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Introduction
Accessing: Distribution and Mobilities



In a Vodafone/Hutch phone ad released in India in 2005, the gifted Bollywood actor Irrfan Khan posits a situation where a lover needs to patch things up with his girlfriend on his mobile phone but has no talk time left. Hoping that a simple “I love you” will suffice, he can opt for a 10-rupee chota recharge (small recharge).1 Mobile phone conversations involve intimacies and affectionate expressions, but in 2005, these had to be calculated, budgeted, and rationed. Lovers’ exchanges tend toward indulgence and spontaneity, but even such intimate communication could not escape capitalistic accounting. Vodafone ads of the time emphasized economizing talk times.

This discourse was transformed by the arrival of the telecom company Reliance Jio in 2016. Jio promised free talk time and boundless data connectivity at affordable prices. Through 4G (fourth-generation) services, it guaranteed “unlimited” data streaming possibilities. Jio customers did not have to count how many times they were downloading a Bollywood film song or streaming a cricket video. A Jio ad from late 2016 ends on a woman with outstretched hands in an open sun-bathed field as Bollywood film star Amitabh Bachchan’s inimitable baritone voice offers the punchline: “Ab Ginh ke nahi, khul ke jio” (Now, do not count pennies, live your life fully). Lovers are apparently now free to chat as long as they want.

The short video platform content creators I interviewed in several Indian towns like Kanpur and Gaya often thanked Jio for bringing data kranti (“data revolution”) and indirectly helping them have self-enterprising, although precarious, jobs. The above-mentioned examples from 2005 and 2016 might suggest sharp disruptions, but there are continuities in this mobile digital story of India consisting of slow, gradual changes. At one point, there were charges even for incoming calls or a higher charge for calls made and received while roaming in a different Indian state than the person’s state of residence. There were intense price wars between Idea Cellular, Airtel, and Hutchison as they tried to outcompete one another and reach India’s vast population, and over time, rates started dropping for calls and text messages. Through the 2000s in India, when data rates were nonexistent or too high, and smartphones were rare and precious, missed call was a crucial form of communication. Missed call as a media practice can be traced back to the landline telephone but grew in use across Africa and South Asia with the introduction of cheap feature phone sets. The charges for outgoing calls remained prohibitively expensive for daily-wage earners. People varied the kinds of beeps before they hung up, expecting a call back or conveying a relational message about one lover thinking of another.2 Between 2010 and 2016, the start-up Zip Dial created hotlines for people to send missed calls, and customers could receive the 2010 FIFA World Cup scores or celebrity tweets along with ads for affordable shampoos and Gillette razors. Zip Dial helped launch offline viral marketing campaigns for its clients through the missed call phenomenon, thereby serving as an important reminder that people sometimes like to work/improvise within limitations.3

In this book, the titular “unlimited” functions as a descriptor and as a heuristic. Mobile media companies promise frictionless mobility and tout the boundless capabilities of mobile media through faster download speeds, “seamless” streaming services, and a plethora of apps. This tendency to continuously drum up the breaking of barriers and constraints is not exclusive to mobile phone companies but extends further to the wider discourse around technological growth and unfettered capitalism. This is why unlimited also emerges as a heuristic. Even more significantly, the telecom corporations and app developers’ characterization of their offered services as being “unlimited” ironically points to the possibility that they might brush up against “limits,” whether those involve resolving storage and bandwidth bottlenecks or the challenge of introducing new apps and technologies on mobile phone networks.

As I learned from my interviews with streaming media distribution professionals, various logistical challenges had to be negotiated to deliver streaming services to mobile phone customers who encountered uneven cell phone connectivity, especially when they were consuming video while in transit to or from work on commuter trains and auto rickshaws. The new video-streaming companies in the India of 2016 had to optimize the encoding process (as part of content delivery) through the bit rate ladder process. In this arrangement, videos are packaged in arrays of segments of different quality and resolution. The source content could be shot in 4K with Dolby sound, but if a user is operating under a bandwidth constraint, then to reach them, the 4K has to be downgraded to HD or the sound channel has to be controlled so that, out of seven channels of audio, only five are made available. This might lead to the loss of surround sound, but the audio-video will not buffer. These logistical constraints suggest the limits of streaming.4

“Unlimited data” plans offered by telecoms are not really unlimited, in that after a threshold of data usage is crossed, there is a slowing down of internet speed. This process is called “throttling,” where there is a deceleration of connection when customers exceed the so-called fair usage limits. So, after reaching a particular data threshold, customers continue to access data files or stream films but at a reduced speed. Whether it is Verizon Wireless in the United States or Jio and Airtel in India, net speeds are at times decreased for customers with unlimited plans who use a lot of data or relentlessly stream videos and connect to congested cell sites.5 While the internet can be perceived to be a decentralized and distributed system, it consists of tangible infrastructures like software, routers, internet exchange points, and undersea cables, which can be key corridors and nodes of control as well as act as “critical choke points” that can constrict information flows.6

Chuck Tryon notes the disparities between the promises of boundless choice and ubiquitous access from mobile digital technologies and the actual user experiences of delivery models constrained by market fragmentation and geo-blocking.7 “Unlimited” becomes a way to explore the imaginaries of abundance and mobility that are enabled by the contemporary mobile phone, which—as a medium marked by the rapid convergence of technologies—has purportedly broken all limits, moving from basic cellular mobile telephony to a dynamic and ever-mutating mediascape of complex assemblages. In tracing these possibilities, I do not subscribe to boosterism. As I analyze the various case studies of digital streaming media and loan apps in this book, it becomes amply clear that the rhetoric of boosterism has frequently run into challenges of power and capital and that, in many instances, the reality of socio-technical systems does not match the promises. “Unlimited” as a promissory note of telecom and data service companies is disingenuous not only because it occludes certain kinds of logistical constraints but also because in certain cases states-corporations deliberately impose limitations.

