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Abstract 

 

The digital platform has emerged to be a complex sphere of contestations. In the Indian 

context, the ubiquitous practice of building personality cults and the gathering of followers 

or bhakts allowed public figures to easily transition to the social media format to push their 

agendas. Self-professed gurus and government officials exploited the platform, generating 

click-bait posts that often displayed a total disregard for constitutional rights and fact-

checking. Faced with an ever-increasing spread of misinformation, satire became one of 

the central ways for concerned citizens to express dissent. Several satirical narratives 

sprung up to expose the hegemonic narratives. These counter narratives fought the initial 

attempts to quell them through tactics of anonymity and subversion of the system and 

went on to become cult figures in their own right. The format of the digital media allowed 

for them to garner quick following and the digital sphere is now a battle ground between 

these contending narratives. In this context, the current paper attempts to understand the 

digital public sphere and the role of satire through the case of the Facebook fan-page called 
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Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy. This case presents an interesting instance to study the nature 

of the public sphere allowed for by the format of social media.  

 

Keywords: Social Media, Subversion, Digital Publics 

 

 

Introduction:  

Social media sites have brought an unprecedented sense of connectivity and provided a shared 

�S�X�E�O�L�F���V�S�D�F�H���I�R�U���G�R�F�X�P�H�Q�W�L�Q�J���H�D�F�K���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�·�V���O�L�I�H���H�Y�H�Q�W�V�����F�U�D�I�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H�L�U���V�R�F�L�D�O���S�H�U�V�R�Q�D���D�Q�G���V�K�D�U�L�Q�J��

their opinions on current events. The techno-optimists posit that in providing avenues for personal 

expression, new media technologies are professed to increase political participation (Papacharissi 

2002). Some of the optimism is well placed, as there has been an increasing influx of the non-

mainstream content and a�Y�D�L�O�D�E�L�O�L�W�\�� �R�I�� �V�H�Y�H�U�D�O�� �D�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�Y�H�� �V�S�D�F�H�V�� �W�R�� �H�[�S�U�H�V�V�� �R�Q�H�·�V�� �R�S�L�Q�L�R�Q���� �%�X�W��

several scholars (Boeder 2005; Dahlberg 2001; Deuze 2006) have cautioned against such a 

simplistic formulation. The virtual space is a contentious ground between several competing 

agendas and the emergent public sphere is also a product of the contending ideologies.  

�6�R�F�L�D�O���P�H�G�L�D�·�V���G�H�P�R�F�U�D�W�L�]�L�Q�J���S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O���Z�D�V���S�H�J�J�H�G���R�Q���L�W���E�H�L�Q�J���D���E�U�R�D�G�F�D�V�W�L�Q�J���W�R�R�O���Z�K�L�F�K���D�O�O�R�Z�V��

anybody with a certain amount of technical and educational capability to have a voice. But a careful 

examination would expose the convolutions of such a claim. Like any other mainstream media, 

including digital media, those without access are rendered silent. There are also questions regarding 

the veracity and verifiability of the content generated. The lack of gate-keeping, however, also 

makes it prone to spreading misinformation and polarising the spread of content through the 

circulation of personal agendas. With the careful monitoring of content by the state and increasing 

control of the digital platforms by the corporate media houses, undermines this characteristic lack 

of gate-keeping.  

An important aspect of the social media practices is the production of personality cults. The 

production of personality cults itself is not new, but it is important to examine how cults are 

produced in the new virtual sphere. With the ease of production of content and particularly the 

ease of dissemination, i.e. anybody with access to technology can now disseminate messages 

without any financial costs, the business of producing personality cults has grown manyfold. There 
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are specific mechanisms of reaping benefits through the production of personality cults on digital 

media. A person with a considerable amount of following on social media is a commodity in 

demand; the benefits could be reaped in monetary terms through endorsing consumer products 

�R�U���L�Q���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���W�H�U�P�V���E�\���I�X�U�W�K�H�U�L�Q�J���R�Q�H�·�V���D�J�H�Q�G�D���D�Q�G���Z�L�H�O�G�L�Q�J���S�R�Z�H�U���R�Y�H�U���W�K�H���I�R�O�O�R�Z�H�U�V�����7�K�H���V�R�F�L�D�O��

media platforms that have become sites of contestations of different ideologies can be analysed 

using the Habermasian concept of the public sphere. Though the concept itself has been criticised 

by scholars like Nancy Fraser (1990) for its limited applicability, it remains a useful analytical tool.  

This paper attempts to understand the nature of the discourse constituted by the social media 

sphere and the role of satire in countering the hegemonic narratives through the case of Unofficial 

Subramaniam Swamy Facebook page.  

 

Digital Public Sphere: 

Fraser (1990) defines the Habermasian public sphere as a discursive space in which citizens 

deliberate about their common affairs, a theatre in modern societies where political participation 

is enacted through the medium of talk. This theatre of deliberation in the post-modern society has 

shifted to the virtual space. Digital media and particularly social media provide a discursive space 

for a large community of people. While physical communities were linked, and sometimes limited 

by, geographical and cultural connections, the virtual sphere stretches these limitations. 

Deliberations range from practical themes to ideological ones. Fraser (1990) argues that the 

Habermasian conception of public sphere is utopian and bourgeois, and has several exclusions, 

gender being the most significant. The social media space is in principle egalitarian and provides 

an equal voice to all the users, but an important question to ask is: does having a voice ensure 

being heard? Jankowski and Van Selm (2000) point out that the virtual sphere much like the real 

one is dominated by the elites. They argue that it provides public space but does not constitute a 

public sphere. Papacharissi (2010) argues that virtual public sphere is by nature exclusionary to 

those who do not have access to it. Further having information does not ensure an enlightened 

public sphere. Fraser (1990:62�����D�O�V�R���Q�R�W�H�V���W�K�D�W���´�W�K�H���R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���S�X�E�O�L�F���V�S�K�H�U�H���L�V���W�K�H���S�U�L�P�H���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�D�O��

�V�L�W�H���I�R�U���W�K�H���F�R�Q�V�W�U�X�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���F�R�Q�V�H�Q�W���W�K�D�W���G�H�I�L�Q�H�V���W�K�H���Q�H�Z�����K�H�J�H�P�R�Q�L�F���P�R�G�H���R�I���G�R�P�L�Q�D�W�L�R�Q�µ�� 

There is a growing body of research examining the digital public sphere. Robertson, Vatrapu and 

Medina (2010) examine the political discourse generated on Facebook during the US presidential 

election, they use the Habermasian concept of public sphere to understand the exercise of 

deliberative democracy. They analyse the Facebook posts based on the frequency of the posts by 
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an individual and their commitment to the dialogue. Conover et al. (2011) analyse the political 

polarization on twitter during the U.S congressional midterm elections. They examine the 

interaction between the individuals sharing the same ideology and those with opposing ideologies. 

Halpern and Gibbs (2012) do a comparative analysis of Facebook and Youtube as platforms for 

political expression; they note that YouTube tends to score low on politeness due to 

deindividuation1, whereas Facebook as a result of being connected to the individual identity begets 

higher politeness. Wojcieszak and Mutz (2009) examine online groups as spaces which hold 

potential to expose the individuals to different political views. Most of these studies use 

quantitative methods to understand the behaviour of social media users and, in turn, examine the 

nature of the political discourse that is generated. A large amount of research on social media has 

also studied its role in political activism and the role of social media in the Arab Spring, which was 

dubbed the twitter revolution (Howard et al. 2011; Gerbaudo 2012; Khondker 2011; Bhuiyan 

2011). Wolfsfeld, Segev and Sheafer (2013) locate the role of social media in the protests; they 

emphasise the importance of taking the local context in analysing the social media behaviour and 

argue that the social media acted to complement the on-the-ground political activity. Tufecki and 

Wilson (2012) examine the role of Facebook in disseminating the information of protests, sharing 

news and coordination of logistics of protest. Khamis, Gold and Vaughn (2012) argue that the 

role of social media in a particular movement has to be contextualised within the broader political 

and social structure of each country and note that each instance has unique complexities.  

There is very little research that has looked at social media in the Indian context. This paper 

attempts to study the case of a particular social media page by integrating it with the prevailing 

socio-political context in India. It tries to examine the nature of the public sphere realised on social 

media through the study of specific case of the Facebook page of Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy   

Peter Dahlgreen (2005) conceptualizes the public sphere as set of communicative spaces that 

facilitate exchange of ideas and formation of political opinion. He argues that the three dimensions, 

namely the structural, the representational, and the interactional, are useful in analysing the public 

sphere. He defines the structural as that which relates to institutional features; media ownership, 

control, regulation, issues of financing etc. In the case of the Internet this refers to the ways in 

which digital spaces are configured, accessed, and used. The content generated by mass media and 

the questions of accuracy, fairness, pluralism, and agenda setting are included in the 

�U�H�S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�D�W�L�R�Q�D�O���G�L�P�H�Q�V�L�R�Q�����7�K�H���F�L�W�L�]�H�Q�V�·���H�Q�J�D�J�H�P�H�Q�W���Z�L�W�K���W�K�H���P�H�G�L�D���D�Q�G���K�R�Z���W�K�H�\���P�D�N�H���V�H�Q�V�H���R�I��

                                                            
1 Deindividuation theory argues that individual behaviour becomes socially deregulated in conditions of 
anonymity and group immersion, due to the reduction in self awareness (as cited in Halpern & Gibbs 
(2013:1160) 
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it is considered in the interactional dimension. This helps us understand the kind of exchanges that 

take place between different individuals on these platforms. This framework has been used to 

analyse the discursive universe in the case of Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy Facebook page. 

 

The case:  

Dr. Subramanian Swamy is an economics professor and an ex-cabinet minister who has been a 

prominent spokesperson for the Hindutva ideology. His public statements get a lot of attention and 

he is considered to be an opinion leader, his Harvard degree contributing to his image as a public 

intellectual. He is also very active on Twitter and has a following of more than a million people, 

�Z�K�R�P���K�H���U�H�I�H�U�V���W�R���D�V���K�L�V���¶�3�D�W�U�L�R�W�L�F���7�Z�H�H�S�O�H�V�·�����7�Z�L�W�W�H�U���3�H�R�S�O�H�V�����R�U���¶�3�7�V�·�����$���J�O�R�E�D�O���I�D�Q���J�U�R�Xp called 

Shankhnaad, managed his Facebook page and with his consent, posted content based on the 

manipulation of facts and vilification of history. For example, in one twitter post he links 

Kashyapasa Gotra to Kashmiris (explained in detail later). In 2014, an anonymous self-proclaimed 

software professional parodied this page with another Facebook page called Subramaniam Swamy, 

with subtle name difference of Subramaniam instead of Subramanian. The intent of this page was 

to counter the propaganda of the fan managed page through satirical posts. Since this fake account 

�X�V�H�G���'�U�����6�Z�D�P�\�·�V���S�L�F�W�X�U�H���R�Q���L�W�V���S�U�R�I�L�O�H���D�Q�G���F�O�R�V�H�O�\���S�D�U�R�G�L�H�G���W�K�H���V�W�\�O�H���R�I���W�K�H���R�U�L�J�L�Q�D�O���7�Z�L�W�W�H�U���S�R�V�W�V��

and Shankhnaad�·s Facebook posts, many ardent followers of the politician were hoodwinked into 

following the page and sharing its satirical content. When it was brought to his notice, Dr. 

�6�X�E�U�D�P�D�Q�L�D�Q���6�Z�D�P�\�� �G�H�P�D�Q�G�H�G���W�K�D�W���)�D�F�H�E�R�R�N���W�D�N�H�G�R�Z�Q���W�K�H���¶�I�D�N�H�·�� �S�D�J�H���� �8�Q�D�E�O�H���W�R���G�L�V�W�L�Q�J�X�L�V�K��

between the fan page and the parody page, Facebook issued notices to both the pages to add 

�¶�8�Q�R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O�·���W�R���W�K�H�L�U���S�U�R�I�L�O�H���Q�D�P�H�V�����D�V���E�R�W�K���R�I���W�K�H�P���G�L�G���Q�R�W���E�H�O�R�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���U�H�D�O���S�H�U�V�R�Q�����:�K�L�O�H���W�K�H��

�S�D�U�R�G�\���S�D�J�H���R�E�O�L�J�H�G�����W�K�H���I�D�Q���P�D�Q�D�J�H�G���S�D�J�H���G�L�G�Q�·�W���D�Q�G���K�H�Q�F�H���L�W���Z�D�V���W�D�N�H�Q���G�R�Z�Q�����7�K�H���F�D�V�H���J�D�U�Q�H�U�H�G��

considerable media attention and has also been subject of several internet jokes and memes. The 

parody page, now called Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy, continues to make satirical commentary on 

the statements of Dr. Subramanian Swamy and other Hindutva propagandists. Today, it is an active 

page with about 4,72,466 followers2.  

 

 

                                                            
2 From the time this paper was first presented in February 2016 to February 2017 the page has moved from 
90,000 followers to about 4,72,000 followers.  
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Digital media and the branded self: 

�6�L�Q�F�H�� �W�K�H�� �G�L�J�L�W�D�O�� �V�S�K�H�U�H�� �G�R�H�V�Q�·�W�� �K�D�Y�H�� �J�D�W�H�N�H�H�S�H�U�V���� �L�W�� �L�V�� �S�U�R�Q�H�� �W�R�� �D�W�W�H�P�S�W�V�� �E�\�� �L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O�V�� �D�Q�G��

organizations to use it as a propaganda machine. Building a following in the digital sphere is 

relatively easy and potentially doable by anyone. The principles of marketing and branding goods 

are now applied to people. Coupland (1996) argues that personal branding is hardly a new thing; 

it is as old as advertising. Individuals have benefitted from projecting themselves in the public 

sphere in several ways. One can see it as an extension of the celebrity from the culture industry to 

the larger society. Politics and cinema have always garnered mass following. While this was limited 

to a few film stars and some prominent politicians, social media has made it possible for ordinary 

people to acquire a large following. 

Alison Hearn (2008) argues that the goal of the branded self is to produce profit. Here the self is 

seen as a commodity for sale in the labour market which must generate its own packaging, 

positioning and promotion (Hearn 2008). The branded self can be thought to produce surplus3 

which can either be monetary or in the form of public influence. Branding produces symbolic 

values which are used repeatedly to create a standardized image of the person. Social media 

�E�H�F�R�P�H�V�� �D�Q�� �L�G�H�D�O�� �V�L�W�H�� �I�R�U�� �V�X�F�K�� �D�� �S�U�R�M�H�F�W�� �D�Q�G�� �K�H�O�S�V�� �E�X�L�O�G�� �R�Q�H�·�V�� �E�U�D�Q�G�� �W�K�U�R�X�J�K�� �V�K�R�U�W�� �D�G�Y�H�U�W�L�V�L�Q�J��

messages (status on Facebook, 140 character tweets on twitter) and images (profile pictures). A 

personal brand is highly valued by the market. Different websites like Forbes.com, Zimbio.com, 

ranker.com, etc. release the list of most popular celebrities on social media from time to time, 

which serve as indicators of the market value of that individual brand. The value need not be in 

terms of financial returns but also could be in terms of social power.  

 

 

                                                            
3 Speaking with regard to South Indian film stars, Madhav Prasad (2013) talks of two kinds of surplus amassed by 
a star; economic and political. 
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The Twitter activity of Dr. Subramanian Swamy can be looked at as a part of an attempt to create 

a personal brand.  Though his political career spans several decades, social media has amplified his 

popularity. A very active tweeter since 2009, Swamy has built up his social media persona as a 

public intellectual and a fearless proponent of Hindutva ideology (The Huffington Post, India 

2015). He follows an acerbic style on twitter with a frequent use of portmanteau to refer to 

�R�S�S�R�Q�H�Q�W�V���� �)�R�U�� �H�[�D�P�S�O�H���� �¶�6�L�F�N�X�O�D�U�V�·�� �I�R�U�� �V�H�F�X�O�D�U�� �R�S�S�R�Q�H�Q�W�V�� �W�R�� �K�L�V��Hindutva propaganda and 

�¶�$�D�S�W�D�U�G�V�·���W�R���U�H�I�H�U���W�R���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�H�U�V���R�I���W�K�H���S�R�O�L�W�L�F�D�O���S�D�U�W�\���$�$�3���H�W�F�����+�H���D�O�V�R���J�L�Y�Hs sarcastic nick names 

to his opponents. For example: Robber to refer to Robert Vadra, Shree 420 to refer to Arvind 

Kejriwal, etc. He has garnered about 3.72 million4 followers on twitter and a lot of the terminology 

coined by him has been adopted by his followers.  

