywood films such as Mission Impossible for showing disputed boundaries (Amrita Dutta 2018). Each confrontation has underscored two recurring themes: first, the limits of state leverage over Western technology companies in the absence of legal frameworks or market incentives; and second, the mutual recognition that cooperation is necessary to resolve such disputes.

That said, the balance of power has shifted markedly since those initial encounters. With a digitally connected user base numbering in the hundreds of millions, India has become an indispensable market for global platforms, and access to this market, in turn, has become a bargaining chip the state can wield in subtle and blunt ways. During the farmers’ protests of January 2021, for example, the BJP government demanded that Twitter block specific accounts and hashtags critical of its policies, threatening legal action against company employees in India. This tactic of targeting local staff who are physically within the state’s jurisdiction has proven to be one of the most potent tools in India’s approach to platform governance. Of course, the Indian government’s tactics are by no means unique. Nation-states the world over have adopted similar tactics, combining national legal frameworks with on-the-ground pressure to shape the operations of digital platforms. In this sense, India’s assertiveness is part of a global pattern in which large user markets become critical points of leverage for imposing content-moderation norms and drawing clear political boundaries around permissible speech and forms of cultural expression. Elizabeth Tusikov’s (2017) notion of “macro-intermediaries” is instructive here: Powerful corporate actors like Google, PayPal, or GoDaddy function as choke points in the internet’s infrastructure, able to regulate the flow of money, speech, and visibility more effectively than any single national regulator could on its own. In the Indian case, platforms’ vast commercial stakes—not only in streaming but in e-commerce, cloud services, and payments—make them unusually susceptible to state pressure. When platforms comply with state takedown requests, they often frame the decision as one of legal necessity. But as platform studies scholars have noted, the boundary between content moderation as a legal obligation and content moderation as a business choice is porous. In markets like India, refusing to comply risks not only legal sanction but also the loss of future growth potential in one of the few territories where user numbers are still accelerating. The bargain is thus implicit: Platforms preserve access to the market by aligning, or at least appearing to align, their moderation decisions with the state’s priorities.

Yet technological affordances continually complicate these efforts. The circulation of censored or redacted clips from web series, often stripped from official streams and reuploaded to other platforms, is but one example that underscores the difficulty of truly erasing content from the web. As Ravi Sundaram (2009) observed in his work on “pirate modernity,” media circulates through informal and illicit networks that thrive precisely where formal regulation fails. The same infrastructures that enable state-aligned outrage—WhatsApp groups, Telegram channels, meme pages, and so on—also provide the escape routes through which proscribed content travels. Virtual private networks (VPNs), mirror sites, and encrypted messaging services like Signal or Telegram make it possible for users to sidestep geographic blocks and state surveillance, producing media infrastructures that operate in the penumbra of official network (Parks and Starosielski 2015).

These infrastructural dynamics mean that the state’s attempts to sanitize the national cultural sphere are never solely about suppressing specific media texts and artifacts; they are about establishing the legitimacy to decide what counts as acceptable expression in the first place. In India, this often takes the form of invoking national security, a rhetorical lever that has acquired significant weight in post-2014 India. The battle over WhatsApp’s end-to-end encryption is a telling case. When the 2021 Information Technology (Intermediary Guidelines and Digital Media Ethics Code) Rules mandated that platforms must be able to “trace the first originator” of a message upon request from the state (Iyengar 2021a), WhatsApp argued that compliance would require breaking its encryption promises, a move that would undermine user trust globally and potentially unravel its value proposition. The government, however, defended the provision by framing it as a targeted tool against grave offenses such as child pornography or terrorism. In other words, the ability to cloak expansive surveillance powers in the language of public safety and moral protection, even when such powers are disproportionately deployed against dissenters or minority voices, is key to the workings of state power and nationalism.



A Mobile Popular: Between Narratives and Media Power

Be it India, Turkey, Hungary, or the US, democratic and illiberal states across the world are pushing back against a range of expressive performances of discontent and disavowal on the part of citizens around historical and structural inequities. At the same time, the idea that robust digital infrastructures and citizens’ embrace of digital technologies hold the key to a nation’s fortunes in the twenty-first century appears commonsensical to state and market actors the world over. If the remarkable transformation in internet infrastructures—especially mobile broadband connectivity and smartphone availability—and the emergence of a range of transnational digital media platforms since the first decade of this century is one end of this thread, the reconfiguration of state–citizen relationships around limited political expression in the age of digital control and recognition is the other.

