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OPEN WORKSHOP OF THE RESEARCH GROUP

DIGITAL OBJECTS AND SOCIAL TRANSFORMATIONS
IN A GLOBAL WORLD : INDO-FRENCH PERSPECTIVES

THURSDAY 29'|'H Université Paris Descartes

45, rue des Saints Péres 75066 Paris
OF JUNE 2017 | salle des theses - Batiment Jacob

9h - Opening by Rigas Arvanitis (IFRIS/CEPED)

9h30-11h : Digital Concepts

« Prehistories of the Database: Body, Evidence, Law in India » by Itty Abraham
(University of Singapore)

« An exploration of Google’s PageRank: From authority to personalized prediction? »
by Dominique Cardon (Medialab, Sciences Po)

11h15 -13h : Digital Health

Chair person/Discussant : Ashveen Peerbaye (LISISE|

« The Techno-Finance of Data Driven Health and the Welfare State: Case of RSBY
in India. » by Rajiv Mishra (CSSP-INU) .

« Mobiles (for) development : mHealth and technological imperialism » by Marine
Al Dahdah (CEPED)

13h-14h : Lunch Break

14h-15h30 : Digital Sport

Chair person/Discussant: Marianne Noé| (LISISL

« Technology, Speed and Consumerism: India through the lens of cricket and the
Indian Premier League » by Vidya Subramanian (HT, Delhi)

« Play the game, Know the game, Shape the game.Football Manager: mutual
shaping between game, sport and community » by Alexandre Hocquet (Université
de Lorraine)

16h-17h30 : Digital Migration/Space

Chair person/Discussant : Sohan Prasad Sha (CSSP-INU)

« Inclusions/Exclusions: Databases and the politics of citizen-making » by
Khetrimayum Monish Singh (CIS, Delhi)

« Digital space and digital places: web-based visualizations of mobilities » by
Marta Severo (DICEN-idf)

17h30 : Apéro convivial



Research Context

Since the inception of the Internet, social scientists have engaged
in research rer;ted to online communities, cyberspace and cyber-
identities. Research in this area has attractedp many different
perspectives dispersed across multiple interests, whether it is called
‘digital humanities’, ‘new media studies’, ‘cyberculture studies’. While
’cy%er’ was the dominant term used in the 1990s and early 2000s, it has
been largely replaced by the term ‘digital’ now that the internet has
become much more pervasive, moving from desktops to devices that
can be worn on the body and transported anywhere, allowing the user
to be constantly connected to the internet. ‘Digital studies’ encapsulates
the concerns previously addressed by social scientists in the 1990s and
extends into this new era of mobile digital usage. It is a neat descriptive
tjrm tleat also encompasses other disciplines and their use of the term
‘digital’.

‘Digital studies’ focus on the way emails, mailing lists, digital forums,
blogs, social networks or mobile applications change the way people
wori and live (Rainie, Wellman 2012). Whether called the network
society (Castells 2010) or the connected revolution (Brown, Green, and
Harper 2002), the fusion of Internet and multiple digital devices further
expands the influence of these objects in our dai|y?ives. The particular
uses of those new devices have been documented so far by economists,
historians and especially sociologists conducting studies about innovators
and users of arising online services, re|ying primqri|y on ethnogrqphy but
also extensively on new data mining and so-called “virtual ethnography”
approaches (Beuscart, Dagiral et Parasie, 2016).

Moreover, the growing uses of digital technologies accelerate and
intensify the production and circulation of digital data worldwide. Flash
cookies or smart captors are discreetly collecting data on the digital
users’ pattern and navigation, several scholars show that those devices
are producing new forms of quantification, control and surveillance over
life itself (Haggerty et Ericson 2000 ; Lyon 2011; Lupton 2016; Raley
2013). But raw data does not exist as such, it has to be generated, used
and analysed; and this process implies a substantial use of interpretative
work (Gitelman 2013 ; Dagiral and Peerbaye, 2016). Data is framed,
organised, classified, separated orassembled. In this process of collection
and classification resides the discreet and almost invisible power of the
datafication of life. French STS scholars have studied the science behind
those new forms of quantification, as ‘data science’, and highlighted
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the numerous social worlds that this science now encompasses (Dagiral
and Parasie 2016) and the construction of the algorithms that guide its
structure (Cardon 2015).