 

 

 

Figure 1 shows one of his tweets where he manufactures a connection between his gotra5 and being 

a Kashmiri thereby garnering support for the Hindutva idea of settling Hindus in Kashmir. By this 

�O�R�J�L�F�����K�L�V���¶�J�R�W�U�D���U�R�R�W�V�·���G�L�U�H�F�W���W�K�D�W���K�H���L�V���W�K�H �¶�R�U�L�J�L�Q�D�O�·���.�D�V�K�P�L�U�L�����V�R���W�K�H���R�F�F�X�S�D�W�L�R�Q���Q�R�Z���J�H�W�V���M�X�V�W�L�I�L�H�G��

as his right. The ultimate goal is to turn Hindus into a majority everywhere and quell the power of 

the minorities. Figure 2 shows his attempt to present ancient Hindu roots in Iran through some 

manufactured sources like Vaishnava news agency. Dr. Swamy repeatedly invokes the ideal of an 

                                                            
4 This is the figure as on 11 February 2017 

5 Gotra is the clan name in Hindu religion.   
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�¶�$�N�K�D�Q�G�� �%�K�D�U�D�W�·�� �R�U�� �D�Q�� �X�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�H�G�� �Q�D�W�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �+�L�Q�G�X�V�� �W�K�D�W�� �Z�L�O�O�� �E�H�� �H�V�W�D�E�O�L�V�K�H�G�� �D�F�U�R�V�V�� �W�K�H�� �Z�R�U�O�G����

Through the use of his signature terminology his attempts can be seen as a way of promoting 

himself as a brand ambassador for Hindutva ideology on social media. The characteristics of his 

personal brand can be identified as unabashed proponent of Hindutva�����Z�K�R���G�R�H�V�Q�·�W���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W���D���J�D�U�E��

�R�I���V�H�F�X�O�D�U�L�V�P�����O�L�N�H���¶�6�L�F�N�X�O�D�U�V�·�����D�Q�G���V�S�H�D�N�V��for Hindu domination. These posts are aimed at making 

a social media spectacle and thus garner a large following that holds the potential to translate into 

greater political negotiation power.   

The Facebook fan page of Dr. Swamy was managed by a Hindutva group called Shankhnaad which 

posted similar unsubstantiated content with the sole aim of propagating the Hindutva ideology.  

 

Dr. Subramanian Swamy and the unofficial Subramaniam Swamy:  

In the following paragraphs we will analyse the Shankhnaad fan page by a�G�R�S�W�L�Q�J�� �'�D�K�O�J�U�H�H�Q�·�V 

(2005) framework that considers the structural, the representational and the interactional 

dimensions of the public sphere.  

The structural dimension: As argued earlier, both the fan page and the fake page are hosted on 

Facebook and operate by the rules set by it. Facebook has the capacity to monitor and control the 

�I�O�R�Z���R�I���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���R�Q���L�W�����$�W���W�K�H���O�H�Y�H�O���R�I���W�K�H���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���S�D�J�H�V�����'�U�����6�Z�D�P�\�·�V���S�D�J�H���L�V���P�D�Q�D�J�H�G��

by a specialized agency which is adept at spin doctoring (the Shankhnaad.net page presents the 

team which works on different projects); Dr. Swamy himself being a well-known politician has the 

financial and political agency to have a voice in the social media space. The professionally managed 

page with considerable financial backing has the ability to employ techniques to garner views and 

followers.  

The Representational dimension: The media output of the Shankhnaad fan page is the ideology of 

Hindu right and in terms of interaction, all the engagement is driven towards silencing any 

�D�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�Y�H���R�S�L�Q�L�R�Q�V���D�Q�G���W�R���¶�P�D�U�N�H�W�·��Hindutva to the digital citizens. This continual production of 

content to propagate the Hindutva ideology produces a hegemonic discourse on social media.  

The interaction dimension: The Facebook page of Dr. Subramanian Swamy has a clear agenda to 

promote the Hindutva ideology and hence encourages interaction aimed at showing the supremacy 

of the Hindutva ideology; all comments and interactions are aimed at furthering this agenda. The 

engagement is among like-minded Hindutva ideologues and there is little or no engagement with 

alternative views.  
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Here the platform of Facebook must also be discussed; the act of liking or following a particular 

ideological page on Facebook becomes the act of affirming on�H�·�V affiliation to a particular person 

or idea. By liking a page an individual is a) showing consent to receive information about the page 

b) pledging allegiance to the idea that the page represents c) announcing this allegiance to the 

world. Thus, �D�Q���L�Q�G�L�Y�L�G�X�D�O���Z�K�R���O�L�N�H�V���'�U�����6�X�E�U�D�P�D�Q�L�D�Q���6�Z�D�P�\�·�V���S�D�J�H���Z�R�X�O�G���P�R�V�W���S�U�R�E�D�E�O�\���K�D�Y�H��

been a follower of his rhetoric or the proponent of the Hindutva �L�G�H�R�O�R�J�\�����$�V���W�K�H���D�F�W���R�I���¶�V�R�F�L�D�O�L�W�\�·��

�L�Q���V�R�F�L�D�O���P�H�G�L�D���L���H�������W�K�H���D�F�W���R�I���D�Q�Q�R�X�Q�F�L�Q�J���R�Q�H�·�V���¶�O�L�N�H�V�·���W�R���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G���L�V a public act, there is very little 

chance for people who do not agree to the Hindutva ideology to like or follow the page. There is 

also a possibility of individuals who want to counter the Hindutva discourse to like the page and 

counter the propaganda of the page. But this is very rare as the strength of the followers 

overpowers any possibility of alternative views. Thus, the format of the platform itself limits the 

kind of engagement that can happen on the people specific or idea specific pages.  

To this hegemonic narrative, the Facebook page Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy can be seen as a 

counter narrative. Although Dr. Swamy has been active on Twitter since 2009, and the Shankhnaad 

fan page is operational since 2012, it was only in 2014 that the creator of the Unofficial Subramaniam 

Swamy Facebook page felt the need to present a satirical counter narrative to the dominant Hindutva 

campaign. In an interview to rediff.com, the anonymous person who created the page says,  

Of late -- from one year -- I have been seeing Subramanian Swamy's page -- managed 

by Shankhnaad -- with lots of misinformation against Christians, Muslims, Hindus. 

And they try to prove it with Photoshopped pics. It was very disturbing seeing the 

educated lot sharing such info without thinking. That's when this idea struck me. I 

also follow Swamy on Twitter, and was aware of his tweeting style. So I created this 

page to show funny things and claim everything belongs to our ancestors. I didn't know 

it would click and grow so fast. (Rediff.com 2014) 

 

Satire as counter hegemonic narrative:  

The Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy Facebook page began with a series of posts wherein international 

figures were claimed as having Indian roots. This �F�R�Q�W�H�Q�W���Q�R�W���R�Q�O�\���F�R�X�Q�W�H�U�H�G���'�U�����6�Z�D�P�\�·�V���U�K�H�W�R�U�L�F��

but also gained a lot of media attention and followers (Figures 3 and 4������ �%�\�� �¶�S�K�R�W�R�V�K�R�S�S�L�Q�J�·��

original pictures and giving captions to old photographs out of context the page mimicked Dr. 

Swamy and his �E�K�D�N�W�·�V frequent distortion of historical facts to suit their own agenda. To add insult 
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to injury, the posts also parodied Shankhnaad�·�V���O�R�J�R���D�Q�G���F�D�O�O�H�G���L�W���¶�6�K�D�Q�N�K�3�D�D�G�·6 instead. Counter 

narratives are particularly attractive tools for the out-group; they create bonds, shared 

understanding and social cohesion which subvert the master narrative providing alternative 

versions of reality (Delgado 1989). �7�K�H���R�X�W�O�D�Q�G�L�V�K���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V���W�K�D�W���¶�S�U�R�Y�H�G�·���K�R�Z���0�L�F�K�D�H�O���-�D�F�N�V�R�Q��

and Shakespeare were originally Hindu Brahmins brought �W�R���O�L�J�K�W���V�L�P�L�O�D�U���E�L�]�D�U�U�H���¶�U�H�Y�L�V�H�G�·���Y�H�U�V�L�R�Q�V��

of Indian history concocted by Dr. Swamy and his ilk. In this way, �W�K�H���X�Q�R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O���S�D�J�H�·�V���V�D�W�L�U�L�F�D�O��

�S�R�V�W�V���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G���D���F�R�X�Q�W�H�U���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H���W�R���'�U�����6�Z�D�P�\�·�V���R�Z�Q���D�O�W�H�U�Q�D�W�L�Y�H���Q�D�U�U�D�W�L�Y�H�V���W�K�D�W���W�U�D�F�H�G���H�Y�H�U�\�W�K�L�Q�J��

to a fabricated Hindutva past.  

 

 

 

                                                            
6 �Z�W�������[���]�•���•�o���v�P���(�}�Œ���(�o���š�µ�o���v�����X 
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Satire is the key element in the success of the Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy Facebook page. The 

centrality of satire is to be understood at two levels: in calling the bluff of the hegemonic narrative 

and to present a safe ground for the counter narrative. Jones and Thompson (2009:6) note that 

political satire has � t́he unique ability�«  to speak truth to power�µ. While Dr. Swamy uses his 

influence to propagate content that often shows a complete disregard for facts, the unofficial page 

parodies that same content to unmask his true motive. The genre of parody counters the 

hegemonic narrative using humour, which has two kinds of effects. The humour dethrones the 

high moral stance taken by the Hindutva hegemonic narratives and makes it look absurd; by doing 

so it brings it to the table for discussion. But the same humour also runs the risk of being 

considered cynical and hence not taken seriously. Boeder (2005) argues that the discourse on 

virtual public sphere loses its political character and takes on the flavour of entertainment.  

Speaking in the context of the satirical news shows like The Colbert Report and The Daily Show with 

Jon Stewart, Jones and Baym (2010) point out that cynicism is not the modern notion of lack of 

commitment and detachment but a proactive protest against hypocrisy, corruption, insincerity, and 

extravagance. In fact, the act of producing satire itself proves that the creator believes it will make 

a difference in exposing the falsehoods that it is opposing. According to Peter Sloterdijk (cited in 

Jones and Baym 2010), satirists use their craft for their belief in truth. Without this conviction in 

the power of an equal debate, satirists would lack the motivation to continuously participate in the 

political discourse.  

Satire also reconstitutes the binary of fake and real. Here, the page that was managed by the bhakts, 

the real fan page, �Z�D�V���W�D�N�H�Q���G�R�Z�Q���D�V���L�W���Z�D�V���S�R�V�W�L�Q�J���I�D�O�V�H���X�Q�V�X�S�S�R�U�W�H�G���F�R�Q�W�H�Q�W���D�Q�G���W�K�H���¶�I�D�N�H�·, i.e. 

the parody account, continues to exist by declaring itself fake, �L���H�����D�G�G�L�Q�J���W�K�H���Z�R�U�G���¶�X�Q�R�I�I�L�F�L�D�O�· to 

its title�����,�Q���W�K�H���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W���R�I���¶�I�D�N�H���Q�H�Z�V�·, Jones and Baym (2010) argue that the performances of the 

�V�D�W�L�U�L�V�W�V���L�V���¶�U�H�D�O�·���L�Q��the sense that they happen with a straight face, following public conventions, 

but there might be no truth in the performance; yet it is aimed at unearthing the falsehood behind 

the projected truth. The satirical performance deconstructs the public fakery and offers access to 

the real by the act of unmasking it. Jones and Baym �������������� �H�P�S�O�R�\���+�D�U�U�\���)�U�D�Q�N�I�X�U�W�·�V (Cited in 

Jones and �%�D�\�P���������������F�R�Q�F�H�S�W���R�I���%�X�O�O�V�K�L�W���Z�K�L�F�K���L�V���D�N�L�Q���W�R���+�D�E�H�U�P�D�V�·���L�G�H�D���R�I���¶�V�W�U�D�W�H�J�L�F���V�S�H�H�F�K�·����

which is meant to manipulate the listener. Satire attempts to uncover the intentions behind this 

strategic speech to the people.  

�7�K�H���V�D�W�L�U�L�F�D�O���S�D�J�H���S�R�V�W�V���F�R�Q�W�H�Q�W���Z�L�W�K���V�O�L�J�K�W���G�L�V�W�R�U�W�L�R�Q���D�V���S�R�V�W�H�G���E�\���'�U�����6�Z�D�P�\�·�V���U�H�D�O���S�D�J�H����in so 

doing it constantly pits itself against Dr. Swamy. It also presents quirky comments on 
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contemporary events. The ambiguity between the real and fake not only aids the satire but also 

serves to maintain the anonymity of the person behind the satirical page. 

 

 

The need for anonymity has to be understood in the context of the increasing judicial and extra-

judicial control in the virtual sphere. The Aseem Trivedi case7, the arrest of two girls in Mumbai 

                                                            
7 Cartoonist Aseem Trivedi was arrested for his cartoons exposing the corruption of the political elite of India. 
See: https://www.theguardian.com/world/2012/sep/10/indian-cartoonist-jailed-sedition 
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for Facebook posts8, arrests in Goa9 and West Bengal10 for satirical cartoons present instances of 

the �V�W�D�W�H�·�V���D�W�W�H�P�S�W�V���W�R���P�R�Q�L�W�R�U���D�Q�G���F�R�Q�W�U�R�O���G�L�J�L�W�D�O���F�R�Q�W�H�Q�W�����7�K�H, recently struck down, Article 66A 

of the IT act 2008, could attract a maximum sentence of three years and a fine for sending offensive 

messages through a computer or communication device like mobile phone or a tablet.11 The Indian 

government had asked Google and Facebook to pre-censor user content to remove inflammatory, 

disparaging and defamatory content in the past12�����7�K�H���S�U�R�S�R�V�D�O���G�L�G�Q�·�W���J�H�W���W�K�U�R�X�J�K���G�X�H���W�R���Srotests 

from the citizens and civil society organizations but there have been several attacks and arrests of 

people based on the content on social media. Social media has also been cited as reason for 

violence against minorities: A Hindu mob went on a rampage in the city of Pune in 2014 over 

some morphed images of Hindu gods, Shivaji and Bal Thackerey. A Muslim IT professional, who 

was in no way connected to this was attacked and killed by the mob13.  

These examples are only indicative of the growing intolerance even in the virtual sphere and the 

extension of the virtual sphere for wielding control over the citizens through the law and violence. 

In such an intolerant environment production of counter hegemonic narratives like that of 

Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy Facebook page is a courageous act. 

Dr. Subramanian Swamy had threatened Facebook with legal action if they did not shutdown the 

page (see Figure 5). There have been several instances of discussions on the need to shut down 

the Facebook page (see Figures 6, 7, 8 and 9). Interestingly the Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy page 

uses the threats received by him as posts to expose the Hindutva agenda. These threats are 

testimony to the close control exerted over the virtual sphere. In such an environment anonymity 

is not just a strategy of satire but a necessity. The act of satire is complete only when it evokes the 

                                                            
8 Two young women were arrested and detained by the police under section 505(2) on charges of promoting 
enmity, hatred or ill will between classes for questioning the shutdown of the city of Mumbai on death of Shiv 
Sena supremo Bal Thackerey.  See: http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/2-mumbai-girls-in-jail-for-tweet-against-
bal-thackeray/1/229846.html 

9A small-scale industrialist from Pondicherry was arrested under Article 66A for posting status about the 
���}�Œ�Œ�µ�‰�š�]�}�v���}�(���š�Z�����š�Z���v���(�]�v���v�������u�]�v�]�•�š���Œ�[�•���•�}�v 

10 A professor was arrested in West Bengal for posting cartoons about the chief minister on social media.  
See: http://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/india/West-Bengal-professor-neighbour-arrested-over-anti-Mamata-
cartoons/articleshow/12650766.cms 

11 This act was struck-down by the Supreme Court in response of a Public Interest Litigation (PIL) filed by a law 
student Shreya Singhal. The Supreme Court opined that the section invaded that right to free speech and upset 
the balance between the right and the reasonable restrictions that could be imposed on such a right.  

12 The New York Times report on the �/�v���]���v���'�}�À���Œ�v�u���v�š�[�•���Œ���‹�µ���•�š���(�}�Œ���‰�Œ��-censorship can be read at 
https://india.blogs.nytimes.com/2011/12/05/india-asks-google-facebook-others-to-screen-user-content/?_r=0 

13 See: http://www.firstpost.com/india/pune-muslim-techie-killed-by-rightwing-mob-over-morphed-fb-posts-
1555709.html 
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expected response. Booth (cited in Gring-Pemble and Watson 2003) points out the necessary 

conditions for participation in irony; the individual has to first reject the literal meaning, next they 

should find out the alternative meanings and third the reader or listener must decide about the 

�D�X�W�K�R�U�·�V�� �N�Q�R�Z�O�H�G�J�H�� �R�U�� �E�H�O�L�H�I�V���� �7�K�H�� �D�X�G�L�H�Q�F�H�� �P�X�V�W�� �G�H�W�H�U�P�L�Q�H whether the statement expects 

concurrence or reject it. There must be a tacit understanding among the producer of the satire and 

the audience for the satire to work. In the digital sphere, the success of satire can be gauged by its 

popularity; successful satire most often becomes a meme.  