In this book, we have sought to hold these dimensions of digitalization in tension, focusing on how media entertainment—popular cultural forms produced at the intersection of established audiovisual industries, digital platforms, and varied modes of participatory cultures—has emerged as fertile ground on which issues of cultural belonging and citizenship are being negotiated. We have examined the production and circulation of a host of media texts, including memes, satirical videos, podcasts, and sound art that exemplify the online mediation of contentious politics and, in doing so, traced how networked, affective publics emerge in relation to long-standing concerns surrounding mass publicity, democracy, and dissent (Papacharissi 2015; Mankekar 2024). We agree wholeheartedly with Guobin Yang when he insists on approaching “narratives as platforms” and that storytelling practices in varied digital media platforms constitute a form of infrastructural power, creating spaces for political imagination that operate according to logics that are distinct from nation-states’ crisis machines and platforms companies’ algorithmic governance. In his deep and sustained investigations of Chinese digital cultures, Yang (2025, 116) has shown that narratives, like social media platforms, possess structures and affordances: “narratives provide a scaffold for engagement, participation, and communication [and] engender more narratives” and, in the process, generate what Michel de Certeau suggests are “a legitimate theater for practical actions” (Certeau 1984, 125). In much the same way that social media platforms grease user engagement through a host of sociotechnical features including hashtags, comments, likes, shares, and so on, narratives operate through their own affordances: character creation, sequential development, emplotment, and as we have seen throughout this book, savvy appropriation of media texts from varied genres and time periods.

Our exploration of narratives as platforms where competing visions of citizenship, belonging, and political possibility are negotiated, contested, and reimagined in contemporary India is rooted, of course, in relation to the reworking of state–citizen relationships since the mid- to late 1990s. In fact, one of the key implications of becoming a digital nation has been the weaponization of identity cards and other forms of documentation to make decisions about who belongs in the nation. In situating the formation of a distinct domain—a mobile popular—within the everyday politics of digitalization in postcolonial democracies, we have also sought to expand the ambit of scholarship on the creative, cultural, and political dimensions of sociotechnical change. Positioning South India as part of an ongoing global transformation rather than as an exception or a site of cultural variation, we have suggested that as with other moments of media transition, digital cultures in varied national and regional contexts are also shaped by transnational circulations of ideas, people, technologies, and capital and are increasingly central to public contestations around structure and agency in digital times. In Janet Abbate’s (2017, 12) felicitous take, “to see the Internet as local is to see it as multiple.” It is in this spirit, and with the goal of presenting Indian digital culture as one particular site, that we have focused on the continually shifting terrain of the mobile popular as key to the restyling of meanings and performances of belonging and cultural citizenship.2
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NOTES



INTRODUCTION


	1 For a comprehensive analysis of the protests at Shaheen Bagh, see Mufti 2023.


	2 Keightley’s work is in conversation with a broad range of critical scholarship on digitalization, globalization, and time, including Sarah Sharma 2014; Serres and Latour 1995; Stine and Volmar 2021; and Lupinacci 2024.


	3 For a techno-social history of India’s internet since the late 1990s, with a particular focus on tracing how digital infrastructure has reshaped social and political life, see Shah et al. 2022.


	4 For discussions of convergence culture, participatory media practices, and the reconfiguration of relations between legacy film and television industries and data-driven digital platforms, we draw on the work of Henry Jenkins on participatory culture and convergence; José van Dijck on ecosystems of connectivity and platform logics; Tarleton Gillespie and Thomas Poell on the politics and infrastructures of platforms and algorithmic curation; and Ravi Sundaram, Lawrence Liang, and Rahul Mukherjee on media urbanism, pirate infrastructures, and informal circuits of circulation in India.


	5 This price war, which led to “unprecedented consolidation” in the Indian telecom space, ended about three years later, with Jio announcing that it was increasing “tariffs … in a manner that does not adversely impact data consumption or growth in digital adoption” (Tripathi 2019).


	6 For a detailed analysis of how Reliance Jio has leveraged its control over India’s telecommunications infrastructure and free streaming of lucrative content like the Indian Premier League (cricket) on JioCinema to disrupt the streaming video sector and achieve powerful vertical integration with virtually no regulatory scrutiny, see Singh and Kumar 2025. Singh and Kumar trace Reliance’s strategy within the context of India’s digital policy history, arguing that the state’s “regulatory silence” has fostered media convergence and platformization that empower digital giants to shape both content creation and distribution. Jio’s dominance over internet infrastructure and content has radically transformed power dynamics in India’s media landscape, with significant implications for market structure and governance.