While Jio’s unlimited data plans might bring information plenitude for some, several regions of India, including Kashmir and northeastern states such as Manipur and Meghalaya, face media scarcity, as they often encounter internet blackouts. These internet shutdowns are an extreme sovereign measure that the Indian government has normalized to curb what it views as socioreligious and ethnic conflicts in these parts of the country.8


Mobilities (Un)Limited

I develop the concept of “mobilities (un)limited” to investigate not only the technological possibilities and limitations of storage and distribution afforded by mobile media systems but also the ways in which sociocultural aspirations about freedom and mobility and shared understandings of gender, religion, and caste dynamics and public-private boundaries are touched and recalibrated by mobile phones. In contributing to the narrative of aspirational India, mobile media are not just helping Indians imagine an optimistic future but are also furthering anxieties about new vulnerabilities. These include temporary and exploitative jobs (even in the formal corporate sector), hate-filled rumors (tinged with casteism and religious fundamentalism), and clashing epistemologies (scientific and historical). This simultaneity of possibilities and limitations has brought me to the structuring concept of mobilities (un)limited.

In what follows, I conceptualize mobilities (un)limited by attending to three interrelated aspects.

First, there are the sociopolitical changes in India that shape and are shaped by the shifting affordances of the mobile phone from 2010 to 2025. The affordances of the mobile phone itself have changed as storage and distribution technologies have been transformed and erstwhile separate forces and flows of mobile computing, cloud computing, big data analytics, and social media networks have converged into mobile media apps. The book explores the relation between such techno-material shifts in mobile phones and the changes in agential capacities, attitudes, and political subjectivities of Indian citizens.

Second, digital infrastructures are emerging to move content, data, and money to reach mobile phone users in India. Studying these distribution assemblages involves tracing socio-technical practices of content delivery networks (CDNs) and analyzing the role of formal and informal human and nonhuman intermediaries, including mobile repair shop owners and credit-scoring algorithms in distribution systems.

Third, with mobilities (un)limited, the focus is on the mutual imbrication of aspirational politics and media distribution, particularly around the questions of who, among India’s citizens, has access to platforms (WhatsApp, TikTok) and how they can represent themselves and circulate such representations, and who has access to networks of government delivery services and financial technology (fintech) apps and with what consequences? The Indian government envisions the mobile phone as the site of not only media content but also digital payments. With the circulation of digital media content and money through/to our mobile phones, there is also the circulation of ideologies, practices, and expectations, which can potentially change socioeconomic behaviors and media cultures. I argue that the specific designs of distribution platforms enact/impact particular forms and regimes of inclusion/exclusion and access/surveillance, which are negotiated by everyday phone users in their mobile digital practices.

In this book, readers will find “unlimited” as a promissory note walking on two legs, one operating at the techno-economic level and the other unfolding in the aspirational and experiential level. Both these runs of the “unlimited” promise unbounded horizons but are marked by constraints, whether they are logistical limitations or limits of an individual’s cognitive capacities or boundaries imposed by social stratifications. These related dimensions of the “unlimited” shape political subjectivities of Indian citizens and are deployed as governance strategies by state-corporations, especially evident in “Digital India,” which is Indian Prime Minister Narendra Modi’s flagship initiative aimed to connect the vast Indian population together and set targets of “universal mobile access” and “digital empowerment.”9

Beyond India’s cultural context and mobile phones, “we” are living amid a contemporary moment where the future is presented as a stage where we might be overwhelmed by abundance of some things and scarcity of other things, which will test the limits of “our” capacities and endurance.10 Amid the dangers of climate change and the hoopla around AI, technocapitalism(s) is remarkably adept at reinventing itself, presenting emerging visions of the future and society, asking us to recalibrate what ethical and bodily limits we are ready to cross. An exhibition at the Experimentarium museum in Hellerup, Denmark, titled “Future Human: What Is Your Limit?,” which I walked into in the summer of 2023, asked that jumping to year 2035, how far were museum attendees ready to go with gene editing, emotional technology, cosmetic procedures, and monitoring feelings? To study “unlimited” and “limits” is to grapple with the “agentive potentiality” of such “futurities.”11

In projecting an absence of constraints, discourses of unlimited data plans or connectivity gesture to the general ambiguous experiences of “information overabundance,” where the shifts in the “scale and scope of content available can destabilize prevailing expectations” of self and how one is supposed to socially relate with others.12 What is specific to “unlimited,” or “limits” is the acknowledgment or anticipation of approaching or having crossed a limit line or threshold level toward those feelings of information overabundance or data saturation.

While considering the affective and experiential dimension of “unlimited,” I reflect on some of my interviews with investigative journalists who covered the activities of the Hindu nationalist (supremacist) cow vigilante groups in 2015. These journalists asked their local respondents in the Hindi heartland of North India how they were making sense of the incomprehensible violence of mob lynching perpetrated by cow vigilante groups that tore the social fabric of their town. These acts were provoked by fake WhatsApp forwards on mobile phone screens regarding allegedly Muslim cow smugglers or distorted pictures of them storing cow meat in their refrigerators. Local villagers in the Dadri district of western Uttar Pradesh described such communal flare-ups of mob vigilantism as hadh par karna (crossing limits). Amid the different context of Pakistan, Timothy Cooper has described hadh as a “moral threshold” that can be identified and policed by a community or society.13 A close synonym of “hadh” is “seema,” and its antonym “aseem” or “aseemit” in Hindi translates literally to “unlimited.” The term aseemit is often used to advertise bandwidth services in the Hindi heartland of India.