 

 

 

This intersection of anonymity, satire, and replicability through memes on the digital platform has 

interesting implications to the political communication done through the Facebook pages. As 

argued earlier anonymity in case of unofficial Subramaniam Swamy is both a strategy and a necessity. 

It has implications for the perception of the content and the reception of the content. Anonymity 

allows for the counter narrative to have a wider reach as an idea rather than an idea originating 

from an identifiable person. While the branded self-accrues discernible benefits from the social 

media activity, the anonymity of the parody page by limiting the possibility of deriving profit from 

it makes it an honest counter narrative. It makes a statement that it does not intend to leverage the 

counter narrative for any individual gains but rather for the common good.  
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The second aspect to be examined is the conversion of the content into memes and the 

implications of this. Richard Dawkin (1976) draws an analogy between memes and genes to explain 

the spreading of rumours, melodies, catch-phrases, trends etc. As genes replicate certain physical 

characteristics, memes are used to explain the spreading of certain cultural information. An internet 

meme refers to content that has been widely shared over the internet in a short period of time. 

�0�H�P�H�V���D�U�H���L�P�P�H�G�L�D�W�H�O�\���¶�F�R�Q�V�X�P�D�E�O�H�· packets of content whose realization is in quick engagement 

and sharing.  Much of the counter hegemonic satire gets its audience through mass sharing and 

become memes. 

 What happens to the satirical counter narrative in memetic form is an important question in the 

unofficial Subramaniam Swamy page. In memetic form satire reaches a wide audience; but does the 

reach itself warrant the spread of counter narrative? This question calls for further examination of 

the audience of the page and their interaction on it.  

 

Virtual Publics: 

�6�W�H�S�K�H�Q���&�R�O�H�P�D�Q�����������������D�U�J�X�H�V���W�K�D�W���G�L�J�L�W�D�O���P�H�G�L�D���S�U�H�V�H�Q�W�V���F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�H�V���W�R���W�U�D�G�L�W�L�R�Q�D�O���¶�L�Q�G�L�U�H�F�W�·���I�R�U�P�V��

of representation in democratic societies. Jones and Baym (2010) propose a performance model 

of citizenship, as contrasted with citizen as something to become here citizenship is a performance 

which is to be performed at numerous institutions and a variety of contexts. It is a not a passive 

category but an active process. They argue that satire (in this case TV shows) is an open text that 
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requires participation, and that participation in the satire can be thought of as performing 

citizenship. Extending this argument to the social media sphere, can participation in satire in the 

virtual public sphere be considered as a new virtual citizenship? Does liking and sharing satirical 

�F�R�X�Q�W�H�U���K�H�J�H�P�R�Q�L�F���F�R�Q�W�H�Q�W���L�W�V�H�O�I���F�R�X�Q�W���D�V���¶�S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�L�R�Q�·�" 

 

 

 

Fernback and Thompson (cited in Boeder 2005) argue that the virtual space gives an illusion of 

participation, it serves a cathartic role and makes the �S�X�E�O�L�F�� �¶�I�H�H�O�·�� �L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H�G�� �U�D�W�K�H�U�� �W�K�D�Q�� �D�F�W�X�D�O�O�\��

being involved. Memes, while easy to share, are often not taken seriously, and due to the lack of 

accountability, remain fashionably political rather than trying to engage in any constructive counter 

narrative. Satire in memetic form increasingly serves merely as entertainment (Boeder, 2005). The 

research on the Arab spring (Gadi Wolfsfeld, Elad Segev and Tamir Sheafer 2013) has argued the 

importance of on-the-ground activity, along with social media, in the revolution; the social media 

activity in isolation slips into a cathartic activity and often only constitutes a cursory counter 

narrative which might not be taken seriously. 
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Rheingold (cited in Boeder 2005) emphasises on the commercial interests behind the technology. 

The platform of social media is a commercial structure and successful activity on it earns it millions 

in advertising revenue. The revenue itself is dependent on the number of followers garnered by 

the pages (both the hegemonic and counter hegemonic), so the apparatus of Facebook would 

consciously encourage these pages to increase their following i.e., would work towards making 

them cults. The interest of the for-profit social media sphere is in making a spectacle rather than 

creating a vibrant public sphere. The quickly consumable content that intends to constitute a 

counter narrative often only serves the interests and advertising revenues of social media 

companies.  
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Conclusion:  

Through tracing the journey of the Facebook page Unofficial Subramaniam Swamy this paper has 

attempted to characterise the nature of the virtual public sphere and the role of satire in 

constituting a counter narrative to the hegemonic narrative. The conclusions can be characterised 

into production of the satirical counter narrative and engagement with the counter narrative in 

virtual sphere.  

Production of the satirical counter narrative: In this particular case, the satirical page emerges with 

a clear intention to constitute a counter narrative to the hegemonic narrative. In the increasingly 

monitored digital space, satire emerges as a safe zone to be critical of the hegemonic narrative. The 

anonymity of the page, by not conforming to the accrual of profits, counters the branded self of 

the hegemonic narrative, which derives clear benefits from its ideology.  
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Engagement with the counter narrative in virtual sphere: The virtual public sphere on a private 

platform like Facebook which has specific mechanisms to derive profits encourages creation and 

spread of memetic content, which is quickly consumable. The counter narrative has to play by the 

rules set by the platform which limits the scope of the alternative it offers. The individuals engaging 

�R�Q�� �W�K�H�V�H�� �S�O�D�W�I�R�U�P�V�� �R�I�W�H�Q�� �¶�F�R�Q�V�X�P�H�·�� �D�Q�G�� �V�K�D�U�H�� �W�K�H�� �F�R�Q�W�H�Q�W�� �D�V�� �S�H�U�� �W�K�H�� �I�U�D�P�H�Z�R�U�N�� �V�H�W�� �E�\�� �W�K�H��

platform. This highly individualistic participation performs a cathartic function and might not 

necessarily contribute towards strengthening the counter narrative itself.  
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Bhuiyan, S.I. (2011) � Śocial media and its effectiveness in the political reform movement in 

Egypt�µ�� Middle East Media Educator, 1(1): 14-20. 

Boeder, P. (2005) �´�+�D�E�H�U�P�D�V�µ�� �K�H�U�L�W�D�J�H���� �7�K�H�� �I�X�W�X�U�H�� �R�I�� �W�K�H�� �S�X�E�O�L�F�� �V�S�K�H�U�H�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �Q�H�W�Z�R�U�N��

�V�R�F�L�H�W�\�·�� First Monday, 10(9). 

Conover, M., Ratkiewicz, J., Francisco, M.R., Gonçalves, B., Menczer, F. and Flammini, A. (2011) 
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Jones, J.P. and Baym, G. (2010) � Á dialogue on satire news and the crisis of truth in postmodern 

political television�µ�� Journal of Communication Inquiry,34(3): 278. 

Khamis, S., Gold, P.B. and Vaughn, K. (2012) � �́%�H�\�R�Q�G�� �(�J�\�S�W�·�V�� �´�)�D�F�H�E�R�R�N�� �5�H�Y�R�O�X�W�L�R�Q�µ�� �D�Q�G��

�6�\�U�L�D�·�V�� �´�<�R�X�7�X�E�H�� �8�S�U�L�V�L�Q�J���µ�� �&�R�P�S�D�U�L�Q�J��Political Contexts, Actors and Communication 

Strategies�µ�� Arab Media & Society, 15: 1-30. 
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Wojcieszak, M.E. and Mutz, D.C. (2009) � Ónline groups and political discourse: Do online 

discussion spaces facilitate exposure to political disagreement?�µ�� Journal of communication, 59(1): 40-

56. 

Wolfsfeld, G., Segev, E. and Sheafer, T. (2013) � Śocial media and the Arab Spring: Politics comes 
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Abstract 

 

The paper aims at relocating the vernacular practice of chanda (funds) collection for creative 

projects with the intervention of new media and corporatised model of crowd funding and 

crowdsourcing in the support of the dilettante filmmaker. Web 2.0 has unfolded the 

dynamism of crowd participation onto the online forum through the dynamism of 

entrepreneurial ventures into the field of crowd funding. The ease of funding entry level 

and low-scale dilettante projects has taken the democratisation of filmmaking further 

ahead, making the marginal filmmaker mainstream in some ways. The evolved nature of 

marginalised efforts to create viability for creative projects has empowered the dilettante 

or do-it-yourself (DIY) voices in India.1 Because of this, there are an increasing number of 

amateurs experimenting with the prosumer devices like mobile phones. Modulation of the 

conventional Kickstarter and Indiegogo model has brought out novel indigenous 

narratives of creating increased monetary access for the figure of the dilettante. On the 

one hand there is an entrepreneurial boost in form of organisations like Wishberry, 

Catapooolt, and Start51 supporting the reward based model of collecting funds from the 

crowds, on the other hand there are stories of crowd funding campaign failures. For 

example, Sundar (2014) was a popular Wishberry campaign, however it failed in collecting 

                                                            
1 The paper uses the lens of the Web 2.0 moment, wherein the introduction of YouTube and other websites of 
the like led to creation and proliferation of user generated content, that has been stated as Do-it-yourself 
culture. This culture foregrounds the figure of user who is both the consumer and the producer of the content, 
therefore, she is referred to as a prosumer figure utilising the Internet for creating media and learning skills to 
make the media. 
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the required funds for finishing its production. Since there were many films of a similar 

subject being made at the time of the campaign, the film did not meet its target amount. 

The �F�K�D�O�O�H�Q�J�H���O�L�H�V���L�Q���W�K�H���L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���H�[�F�H�V�V���W�K�D�W���K�D�V���V�D�W�X�U�D�W�H�G���W�K�H���F�U�R�Z�G�·�V���S�V�\�F�K�H���D�Q�G�����D�V��

an outcome of this, there is an increasing need for product-differentiation. The campaigns 

harness the art activism caveat to touch a nerve with the crowd and gather funds. However, 

if art activism is used repeatedly, it does not reap beneficial for the crowdfunding 

campaign. Thus, in some ways the do-it-yourself or DIY funding circuit is ironically both 

accessible and contingent, in terms of the outcome it caters, to the dilettante for providing 

a distribution circuit and recognition in the independent filmmaking scene. 

 

Keywords: Crowdfunding, chanda (funds)collection, Web 2.0 and crowds, Do-it-Yourself (DIY) 

culture, DIY funding, DIY filmmakers, short film, online film culture, online short film, 

crowdfunding campaigns, independent filmmaking, YouTube, mainstream versus dilettante 

filmmakers, prosumers and the Internet, funding films, user generated content, Cinema 2.0, 

crowds, participatory culture, DIY media creation, Wishberry.  

 

 

Introduction  

Web 2.0 has defined an era of publics entering the virtual space to contribute in their own unique 

ways to the content. This content is commonly defined as user generated content or UGC. With 

new media channels providing resources for making, distributing and funding films, both the 

amateur figure and professional figure cohabit the space thus created by the Internet. Professionals 

may still have a greater stake in claiming this space, but amateurs too have an equal opportunity to 

be a part of this arena. The short film distributed on the web is popular among both the categories 

discussed here. This further paves the way for alternate forms of filmmaking acquiring a 

professional status and professional practices deriving novel methods of making films from the 

amateur filmmakers. With virtual platforms like YouTube the categories of mainstream and 

independent also lose their commonly understood definitions. When the online channels of video 

distribution like YouTube began, there was a common tendency to look at it as an alternative space 

of distribution and exhibition, but over the years, user generated content has acquired mainstream 

presence with an increasing number of audiences and discourses around the same. Moreover, the 
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Internet has surged shadow economies of cinema wherein the informal and formal circuits 

supporting filmmaking and film distribution are at a constant interaction with each other (Lobato, 

2012:96). 

 

Crowds �² Where it all begins 

To begin the study on crowdfunding circuits in India, I will first locate the basic concept of crowds 

in this study. As one would notice in the paper, how a critical engagement with crowds within the 

context of crowdfunding is of utmost importance to further look at the role of crowdfunding. One 

of the most seminal works on the study of crowds, comes from Gustav Le Bon, who wrote his 

thesis in an era defined by upheavals in the European region. He states�����´�7�K�H���D�J�H���Z�H���D�U�H���D�E�R�X�W���W�R��

enter will in truth be the �(�5�$���2�)���&�5�2�:�'�6�µ. 2  (Gustave le Bon 2002) 

In his analysis of the era of crowds, Bon outlines the key role of the power of crowds in mobilizing 

inaction to action through mass intervention. However, for the current study, since the primary 

lens is Web 2.0, I �Z�R�X�O�G���O�L�N�H���W�R���V�K�L�I�W���D�Z�D�\���I�U�R�P���&�D�Q�H�W�W�L�·�V���G�H�I�L�Q�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���F�U�R�Z�G�V���W�R���D�Q���L�Q�F�O�X�V�L�Y�H��

definition of multitude as defined by Hardt and Negri in their thesis. They theorise groups of 

people as, 

The people has traditionally been a unitary conception. The population, of course, is characterized by all 

kinds of differences, but the people reduces that diversity to a unity and makes of the population a single 

�L�G�H�Q�W�L�W�\���� �´�W�K�H�� �S�H�R�S�O�H�µ�� �L�V�� �R�Q�H���� �7�K�H�� �P�X�O�W�L�W�X�G�H���� �L�Q�� �F�R�Q�W�U�D�V�W���� �L�V�� �P�D�Q�\���� �7�K�H�� �P�X�O�W�L�W�X�G�H�� �L�V�� �F�R�P�S�R�V�H�G�� �R�I��

innumerable internal differences that can never be reduced to a unity or a single identity�³ different cultures, 

races, ethnicities, genders, and sexual orientations; different forms of labour; different ways of living; 

different views of the world; and different desires. The multitude is a multiplicity of all these singular 

differences. (Hardt and Negri, 2004:15). 

In their thesis on the multitude, Hardt and Negri describe the Internet as a classic example of the 

multitude �² wherein people interact in open space whilst retaining their many differences. 

Therefore, a multitude is a group of people together in a common space irrespective of their biases. 

For a crowdfunding campaign run using online platforms, the DIY filmmaker needs to reach out 

to this multitude and mobilis�H���L�W���I�R�U���V�X�S�S�R�U�W�L�Q�J���K�L�V���I�L�O�P�·�V���S�U�R�G�X�F�W�L�R�Q�����7�R���F�R�Q�Q�H�F�W���W�K�H���S�H�R�S�O�H���L�Q���D��

                                                            
2 Le Bon in his analysis on crowds and their psychology, envisions that the era in which we are living and have 
lived before, has been defined by the way in which crowds can influence an event or a situation. In this 
reference, Le Bon celebrates the resilience of the power of crowds in shaping the society and influencing 
history. Emphasis added by author. 
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singularity, the multitude must be addressed using an emotional thread, that can bring together 

people in a crowd that supports a project. In a crowdfunding campaign, the "emotional cont�D�J�L�R�Q�µ��

is what pivots the people into the mode of activism. The phenomenon has been studied by Adam 

Kramer who describes it as follows:  

Emotional states can be transferred to others via emotional contagion, leading them to experience the same 

emotions as those around them. Emotional contagion is well established in laboratory experiments, in 

which people transfer positive and negative moods and emotions to others. Similarly, data from a large, 

real-world social network collected over a 20-year period suggests that longer-lasting moods (e.g., depression, 

happiness) can be transferred through networks as well (sic) (Kramer 2014). 

Filmmakers and crowdfunding agencies capitalise on the emotional contagion to a certain extent 

and philanthropic engagement as well, to garner funds for their film projects. Filmmaking as a 

process, demands team dedication. From the crew that shoots and edits to create the film, to the 

audience that experiences the same film in a pitch-black theatre or on its smartphones, the crowd 

is key to filmmaking. The man with the movie camera has transformed to men with smartphone 

cameras; the mobile panopticons that are constantly keeping an eye on us. Simultaneously, an 

increasing number of our activities have found a virtual manifestation including filmmaking, 

distributing and funding films �² using online platforms. 