	7 Moreover, situating the mobile popular in relation to these infrastructural developments encourages us to consider digital media’s built and constructed nature, the ongoing environmental impacts of everything from devices (like mobile phones, SD cards, etc.) to cloud servers, their political potentials, and the manifold ways that identity work (along caste and gendered lines, for instance) now happens. Parks and Starosielski 2015; Larkin 2008; Peters 2015; Graham and Marvin 2001.


	8 To be sure, the current phase of social-media-driven expression and participation is not without precedent. Email listservs and bulletin boards were foundational to the formation of transnational “cyberpublics” during the 1990s, intersecting with various sociopolitical moments and movements in India, including the right-wing Hindutva movement (Rai 1995), the formation of new feminist and queer collectives, and environmental justice groups (Gajjala and Gajjala 2008; Shahani 2008).






CHAPTER 1. SOUTHERN STORIES


	1 Taking a cue from Akshaya Kumar (2016), we treat vernacularity here less as a “label for sub-regional constellations” and more as a marking of the “nativity of the ‘region’—as identifiable prior to the political organization of administrative units” such as states and districts.


	2 This story was recounted to Sriram Mohan by an online video executive who was present in the meeting, during his field research in the summer of 2016.


	3 As of October 2023, T-Series’s YouTube channel topped the charts for most subscribers (Forbes India 2023). That title was held by the controversial Swedish YouTube creator PewDiePie until T-Series exceeded his subscriber base consistently in early 2019 after an intensely fought race that was framed as a “fight for the soul of YouTube” (Alexander 2019).


	4 There are other critical histories of video culture(s) in India to keep in mind here. For a cultural history of analog video, see Tiwary 2024. To grasp the extent to which early digital video practices transformed Indian public culture, see Shah 2015.


	5 In fact, India’s Prime Minister Narendra Modi was one of the guests who delivered a recorded message at YouTube Fanfest India in 2023, in which he referred to himself as a “fellow YouTuber” and boasted about having a “decent number of subscribers” (Times of India 2023). We focus on Modi’s position as an “influencer” in chapter 4.


	6 When “YouTube Rewind” was released the next year (in December 2018), it was widely panned by YouTubers and audiences alike, quickly becoming one of the most disliked videos on the platform ever (Rodriguez 2018). So, in 2019 (the last year YouTube released an official “Rewind” video), the retrospective largely stuck to statistics about the most “liked” videos across genres ranging from music and dance to beauty and gaming. The only Indian channel prominently featured was T-Series, which became the first YouTube channel to hit one hundred million subscribers in 2019. The platform officially declared that it was ending the annual compendium in 2021, after shelving the 2020 version in light of the COVID-19 pandemic (Weiss 2021).


	7 “South side stories” used to be a part of Put Chutney’s positioning on various platforms (including YouTube) before it settled on “humorous and thought-provoking stories for Tamil audiences worldwide” (Put Chutney, n.d.).


	8 We attended this meeting in Chennai in November 2018. The only woman solo creator in the room was Subhalaxmi Parida, who ran the channel The Cheeky DNA. She was a winner of YouTube’s NextUp 2018 contest, which is a competitive scaling and mentoring program for YouTube channels with over ten thousand subscribers.






CHAPTER 2. UNTIMELY HUMOR


	1 AIB’s YouTube channel, arguably the heart of its multiplatform distribution strategy, was declared “dead for the foreseeable future” (Indian Express 2019) by the comedy group/company, when multiple allegations of sexual harassment emerged against key members during the #MeToo movement. AIB was managed by an event/talent management and content production company called Only Much Louder (OML), whose former CEO, Vijay Nair, has since worked with AAP as an adviser (Dey 2022).


	2 Mudhalvan, the Tamil-language version, and Oke Okkadu, the Telugu-language dub, were both massive theatrical hits in South India.


	3 Alok Nath was accused of rape and sexual harassment by multiple women during the #MeToo movement in India in 2018 (Gupta 2018) and was expelled by CINTAA, the Cine and Television Artistes Association (Outlook 2018).


	4 “Reservations” are affirmative-action systems in India designed to boost representation of historically marginalized communities across sites ranging from education and employment to government schemes and political bodies.


	5 For instance, Kushi, a 2023 film released in several South Indian languages, featured a song whose lyrics incorporated the titles of all of Mani Ratnam’s films to showcase the fandom of the lead male protagonist (News18 2023).


	6 This is unsurprising, given how well recognized (and widely loved) Mouna Rāgam and other films directed by Mani Ratnam are with audiences of Telugu, Malayalam, and Kannada films.