Content creators and influencers on short video platforms bemoaned the excessively shiny lifestyle choices presented on these platforms that were stoking the desires and aspirations of millions of new mobile phone users who with their present meagre incomes had simply no way of enjoying the presented lifestyle. This was another kind of breach of limits, which was described by one self-motivation influencer from Agra, Simran Jain, as the dominance of “way too cringe” content: “Kuch zyada hi cringe hoti ja rahi hain cheezein, har teesra banda yeh dikha raha hain main toh Mercedes le raha hun, arre bhai main toh BMW le raha hain hoon, arre bhai main toh ghar le raha hoon” (Things are becoming way too cringe nowadays. Every third person is flashing Mercedes and BMW, and showing off a newly bought house).14

For Simran, whom I interviewed in July 2024, the preponderance of such videos circulating on platforms such as Instagram and Moj created pressure on audiences, given the disparity between incomes and aspired lifestyles. They felt frustrated that they would never catch up with the glitzy world: “Kyunki unke upar bahut pressure aa gaya hain … yeh dekh ke ki duniya kitni zyada bright hain, is duniya ke saath hum kaise chal payenge 9-5 job kar ke” (They are facing tremendous pressure by seeing that the world is so bright … how will we keep up with this world with our 9 to 5 job).15 This example points to the irresolvable tension between constraints and what is perceived as freedom, which is at the heart of mobilities (un)limited. Mobilities (un)limited is not trying to balance out, or provide a dialectical synthesis of, cell phone–induced aspirational goals and India’s class asymmetries, but emphasizes the irreconcilable contradiction of these two. To invoke Lauren Berlant’s “cruel optimism” thesis, despite facing adversities, aspirants keep holding on to the hope of bright futures that seem even more unattainable with each passing day. Mobile phones or mobile circulations are perceived to be both creators of—and bridges across—the gaps between hopeful desires and realized goals.16

The book examines a range of case studies that demonstrate not only the infrastructural limits of mobile distribution systems and regulatory limits of governmental policies but also cultural limits induced by social hierarchies. State-based regulators try to catch up with rapid technological changes in mobile media, and in some cases, hackers and scammers find alternative ways of using mobile phone technologies to exceed/trespass beyond the limitations set forth by earlier regulatory protocols. Caste and gender stratifications in India come with social/familial proscriptions on the uses of mobile phones. In this book, terms cognate to “limits” (thresholds, constraints, choke points, edges, and boundaries) and to “unlimited” (free, proliferating, and unbounded) become important. Thresholds/limits can be thought of as drawing a line to create a border or boundary beyond which something/someone may not, or does not, go. At the same time, threshold/limit could also be the line or level that once crossed/trespassed could lead to change.17 With shifts in mobile phone technologies and mobile media distribution systems, this book deals with examples where phone users or distributors are approaching limits/thresholds, feeling the sensation of being on the verge of profound transformations. These can be a logistical breakthrough or a shift in social-cultural status or reorientation of attitudes. As Dalit Bahujan (“lower-caste”) women content creators, whose entry into public spaces such as temples and schools has been restricted in the past by social proscriptions, are making their expressive content spread/move on mobile media distribution networks (TikTok/Insta Reels), erstwhile cultural limits are being displaced and renegotiated.18 The limit line/threshold level at a particular moment might be fixed, but over a period of time, it does not remain set in stone and is itself mutating and processual.

In mathematical calculus, it is often advised that when we see “limit,” we should think “approach.” Approaching the limit, transposed from mathematical to social calculus, can entail time and work spent in the present as one strives for a desirable future, what some have called “aspirational labor.”19 Approaching the limit involves dwelling in the affective state of anticipation—“an excited forward looking subjective condition” marked by anxieties and yearnings as the individual adjusts to speculative scenarios, hedged bets, and moving aspirational targets.20 Karishma Desai argues that “anticipation” is a key lens and “affective state” to understand “educational imperatives” (and directives) to aspire in India.21

With “mobilities (un)limited” I examine the entanglements of aspiration and anticipation as individuals conditioned by smartphone apps and their distribution logics approach limits.

The Indian government has struggled to generate jobs for the rapidly growing youth population. Unemployed Indian youths sitting in their homes are instructed/encouraged by the state to not be despondent or remain idle, but continue aspiring to a bright future and use their smartphones to enroll in online courses through the Skill India Digital Platform. These state-certified online training courses are a manifestation of the confluence of “Skill India” and “Digital India” initiatives. I found courses related to mobile repairing, WhatsApp marketing, and reels masterclass at the Skill India Digital Hub, which often cater to the digital market and are seen by the government as increasing the chances of youths to find employment or generate self-employment entrepreneurship opportunities.22 Aspirations of youths, their anticipation about the future amid precarious employment conditions, are shaped by education and technology, and here we see the mobile phone and the government’s skill training app as education distribution technologies spreading aspirational pedagogy. Training institutes set up as part of Skill India, writes Karishma Desai, not only provide technical skills training but impart life skills that seek to cultivate affective dispositions like self-confidence and resilience so that trainees continue to aspire amid (despite) the constrained present.23

With a focus on the hyperconvergent medium of the mobile phone with its myriad context-specific socio-technical potentials and limitations, this book offers terms like “mobilities (un)limited” and “mobile media distribution” as a way to study the assemblages, (im)mobilities, imaginaries, and distribution supply chains accompanying mobile digital practices. Such practices involve the mobile internet but extend well beyond it. While conceptualizing the mobile phone as part of, and embedded in, Indian cultures, this book investigates how lived experiences of social space and time in India have changed with mobile technologies.