The distinction between work and leisure has increasingly faded in the digital era, wherein, the user 

is both a consumer and a producer of the digital commodity. Real world communities have 

transformed into virtual ones. Internet users along with a primary reliance on online networks, rely 

heavily on offline or on ground networking too. Specifically, in case of crowdsourcing and 

crowdfunding, social networking sites function only as an online tool for connecting with interest 

groups, however, on ground networking is still needed in order to strengthen the crowd 

participation in a crowdfunding campaign. The idea is to harness the potential of networks for 

creating your own project tha�W���V�H�U�Y�H�V���D�V���D���´�Q�H�Z�µ���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���L�Q���D�Q�\���F�K�R�V�H�Q���I�L�H�O�G�����.�H�H�S�L�Q�J���W�K�L�V��

dynamic space in mind, Catapooolt�·�V���E�D�Q�Q�H�U���R�Q���L�W�V���Z�H�E�S�D�J�H���U�H�D�G�V�����´We will help you do the new�µ��3 

Crowdfunding agencies across the board emphasize on leveraging the creative and novel 

inventions in any field. The campaign serves not just the purpose of funding for the project but 

also analyse the unique selling point and differentiation factor of the project. In a world of multiple 

copies of original, crowdfunding intervenes to package the novelty (in this study the film/video) 

with that differentiation factor. For the purpose of this study I interviewed the prominent 

                                                            
3 See: http://www.catapooolt.com/ [Accessed on 15th January, 2015] 
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crowdfunding organisations in the Indian context along with the other filmmakers whose case 

studies have been discussed below. These interactions have been theoretically nuanced to lay out 

the discourse on crowdfunding and crowdsourcing in India. 

 

Crowdsourcing and Crowdfunding �² A brief history and the Indian context 

�-�H�I�I���+�R�Z�H���F�R�L�Q�H�G���W�K�H���W�H�U�P���´�F�U�R�Z�G�V�R�X�U�F�L�Q�J�µ���W�R���G�H�I�L�Q�H���D���Q�H�Z���P�H�G�L�D���E�D�V�H�G���S�K�H�Q�R�P�H�Q�R�Q���R�I���F�U�R�Z�G��

participation and outsourcing talent (Howe 2006). Crowdfunding on the other hand dates back to 

the age-old practice of chanda collection. The accounted record of crowdfunding practices globally 

dates back to the eighteenth century, when Irish loan funds were offered to low income families. 

According to fundable.com4, this practice was founded by author Jonathan Swift. Whereas a recent 

study on the history of crowdfunding quotes the erection of Statue of Liberty in 1886 as an 

outcome of crowdfunding using emotional appeals to the crowd, spearheaded by Joseph Pulitzer 

(Freedman and Nutting 2015:3). However, the recent avatar of online crowdfunding emerged in 

1990s after the Internet became the playground for bloggers and artists as a medium to share their 

work with the world. The first website that emerged with an online crowdfunding model was artist 

share, founded by Boston based music composer and computer programmer Brian Camelio. The 

model was in close alignment with the present-day Indiegogo (founded in 2008) and Kickstarter 

(founded in 2009) rewards based model (ibid). Crowdsourcing and Crowd-funding are the prime 

models used by indie filmmakers. Although the terms have been used interchangeably in most 

places, there is a difference between the two; Crowdsourcing is common to filmmaking in a generic 

sense, wherein most of the crew and funds are acquired by collaborating with the people. 

Crowdfunding in the context of independent filmmaking differs from crowdsourcing as the 

agenda of participation from the crowd is solely directed towards garnering funds for at least one 

of the three steps of film production �² pre-production (scripting and planning), production 

(shooting the film) and post-production.  

�7�K�H�� �D�G�Y�H�Q�W�� �R�I�� �I�L�O�P�P�D�N�L�Q�J�� �L�Q�� �,�Q�G�L�D�� �Z�L�W�K�� �'�D�G�D�V�D�K�H�E�� �3�K�D�O�N�H�·�V�� �S�L�R�Q�H�H�U�L�Q�J�� �Z�R�U�N�V�� �Z�D�V�� �D�L�G�H�G�� �E�\��

conventional chanda or funds collection. Following the funds collection model, Shyam Benegal, 

Satyajit Ray and John Abraham too had employed crowdfunding to garner financial support for 

their independent film projects. The Odessa Collective5 , was the first of its kind to ask for 

                                                            
4 See: https://www.fundable.com/crowdfunding101/history-of-crowdfunding [Accessed on 30th September 
2016] 

5 Named after ���]�•���v�•�š���]�v�[�•���(���u�}�µ�•���K�����•�•�����^�š���‰�•���•���‹�µ���v�������]�v�������š�š�o���•�Z�]�‰���W�}�š���u�l�]�v���~�í�õ�î�ñ�• 
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monetary contributions from a minimum of one rupee to a maximum of five hundred. As an 

outcome of this collective, veteran filmmaker John Abraham garnered funds for Amma Ariyan 

(What I want my mother to know) (1986). The collective was one of the first movements in India 

to bring together film enthusiasts and radically transform film funding and distribution methods. 

As a result of such concerted efforts Amma Ariyan was screened in non-commercial and non-

theatrical format throughout Kerala (Kasbekar 2006:238).6 A similar campaign for funding and 

supporting independent filmmaking in Kolkata was led by Anamitra Roy and Sriparna Dey called 

the One Rupee Film Project discussed later in this paper. 

According to the SEBI (Security and Exchanges Board of India) report (compiled by IOSCO �² 

International Organisation of Securities Commission) on crowdfunding, published in June 2014, 

the crowdfunding model of Indian markets has been broadly classified under the Community based 

and Financial Return based categories. The Community based model of crowdfunding operates 

through a system of donations and rewards whereas the Financial returns model operates through 

a system of peer-to-peer lending and equity. The donation-based model has been employed by 

Ketto, a crowdfunding organisation backed by some known names of the Hindi film industry like 

Kunal Kapoor.7 There are other examples like Hot Start8 and many other start-ups that have 

burgeoned alongside the introduction of new SEBI rules on crowdfunding on June 17, 2014. The 

model works because the investor gets a reward in the form of tax rebate for the donation made 

to the charitable cause supported by the crowdfunding organisation. While the lending based model 

also supports charitable causes and campaigns for the betterment of society through funding 

environmental awareness drives, education and other causes, the borrowed money is returned to 

the creditor over a period of time. This model has been adopted by Milaap in India and supports 

the education of backward and oppressed segments of the society.9 The equity based crowdfunding 

model is corporatized to a greater extent than the lending based model in terms of how the 

investments are dealt with. Wishberry was set up in 2012 in Mumbai in order to support not just 

                                                            
6 ���(�š���Œ���À���š���Œ���v���(�]�o�u�u���l���Œ���:�}�Z�v�������Œ���Z���u�[�•��demise, a follower of his named Sathyan, who had appeared in one of 
the scenes in Amma Ariyan (1986), carried forward the Odessa Collective. A leading English daily, The Hindu, 
commemorated Odessa Sathyan, in a story about the activist who carried forward the Odessa Collective post 
�����Œ���Z���u�[�•�������u�]�•�����}�v�����µ�P�µ�•�š���î�ì�U���î�ì�í�ð�X��See: http://www.thehindu.com/news/cities/kozhikode/odessa-sathyan-
was-committed-to-society/article6333825.ece [Accessed on 4th October 2016] 

7 See: https://www.ketto.org/ , [Accessed on 25th August 2015] 

8 See: https://www.thehotstart.com/, [Accessed on 25th August 2015] 

9 See: https://milaap.org/, [Accessed on 9th June 2017] 
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creative ventures like DIY filmmaking but also charitable causes.10 The idea behind the project was 

to promote entrepreneurial ventures that could make an impact for large groups of people. The 

funding procedure of these organisations, therefore allowed the first-time investors and creators to 

pool their assets for the creation of something relevant for the public and to create a niche that 

avoids any freeloaders that may create risk conditions of losses of the money collected as a result 

of crowdfunding. Risk management for investors has been reworked in the new set of regulations 

introduced by SEBI. For the crowd to believe in the organisation, Dubey and Kataria relied on 

their personal networks and word of mouth alongside the online channel to spread knowledge 

about the open resource for private projects, marginalised creators and non-mainstream/amateur 

�S�U�D�F�W�L�W�L�R�Q�H�U�V���D�O�R�Q�J���Z�L�W�K���F�K�D�U�L�W�\���D�V�V�R�F�L�D�W�L�R�Q�V�����%�\���W�K�H���H�Q�G���R�I�������������'�X�E�H�\�·�V���R�U�J�D�Q�L�V�D�W�L�R�Q���I�R�F�X�V�H�G���W�K�H��

campaigns on the creative ventures solely as through market research there was a need for an 

agency like Kickstarter or Indiegogo to support the Indian artists and creators. Dubey further 

illuminates the fact that such projects have specific outcomes and therefore, the support has been 

extended towards creative ventures categorically. The fact that the project in itself must have a USP 

and market potential is what is analysed at the pitch stage. Once the screening of pitch is over, a 

team of board members inclusive of the creative advisors (including some producers as well from 

mainstream Hindi film industry) and financial advisors (including SEBI analysts many a times) chart 

out a marketing strategy for the project. This process fixes the target for collection of resources 

and further its distribution to wider scales of viewership. In alliance with the PR advisors, the 

projects are publicised then using print and social media for a better response for fund collections. 

Crowdsourcing is what ideally connects the creator working on their independent project and gets 

them a team to support and enhance the film. From low budget filmmaking, the DIY filmmaking 

stands at the precipice with no budget and available resources. This is the reason why most DIY 

films never receive any recognition. The preferred funding circuit for such marginal filmmakers is 

crowdfunding, as it allows first-time creators to get connected to the funders as well as a pool of 

other people with their respective expertise to weigh in on the project and create something new 

for the world to see. Participation takes place through website-based advertising and by offline 

process through workshops and film festival programmes. Satish Kataria, founder of Catapooolt 

describes the methodical way in which the crowd is motivated to make an investment (both fund-

based and skill-based) in a film project. Thus, the first step in the process of crowdfunding is to 

motivate the crowd.   

                                                            
10 See: https://yourstory.com/2016/04/wishberry/, [Accessed on 30th May 2016] and 
https://www.wishberry.in/about/#/about [Accessed on 31st March 2014] 
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Kataria initiated Catapooolt in 2010 in an attempt to introduce the idea of crowdfunding to the 

Indian market scenario. Having worked as a SEBI (Security and Exchanges Board of India) analyst 

alongside Hindi film industry producers, he had the acumen for understanding the financial 

channels and recognised the dire need of funding channels for amateur practitioners (ibid). Before 

starting Catapooolt, Kataria was a part of entrepreneurial and start up projects and after having 

been associated with international collaborators from UK called ProVC (an equity based 

crowdfunding start-up), he began his own crowdfunding organisations to democratise funding for 

start-up ecosystems. Catapooolt was his second attempt at providing a novel system for novice 

practitioners from filmmakers to entrepreneurs. His first venture was ProVC India. He was finally 

able to launch the Catapooolt system of reward-based crowdfunding in its fully functional form in 

July 2013. As of now it has funded a small number of films including the Kannada indie film Lucia 

�����������������D�Q�G���6�D�U�W�K�D�N���'�D�V�J�X�S�W�D�·�V��Cut Throat (2013) among many others. His focus remains exclusively 

on creative ventures. believing that people associate with the ideas easily and are motivated to pool 

in money as funding collaborators for a project. At the time of its launch, Kataria mentions in a 

personal interview, Catapoolt was the only crowdfunding organisation in the world following a 

reward-based model. The rewards model for crowdfunding was further employed by other 

competitors in the crowdfunding arena like Wishberry and start51.com. The model so far has 

worked for a developing economy where the people have a spending capacity lower than most 

other circuits targeted by Kickstarter and Indiegogo �² the primary crowdsourcers for the developed 

economies. Unlike the US where passion alone motivates the funder, India needed a crowdfunding 

model that could cater to the need of the crowd as well. The need of the crowd being a reward in 

return to the investment made in the project. The rewards allocated by Catapooolt include not just 

gift vouchers for fast food chains but also loyalty points for the regular investors who are given 

special mention in the credits of the film. 

Canetti in his analysis of crowds describes two types of crowds, namely open and closed (Canetti, 

1962:16). The open crowds grow incessantly whereas the closed crowds have limits to growth. 

These limits are what determine the crowd-size and its potential as a group. Thus, closed crowds 

have a determinate number of individuals and a determinate/quantitative target. Crowdfunding 

models working on a reward-based format allow for closed crowd formations, to which the entry 

fee or boundary is the investment that the individual makes towards the target-funding amount of 

the film. Rewards in the form of being credited as executive producer and producer at the crew, 

invitations to private screenings, and pre-release download link for the film provided as rewards 

for the investment made. The hierarchy of rewards is decided on the basis of the amount invested 

for the target to be achieved. The rewards too are devised in order to garner more and more funds. 
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More often than not a great deal of marketing strategy goes into shaping the reward system of a 

carefully planned crowdfunding campaign. 

Furthering the �D�Q�D�O�\�V�L�V���R�Q���F�U�R�Z�G�V�����&�D�Q�H�W�W�L���G�H�I�L�Q�H�V���´�F�U�R�Z�G���F�U�\�V�W�D�O�V�µ���D�V���V�P�D�O�O���J�U�R�X�S�V���Z�L�W�K���D���O�L�P�L�W�H�G��

strength assigned to perform a specific function (1962:19). These crystals have their limitations and 

therefore their growth gets replicated only at the onset of very specific conditions. Drawing an 

�D�Q�D�O�R�J�\���E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q���W�K�H���F�U�R�Z�G�I�X�Q�G�L�Q�J���V�F�H�Q�H���L�Q���W�K�H���,�Q�G�L�D�Q���F�R�Q�W�H�[�W���D�Q�G���&�D�Q�H�W�W�L�·�V���I�U�D�P�H�Z�R�U�N���R�I���F�U�R�Z�G�V����

the investors in a crowdfunding campaign form a closed crowd with the boundary of the 

investment money that they pay in order to become a part of that crowd. The crowdfunding 

campaigns are managed by the employees of a corporatised start-up focusing on the function of 

managing fund collection and public outreach. These determinate groups of people who manage 

the campaign thus, form the crowd crystals. The crystals may or may not be a part of the closed 

crowd of the investors of the crowdfunding campaign. These crystals are what decide the model 

of crowdfunding adopted in a certain campaign as well as for the organisation in general. 

With the intervention of Web 2.0, the process of funding acquires a DIY characteristic. The new 

media channels are what serve as the forums where the crowdfunding campaigns are presented to 

a wider audience (Gauntlett 2011). The care that the investors show in the form of the money 

invested in the project is what constitutes the affective labour �² an important aspect of the post 

fordist work culture.11 For any online project to be successful, it is the labour of the intended 

funders that materialises into the capital collected for creating films. Of the large part of the non-

sleeping hours of the day, most part of those hours are now bracketed by the online advertisers 

�³  that flash the targeted information on the screens of the users working on their computer 

systems. The idea is to materialise the labour of the act of browsing through the internet. In 

addition, the idea is to grab the attention through a resonating keyword that holds the user to that 

page. When the ICT4D (Information and Communication technologies for development) 

developments have allowed for a deeper penetration of new media into everyday lives of people, 

the corporates have honed this opportunity to harness the potential of e-commerce. As a result, 

many novel products like smartphones and digital cameras have found commonplace usage. 

Crowdfunding forms a very intrinsic part of this channel. The purpose of crowdfunding has been 

                                                            
11 Morini and Fumagalli define the framework of affective labour in his study entitled Life Put to Work: Towards 
a Life Theory of Value published in the Ephemera journal. They define the contemporary labour theory as 
�}�‰�‰�}�•�������š�}���š�Z�����D���Œ�Æ�]�•�š���o�����}�µ�Œ���š�Z���}�Œ�Ç���}�(���À���o�µ���X���d�Z�����(�����š���š�Z���š���]�v���š�}�����Ç�[�•���o�]�(���U���o�����}�µ�Œ�����}�v�•�š�]�š�µ�š���•�����À���Œ�Ç���(�µ�v���š�]�}�v���Á����
perform during the non-sleeping hours of the day makes the economy governed by biocapitalism. The idea is to 
conceptualise the labour framework not from the binaries of labour time and leisure time but to realise the 
dissolution of this dichotomy in the contemporary scenario. (Morini, Fumagalli and trans. Leonardi, 2010: 241) 
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to create a novel product that is useful for the masses. From Satyajit Ray to Shyam Benegal, 

crowdfunding has been a tool for garnering funds for filmmaking since the inception of cinema in 

the Indian context by Phalke. The intervention of Web 2.0 has dynamically transformed the 

process of crowdfunding and made it a DIY manifestation of the same. The ability of users to 

reach out to an audience has aggregated a novel narrative of crowdfunding in India. The creative 

industries paradigm as proposed by John Hartley (2005), defines the Web 2.0 space as a playground 

�W�K�D�W���F�D�Q���E�H���P�D�Q�L�S�X�O�D�W�H�G���W�R���V�H�U�Y�H���D�F�F�R�U�G�L�Q�J���W�R���W�K�H���X�V�H�U�·�V���Q�H�H�G����which for crowdfunding campaigns 

is primarily to create a novelty and then to reach out to a wide audience. Though crowdfunding 

campaigns for DIY films are themselves a novelty they need to define themselves in a way that 

distinguishes them from the multiple others. This begins with the first and quintessential step of 

the pitch where filmmakers carefully translate their ideas into words and create an accessible 

document that can be circulated widely for garnering crew and funds for the process of filmmaking 

to begin. A pitch video is the first ideation step in the process of the crowdfunding campaign. 