	7 The timing is notable, given that the constitutional amendment changing the rationale for affirmative-action policies to include broadly defined “economically weaker sections” was passed in January 2019 (shifting away from primarily caste-based reasons). GP was released in March 2019. See A. Deshpande 2023.


	8 In the first half of the video, Sasi is always dressed in blue, significant to followers of the social reformer B. R. Ambedkar as the color of the sky, representing nondiscrimination.


	9 For a history of these contestations involving Tamil temple priests, see Selvam 1998.


	10 For appraisals of the moment, see Balagopal 1990; and Omvedt 1990. For an accounting of how the Mandal moment serves as a turning point in contemporary understandings of caste in India, see S. Deshpande 2014.







CHAPTER 3. SOUNDING OUT POPULAR RAGE


	1 “Anti-Indian” was performed by Arivu and ofRo in December 2018 at the Vaanam Arts Festival.


	2 Thinking sonically is also often crucial to subvert state censorship in the realm of the mobile popular, with activists in China routinely using homophones of censored words and phrases to bypass keyword-matching algorithms. See, for instance, Hiruncharoenvate et al. 2015 on algorithmically bypassing censorship on Sina Weibo with homophone substitutions.


	3 For an account of the anticorruption movement, the formation of the Aam Aadmi Party, and shifts in political power in India, see Sitapati 2011 and a series of essays published on the influential collaborative blog Kafila (https://kafila.online). For subsequent evaluations of the movement by key members and its role in the rise of the BJP regime, see Mishra 2021; and Shabbir Ahmed 2023.


	4 “Kolaveri” also proved effective for bringing up a range of other issues including caste injustice, sporting scandals, and gender and sexual violence during this time period. But in this chapter, we focus on the issue of political corruption.


	5 For a marketing perspective on why “Kolaveri” went viral, see Jack In The Box Worldwide 2011.


	6 “Kolaveri” preceded “Gangnam Style” on this front, but there are numerous instances of such remix and reuse in postcolonial settings, especially as it pertains to the use of popular music in election campaigns and protest cultures in, say, various African contexts (Gunner 2009; Nyairo 2005).


	7 For another instance of how a formal or structural element in a song enables creative expression, see Nyairo 2005 in the Kenyan context.


	8 For more on this program’s adaptation for an Indian audience, see Sangeet Kumar 2012.


	9 Prannoy Roy, the founder and former CEO of NDTV, recalled in an interview that one politician demanded to know why Gustakhi Maaf had not yet made a puppet in his image and that he would even do his own voice-over if needed. See Kaushik 2015.


	10 This legal provision has been used rampantly over the past few decades in India to repress the voices of those who protest against large-scale infrastructures for extractive development (mines, dams, power plants, etc.). A notable instance in the past decade is of ten thousand adivasis (a collective term for the many Indigenous peoples in India) in one district being charged with sedition for “invoking the Constitution to protect their land rights” (Supriya Sharma 2019).






CHAPTER 4. SONIC AUTHORITARIANISM


	1 For detailed account of these political influencers, see Khan et al., 2024.


	2 For a sustained analysis of how this world of internet Hindus is increasingly sustained by humor, see Menon 2024b. Menon’s focus on right-wing humor offers a crucial new angle from which to understand the everyday dimensions of majoritarian nationalism. In particular, Menon argues that the rise of antagonistic humor as social media lingua franca shapes the rewriting of popular memory, the subversive reframing of nostalgia, and the glorification of colonial values through a host of affective performances of “righteous schadenfreude.”


	3 For a richly textured analysis of the role played by televisual technologies and forms in shoring up new visions of Hindu nationalism during the 1980s and 1990s, see Brosius 2002.


	4 Operating under the name Chummanachiki, which in colloquial Tamil means “simply, for fun,” the team expanded and began creating and uploading videos on YouTube and, eventually, in May 2017, changed its name as well. For a full playlist of the Nakkalites’ humorous critiques of demonetization, see Nakkalites, n.d.






CHAPTER 5. SWITCHING OFF SCREENS


	1 See, for example, Krish Ashok’s work on “TamBrahmRage,” which satirized the closed social and cultural milieus of Tamil Brahmins (New Indian Express 2012).






CONCLUSION


	1 For a detailed analysis of the role that women influencers play in shoring up digital hate, see Khan 2024.


	2 We draw this observation from Bourdieu via Manu Goswami and Mrinalini Sinha’s (2022, 6) argument that to think “of the political and of the twentieth century in relation to India” is not to make an exceptional claim about India but, rather, to consider India as an “exemplary case in a finite universe of possible configurations.”
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