The chapters in the book deal with mobile media practices and phenomena such as up-/downloading, streaming, spreading, phishing, and lending that are sustained by distribution assemblages and networks. Across the various studies of distribution ecologies assembling around mobile media use in India, my effort is not to focus just on technical affordances or just on regulatory frameworks or just on sociopolitical mobilizations but to connect them together. The reason for invoking mobilities (un)limited is to not merely point out that telecom companies are marked by paradoxes of first promising limitless connectivity and then encountering logistical limitations. This book goes beyond such contradictions to draw interscalar and multimodal relations across infrastructural workings and breakdowns and affective registers of expression and experience. Anticipation is not just the affective state of individual aspirants but can be seen as “embedded in socio-technical systems” of distribution infrastructures.24 Anticipatory logics of distribution infrastructures can be found in the predictive analytics of lending platforms premised on the use of “nontraditional” social media data to prognosticate borrower’s financial behavior. Anticipatory modes can be located in the speculative human and algorithmic decisions that are part of content delivery network operations that select particular streaming TV show episodes to put on edge cache servers closer to the user so that such anticipated popular on-demand content does not have to be fetched from far-away cloud data centers during moments of dense data traffic congestion.

Drawing on scholarship in mobile media studies, South Asian studies, media industries, science and technology studies, and media anthropology, I study the process of mobile media distribution in India by attending to the technical specificity of platforms and infrastructures, the political economy of their operations, and the views and experiences of distributors and users. This is based on a multimethod research approach that includes years of engaged fieldwork and site visits to rural districts of Haryana (Mewat), Bihar (Gaya), and Jharkhand (Jamtara) and urban metropoles (Mumbai, Delhi, and Bengaluru); qualitative open-ended interviews with phone users, content creators, talent agents, data scientists, industry workers at different sites of the distribution supply chain; document analysis of regulatory reports and circulars; and extensive reading of financial and technology newspapers, magazines, and industry periodicals. To map the circulation of contents, communications, and payments through mobile media devices, I adopt a multiscalar methodology that is at once concerned with the cultural politics of individual mobile phone use (involving liking, sharing, forwarding, swiping, and scrolling) and the state-corporate regulatory protocols that encourage and constrain such cross-platform dataflows.

While the focus of media studies scholarship historically has disproportionately been on production and consumption, several recent studies have addressed the lacunae of attention to media distribution. Alissa Perren has stressed the importance of a cross-disciplinary dialogue on distribution that reassesses the “space in between production and consumption.”25 Innovative approaches to studying disruptions in news distribution or retail supply chains with increasing digitization and consolidation have been generative.26 A recent edited collection, Digital Media Distribution: Portals, Platforms, Pipelines, brings together case studies across a variety of contexts to understand the “digital transformation of media distribution.”27 Global mobile media studies scholars like Marc Steinberg have pointed to a power tilt toward distribution with the concomitant rise of mobile internet and digital platforms that require researchers to consider the circulation of content, discourse, and money as mutually constituted.28

Drawing on such works and extending them, I outline the specifics of distributing to mobile phones. There is a particularity to the mobile internet that needs to be differentiated from any general digitization. What happens when streaming portal and short video platform distributors target audiences who they know are accessing their content on mobile phones (and not on smart TVs or laptops or desktop computers)? This kind of specificity is worth considering in India, where as a 2022 study by Kantar and the Internet and Mobile Association of India (IAMAI) indicated, 100 percent of active internet users access the internet (for entertainment and financial transactions) on their phones, but only 15 percent do so on personal computers (laptops/desktops), and 13 percent use other devices, including tablets and smart TVs.29 The relationship between distribution infrastructures and audience/user imaginaries is crucial to understand, and this book explores several approaches—such as telecom bundling of streamers and the use of software development kits to extract phone data for credit scoring and digital lending—to distributing TV content and money to mobile phone audiences/users.

It is rare for a book to focus on the distribution of both content and money. This entwined focus on both fills a gap in distribution studies scholarship and demonstrates that digital transactions supported by mobile media continuously transform content and money into data and vice-versa. The mutual constitution of digital content and digital money has only deepened through the Indian government’s sanction of a “cashless economy” since 2016. Through the demonetization (notebandi) drive, the Indian government encouraged digital transactions through mobile money services, thereby boosting the platform economy: mobile money made it possible, for example, to subscribe to video-on-demand streaming subscriptions in a country where the vast majority do not have a credit card.30 “Digital monies,” as Athique and Parthasarathi put it, “operate simultaneously as logistics, resources and commodities in the platform economy, interacting with and under-writing the network infrastructure.”31 This is evinced worldwide in the becoming social of digital payments with the accelerated convergence of social media platforms and digital money platforms: emojis/comments accompany Venmo transactions in the United States and followers bestow virtual gifts, bought with platform currencies (exchanged for renminbi/rupee), on their hosts in livestreaming apps such as Momo Live and Moj Live in China and India, respectively.32 Platform capital and creator labor circulate as money becomes mediated/transformed into livestreamed virtual gift objects appearing in the form of pictographs/animations of bouquets and yachts, which carry with them the affections and expressions of followers as the laboring streamer interacts with their gifters.

India, this book claims, is a key site for the development of media distribution studies and platform theory. Whether it is the critique of India Stack, a state-corporate initiative of pooling application programming interfaces (APIs) that contain applications for mobile phone data authentication and aggregation, or explanations about the initiatives of hyperlocal content delivery networks like picoNETS (vis-à-vis the usual stories about global CDNs like Akamai) to deliver faster video-on-demand services, the book’s focus on mobile media distribution from the perspective of India (with comparative examples from other countries of the Global South) will provide readers with a better grasp of digital infrastructures in their historical and geographical diversity.