Before approaching the crowdfunding organisation, the filmmaker must have a lucid video 

�H�Q�X�Q�F�L�D�W�L�Q�J���W�K�H���L�G�H�D�V���W�K�D�W���I�R�U�P���W�K�H���S�U�R�M�H�F�W�����L�Q���W�K�L�V���F�D�V�H���W�K�H���I�L�O�P�·�V���Qarrative, and the essence of the 

idea; why it is important for the film to be made in the first place. A good pitch video attracts the 

�D�W�W�H�Q�W�L�R�Q���R�I���W�K�H���F�U�R�Z�G���Z�K�R���L�V���I�X�U�W�K�H�U���P�R�W�L�Y�D�W�H�G���L�Q�W�R���S�D�U�W�L�F�L�S�D�W�L�R�Q�����:�L�V�K�E�H�U�U�\�·�V���$�Q�V�K�X�O�L�N�D���'�X�E�H�\��

emphasises, in a telephonic interview that the pitch video forms the core of any crowd-funding 

process. For a crowd to be interested in the film, it is of utmost importance that the filmmaker is 

clear about her own project and conveys it in the same fashion. The pitch video incorporates a 

performative activity in order to bring out the key USP (unique selling point) of the DIY film. Like 

the promotional events slotted around the release of any mainstream film, a DIY film banks upon 

the pitch and the website and offline networks in order to influence a viewership or a tentative 

audience. As with any promotional event that offers attendees a reward for their participation in 

the event, a crowdfunding campaign works on a reward system in order to reach out to an 

audience. Crowdfunding as a method of funds collection works as the initial group of funders 

decide the drift of the crowdfunding campaign. If a campaign is able to reach a certain percentage 

(above 20 to 30 per cent) of its target amount within the first week, the likelihood of the success 

of the campaign will be higher. However, the campaigns that rely solely on online channels for 

funding their projects can face failure. A disconnect between filmmakers and intended funders is 

due to a lack of offline outreach using door to door and event based drive for funds collection. 

Thus, more often than not the crowdfunding campaigns result in a failure. However, there can be 

other reasons for failure of a crowdfunding campaign. 
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 As per the emotional contagion theory, a contagion would not be effective in a time span within 

the range when a similar contagion has been effectively introduced within the audiences (Kramer 

2014). Sundar�·�V���F�U�R�Z�G�I�X�Q�G�L�Q�J���F�D�P�S�D�L�J�Q���F�D�P�H���D�W���D���W�L�P�H���Z�K�H�Q���:�L�V�K�E�H�U�U�\���K�D�G���V�X�F�F�H�V�V�I�X�O�O�\���S�U�H�Y�H�Q�W�H�G��

the demise of Kashish queer film festival in Mumbai. The same emotional contagion thread was 

picked in case of Sundar (2014)�² with a sole USP (unique selling point) of the cross dressing queer 

protagonist. For Sundar (2014), lack of a marketing approach to package the film as different from 

others of a similar genre led to the failure of the crowdfunding campaign. There are other examples 

in DIY funding and crowdfunding like the One Rupee Film Project that found success in the first 

round of funds collection, but failed in the long run as the funds collected were inadequate to 

finish the project. 

 

One Rupee Film Project �² A case study of DIY filmmakers and Crowdfunding 

Combining the strength of crowdfunding with on-ground �'�,�<���I�X�Q�G�V���F�R�O�O�H�F�W�L�R�Q�����$�Q�D�P�L�W�U�D���5�R�\�·�V��

One Rupee Film Project for funding his debut venture Aashmani Jawaharat (Like diamonds in the Sky) 

is a novel narrative. (Mishra 2014) Anamitra Roy and Suparna Dey began collecting funds through 

word of mouth pitches made to their friends and family. The result was a collective of a few people, 

just over a hundred, who managed to pool together enough for their production Aashmani 

Jawaharat (Diamonds in the Sky). The production was a collaboration of the Roy and Dey who 

took the pitch to IFFI film bazaar and Mumbai Film Mart in 2013. The ingenuity of the funding 

model was to ask people for a contribution of at least Re.1 and in return become the producer of 

the film. Roy and Dey started their journey of the one-rupee project by collaborating with an 

immediately accessible group of friends and family. As the plan panned out on ground, Roy and 

Dey managed to build a hefty sum of 2.95 lakh rupees with a target set at 3 lakhs. On ground the 

one-�U�X�S�H�H���S�U�R�M�H�F�W���Z�D�V���F�D�U�U�L�H�G���R�X�W���E�\���5�R�\���D�Q�G���'�H�\�·�V���I�U�L�H�Q�G�V���L�Q���-�D�G�D�Y�S�X�U���8�Q�L�Y�H�U�V�L�W�\���D�Q�G���R�X�W�V�L�G�H����

�D�Q�G���I�D�P�L�O�\�����)�U�R�P���Q�H�L�J�K�E�R�X�U�K�R�R�G���I�X�Q�G�H�U�V���W�R���F�R�O�O�D�E�R�U�D�W�R�U�V���Z�K�R���S�U�R�Y�L�G�H�G���5�R�\���D�Q�G���'�H�\�·�V��Aashmani 

Jawaharat technical support, the project turned out to a satirical narrative about indie filmmakers.12 

Collection of one-rupee coins was in itself the satire on the process of independent filmmakers 

and their marginalised state for the audiences. Roy was adamant to create a revolutionary narrative 

by a method through which it was clear to the select group of funders that the film was an outburst 

against the capitalist regime of the mainstream cinemas of India. The film, as a result, turned out 

                                                            
12 In an email interaction with the author Anamitra Roy and Sriparna Dey described the One Rupee Film Project 
as a DIY funding project that they pursued right after they became college graduates from Jadavpur University. 
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in different manifestations of clippings released on YouTube and Vimeo to diary records that were 

later compiled into books and sold at Amazon. Collaborating with Wishberry and Funduzz.com, 

alongside the One Rupee Film Project, Roy managed to pull the production with sound and color 

correction remnant as a part of post-production. In an email interaction, he vehemently declares 

that there is nothing as DIY filmmaking within the Indian scenario, but there are many 

independent voices. The voices he says make a claim for recognition in mainstream indie circuits. 

Setting himself as an anti- establishment auteur, Roy laments that there is a lack of sincere cinema 

audience within India, and as a result, there is little or no support to DIY filmmaking both in terms 

of technical expertise and in terms of theoretical acumen. The One Rupee Film Project he 

comments was an outcome of repeated failures at gathering funds for making the film possible. 

The film remains to become a finished screening-worthy product as of now and though the project 

has thousands of followers, Roy claims that the DIY circuit is still to make a recognisable 

impression in the independent filmmaking scene within India. He concludes, that he may have 

started a wave that could create ripples, but to create the ripple effect he needs the stone �² that is 

the required money to edit the film. To garner more funds for his film, Roy has even published 

two volumes of his One Rupee Project diary accounts, called A theory of being. He plans to publish 

more volumes in this series and make enough money, through online sales, for the postproduction 

of the film Aashmani Jawaharat. The collections saw a surge once Roy found collaborators from the 

celebrity circuits, but the negotiations were doomed and the film still needs sound edits for a 

mainstream release. Roy himself as a filmmaker established that in the Indian scenario independent 

filmmakers are misunderstood for multiple reasons. Many saw Roy and Dey as money launderers 

and free loaders, and hence the film connected only to a select group of audiences who backed it 

until the juncture that they could. Only a select few in the crowd had the nerve to support a project 

that claimed the marginalised DIY filmmakers of the marginal indie scene. Roy comments that the 

idea in itself has the potential to transform the norms that be in mainstream industry, but the only 

concern is that the backers have abandoned the project midway and at this juncture when the film 

requires only sound edits, there are only a handful with a coin or two for contribution. The self -

deprecatory pittance is what had made Aashmani Jawaharat, and it is this very attribute that has led 

to its current deadlock stage. However, with the YouTube collaboration, Roy and Dey had a 

copyleft13 supported release of the film in August 2015. In a recent series of articles compiled by 

�)�R�F�D�O���3�U�H�V�V���D�W���0�D�V�W�H�U�L�Q�J�I�L�O�P���F�R�P���� �5�R�\�·�V���L�Q�W�H�U�Y�L�H�Z���D�S�S�H�D�U�V���L�Q���W�K�H���V�H�J�P�H�Q�W���H�Q�W�L�W�O�H�G���%�L�J���%�U�D�L�Q�V���² 

                                                            
13 A website on free software sharing systems called GNU.org describes a copyleft agreement as follows: Copyleft 
is a general method for making a program (or other work) free, and requiring all modified and extended versions 
of the program to be free as well. See: http://www.gnu.org/copyleft/copyleft.en.html [Accessed on 12th July 2015] 
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Small Budgets edited by Andy Siege gives a comprehensive first person account of the One Rupee 

Film Project and how the journey has been for Dey and Roy to create Aashmani Jawaharat 

(Diamonds in the Sky). 

 

Success Stories �² From Dilettante status to Professional 

Crowdfunding has allowed the liquidation of the categories of amateur and professional in some 

�V�H�Q�V�H�V�����,�Q���F�R�Q�W�U�D�V�W���W�R���5�R�\���D�Q�G���'�H�\�·�V���F�D�P�S�D�L�J�Q�����3�D�Z�D�Q���.�X�P�D�U�·�V��Lucia (2012) was a phenomenal 

success at collecting funds through crowdfunding. An amateur filmmaker, Kumar started his 

journey into filmmaking by learning the use of prosumer devices to create short films. 

Crowdfunding paid off his efforts by making it available to transnational Kannada speaking 

audiences across the globe. The online distribution channels aided in the DIY consumption of his 

work for audiences spread throughout the world. What is central to any first-�W�L�P�H�� �I�L�O�P�P�D�N�H�U�·�V��

outreach planning is to understand and connect with an audience that could improve in strength 

over a period. Pawan Kumar ideated the Home talkies website in order to revive the Kannada film 

industry and in doing so improve the standing of the Kannada indie scene.14  Interactive and 

personal aspects of the crowd is what constitutes the participation that functions through online 

and offline networks. The need to become a part of the venture allows the crowd to experiment 

with a novel idea and further distribute it to a wider audience. The filmmaking experience and film 

viewing experience has been influenced in great measure by the collaborative participation on both 

online and offline platforms. For his current project, the campaign has NEFT funds transfer 

circuit, transnational support to his film. A minimum contribution of one dollar has been requested 

for his next film venture. This is on the same lines as the One Rupee Film Project led by Roy, yet 

the product differentiation strategy has worked for Kumar not only to transition from an amateur 

to a mainstream figure but also to catalyse the DIY circuits of filmmaking through workshops, 

DIY film viewing through online distribution and DIY funding through crowdfunding networks.  

 

Conclusion 

The promise of crowdfunding is that it empowers small time entrepreneurs, artists and makers to 

create new products that would never gain backing from traditional investors. But failures, along 

                                                            
14 His first film Lifeu Ishtene (2011) was a major box office success despite being an alternative film shot in an 
���Æ�‰���Œ�]�u���v�š���o���(�}�Œ�u���š�X���<�µ�u���Œ�[�•���,�}�u�����d���o�l�]���•���]�•�����v���}�µ�š���}�u�����}�(���š�Z�������Æ�š���v�•�]�À�������µ���]���v�������Œ���•�����Œ���Z�X 
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with the relentless number of new campaigns launched each day, threatens to scare away would-

be customers from crowdfunding altogether (Finley 2015).  

�)�L�Q�O�H�\�·�V�����������������R�E�V�H�U�Y�D�W�L�R�Q���R�Q���F�U�R�Z�G�I�X�Q�G�L�Q�J���V�W�D�Q�G�V���W�Uue for the Indian context owing to the initial 

phases of development in the crowdfunding models and their acceptance by all and sundry. While 

the philanthropic angle to the system is historicised in the chanda collection system and Indian 

filmmaking is not new to the phenomenon, the corporatisation of the models has created a much 

elaborate and complex garb within which crowdfunding functions for the amateurs and 

professionals alike. From the perspective of do it yourself methodology of making films, both 

crowdfunding and no budget filmmaking have relevance in the Indian context, as the short film 

format serves as fertile ground that functions as a launch pad for the entry level filmmaker and the 

DIY filmmaker. While there have been mainstream projects made and backed by DIY funding or 

crowdfunding, the success ratio of this segment is catching up with the increasing number of 

filmmakers �² amateur and professional alike. 
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Abstract 

 

Software and digital photographs induce the ideas of spectacle as they produce control. 

Irrespective of class locations all individuals are interacting with the above. There is 

certain reconfiguration in the nature of producing, seeing, and sharing photographs due 

to the intervention of software. The convergence of camera into a smartphone has 

�G�H�I�L�Q�H�G�� �¶�V�K�D�U�L�Q�J�·�� �D�V�� �W�K�H�� �G�H�I�D�X�O�W�� �I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �D�� �S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K���� �7�K�L�V�� �F�R�Q�Y�H�U�J�H�Q�F�H�� �L�V�� �R�Q�� �R�Q�H��

hand the progress in technology, on the other its nature has been determined as a 

consequence of neo-liberal measures that have come into place in the last two decades. 

�%�H�K�L�Q�G�� �¶�V�K�D�U�L�Q�J�·�� �W�K�H�U�H�� �D�U�H�� �V�H�Y�H�U�D�O�� �D�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P�L�F�� �G�L�V�F�R�X�U�V�H�V�� ���L�Q�� �W�X�U�Q�� �G�H�I�L�Q�H�G�� �E�\�� �K�H�J�H�P�R�Q�L�F��

discourses in the society) which govern our relationship with photographs and the new 

ways of the communication. 

This study attempts to understand the relationship between users and digital 

photographs in a communication system based on the calculation (and transformation) 

of information, by looking at the process of producing photography software. It argues 

that the decisions defined in a camera software is driven by the hegemonic discourses 
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and institutions of the society, rendering digital images more than just a remembering 

tool. 

  

 

Keywords: digital photography, software, algorithms, algorithmic discourses, hegemonic 

discourses, virtual cultures 

 

 

Among the several neo-liberal changes we have experienced in India over the past 15 years, the 

way we look at things around us using electronic devices is significantly on top of the order. We 

are constantly using electronic screens in one form or the other, we are capturing images with 

small handheld devices or images of us are being captured by several CCTV cameras. We are 

now accustomed to experiences mediated through electronic devices operated by software. We 

live in an age where cameras, software and digital networks are ubiquitous. Many of these 

changes have come to existence after the political and economic changes across the world in the 

past three decades.  

Photography has evolved over the years from an enterprise of science to an apparatus of science, 

it serves as an instrument in scientific experiments unlike the time photography itself was being 

discovered through science. It is also an instrument of art (Winston 1993), a surveillance/control 

mechanism, a producer of incontrovertible proof of things that occurred, and a social rite 

(Sontag 2008). In spite of a shift from a photo-chemical process to a photo-electronic process, 

�S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�\���U�H�W�D�L�Q�V���L�W�V���S�U�L�P�H���I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q���R�I���U�H�S�H�D�W�L�Q�J���P�H�F�K�D�Q�L�F�D�O�O�\���´�Z�K�D�W���F�R�X�O�G���Q�H�Y�H�U���E�H���U�H�S�H�D�W�H�G��

�H�[�L�V�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O�O�\�µ�� ���%�D�U�W�K�H�V��1993:4). Enabled by software, these functions converge seamlessly in 

digital photography, transforming both the nature and the future of the form itself. 

