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Fieldwork in Bangalore 

 

I arrived in Bangalore in June 2018 to start the first phase of field work for my project. I had 

previously established contact with Prof. Bidisha Chaudhary of the International Institute of 

Information Technology, Bangalore (IIITB) at the Digital Identity Research Initiative 

workshop conducted by the Indian School of Business, Hyderabad in January 2018. Prof. 

Chaudhary introduced me to a number of scholars, practitioners and professionals in the area 

of information technology. She also arranged for me to be a visiting fellow at IIITB for the 

duration of my stay in Bangalore. This was very helpful to have access to library resources 

and allowed me to have conversations with scholars and researchers working on issues 

related to data privacy, e-governance and the role of information technologies in shaping our 

lives. I also conducted my first interview at IIITB with Prof. V. Sridhar with whom I 

discussed the Aadhaar project and the data privacy concerns within a global context. The 

interview with him enabled me to explore how the Indian conversation on data privacy 

intersects with developments around privacy in Europe, particularly the right to be forgotten. 

Prof. Chaudhari also introduced me to a student of design, Pranjal Jain who was doing his 

masters at the Srishti School of Design in Bangalore. His masters thesis explores the concept 

of ‘privacy by design’ in relation to information technologies. I mentored Mr. Jain on his 

work and together we conducted interviews with technology start-ups who were housed in 

the IIITB incubation centre. This was a really productive engagement given the potential for 
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collaborative work and I interacted with a number of young entrepreneurs involved in 

innovation through big data in the Indian context. 

 

In addition to IIITB, I also visited the Centre for Internet and Society (CIS) and interacted 

with the director and other researchers engaged in conducted research on information 

technologies from a regulatory, cultural, economic and industry perspective. I conducted a 

few interviews with their researchers as well as participated in their meetings to understand 

the kind of research directions they are exploring. CIS is a think-tank does research on issues 

of information technologies and their impact on society from a legal, governance, industry 

and political standpoint. Most of my time in Bangalore was spent visiting CIS and IIITB, 

particularly the incubation centre.  

 

I also attended the Digital Identity Research Initiative conference organized by the Indian 

School of Business in Hyderabad where I was part of a panel on data privacy and security. I 

also made a poster for the conference, which was displayed at the poster session. I interacted 

with various professors, policymakers, think-tank researchers and students. I also met Mr. 

Srinivas Kodali who is a well-known data security and privacy activist based in Hyderabad. It 

was a very informative interview and I learned about how the private sector in India has been 

instrumental in making Aadhaar-based authentication mandatory for their services. Aadhaar 

authentication allows them access to all the user data with which they can innovate and 

market services to users. This has been a big issue in the Aadhaar privacy debate in India 

because when it was launched, it was only meant to be an authentication mechanism for the 

poor sections of the society but because banks, mobile phone companies and other private 

entities see Aadhaar as a platform to grow their business. This commercial interest in 

Aadhaar is an ongoing public debate, which will be part of this project on privacy. While I 
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was doing fieldwork, I also wrote a paper on how Aadhaar’s implementation for welfare in 

many rural parts of India has led to anxieties of recognition among the welfare beneficiaries 

because of the ways in which biometric technology fails to recognize their fingerprints or 

other hardships related to enrolling in Aadhaar without which they do not get their benefits. 

This paper was submitted to the journal, Information, Communication & Society in 2018 and 

it’s in the final stages of review. I have stated the funding by Toyota Foundation as well as a 

fellowship from the Indian School of Business in the acknowledgements section of the paper. 

I also gave a talk on data privacy at IIITB. The talk covered the origins of privacy as a right 

in Indian law and society and the various legal, cultural and public contestations around the 

right leading up to the Aadhaar case. Another talk at the Srishti School of Design also 

addressed some of these concerns from a cultural perspective. I interacted with the faculty 

and students after the talk and learned more about their work. 

 

One really fortuitous coincidence happened during my stay at the AIRBNB in Bangalore. 

One of the other guests in the building happened to have worked with Nandan Nilekani, the 

creator of Aadhaar. He agreed to give me an interview but asked to not quote him directly 

about how the Aadhaar privacy debate evolved in the court and the media and some of the 

developments in the background. The interview provided key insights into the idea behind 

Aadhaar and how it became subject to such polarised debate in the Indian media. 