When the internet emerged, many thought cybercafes would be the path toward India’s digital development, but that faith has long since been pinned on the mobile phone. Nimmi Rangaswamy suggests that the growth of cybercafes has shown mixed results in different parts of India.33 However, mobile phones, being relatively more accessible, affordable, and easy to use than computers, promise the possibility of closing the digital divide through consumerist bottom-up interventions, even as questions regarding restricted computability remain.34 Parallel to the shift from cybercafes to mobile phones, discourses around information and communication technologies for development (ICT4D) have morphed into mobile for development (M4D) drives.35 But through all this, the one constant is the “access doctrine,” which Daniel Greene has written about in the context of the United States. This doctrine makes “common sense” of a very contentious idea that the “problem of poverty can be solved through the provision of new technologies and technical skills.”36 I will think through this access doctrine and the “political economy of hope” in the context of so-called developing countries like India through a twin focus on media distribution technologies and aspirational politics.



Situated Understandings and Limits of Redistributing Access

Mobile phones, because of the scale of their uptake in emerging economies of the Global South and for being the “first access” for millions of people to electronically mediated communication, have been hailed as “transformative technologies” with “disruptive potentials.”37 That said, access to mobile phones cannot be assumed to automatically translate to empowerment. Mobile access is contextual for many women in India who might be using their father’s or husband’s phone for a few minutes a day.38 Access to mobile phones for working-class Dalit women content creators has provided much-needed visibility and helped their content spread further, but such mobile access has also increased risks of surveillance and harassment. A blanket statement suggesting that mobile phones as technologies can transform society and culture “ignores the weight, social and cultural importance, and the politics of existing structures, as if they can be simply replaced.”39 In India, these societal structures include class, caste, gender, and religion among others.

The parentheses in “mobilities (un)limited” underscore the tension between the supposed boundless (or limitless) potentials of a mobile phone in India and the societal hierarchies and structural limitations that condition the contextual mobile phone practices of particular communities. With a concept like mobilities (un)limited, the book critiques hagiographies of mobile phones that are trumpeted by corporations that gain from phone subscriber expansions and instead focuses on local understandings of mobile media permeation and incorporation. This includes an engagement with mobile phones “within their culturally embedded everyday uses and settings,” what Jo Tacchi calls “meaningful mobilities.”40

The focus on mobile media distribution in conjunction with mobilities (un)limited in this book also helps bring out the discrepancies between the way phone users/audiences and use-case scenarios are imagined by distributors of content (streaming videos) and money (payments/loans) and the actual uses and meanings mobile devices acquire in situated contexts and layered environments. Lending platform tech enthusiasts I met in Bangalore and Mumbai waxed eloquent about the power of AI and alternative data points, where in cases of thin credit history files in India, loans were underwritten based on social media behavioral activity tracked on phones. This kind of purported financial inclusion through digital inclusion forgets about shared ownership of phones, where the SIM card might be in the wife’s name but most of the day the phone is being used by the husband. The phone calls and contact list data may not be representative of the woman’s activity. A lending company professional having worked in the Indian financial technology (fintech) sector for more than twelve years admitted to me during an interview that the loan underwriting models for women have to be very different if they are to truly reflect their phone-based social or financial behaviors. Many social activities remain beyond the purview of mobile phone usage, and the noise in the data evades capture by machine learning algorithms:


If you really truly wanted to underwrite women digitally you have got to come with a very different underwriting model, concept, system because … the devices are very rarely used … so much that they [AI] depend on, data that only exists for a very small percentage of the population who live like this perfect life where everything is, you know, in their name, on their device … that is not the reality of this country … it is simply not true that you can get a perfect picture of somebody from a device. There is a lot of noise in that device data.41



Drawing on meaningful mobilities in order to theorize mobilities (un)limited helps this book to discern the gaps and frictions between state-corporate distribution imaginaries that set developmental aspirational targets for new-to-mobile-phone consumer-citizens and what changes and futures are actually desired, aspired for, and enacted by community members with mobile phones based on their local knowledge systems. Local cultural values and meaning systems shape mobile phone usage practices that produce noisy data, thereby eluding algorithmic governance.

Here, I am neither suggesting that meaning only resides at the level of the user nor fetishizing the agency of the user compared to agencies of workers laboring at different points along the distribution supply chain. I most certainly disagree with people who find studies of distribution to not be meaningful. How can arranging things, directing flow, setting up blockages, and regulating access not have meaning? What I want to underscore is that along with an attention to media distribution backends, one also needs to appreciate the wide and deep background of users (their historical upbringing, their informal socialities) when they appear at the user–screen interface. After all, not only are the platform backends of a loan app opaque to a user, but the backends of social structures and cultural histories accompanying an individual user’s life also might appear murky to the platform’s machine learning algorithm.42 Some data analysts I met acknowledged the flawed fundamental assumption on which the alternative scoring algorithms were based, which was that most people will become phone-enabled digital in their behavior. However, they reasoned that one had to become comfortable with that premise and work on how much can be known from that somewhat limited phone data activity so as to democratize credit, reach the needy, reduce customer acquisitions costs, and remove poverty. Faith and investment in phone data, AI-backed real-time algorithms, and behavioral finance to divine/discern reliable borrowers relied as much on their performative efficacy as on their functional precision.