�'�L�J�L�W�D�O���S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�\���D�V���D���¶�Z�D�\�� �R�I�� �V�H�H�L�Q�J�·�� �K�D�V���W�U�D�Q�V�I�R�U�P�H�G���K�R�Z���Z�H���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G���W�K�H���W�H�U�P���¶�L�P�D�J�H�·����

Mark Hans�H�Q�����������������������G�H�I�L�Q�H�V���W�K�H���G�L�J�L�W�D�O���L�P�D�J�H���D�V���E�H�L�Q�J���E�H�\�R�Q�G���W�K�H���´�S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q���R�I���D�Q���R�E�V�H�U�Y�H�U���L�Q��

�D�� �¶�U�H�D�O�·���� �R�S�W�L�F�D�O�O�\�� �S�H�U�F�H�L�Y�H�G�� �Z�R�U�O�G�µ���� �'�L�V�F�X�V�V�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�� �G�L�J�L�W�D�O�� �L�P�D�J�H�� �&�U�D�U�\�� ���&�U�D�U�\�� ���������� �F�L�W�H�G�� �L�Q��

�+�D�Q�V�H�Q�����������������������Q�R�W�H�V�����´�,�I���W�K�H�V�H���L�P�D�J�H�V���F�D�Q���E�H���V�D�L�G���W�R���U�H�I�H�U���W�R���D�Q�\�W�K�L�Q�J����it is to millions of bits 

�R�I���H�O�H�F�W�U�R�Q�L�F���P�D�W�K�H�P�D�W�L�F�D�O���G�D�W�D�µ�� �'�L�J�L�W�D�O���F�D�P�H�U�D���L�Q���:�L�Q�V�W�R�Q�·�V�����������������Z�R�U�G�V���L�V���D�Q���¶�L�Q�V�W�U�X�P�H�Q�W���R�I��

�L�Q�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�R�Q�·�� �Z�K�L�F�K�� �S�U�R�G�X�F�H�V�� �G�D�W�D���I�R�U�� �P�R�G�H�U�Q�� �V�F�L�H�Q�F�H���� �:�L�W�K�� �W�K�H�� �F�R�Q�Y�H�Q�L�H�Q�F�H�� �W�R�� �G�L�V�V�H�P�L�Q�D�W�H�� �W�K�H��
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electronic data easily, digital photographs can be effectively used for the function of surveillance, 

power, social rite, etc.  

Today, a smartphone camera can not only capture the light, it can also capture and transmit 

other metadata about the user and her/his location along with the image. Therefore, 

�S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�V�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �D�J�H�� �R�I�� �G�L�J�L�W�D�O�� �L�P�D�J�L�Q�J�� �D�U�H�� �Q�R�W�� �M�X�V�W�� �¶�H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�� �F�D�S�W�X�U�H�G�·�� �D�V�� �6�R�Q�W�D�J�� ��������������

opines. While experience is one aspect in the digital camera, other appropriations can be derived 

from the bits of electronic data in the photograph. Digital photograph allows appropriation of 

aspects lost to the optics of the camera allowing a larger degree of power to the possessor of 

information. While Sontag�·�V�� ������������������ �G�H�V�F�U�L�S�W�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�\�� �D�V�� �´�D�� �V�R�F�L�D�O�� �U�L�W�H���� �D��defence 

against anxiety, and a tool of �S�R�Z�H�U�µ���� �D�S�S�O�L�H�V�� �W�R�� �G�L�J�L�W�D�O�� �S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�\���� �D�Q�R�W�K�H�U�� �D�V�S�H�F�W�� �R�I�� �S�R�Z�H�U��

namely the control over data becomes significant. I would like to argue that a digital photograph 

�F�D�Q���W�K�H�U�H�I�R�U�H���E�H���U�H�I�H�U�U�H�G���W�R���D�V���D�Q���D�V�V�H�P�E�O�D�J�H�����Z�L�W�K���P�X�O�W�L�S�O�L�F�L�W�L�H�V���Z�K�L�F�K���´�K�D�V���Q�H�L�W�K�H�U���V�X�E�M�H�F�W nor 

object, only determinations, magnitudes, and dimensions that cannot increase in number without 

�W�K�H���P�X�O�W�L�S�O�L�F�L�W�\���F�K�D�Q�J�L�Q�J���L�Q���Q�D�W�X�U�H�µ�����'�H�O�H�X�]�H���D�Q�G���*�X�D�W�W�D�U�L���������������������7�K�L�V���D�V�V�H�P�E�O�D�J�H���L�Q���D���G�L�J�L�W�D�O��

photograph allows it to be used as forms of control much as Sontag (2008:) points, 

�´�3�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�V���Z�H�U�H���H�Q�U�R�O�O�H�G���L�Q���W�K�H���V�H�U�Y�L�F�H���R�I���L�P�S�R�U�W�D�Q�W���L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���F�R�Q�W�U�R�O�����Q�R�W�D�E�O�\���W�K�H���I�D�P�L�O�\��

�D�Q�G�� �W�K�H�� �S�R�O�L�F�H���� �D�V�� �V�\�P�E�R�O�L�F�� �R�E�M�H�F�W�V�� �D�Q�G�� �D�V�� �S�L�H�F�H�V�� �R�I�� �L�Q�I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q�µ���� �&�R�Q�V�X�P�H�U�V�� �R�I�� �G�L�J�L�W�D�O��

photography apparatuses are producers of information that is consumed by software elsewhere 

for purposes they are oblivious of. 

 

Software 

In the above discussion, there was a constant reference to the entity that enables images to be 

digital, i.e. the software. Electronic devices/cameras enabled by software are now ubiquitous. We 

inevitably interact with software in some form or the other. Chun (2011) elaborates how the 

hardware of a computer will only be useful when it has been programmed to work according to 

the instructions of its user. Software is necessary to make the machine work for our needs. As 

Chun (2011:19) puts it, �´�6�R�I�W�Z�D�U�H�� �H�P�H�U�J�H�G�� �D�V�� �D�� �W�K�L�Q�J���³  as an iterable textual program �³  

�W�K�U�R�X�J�K���D���S�U�R�F�H�V�V���R�I���F�R�P�P�H�U�F�L�D�O�L�]�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���F�R�P�P�R�G�L�I�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���W�K�D�W���K�D�V���P�D�G�H���F�R�G�H���¶�O�R�J�R�V�·�� code as 

source, code as true representation of action, indeed, code as conflated with, and substituting for, 

�D�F�W�L�R�Q�µ����Thus, software is placed in a position of power. The knowledge-power structure can be 

considered as the core of the software.  
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�¶�6�R�I�W�Z�D�U�H�·���D�V���Z�H���U�H�I�H�U���W�R���L�W���K�H�U�H�����L�V���D�Q���D�V�V�H�P�E�O�D�J�H���R�I���V�H�Y�H�U�D�O���F�R�G�L�Q�J���O�D�Q�J�X�D�J�H�V�����F�R�P�S�L�O�H�U�V���D�Q�G���D�Q��

executable code that allows users to run a series of instructions. Users of proprietary software 

can experience and consume the software, yet they can neither understand nor transform this 

assemblage completely. The ability to access and modify this software assemblage is restricted to 

�D���I�H�Z���S�H�R�S�O�H���D�F�U�R�V�V���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G���� �Z�K�L�O�V�W���W�K�H���¶�H�Q�G���S�U�R�G�X�F�W�V�·�� �U�H�D�F�K���D���O�D�U�J�H���P�R�U�H���Q�X�P�E�H�U���R�I�� �S�H�R�S�O�H����

Software developers hence acquire positions of power in society. The hierarchy/control is subtle 

and accepted unquestioned.  

�7�K�X�V���� �W�K�H�� �G�L�J�L�W�D�O�� �¶�Z�D�\���R�I�� �V�H�H�L�Q�J�·�� �F�D�Q�� �E�H�� �D�U�J�X�H�G�� �D�V�� �V�H�H�L�Q�J�� �W�K�U�R�X�J�K�� �W�K�H�� �V�R�I�W�Z�D�U�H�� �R�U�� �H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�L�Q�J��

imaging through software rather than experiencing the images as they are, i.e. without applying 

any manipulation when the image is created (in a film camera the photographer had to decide the 

parameters to compose an image as compared to digital where the algorithm predefines the 

parameters). This way of seeing is internalized by the software developers by determining the 

ways of composing photographs using the camera software embedded in the electronic device, 

what I would like to refer to as digital camera assemblage. In this assemblage, I would like to 

argue, supplementary to the combination of optical components, electronic hardware and 

software, several social and cultural practices are algorithmically embedded. The intervention of 

software reconfigures the process of producing, seeing, and sharing photographs. This study 

attempts to explore the intervention and reconfiguration we experience in our interaction and 

communication with digital cameras. 

 

Rationale 

There are several studies that explore the relationship of software and photography, influences of 

software on photography or the life of a digital photograph; they do not make sufficient 

connections between the individuals or corporations who create the software and the individuals 

who consume them. Thus, it is necessary to study the nature of software development and 

factors that drive the consumption in digital photography, given that both software and 

photography are being driven across the world by few technology giants.  

�6�W�X�D�U�W�� �+�D�O�O�� ���+�D�O�O�� ���������� �F�L�W�H�G�� �L�Q�� �5�R�V�H�� ������������ ������ �Q�R�W�H�V���� �´�3�U�L�P�D�U�L�O�\�� �F�X�O�W�X�U�H�� �L�V�� �F�R�Q�F�H�U�Q�H�G�� �Z�L�W�K��

�S�U�R�G�X�F�W�L�R�Q�� �D�Q�G�� �H�[�F�K�D�Q�J�H�� �R�I�� �P�H�D�Q�L�Q�J�V�µ���� �´�7�K�H�� �D�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P�L�F�D�O�O�\�� �H�Q�D�E�O�H�G�� �L�Q�W�H�U�S�O�D�\�� �E�H�W�Z�H�H�Q�� �W�K�H��

�Y�L�H�Z�H�U�·�V�� �S�R�V�L�W�L�R�Q�� �L�Q�� �W�K�H�� �S�K�\sical world and this virtual information layer is transformative, 

�F�U�H�D�W�L�Q�J�� �V�L�W�H�V�� �R�I�� �P�H�D�Q�L�Q�J�� �D�Q�G�� �H�Q�D�E�O�L�Q�J�� �D�F�W�L�R�Q�µ�� ���8�U�L�F�F�K�L�R�� �������������������� �7�K�H�V�H�� �V�L�W�H�V�� �R�I�� �P�H�D�Q�L�Q�J�V�� �D�U�H��

governed by corporations and hegemonic forces through algorithms. Meanings are being 
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determined objectively, hence influencing our cultural practices, which are otherwise construed 

from our subjective experiences. It is therefore necessary to understand the role of algorithms in 

digital communication and their influences on our discourses or cultural practices.  

 

Research Method  

As a software developer and a photographer, I could locate myself in a space where I could draw 

connections between the two practices. Here I perceive software as an intervention rather than a 

tool of convenience because, my actions and experiences in photography were often determined 

by functions embedded into the camera. This study is based on semi structured interviews with 

two software engineers working on developing software for smart phone cameras. Bound by 

non-disclosure agreements these engineers have provided generic information about the steps 

involved in developing camera software. In addition, I analysed a basic OpenCV1 Algorithm to 

understand the functioning of the algorithm in camera software. 

 

Developing an Eye 

Though the first computer was invented in the 1830s, around the same time as photography 

came into existence, it did not gain popularity like the latter since, computer unlike a camera did 

not reproduce reality yet, nor did it have utilities or purposes in human life yet. After over 150 

years, computers could perform as a camera by capturing, processing light, and storing it as 

information. Photographs are created by capturing the light incident on a semiconductor sensor 

and storing them onto a storage device. Photographs as media became programmable since an 

image could be described as a mathematical function and could be subjected to algorithmic 

manipulation (Manovich 2001). This convergence of camera and computer has got us to a point 

where the photography device is almost invisible. Photographs can be captured by devices that 

are almost invisible to human eyes and at unimaginable speeds. 

 

                                                            

1 The OpenCV library has more than 2500 optimized algorithms, which includes a comprehensive set of both 
classic and state-of-the-art computer vision and machine learning algorithms. Along with well-established 
companies like Google, Yahoo, Microsoft, Intel, IBM, Sony, Honda, Toyota that employ the library, there are 
�u���v�Ç���•�š���Œ�š�µ�‰�•���•�µ���Z�����•�����‰�‰�o�]�������D�]�v���•�U���s�]�����}�^�µ�Œ�(�U�����v�����•���]�š���Œ���U���š�Z���š���u���l�������Æ�š���v�•�]�À�����µ�•�����}�(���K�‰���v���s�[���~�^�����K�h�d���n��
�K�‰���v���s�U�_���v�X���X�•�X 
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Digital Camera Assemblage 

Most electronic devices that are popularly used today such as digital cameras and smartphones 

are loaded with software that cannot be easily deconstructed and understood. Unlike early 

photographic technologies like Daguerre's device2, digital cameras are much smaller and faster; 

thus, obscuring from human vision the process of capturing light. The assemblage in digital 

cameras (referring to both digital cameras and smartphones) allows us to communicate with the 

electronic hardware using human senses of vision, speech, listening and touch. Often an 

electronic device is practically of no utility if there is no software to make the components work3. 

Similarly, digital cameras in all forms today are assemblages of different kinds of hardware and 

software. With increasing magnitude and dimensions of hardware capabilities, complimented by 

software that can perform instructions at higher speeds the camera is able to achieve vision that 

can match the principle of accommodation of human eyes4.  

Keeping aside the hardware section of the camera if we are to look at the software alone, the 

structure of the software in itself is an assemblage of several languages, encoders, and compilers. 

The software that runs on a device is a compiled version of a program written using language 

such as C, C++ which can be interpreted in English. This is possible due to comments that are 

embedded in the source code, and also due to English-based commands and programming styles 

designed for comprehensibility (Chun 2011). These programs are a set of instructions which are 

to be executed by the device. However, the program in its original form cannot be interpreted by 

the electronic hardware, hence the C or C++ program is compiled in order to translate it into an 

intermediate assembly language and then into machine language. The final compiled program is 

the software that is embedded into the device, allowing the functioning of the device. Given the 

competition among camera companies, the final software product is encrypted so that the 

algorithms and functions cannot be deconstructed. Additionally, this encryption can conceal 

from the users the functions of surveillance and control embedded into the camera. Thus, the 

�G�L�J�L�W�D�O���F�D�P�H�U�D���W�K�D�W���Z�H���X�V�H���W�R���V�H�H���W�K�H���Z�R�U�O�G���L�V�����S�D�U�D�G�R�[�L�F�D�O�O�\�����L�W�V�H�O�I���D���¶�E�O�D�F�N���E�R�[�·�����L�W�V���I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�L�Q�J���L�V��

hidden from view.  

                                                            

2 The device was bulkier and involved chemical coated plates. Image was captured by the chemical process 
which took considerable time.  

3 Unless a sequence of steps can be programmed in the hardware using electronic components, it is unlikely to 
build functions of a camera using hardware programming alone 

4 The iris and the muscles of human eye adjusts itself to adapt to any given light situation to be able to see the 
surroundings. 
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We have arrived here due to the contribution of hundreds electronic scientists /engineers, 

thousands of software developers and millions of workers making components for these 

cameras. Studying the entire cycle, from the conception of a camera, to manufacturing of 

components, development of software and the eventual release and use of the product, could 

give a deeper insight into the influences of technology on the transformation of visual cultural 

practices. This paper will focus specifically on understanding the process of developing camera 

software since it seemingly has a significant influence on the visual cultural practices today. Dijck 

(2008:58) notes,  

Recent research by anthropologists, sociologists and psychologists seems to suggest that the increased 

deployment of digital cameras �² including cameras integrated in other communication devices �² favours 

�W�K�H���I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�V���R�I���F�R�P�P�X�Q�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q���D�Q�G���L�G�H�Q�W�L�W�\���I�R�U�P�D�W�L�R�Q���D�W���W�K�H���H�[�S�H�Q�V�H���R�I���S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�\�·�V���X�V�H���D�V���D���W�R�R�O���I�R�U��

remembering. 

�%�H�U�U�\�·�V�� ���%�H�U�U�\ 2008 �F�L�W�H�G�� �L�Q�� �0�F�&�R�V�N�H�U�� �D�Q�G�� �0�L�O�Q�H�� ���������������� �F�R�Q�F�H�S�W�� �R�I�� �F�R�G�H�� �´�D�V�� �D�� �O�L�W�H�U�D�W�X�U�H���� �D��

mechanism, a spatial form (organisation), and as a repository of social norms, values, patterns 

�D�Q�G���S�U�R�F�H�V�V�H�V���µ���F�R�X�O�G���D�O�O�R�Z���L�Q���X�Q�G�H�U�V�W�D�Q�G�L�Q�J���L�W�V���L�P�S�O�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�V���R�Q���F�X�O�W�X�U�D�O���S�U�D�F�W�L�F�H�V���� 

 

Software Development 

Given the challenges discussed earlier, gathering information from engineers was a difficult task. 

I was able to contact two engineers working on two different aspects of camera software. 

Engineer1 was part of a team that developed application which can be used to preview and click 

photographs remotely. Engineer2 was part of the testing team where camera software was tested 

before it was embedded into the smart phone.  

Engineer1 is part of a team which had earlier developed a camera trigger5 app6, to remotely 

control a camera using a smartphone. He is continuously involved in developing applications 

around the camera component for smartphones which can be downloaded and installed by users 

themselves. There are several stages of development, each of them handled by different teams. 

Broadly the development begins with the research and requirements gathering team, they define 

                                                            

5 Trigger here refers to remotely releasing the camera shutter. Earlier the triggers were wires attached to 
camera or wireless radio frequency remote control. In digital photography, a trigger is a software in which the 
photograph can be previewed 

6 The software applications that are running on the portable devices are being refered to as app. 
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the work to be done. It is then passed onto the development team who develop the software. 