The use of data as arguments is another power issue. Far from being
neutral, data can be used for different purposes and framed in particular
ways. Numerous scholars emphasize the uses of personal data for
marketing purposes or by governments and private companies without
the explicit agreement of the users (Lyon 2014; Mansell 2011; Uimonen
2016). The processes and strategies organizing data collection and
connecting this activity to government practices?mve been shown to be
a major feature of the contemporary exercise of power.

The digitalization of life is a worldwide phenomenon, but it has been less
studied in the Global South. Most current works focus upon what is taking
place in highly developed countries, often assuming that the changes in
Europe or in the USA will expand to developing or emerging countries
sooner or later. This assumption does not withstand close examination.
First of all, it is now widely acknowledged that game-changing projects
can be experimented first in the Global South. The extent to which
“mobile money” (payment via mobile phone) has developed in Kenya
is a first example (Park and Donovan 2016); the current implementation
of national biometric identification run in India is another one (Abraham
and Rajadhyaksha 2015, Cohen 2016). Second, the changing equilibrium
between users and producers in the markets makes it more important
to pay attention to technological infrastructure in the Global South. For
fields such as entertainment and sport (television and cinema, online
entertainment portals such as Netflix, national and international sports
leagues for instance), countries such as India are a huge market. Massive
financial investments, the creation of technological infrastructure, anti-
piracy mechanisms, etc. have been putin place in the hope of ahigh return
on investment (Gupta 2004, 2009; Joshi 2007). Kampala in Uganda,
Nairobi in Kenya or Santiago in Chile have also recently emerged as
technological hubs which attract more and more investments in the field
of media technologies - sites such as the ‘Silicon Savannah’ of Nairobi
bring in new techno scientific imaginaries. Such technosocial influxes in
Global South societies remain largely understudied and under-theorised.
Third, the ways in which technologies are used and adapted to local
environments also differ from one setting to another. The emergence
of technological entrepreneurship like Chaebols (e.g. Samsung),
led semiconductor revorution in Newly Industrialized Economies, in
particular South Korea, have revolutionized digital technologies and
deeply transformed the societies in which theyiave been developed.



Fourth, economic globalization often results in the interconnectedness of
projects and sites. It is therefore necessary to look at how technologies
developed in one place can be used in another and how this changes
technoﬁagies in return.

New ways of governing, of producing and capturing value, of shaping
subjects through information technology are at play in the Global South.
An increasing%od?/ of work is catching up with the necessity of giving a
proper account of policies, processes and practices regarding digital
infrastructure technologies and cultures in the Global South, especiaﬁy in
India, such as Usha Ramanathan (2015), Nishant Shah (2009, 2011, 2013),
Ashish Rajadhyaksha (2013), and Ravi Sundaram (2009). Therefore, there
is both scientific and political importance to this: a view too narrowly
focussed upon traditional centres of power need to be enriched by new
mechanisms, and at the same time one has to understand to what extent
older modes of relation such as imperialism have disappeared or not.

Of course, this stance raises difficulties. First, the relevance of the notion
of a ‘global’ South must be discussed, as it might flatten the specificities
of countries whose economic development, history and cultures greatly
differ. At the same time, it seems important to keep the notion at least
temporarily in order to gather studies which are often dispersed even
though they deal with common issues such as digital divide, uses of data,
providing access to marginalised communities, social activism via mobile
and internet technologies, etc. Second, conceptual and analytical tools
shall integrate both geopolitical and cultural views upon technological
development and circulations. The tools offered by several trends of anti-
and post-colonial critique can help us in this task, from the critique of
unequal development (Frank 1966, Amin 1973) to postcolonial, subaltern
or decolonial studies (Said 1978, Guha 1983, Spivak 1999, Chakrabarty
2009 Mignolo 2000, Quijano 1994) and to works trying to integrate
these different approaches (Samaddar 2010, Mezzadra, Neilson 2015).
Third, and this might be the most important: fieldwork studies are greatly
needed, since postcolonial STS cannot be conducted from above’ and
without in depth knowledge of the social characteristics of countries
where changes are taking place. As multi-sited as our studies can be,
they have to be located or rather ‘situated’ (Harding 2004, 2008).