From the Indian state to tech start-ups, and from policy wonks to digital evangelists, all see the mobile phone—equipped with mobile internet and apps—to be the technological solution to the “digital divide.” This makes the mobile phone a critical material-discursive object in the rhetoric of aspirational politics, and here media distribution and aspirational mobilities are related, for the hope or the promise is that the mobile phone is key to any technological solution to solve the problem of access. Access to digitality (through the mobile phone) is equated to access to governmental welfare services, mobile payments, and crucial infotainment. Digital inclusion, or mobile inclusion, is equated to financial inclusion and, in some cases, even social inclusion. While these equations are certainly not as smooth as technocratic regimes might suggest, the mobile phone becomes a pivotal actor in the efforts to newly distribute or redistribute access. But redistributing access to services, money, rumors, and entertainment cannot just have instrumental ramifications of reshaping income and social inequalities; they will cause cultural clashes and affective ruptures as multiple publics and shadow economies respond and react to (im)mediated information, data, and money spread and leaks.

Such popular and populist responses afforded by mobile phones vary from progressive civic engagement to mob vigilantism. Information and rumor cut and spread across a variety of digital media platforms powered by the cell phone, thereby mobilizing sensing, affect, and multiple sites of attachment. Ravi Sundaram calls such phenomena “event chains” in a “distribution engine”—an affect machine and a crisis machine, dependent on the habitual microactions of likes and forwards.43 Bishnupriya Ghosh observes that such “affective distributed politics” of viral intensities may not bring systemic change but signal toward a media populism that shapes the sensibilities of political subjects in India.44 Contemporary India, after all, is youthful “millennials’ India,” home to the “stakes and struggles of a digitally savvy generation whose political imagination is inextricably linked to digital cultures as tools, habits, and sensibilities.”45

Technological solutions to transform socioeconomic inequality continue to dominate in India. Some predatory microloan apps like UdhaarLoan and FlipCash promise money to the “unbanked” (or “newly banked”), who have no credit histories, but the hidden rider is that they gain access to the user/customer’s mobile phone data, including WhatsApp contacts.46 As mobile payments get exchanged for WhatsApp socialities, distribution networks become places where money becomes data and data become money. These predatory loan apps are therefore not merely economic payment technologies, but as Lana Swartz notes, “their politics are a communication politics” of circulation.47 When users cannot pay the money back, the loan apps, through their telecenters, get in touch with the customer’s WhatsApp contacts (relatives and friends), humiliating the defaulters. In some of my conversations with such debt-ridden customers—whose microloans quadrupled over four weeks due to hidden interest rates—they have told me about the horrific experience of receiving threatening calls from the loan app companies. In these aspirational stories gone awry, new limits are drawn, stretched, and short-circuited.

Throughout the following chapters, I focus on this relationship between aspirational politics and mobile media distribution: how aspirations shape the socio-technical practices of distribution, as well as how distribution technologies create hopes and aspirations. Many business leaders and academic scholars believe that India has great potential but that not enough has been done to tap into it. Often India is compared to China as being the “other superpower”—and, like China, is one of the world’s “indispensable emerging markets”—but does not have China’s infrastructural might and manufacturing machinery.48 This narrative is worth repeating as one asks whether mobile media technology will be the technology that will unlock the yet suppressed potential of India. Will mobilities (un)limited lead to “unlimited India”? It is not just the tech start-ups operating from Bengaluru and New Delhi that paint aspirational pictures around the mobile phone. Even the Indian state finds the mobile internet imaginary to be conducive to rebranding itself as an expeditious and innovative machinery (instead of a corrupt bureaucracy) and in prescribing specific aspirational targets to its citizens—who are also all (potential) mobile phone users.49



From Mobile Phone to Mobile Media

Darin Barney has observed that the valorization of mobility did not begin with the smartphone or the iPhone. The modernity thesis believed in achieving freedom as mobility through technology, and the mobile phone is a recent entrant in a host of former inventions in the area of transport and communications—including railways, cars (automobiles), radio, and television—that problematically promised freedom as movement.50 This is a book about how the encounters of a diverse population of Indians with the mobile phone are part of the country’s ever-shifting modernity project.

In India, the mobile phone reached the “masses” faster than either the car or radio or television and thus became a “mass media” very quickly.51 According to Assa Doron and Robin Jeffrey, for India’s disadvantaged people who could not reap the opportunities provided by the post offices, newspapers, or television studios—either because these readers/audiences were illiterate/disempowered or because the institutions were elitist/exclusionary—the mobile phone offered the potential to change accepted (mal)practices, where every person has now become their own publicist. The authors found that seemingly unshakable strictures such as caste-based inequalities were undermined by mobile phones in India.52

Doron and Jeffrey’s important book details the entanglement of mobile phones with business processes, agricultural practices, politics, and gender relations. However, most of their analysis is in the earlier period of the cell phone’s ascendance in India—that is, from 1995 to 2010. Since then, as I argue in this book, several key developments have taken place in hardware (memory cards), messaging and video apps (WhatsApp and TikTok as well as apps made in India such as Moj and Josh), mobile payment and loan apps (Unified Payment Interface and mPokket), and cellular data services (Jio). These developments have led to such impactful changes in sound-and-image distribution, credit and cash flows, and “prosumption” processes in India that they merit a book-length study accounting for their scope and scale.

Arceneaux and Kavoori remark that mobile devices “are no longer limited to voice and text communication” and have become “quite literally portable multi-media centers.”53 As I will be discussing mobile phone applications and mobile internet services, streaming media, and financial technology infrastructures, I will attend to the intricacies of the “necessary convergence” of these manifold technologies and services into the erstwhile phone, which has transformed the mobile phone into mobile media.54 Cara Wallis writes about the necessity of such a convergence of several uses in one mobile phone for lower-middle-class migrant women who come from rural areas to work in the cities of China and can only afford a mobile phone. Such migrant laborers need the mobile phone to serve many purposes.55 Similarly, for most Indians, a mobile phone is the single digital device they possess, and the fact that it can be used for booking a train ticket, sharing songs, uploading a video, and making payments is a “necessary convergence” of functions and affordances.