The developed software is then tested by a testing team, who test for the accuracy of the 

functions. The software could have multiple iterations of development and testing before it is 

finally given to the marketing team for dissemination.  

Engineer1 was able to describe the entire cycle of development since he was also overlooking the 

execution of the complete workflow. Before any new app is developed the research team would 

identify the potential features or functions that could be built into software which is not already 

present. Their research includes an in-depth analysis of apps already available in market and 

information gathered from the Internet regarding the same. The method employed by this team 

was not exhaustive; they were only looking to develop features that would be new and could be 

extensively used. The larger goal of the requirements team is to develop a software product that 

would profit the organization, without much consideration of its social or cultural implications. 

Based on the requirements, developers check the feasibility of building the final software. 

Factors such as hardware abilities, firmware versions, available APIs (hardware and camera 

manufacturers often offer software to configure the hardware), primarily determine the feasibility 

of developing the software, apart from the cost and labour considerations. If the project is 

considered feasible, the development process begins. Most of the development is being done 

using Object Oriented C or C ++ languages. In some cases, the SDK7 (software development 

kit) is provided by the hardware firm. In the process of development, the engineers develop use 

cases (potential user profile), develop flowchart and information architecture before these 

artefacts are coded in the necessary programming language8. Once developed, the program is 

compiled into an executable format and tested in a local environment9 for errors. The primary 

objective of the development team is to develop a program that can carry out the specified 

number of functions defined by the requirements team.  

Once the development is finalized, the program is given to the testing team to test the features 

and check its compliance to the requirements determined in the initial phase. The first phase of 

                                                            

7 Software Development Kit (SDK) is a collection of software used to develop applications for a specific device or 
an operating system. 

8 The software backend that executes crucial functions are developed with C or C++. A frontend interface to 
access these functions is developed using programming languages like Java, HMTL, CSSS etc. 

9 The programming is done using a programming interface in which code can be written in a particular language, 
compiled and tested to see if the program runs as expected. Small units are coded first and tested 
independently to check if they give appropriate output, only then it is integrated with other modules.  
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testing is conducted in a simulated environment, where a computer program behaves like the 

camera hardware10. The software is then tested on the final hardware where it is supposed to be 

used. The testing team also checks if the software products carries out the specified functions as 

required or not. A visual expert is consulted once during the testing to get a final approval with 

regard to the quality of the output. Throughout the process this software is perceived as a 

product rather than a visual tool. The development is done to build functions that will be used as 

visual tools in photography. The software product is tested to check if it performs within the 

stipulated time to produce machine vision that resembles human vision.  

Two significant components of the process were, developing image manipulation features and 

social media integration. Basic image manipulation functions were built into the software by 

using ready to use modules. And as a default, features such as Facebook and Twitter buttons 

were integrated into the app. thus providing the convenience to click, edit, and share the 

photograph on social networking platforms. This enhances interactivity since, in a networked 

environment, users not only interact with the media but also with other users using the media. 

�$�V���(�Q�J�L�Q�H�H�U�����V�D�\�V�����´�L�W���L�V���R�Q�H���R�I���W�K�H���H�V�V�H�Q�W�L�D�O���H�O�H�P�H�Q�W�V���D���F�D�P�H�U�D���D�S�S���L�V���H�[�S�H�F�W�H�G���W�R���K�D�Y�H�µ������ 

Engineer2 was a testing engineer who was concerned only with testing the modules he was 

assigned. He worked primarily with camera software on smartphones, thus limiting the scope of 

the development to the specified hardware. He would be given the specifications of the software 

and the expected performance. All the expectations of the software are quantitatively defined. 

Several parameters such as camera on time, shutter snap time and colour levels are all precisely 

measured. Only when all the parameters meet the required levels, the software is considered 

ready for launch. Throughout this process the camera is never physically used. The camera 

hardware is determined based on the design and requirements identified in the earlier stage. The 

software development does not wait for the hardware to be ready; software is developed in 

parallel to the hardware development. As Engineer2 says' 

Developing app is the last task we do. We begin with hardware abstraction. We are more concerned with 

the APIs and function calls. We are also dependent on the Software Development Kit (SDK). 

Depending on the requirements and hardware specifications we need to determine what function call 

corresponds to capture photograph or record video or stop the recording. 
                                                            

10 Electronic devices that are themselves computers with powerful CPU (central processing unit), RAM (random 
access memory), storage and display, can be simulated on other computers with similar or better specifications. 
One computer can, therefore, be used to simulate several camera models.  
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Based on hardware specifications a camera is simulated on a computer which would behave as 

the final camera is expected to. The software can work independent of the optical components 

of the camera. This substantiates the earlier argument that photography is now an electronic 

process. Once the software is considered to be good enough, it is loaded onto the hardware and 

tested to check the actual performance. It is then tested by photographers or experts on design, 

before the smart phone is launched into the market. While Engineer2 was only concerned with 

the testing of the camera component, the device goes through a series of developments and tests 

that define the other functions of the smartphone. This device could deceptively become a 

mechanism of control. Software can thus encapsulate our actions and experiences as metaphors, 

thereby proliferating mediation.   

 

Two ends: Engineers and Photographers 

Both the developers called themselves 'casual' photographers who often took photographs with 

�V�P�D�U�W�S�K�R�Q�H�� �F�D�P�H�U�D���� �7�D�O�N�L�Q�J�� �D�E�R�X�W���K�D�F�N�L�Q�J�� �F�D�P�H�U�D�� �V�R�I�W�Z�D�U�H���� �(�Q�J�L�Q�H�H�U���� �V�W�D�W�H�V���� �´�S�H�U�K�D�S�V�� �R�Q�O�\�� �D��

few curious engineers would work on hacking the camera software to try new things. I am not so 

�N�H�H�Q���D�E�R�X�W���S�K�R�W�R�J�U�D�S�K�\�����V�R���,���G�R���Q�R�W���W�K�L�Q�N���V�R���P�X�F�K���L�Q���W�H�U�P�V���R�I���K�D�F�N�L�Q�J���W�K�H���V�R�I�W�Z�D�U�H�µ���� 

Both engineers were confined to a standardized process, and their task was to develop 

standardized products. Though these products which contribute to visual cultural practices, in 

this standardized environment engineers carry out tasks as they are expected to, without 

reflecting on the broader functions of the software. In the case of both engineers very little 

consideration given to visual cultural practices while the software was developed. Though 

contemporary visual practices induced by technology feedback into the system for developing 

newer software products, it is however largely within standardized framework defined by profit 

oriented technology or industry.   

Given this nature of software development, definition of variables is restricted to the individuals 

who define the requirements to the developers. The variables defined by them are largely 

influenced by their cultural location which is propagated to many other individuals who use the 

software. The sense of freedom or choice is much limited; perhaps it imbibes values into users as 

defined in the software.  
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There are attempts in the free software movement11 to develop software not driven by profit. 

Though the free software movement attempts to gain political importance, they cannot match 

the hardware production or integration as done by big corporations. With the availability of low 

cost labour (Fuchs 2014) in countries like India, software firms are growing at much higher rate 

as compared to the growth of the free software movement through a collaborative network.   

 

Reuse: Programs and Programmers 

It is interesting to note that a software code is rarely written from scratch. Many re-useable 

programs and modules are assembled together to build the desired product. Object oriented 

languages are now widely used since the language allows us to write several modules 

independently, each of which can perform different functions depending on the context in which 

it is invoked. Additionally, there are several modules to perform some standard operations built 

into the library12 (basic functions of mathematics, graphics etc.).  

In the context of reuse, coding includes knowing what exists in the library that can be used to 

achieve the new functionalities. One such library called OpenCV (Open Computer Vision), that 

was developed by Intel Corporation and made available in the public domain, contains several 

programs and algorithms for the functioning of a camera., a major technology multinational 

developed and shared OpenCV (Open Computer Vision) code in public domain. It had several 

programs and algorithms for the functioning of camera. Engineer1 mentioned that OpenCV is 

one of the libraries they refer to while developing the software. With modular programming 

practice small functions can be developed and tested independently and these smaller modules 

can be integrated into one large program by joining them like pieces of a jigsaw puzzle. Often, 

for software developers the social functions of the software13 or its larger consequences are not 

primary concerns. They simply follow instructions given from a superior. An independent 

developer or smaller firms have the freedom to think about broader perspectives or larger 

consequences of their software. Here I would like to argue that developers can themselves be 

treated as re-useable modules that can be invoked or replaced as per the needs of the product or 
                                                            

11 Free software movement is a social movement started by Richard Stallman to develop and disseminate 
software that ensure user's freedom. 

12 A predefined program/s or piece of software code that performs a defined set of functions and available for 
reuse. 

13 Individuals interact with software in many ways directly or indirectly, like billing systems, Kiosks, Smart 
phones, Government systems.   
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business14. Engineer1 or Engineer2 are trained such that they have certain competences to 

perform specified tasks. They are one among the many who can code the program as needed for 

the software product. One can be replaced by the other conveniently to keep the development 

process going or keep the product functioning over its lifetime. There is a certain level of 

abstraction with respect to the labour aspect of software development. In fact, technology can be 

rendered so efficient that a significant part of the development or testing process can be 

automated, eliminating the need for engineers to intervene. In contemporary coding practices, 

use of graphical user interface to write a code15 reduces the effort required for coding, 

subsequently reducing the overall cost of software development. These abstractions are 

�´�F�R�Ppatible with the overall trajectory which governs computers development and use: 

�D�X�W�R�P�D�W�L�R�Q�µ�����0�D�Q�R�Y�L�F�K�����������������W�K�H���Q�D�W�X�U�H���R�I���D�X�W�R�P�D�W�L�R�Q���L�V���J�R�Y�H�U�Q�H�G���E�\���W�K�H���K�H�J�H�P�R�Q�L�F���V�W�U�X�F�W�X�U�H��

persisting in the society. In the Indian context, I believe the functions of software and the 

process of automation would be defined by the upper class and upper caste section of society. 

Their political and economic privilege empowers them to define the functions of technology and 

the patterns of consumption. Though individuals from all classes are influenced by software 

directly or indirectly, only the higher classes/castes are reaping the benefits of technology. There 

are fewer avenues for a large section of lower class/caste individuals to indulge in software 

development. I believe even if a small number of software developers from lower class and 

lower caste manage to be part of the system, they have to adhere to the framework defined by 

the upper class/caste individuals. Also, they retain attributes of the former only to strengthen the 

hegemonic structure. In an Indian context, �W�K�H�� �´�G�L�V�F�L�S�O�L�Q�L�Q�J�� �R�I�� �S�U�R�J�U�D�P�P�H�U�V�µ�� ���&�K�X�Q�� ������������������

disempowers the developer from using technology to address social issues or inequalities, whilst 

strengthening corporations and hegemonic frameworks. Though I would like to argue about the 

presence of caste hierarchy in the software industry, I cannot prove the same empirically in this 

study. A dedicated study introspecting the caste and class economy of software developers could 

substantiate this argument or bring forth new findings.   

                                                            

14 �Z�/�v���h�^�����Œ�]�•�]�•���u���v���P���u���v�š�����v�������Œ�]�•�]�•�����}�u�u�µ�v�]�����š�]�}�v���o�]�š���Œ���š�µ�Œ�������v�����Œ���•�����Œ���Z�U���š�Z�������}�v�v�����š�]�}�v�������š�Á�����v�����Œ�]�•�]�•�����v����
risk is framed not as how to protect people from organisational disasters�v the catastrophic events that harm 
environments and people�v but rather how to protect capital or the organisation, its managers and their 
reputation from the disdain, anger and rage of those who have been wronged or even hurt, within or outside 
the organisation. In this way organisational crisis management moves quickly through crisis communication to 
�•�����l���Œ�����}�À���Œ�Ç�����v�����Œ���•�}�o�µ�š�]�}�v�U���š�Z�����Œ���•�š�}�Œ���š�]�}�v���}�(���]�š�•���]�u���P�������v�����‰�Œ�}�(�]�š�����]�o�]�š�Ç�[���~�D�����}�•�l���Œ�����v�����D�]�o�v�����]���]���X�• 

15 �&�}�Œ�����Æ���u�‰�o���W�����v���Œ�}�]���–�•���/�v�š���o�o�]�P���v�š�����}�����������]�š�}�Œ���]�•�������•���Œ�]���������š�Z�µ�•�W�����Z���š���š�Z�������}�Œ�����}�(�����v���Œ�}�]�����^�š�µ���]�}���]�•�����v��
intelligent code editor capable of advanced code completion, refactoring, and code analysis. The powerful code 
editor helps you be a more productive Android app developer. There are several other coding platforms for 
�}�š�Z���Œ�����}���]�v�P���o���v�P�µ���P���•�����•���Á���o�o�[���~�^���}�Á�v�o�}���������v���Œ�}�]�����^�š�µ���]�}�����v�����^���<���d�}�}�o�•���n�����v���Œ�}�]���������À���o�}�‰���Œ�•�U�_���v�X���X�•�X 
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Though technology gives individuals the freedom to develop their own solutions, popular 

software products/services determine the patterns or features16 that are being developed. Hence 

camera software developed by companies like Canon, Nikon, Apple, Samsung, Microsoft etc. 

hegemonize the industry. They are constantly working to converge the single purpose digital 

camera into a smart phone17. Therefore, I would argue that these global camera and software 

manufacturers influence the way visual cultural practices are being shaped across the world. 

Unlike a film photograph, digital photographs from a certain model of camera would have 

certain sameness. A photograph developed on film with same model of camera would not have 

the sameness since, the chemicals used to develop and paper used to print the photographs 

would vary from one place to another. With a given model of the camera the film being used 

varies. Similarly, when a film is being developed the nature of chemicals also varies. And later 

when the film is developed into a print the kind of paper and ink will differ. It is almost as if 

each photograph on a film or print is unique. However, certain camera/camera phone model, 

will always produce same result each time. If two identical digital cameras are used side by side 

the results produced will be same. This sameness in a digital photograph, I would argue is a 

result of the algorithmic discourse that persists in the system. I would define algorithmic 

discourse as a series of events that attempts to achieve the same result for a given set of 

conditions, by repeating a finite number of steps with precision. Though developing a film also 

involves repeating the same number of steps the external conditions or the precisions cannot be 

repeated every time, it does not behave algorithmically. Therefore, I believe algorithmic 

discourse can be considered as blinkers that restricts our visions.  

 

Blinkering Vision 

In digital photography unlike the chemical reaction on incidence of light, light incident on a 

sensor (a semiconductor device) is captured and translated into zeros and ones (rather, the light 

is captured as an electronic signal which is represented with these arbitrary values). As Hansen 

���������������������Q�R�W�H�V�����´�7�K�H���G�L�J�L�W�D�O���L�P�D�J�H���K�D�V���R�Q�O�\���D�Q���¶�H�O�H�F�W�U�R�Q�L�F���X�Q�G�H�U�V�L�G�H�·���Z�K�L�F�K���¶�F�D�Q�Q�R�W���E�H���U�H�Q�G�H�U�H�G��

                                                            

16 Most photography apps today come with readymade filters and standard editing functions. Camera controls 
are seldom manual on smartphones nowadays. Easy to use/one touch features are introduced by global leaders 
in phone manufacturing such as Apple, Samsung etc.  

17 �^���u�•�µ�v�P�[�•���'���o���Æ�Ç�������u���Œ�����]�•�������•�µ�]�š�����o�������Æ���u�‰�o���X���/�š���Œ�µ�v�•���}�v�����v���Œ�}�]�����~�•�}�(�š�Á���Œ�����Œ�µ�v�v�]�v�P���}�v���•�u���Œ�š�‰�Z�}�v���•���]�š��
promises faster ���}�v�v�����š�]�À�]�š�Ç�����v���������•�Ç���•�Z���Œ�]�v�P���~�^�^���u�•�µ�v�P���'���o���Æ�Ç�������u���Œ�����W�Œ�]�������/�v���]���U���'���o���Æ�Ç�������u���Œ�����&�����š�µ�Œ���•�U��
�^�‰�����]�(�]�����š�]�}�v�•�U�_���v�X���X�•�U 
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�Y�L�V�L�E�O�H�·���S�U�H�F�L�V�H�O�\���E�H�F�D�X�V�H���L�W���L�V���H�Q�W�L�U�H�O�\���Z�L�W�K�R�X�W���F�R�U�U�H�O�D�W�L�R�Q���W�R���D�Q�\���S�H�U�F�H�S�W�X�D�O���U�H�F�R�G�L�Q�J���W�K�D�W���P�L�J�K�W��

�L�Q�Y�R�O�Y�H���K�X�P�D�Q���Y�L�V�L�R�Q�µ�� 

The electronic/binary data has to be recoded back into a representation that is recognizable to 

human vision. Computer vision achieves this by passing the binary information through a series 

of steps so that the binary information can be transformed back to seem like a natural scene on 

the display. Perception is disembodied into a device (Hansen 2001) through the automated vision 

achieved in digital camera assemblage (receiving light at the sensor and displaying on a screen), 

�Z�K�L�O�V�W�� �S�U�R�G�X�F�L�Q�J�� �¶�D�Q�� �D�F�F�H�S�W�D�Q�F�H�� �V�H�P�E�O�D�Q�F�H�� �R�I�� �U�H�D�O�L�W�\�·18 (Goldsmith 1979 cited in Manovich 

2001:171). 