For these reasons, the choice of a French-Indian partnership, benefiting
from the experience of the group set up last year in India, through a
monthly seminar and participation to two workshops, seems relevant.
In addition, India is a major site for technological change. Given the
increasing emphasis on technology-driven ingustries and start-ups in



the current governance paradigm and the almost three-decade old
thrust in ICTs and related technoscientific advancements in industry and
research, India is a useful site for the simultaneous study of technological
proliferation, and the lack of it. According to recent studies (Internet
World Stats 2015), the number of internet users worldwide has increased
from 360 million in 2000 to more than 3 billion in 2014 (an increase of
753%). According to the Telecom Regulatory Authority of India (TRAI),
there are rough|y 400 million internet users in India, with a penetration
of 34.8%. As a comparison, in the United States of America alone -
which has a penetration rate of 86.9% - there are a total of only 277
million users {;s reported in June 2014). This makes India one of the most
fascinating sites in which to engage in ‘Digital Studies’ - being both a
huge market for digital technologies and a land of major inequalities in
terms of use and access to these technologies.

Who We Are

We are STS scholars from ‘the East’ and ‘the West' (or the ‘Global North’
and the ‘Global South’) working on digital technologies and practices in
our respective fields. This collaboration began witﬁ the creation of the
Digital Studies Group in Jawaharlal Nehru University (JNUR in 2015. At the
Annual 4S meeting in Barcelona 2016, around a series of discussions on
digital perspectives from the global south, ideas emerged on a possible
collaboration between early career researchers in France and India.

This group of four French, one Nepali, and three Indian researchers
aims to question and attempt to reshape the manner in which STS has
engaged with digital technologies and practices in the north and the
south so far. Our initial statement was that STS has dealt with digital
issues mostly with an approach focused upon the Global North and
framed in the only perspective of a digital divide/»catch-up» concern
for the Global South, inevitably putting forward specific technologies
and trends. The digital issues, which are dealt with in the Global South,
overlap only partly with this approach and one needs to broaden the
scope of study. In order to achieve this aim, we envision a long-term
collaboration encouraging exchange of ideas and methods between
scholars of both countries over a period of time.



Eric Dagiral is Assistant professor at Paris Descartes University (CERLIS)
working on the making and uses of digital data infrastructures in the
fields of health, medicine and wellbeing technologies.

Khetrimayum Monish has submitted his PhD thesis to the Centre for Studies
in Science Policy (CSSP, JNU) and is Workin? on digital infrastructures
and database politics in India at the Centre for Internet & Society, New
Delhi.

Marianne Noél is a PhD Candidate at LISIS (CNRS-UPEM-INRA-ESIEE)
working on the governance of global open access infrastructures.

Marine Al Dahdah has completed her PhD at CEPED (UPD-IRD) working
on the use of mobile phones for health in the global south (India and
Ghana).

Mathieu Quet is Permanent Researcher at IRD (CEPED-CSSP, JNU)
working on circulation and securitisation of pharmaceuticals in the
global south.

Rajiv Mishra is a PhD Candidate at CSSP, JNU working on large
information systems, development and the case of unique identity and
health informatics in India

Sohan Sha is a PhD Candidate at CSSP, INU working on comparative
innovation policies in the global south.

Vidya Subramanian has submitted her PhD thesis to CSSP, JNU and
is working on ICTs, sport, and social networking cultures in India. She
current|y works with the Hindustan Times in New Delhi.
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