While I do use the term “mobile media” for contemporary hyperconvergent mobile phones, I acknowledge Mara Mills’ argument that particular histories (and futures) of the telephone, including audiovisual convergent proto-Skype technologies like picturephone/videophone, are elided in the shift of nomenclature toward “mobile multimedia.” Also, “mobile media” need not be exclusively associated with mobile phones, because historically, a range of media have been mobile—as a writing and inscription technology, papyrus was a mobile medium, and various portable gramophones, mobile cinema vans carrying projection equipment,” and radios could be considered mobile media.56

As a project about media distribution, this book has a responsibility not just to think of convergence in terms of media objects (film, television, mobile phone), but also to comprehend the impact of convergence on how distribution technologies have historically become contentiously and collaboratively entangled. Today, the streaming content that reaches the smart TV and smartphone is often not broadcast through a multicast signal and intercepted by a satellite dish antenna; rather, these are unique copies being pulled from data center networks by each request from digital devices. That said, local CDNs that distribute this streaming content today collaborate with local cable wallas (cable operators) who often still remain the last-mile operators that they once were in the heyday of satellite cable television. Now, they enact the role of internet service providers as last-mile operators.57

In this book about mobile phones and limits, I argue that memory cards pushed against the limits of data storage (especially vernacular music files) and that WhatsApp’s viral mediations broke space-time barriers. Memory cards are key flash memory technologies that support storage and circulation of songs and music videos. In 2010–2015, there were many regions in India where the bandwidth to stream music or videos was not available, and people would go to “download vendors” who downloaded songs onto their memory cards (also referred to as microSD cards and colloquially called “chips”). These download vendors doing the “chip loading” often ran electronics stores or mobile repair and phone talk-time recharge shops, with laptops containing songs placed on the storefront and hanging placards advertising that songs could be loaded there (see figure I.1).
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Figure I.1

Posters advertising Haryanvi, Mewati, and Pakistani mp4 songs for chip (memory card) loading in an electronics and phone store in Mewat (photo taken in Dec 2012). Photo taken by Abhigyan Singh.


The mobile phone has a slot where the memory card can be inserted, and then one can hear songs and watch music videos stored in it. With the continuing growth of cheap mobile phone handsets since the 2000s, the music economy in India had gradually shifted from CDs/DVDs to memory cards. From 2014 onward, the ascendance of memory cards has been tempered by the popularity of WhatsApp—an over-the-top (OTT) service that made sharing music videos easier—and the entry of cellular operator Reliance Jio in 2016, which made streaming services available to wider population segments. This “Jio effect” accelerated the concomitant rise of homegrown vernacular apps (like ShareChat, Moj, Gaana, DailyHunt, and Josh) and Chinese platforms (TikTok, Kwai) in India.

The smartphone—along with other mobile machines like the portable radio, iPod, train, and car—is an important heuristic device when considering the relations between transport and communication systems and connections between geographical movement and social mobility. Several chapters in this book deal with such relations: mobile phone users in the rural Mewat region desire motorbikes so they can travel to urban Delhi, and they use mobile phones to circulate locally produced vernacular Mewati music videos of themselves posing on bikes.

Along with this, the focus of the book regarding mobilities is not only concerned with the movement of content across entertainment apps and mobile media devices, what Chuck Tryon has called “platform mobility,” but also with the movement of money, something that Lana Swartz has pointed to as an area to further research.58 After all, “innovations in money and payments during the modern era have tracked alongside changes in the underlying communications infrastructure,” whether it is paper checks and money orders sent through paper mail and express shipping, or digital payments through ATM cards, e-wallets, and loan apps.59 Innovations in mobile payments have been devised in Global South nations. In 2007, Kenyans started using mobile phone company Safaricom’s M-PESA service to send money to relatives through text messages. M-PESA achieved widespread popularity in Kenya much earlier than Venmo did in the United States, and since the 2016 demonetization drive, India has witnessed one of the fastest growths in mobile payments.60

This book is not just about the mobile phone (or mobile media) considered as a stand-alone object, or screen, or something to scroll and view apps on. This book is about mobile media distribution and hence tries to situate and relate the mobile phone apps to the multiple sites of intermediaries and infrastructures that make it possible for the app to function. It tracks encoding strategies and computational processes constructed by CDNs to, for example, make streaming a TV show possible on a mobile phone. It takes seriously the challenge of studying how processes of distribution change once people (like in India) start using the internet on their phones much more than on their computer browsers. Datafication works differently and more precisely in the case of mobile internet than web browsers. Jennifer Pybus and Mark Coté explain that users on the web are identified by cookies that can be deleted or obfuscated through circumvention technologies. Mobile applications rely not on cookies but on third-party software development kits (SDKs), which are far more embedded inside the source code of these applications.61

This has wide-ranging implications for mobile data distribution, particularly regarding how sensitive user data is stored, exchanged, and moved during monetary transactions as part of digital payments, lending, and insurance. Loan apps, for example, rely on third-party SDKs to check customer identification and credit scores before providing them loans. But what if these third parties siphon off customer data, as is the case in some examples I discuss in this book? Mobile phones are considered to be the device for the financial and social inclusion of the unbanked poor, but what are the costs of such inclusion if the mobile internet ecosystem by design allows for data leakages and permissiveness? Mobile internet structurally asks for a recalibration of the limits of data mobility, privacy, and promiscuity.