In automated vision, the sensor is made up of units called pixels. Light incident on each pixel is 

saved as binary information into a storage unit designated as a pixel. Information for each pixel 

is processed through a series of algorithms before they are represented on a screen constituted of 

pixels. The algorithmic process is crucial since the light captured on the sensor has to be 

transformed into a form that can be emitted through the s�F�U�H�H�Q�����´�$�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P�V���W�D�N�H���P�D�Q�\���I�R�U�P�V����

and no digital camera or computer-�E�D�V�H�G�� �Y�L�H�Z�L�Q�J�� �V�\�V�W�H�P�� �Z�R�X�O�G�� �E�H�� �F�R�P�S�O�H�W�H�� �Z�L�W�K�R�X�W�� �W�K�H�P�µ��

(Uricchio 2011: 31). Algorithms are a sequence of steps where the pixel is subject to a 

mathematical function and a numerical value is assigned to it. The pixel is processed by several 

algorithms. The decisions of photographic parameters are mapped mathematically in the form of 

algorithms, and are applied to all the pixels. The decision-making mechanisms are embedded into 

the device. If one is using a camera in automatic mode, the camera determines all the parameters 

for the user. In manual mode, the device adapts to the exposure, white balance, metering 

determined by the user, nonetheless algorithms function here as well. While algorithms that 

control exposure can be experienced through the interface, there are several other algorithms 

that run behind the scene to enable the computer vision. Therefore, it is almost as if an 

algorithmic discourse determines what we can see and capture through the screen of a digital 

camera.  

 

Edge Detection Algorithm 

One of the essential algorithms in a digital camera would be the edge detection algorithm. Since, 

�´�L�I�� �W�K�H�� �H�G�J�H�V�� �L�Q�� �D�Q�� �L�P�D�J�H�� �F�D�Q�� �E�H�� �L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�H�G�� �D�F�F�X�U�D�W�H�O�\���� �D�O�O�� �W�K�H�� �R�E�M�H�F�W�V�� �F�D�Q�� �E�H�� �O�R�F�D�W�H�G���� �D�Q�G�� �E�Dsic 
                                                            

18 Manovich draws from G�}�o���•�u�]�š�Z�[�•���]�v�]�š�]���o�����]�•���µ�•�•�]�}�v���}�(���š�Z�����š���Œ�u���]�•���]�v���Œ���o���š�]�}�v���š�}���(�]�o�u���]�v���µ�•�š�Œ�Ç�X 
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properties such as area, perimeter, and shape can be measured. Since computer vision involves 

�W�K�H�� �L�G�H�Q�W�L�I�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�� �D�Q�G�� �F�O�D�V�V�L�I�L�F�D�W�L�R�Q�� �R�I�� �R�E�M�H�F�W�V�� �L�Q�� �D�Q�� �L�P�D�J�H���� �H�G�J�H�� �G�H�W�H�F�W�L�R�Q�� �L�V�� �D�Q�� �H�V�V�H�Q�W�L�D�O�� �W�R�R�O�µ��

(Parker 2010:21). Detecting edges is one of the initial mediated steps in the process of seeing in 

the digital camera.  Given this importance of detection of edges, there are several edge detection 

algorithms. Each of them involve defining the edge (the output/result to be achieved), defining 

different variables that are necessary to prepare and solve the equations, eventually to be able to 

detect edges. Developing an algorithm is purely a mathematical process. Digital camera 

algorithms create the possibility of seeing, through a mathematical process. The objective of 

these algorithms is to make a computer capable of reproducing the experience of perception by 

human beings and to match computer vision with human vision to the extent possible. Only 

then the photograph�V�� �F�R�X�O�G�� �S�H�U�K�D�S�V�� �F�R�P�H�� �F�O�R�V�H�� �W�R�� �¶�U�H�D�O�·�� �D�Q�G�� �D�W�W�D�L�Q�� �L�Ws functions. One would 

always prefer a sharp photo over a pixelated phot. An edge detection algorithm is therefore 

important for mapping the edges appropriately.  

Among several edge detection algorithms Canny edge detection algorithm is known to perform 

optimally and it is widely discussed (Parker 2010). By analysing the flow chart and the code for 

Canny edge detection algorithm, I attempt understand partly the algorithmic discourse that is 

embedded into the device.  

The edge detection algorithm detects the edges by estimating the pixel density and narrowing 

down the edges based on the gradient. Canny edge detection algorithm addresses three issues 

that persisted in the earlier algorithms in order to optimise the performance in detecting edges. It 

ensures all edges are detected without missing one. There is little deviation between the edges 

detected from the actual edges. And multiple edge pixels should not be detected in place of 

single pixel edges.  

The flowchart in Fig. 1 shows the broad sequence of steps a photograph or information passes 

through. Every scene we see on a digital camera display is a photograph in itself, but it is never 

saved until we press the shutter release. The continuous scene we see through a screen is 

constantly being processed within the device to produce images that appear real. In the first step 

of the flow chart the excess information, called noise is reduced so that the processor can easily 

isolate the pixels at edges in scene.   
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Fig. 1 

 

This is done by passing all the pixel information of the photograph through a mathematical 

function that appropriates the numerical values of pixel, so that it assigns a higher number to the 



 
 

113 
 

edge pixel as compared to other pixels that do not form an edge. This noise reduction process is 

repeated again in the following step of the algorithm to further reduce undesirable elements.  

Once unwanted (as perceived by the computer based on pre-set values) light information is 

reduced, in the next step the edges are isolated further and non-edge pixels are blackened. An 

edge is identified by recognizing a pattern in the scene. When light is incident on an edge it 

forms a solid line of a certain colour. The adjacent pixels get lighter as we move away from the 

edge. An edge pixel would have a greater numerical value as compared to the others. Each pixel 

in the photograph is passed through a mathematical function that compares the numerical value 

of all neighbouring pixels and continues processing in the direction of pixel with a greater 

numerical value. This is repeatedly done until pixels with maximum value is encountered, which 

is marked as an edge pixel (changed to colour white, since white has the largest value on RGB19 

scale). While the process keeps searching for the pixels with maximum numerical value, other 

pixels with lesser value are set to black. Thus, pixels on the edge are isolated as white lines on 

black background.     

In the final step of Hysteresis the photograph (edges marked in white) is passed through a clean-

up process. Two threshold values are defined; one, higher threshold, all pixels with value greater 

than the higher threshold are edge pixels. Two lower thresholds, all pixels above the low 

threshold are also associated to the edge pixel. Any pixel which has a numerical value less than 

this range is set to black. This process is repeated multiple times in a loop, till perhaps the 

difference between high and low threshold is minimum or till the scene changes. The final 

output photograph contains edges sharply distinguished in white over a black background. This 

output photograph can then be sent across to other algorithms depending on the flow 

determined. For example, a face detection or pattern detection function can use the edge details 

to determine the face or patterns within a photograph.  

The algorithm when implemented on a C program works using a 'for' loop. For each pixel, the 

functions are applied to determine the edge pixel. The whole function could run within fraction 

of a second. The function based on comparison attempts to isolate the edge pixel by running in a 

loop till certain conditions are met. Often the conditions for the 'for' loop is determined 

                                                            

19 RGB: Red Green Blue, the primary colours. In computers, each is represented by a number in the range 0-255 
(28, 8 bit processing). The lowest colour in the range is black (0,0,0) and the highest colour is white 
(255,255,255).  
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dynamically based on the photograph in question. If the conditions are not determined correctly 

the algorithm would not function fully.  

Examples 

The descriptions of the steps involved in the Canny edge detection algorithm gives a sense of its 

function, but it can be better understood by seeing the results of the algorithm on a screen. 

OpenCVd220 , an application on android phone displays results of several OpenCV algorithms. 

Using this tool, I have explained the working of the Canny edge detection algorithm 

  

  

Fig 2.a Fig 2.b   

 

  

Fig 2.c   

Here, Fig 2.a is a wide-angle photograph of a studio chair. The edges are more or less accurately 

marked. However, in a narrow shot of the chair the fabric seems to have much finer edges as 

seen in Fig 3.b. The fine edges are visible to the human eyes from the same distance where wide 

photograph was taken, but the algorithm cannot isolate them from that distance. Only when the 

                                                            

20 �����À���o�}�‰���������Ç�������Œ�Œ�Ç���d�Z�}�u���•���š�Z�������‰�‰���]�•�����À���]�o�����o�����(�}�Œ���(�Œ���������}�Á�v�o�}�����U���]�š���Z�š���l���•���š�Z�����À�]�����}���(���������(�Œ���u�������Ç���(�Œ���u���U��
�‰�Œ�}�����•�•���•���š�Z���������š�������v�����}�À���Œ�o���Ç�•���š�Z�����Œ���•�µ�o�š�•���}�v�š�}���š�Z�����(�Œ���u���������(�}�Œ�������]�•�‰�o���Ç�]�v�P���]�š���}�v���š�Z�����•���Œ�����v�[���~�^�D��chine 
�s�]�•�]�}�v�U�_���v�X���X�•�X 
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camera is closer to the subject, the edges of the fabric are determined. Basically, the algorithm 

does not work to match the principle of accommodation of human vision.  In case of a single 

input in Fig 2.b, the scene is constantly processed till all edges are identified. For instance, in Fig 

2.b the edges of the threads have partially appeared. If the camera was held for a longer time, 

other threads would also emerge slowly. Fig 2.c is taken by holding the camera close to the chair 

and including the edge of the chair, the threads are clearer here. The input is repurposed 

constantly till a satisfactory result is achieved, the algorithm can never give an absolute result 

either i.e. computer vision cannot match human vision yet in form and function. The mediation 

is limited to definitions and capabilities of the device. This limitation of the algorithm results in 

an image that lacks an output recognizable by our vision.  

Further, social networking platforms such as Flickr are developing new algorithms to identify the 

content of a photograph beyond the metadata. The new product running on Hadoop21 can 

recognize the shapes or objects with in a photograph, this helps in tagging the photographs with 

appropriate tags so that the photographs have better search visibility. To train the system to 

recognise the shapes/objects correctly a sample set of valid cases are created and another larger 

set of invalid cases are prepared. The algorithm runs through both the sets and produces a set of 

features to validate certain shapes/objects. For example, to train the system to recognize flowers 

10,000 valid examples are processed and 100,000 invalid examples are processed. Based on the 

calculation a set of features (shape, dimension, texture etc.) are listed down and saved to the 

database. Every time someone uploads a photograph of flower, the features of that photograph 

are mapped onto the list of features in the database and it is tagged as a flower automatically if 

certain predefined features match. The algorithm is perfected by processing many invalid 

examples to train the system to recognise what is not a flower. The scales of both the sets of 

examples are huge, hence letting the algorithm develop a comprehensive set of features.  

 

A Conditional Realm 

�0�D�Q�R�Y�L�F�K�� �������������� �������� �G�H�I�L�Q�H�V�� �D�O�J�R�U�L�W�K�P�� �D�V�� �D�� �´�V�H�T�X�H�Q�F�H�� �R�I�� �V�W�H�S�V�� �W�R be performed on any 

data...�Z�K�L�F�K�� �S�R�W�H�Q�W�L�D�O�O�\�� �F�D�Q�� �E�H�� �D�S�S�O�L�H�G�� �W�R�� �D�Q�\�� �V�H�W�� �R�I�� �P�H�G�L�D�� �R�E�M�H�F�W�V�µ���� �,�W�� �L�V�� �D�O�V�R�� �D�� �V�H�T�X�H�Q�F�H�� �R�I��

decisions that is applied to the data depending on the conditions that are met. Algorithms can 

thus be defined as a set of rules that is applied on data, rules that interpret the binary information 
                                                            

21 �Z�d�Z�������‰�����Z���¡���,�����}�}�‰� ���‰�Œ�}�i�����š�������À���o�}�‰�•���}�‰���v-�•�}�µ�Œ�������•�}�(�š�Á���Œ�����(�}�Œ���Œ���o�]�����o���U���•�����o�����o���U�����]�•�š�Œ�]���µ�š���������}�u�‰�µ�š�]�v�P�[��
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and present them to us in forms we can recognize. A past moment in time can be captured as a 

digital photograph, giving that moment a material existence, whose form is determined by the 

algorithms that are embedded into the camera. Algorithms enable the processing of light 

information to be interpreted as a moment in time, thus making so�I�W�Z�D�U�H�� �D�� �P�H�W�D�S�K�R�U�� �´�I�R�U�� �W�K�H��

�P�L�Q�G���� �I�R�U���F�X�O�W�X�U�H���� �I�R�U���L�G�H�R�O�R�J�\���� �I�R�U���E�L�R�O�R�J�\���� �D�Q�G���I�R�U���W�K�H���H�F�R�Q�R�P�\�µ�� ���&�K�X�Q���������������������� �'�H�S�H�Q�G�L�Q�J��

on the decisions that a data passes through it could attain a different meaning. It can be 

perceived as a different metaphor.      

Relatively our lives are highly conditional, where all events are consequences of a series of factors 

or other events. Unlike algorithms, there are no concrete definitions of the conditions we come 

across. Therefore, by using devices with algorithms embedded in them, our experiences are being 

mediated based on a finite set of conditions defined in the algorithm. The number of possible 

outputs (metaphors) is also finite. By separating the interface from the algorithm software 

becomes unknowable, making it a metaphor for a metaphor as Chun (2011) argues. In contrast, I 

would like to argue that by obscuring the algorithms (conditions, decisions, and sequence of 

steps) software is made unknowable. Since the algorithm (mathematical equations and 

programming language) cannot be accessed and interpreted by everyone. It is not perceived as 

new media object like a digital photograph (light information captured, stored and appropriated). 

Algorithms cannot be consumed like a new media objects, nonetheless our actions and 

consumption patterns are constantly being guided by them. A knowledge practice that makes the 

algorithm visible is built out of the present practice of digital photography. To give an example, 

as a user to compose a digital image I would consider a limited number. Starting with turning on 

the camera, composing the frame through the digital display or eye piece, click a button and 

preview the end image. Within this process, the camera software would calculate the light and 

colours, and adjust the settings to the given light. There are several decisions the camera could 

manage. Additionally, more recent cameras can capture location details, the smart phone cameras 

could capture �W�K�H���X�V�H�U�·�V���G�H�W�D�L�O�V���O�R�J�L�Q�����7�K�L�V��information allows easy sharing across several social 

media platforms. Though this is a convenience for the end users, it also means allowing the 

machine to take several decisions on the users' behalf. Further, this makes users vulnerable to 

systems and mechanisms of control.  

The digital camera is an assemblage of algorithms, since algorithms are evolving to map human 

experiences mathematically. Moreover, the increase in the number of algorithms used in 

programming has drastically transformed human computer interaction. If we look at the 

stakeholders in the process of developing camera software, multiple individuals involved in the 
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process are not likely to have the nuanced eye that experts would possess with respect to light, 

colour or dynamic range. With an algorithmic discourse, the visual culture practice is 

reconfigured depending on the stakeholders or hegemonic forces that define the algorithms or 

rules of perceiving through a digital camera.  

Entrusting the decisions making apparatus algorithmically to a system, makes it convenient for 

�D�Q�� �L�Q�V�W�L�W�X�W�L�R�Q�D�O�� �K�H�J�H�P�R�Q�\�� �U�D�W�K�H�U�� �W�K�D�Q�� �D�O�O�R�Z�L�Q�J�� �W�R�� �´�G�H�P�R�F�U�D�W�L�]�H�� �D�O�O�� �H�[�S�H�U�L�H�Q�F�H�V�� �E�\�� �W�U�D�Q�V�O�D�W�L�Q�J��

them �L�Q�W�R�� �L�P�D�J�H�V�µ�� �D�V�� �6�R�Q�W�D�J�� �������������� �Z�U�L�W�H�V���� �(�V�S�H�F�L�D�O�O�\���� �H�Q�W�U�X�V�W�L�Q�J�� �W�K�H�� �I�X�Q�F�W�L�R�Q�V�� �R�I�� �V�H�H�L�Q�J�� �D�Q�G��

remembering in algorithms has made possible for the growth of several social networking 

platforms and Internet services, which is now hegemonized by technology giants like Facebook, 

Google, Yahoo etc. Only a tiny section of the population have a stake in these large 

organisations, whilst a larger section of the population are users of such technologies.  
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