During the late 1990s, India’s telecom revolution emerged as a signifier of global neoliberal politics and techno-nationalism. Even as the postcolonial Indian nation-state has over the years increasingly privatized the telecom sector, it continues to see itself as a network builder and champions telecom revolutions for both national and international recognition.62 While the conceptualization of mobilities (un)limited should be related to macronarratives of India’s development, it is crucial to consider the Indian growth story beyond the upper echelons of policymaking and the statistical models of economics. The future potential of India is, after all, about the human development of 1.4 billion Indians, whose capacity to aspire has been fueled by neoliberal globalization. Mobilities (un)limited is very much about aspirational mobilities.



Aspirational Politics

“Aspiration” is a buzzword not just in electoral politics but also in the politics of the everyday in India. Finance ministers pronouncing budget policies talk about “aspirational India” for the “neo–middle classes,” an emerging group that has broken the shackles of poverty but has not yet stabilized into the middle class. In this case, it is not income but the capacity to aspire that is perceived to be essential to being counted as middle class.63 Political scientists have observed that Prime Minister Narendra Modi and his ruling party, the BJP, have rhetorically deployed the term “neo-middle” in several elections as a way to invite “lower class aspirers to join the ranks of traditional middle-class identifiers.”64

Some Indians aspire to status in their caste-religious community, some aim for socioeconomic mobility, some want to move from one region of India to another region, and still others want India to be counted among “strong” nations in the world. This book investigates the connections between such aspirations and the mobile phone.

People from small towns in India migrated to big cities to become construction workers, maids, call center professionals, software engineers, and security guards, and while some of them have remained within the lower-middle-class income bracket, they have continued to aspire to someday becoming middle-class and even upper-middle-class people. Aspirational mobility is therefore about both (increased) spatial and (upward) social mobility. However, economic downturns like the COVID-19 pandemic have led to restricted mobilities and downward mobilities where vulnerable neo–middle-class aspirers lost jobs and fell back into poverty or had to reverse-migrate back to their villages from cities as strict lockdowns were enforced in urban areas. Aspirations entail hopes and risks.

Anthropologist Arjun Appadurai argued that the upper middle classes generally tend to have a higher “capacity to aspire” than low-income groups and subaltern populations because they have a “wide range of ends and means” and more opportunities to try out material goods and the experiences such commodities afford.65 Low-income groups and many marginalized communities in contemporary India have a greater capacity to aspire than they did before, not because their incomes have significantly increased, but due to media exposure and their awareness of what others are doing. Ellen Barry notes that mobile phones have furthered the production of aspiration by bringing rural Indians into virtual, yet intimate, contact with urban middle-class lifestyles: “Indians are moving to cities in huge numbers; but even those who remain in villages, surfing the Internet on cheap smartphones, are drawing closer to the way city-dwellers think.” The neo–middle class is no longer satisfied with rationed welfare benefits and daily necessities but desires a consumption-oriented lifestyle.66 Memory cards, WhatsApp, Jio, and TikTok are accelerating the ability of people to know about what others are doing by allowing for greater socialization of desires and lifestyles. Therefore, aspiration is not necessarily an individual-level phenomenon but a relational one, something that Appadurai has stressed: “[Aspirations are] never simply individual (as the language of wants and choices inclines us to think). They are always formed in interaction and in the thick of social life.”67

Appadurai’s theorizations on aspirations also link cultural capacities to potential economic mobilities and therefore provide a “relationship between culture, poverty, and development”—something that has been emphasized by Nimmi Rangaswamy and Payal Arora.68 These researchers discuss some of the ways in which the aspirations of poor youth living in the slums of Chennai and Hyderabad in South India manifest in their everyday mobile internet use on their modest-feature phones. While accessing social media sites like Facebook, these youths sought “interactions with people from an elevated social status to fulfil aspirations of social mobility,” which included “heterosexual dating possibilities aligned with possibilities of upward class mobility via friending women from higher social segments”69

I conceptualize mobilities (un)limited by connecting aspirational mobilities to geographical movements. In doing so, I focus on the intersections of mobile media studies and the “new mobilities paradigm,” with particular attention to the simultaneous occurrence of transregional mobilities and deepening regional meanings and affiliations in India.70 For example, Bhojpuri music enthusiasts among the “lower-caste” youth walk through the streets of the city Gaya with hopeful strides as they listen to songs on their portable Coke-bottle-shaped audio players, which have memory card sockets. Such mobile listening practices signify to the world that they have “finally arrived,” breaking the shackles of caste even as they are rebuked by upper-caste men who mark such practices of movement (which are also media practices) as “tasteless cultures.” Gaya is located in the state of Bihar, a region of India known for its caste fault lines (and mobilizations).

Aspirations are not confined to media consumption practices. As in many other countries, India is witnessing the “platformization of cultural production” through smartphones.71 The platform economy has created platform labor, with a new group of creators using apps like TikTok, Moj, and BigoLive to reach fans and followers. Sathana Chinnadurai, a housewife in the remote Tamil (South Indian) village of Nachelura, joined TikTok in 2018 and sang and danced to songs from Kollywood films (Tamil-language cinema and media, with “-wood” suggesting an extension from Bollywood and Hollywood). She amassed 700,000 followers and was invited to do live performances in cities like Madurai.72

Chinnadurai’s success story has made still-struggling content creators hope that someday they will also amass a great number of followers and receive financially lucrative invitations to perform onstage. While Chinnadurai’s example is a story of aspiration being fulfilled, many other social media content creators are yet to be rewarded, as the reward system of platforms like TikTok and YouTube is highly uneven. That success is so heavily based on quantitative metrics suggests limitations to the “aspirational labor” such platforms try to foster.73 Furthermore, Chinnadurai has faced abusive trolls, including a fake online obituary circulating the untrue news of her death, thereby encountering the limits of pushing societal boundaries
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