With Mr. Pranjal Jain, I also visited NUMA, a co-working space where I conducted more 

interviews with technology start-up entrepreneurs on their ideas about innovation with big 

data. This led to another important research direction about privacy’s relationship to big data 

and the conflicting relationship between privacy and innovation given that innovation 

requires access to data, which is often subject to privacy regulations. We also organized a 

Design Jam with tech start-up entrepreneurs and people working in the field of public policy 
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to debate issues of data privacy, innovation and commercialization of data in the Indian 

context. The design jam, which aims to generate public discussion on privacy issues, 

followed a casual format and was recorded with the permission of the participants.  

The Bangalore trip for fieldwork was really busy, hectic and slightly exhausting. The traffic 

in the city is pretty bad and a lot of time was spent traveling. Overall, the trip was very 

productive and gave me insights into a number of potential research directions and 

collaborations to carry forward in the coming years. 

 

Return to Melbourne 

I returned to Melbourne in late August 2018 and wrote a policy brief on digital rights in 

India, which is available at the Australia India Institute. I started working on the pending 

papers and book chapters that had deadlines from September to December 2018. 

 

Delhi Fieldwork 

In December 2018, I went to London for the International History and Public Policy 

Conference organized at King’s College in London. I presented my work on the Aadhaar 

privacy debate and interacted with scholars working on similar issues. I arrived in Delhi in 

early January 2019 when all the professional contacts were returning from their holidays. I 

interviewed professionals in technology policy, lawyers and activists who are active in the 

Aadhaar privacy debate. I also attended public talks, lectures and visited the Centre for 

Internet and Society Delhi office. I presented at two conferences – one on the idea of listing 

and lists in Hyderabad organized by the CIS and another public policy conference in Delhi 

where I spoke about how Aadhaar authentication failures raise ethical dilemmas around 

identity’s recognition for welfare purposes. I wrote about this topic in a paper for the 

Information, Communication & Society journal and it is now in the final stages of revisions. I 
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also attended an exhibition of works by visual artists at Sarai, the Centre for Study of 

Developing Societies where I interacted with artists, scholars and other individuals studying 

biometric identity from a historical and visual perspective. I met Birender Yadav from 

Jharkhand in Eastern India who had worked with tribal migrant workers who had no identity 

proof when they migrated to work in coal mines in the city. They got their wages by 

imprinting their thumbs on paper but because they were without any official id, they 

desperately wanted Aadhaar to be legible to the Indian state as belonging to the nation. 

Birender’s work showed multiple thumbprints that took the shape of a donkey because these 

migrant labourers often called themselves donkey – a colloquial usage in India to convey 

one’s lack of education and basic literacy. My interactions with Birender were very 

productive and reminded me how the Aadhaar privacy debate, which is so much focused on 

the question of surveillance and social profiling, has not reflected this marginal position of 

vulnerability for people without an identity proof. Where activists and civil society members 

who voice their opposition to Aadhaar publically for its potential to violate privacy do not 

want Aadhaar, for marginal populations who are invisible to the state, Aadhaar is a way of 

being counted and included. I interviewed Birender later and I learned an entirely different 

story around Aadhaar and its desirability by vulnerable groups. 

I also attended a meeting organized by the Software Freedom Law Centre to discuss issues of 

regulating social media companies for the content they publish. It was not directly related to 

the Aadhaar debate but definitely discussed the issue of new values related to privacy, free 

speech and censorship in the information society. 

 

Return to Melbourne 

I returned to Melbourne in late February 2019 and began preparing for my public talk on 

privacy scheduled in March at the Australia India Institute. The talk went really well and I 
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acknowledged the Toyota Foundation’s support of my work. I will upload a picture from that 

on to the Toyota website. In the meantime, I started listening to the recorded interviews in 

between other work regarding research papers and conference presentations. In May 2019, I 

presented my paper titled “Anxieties of recognition: Aadhaar, privacy and access to welfare 

by the Indian poor” at the International Communication Association Pre-Conference in 

Washington DC. The pre-conference theme was Mediated Recognition: Identity, Justice, 

Activism and I presented on the panel called “Recontextualizing Mediated Recognition.” The 

presentation was well-received and attendees, which included scholars from Europe and the 

USA expressed interest in the theme of new values for information societies. 

 

I returned from the conference in mid-June and went to another two-day symposium on 

platform capitalism organized at Curtin University in Perth. I presented a paper on how 

platform capitalism – the emergence of online platforms for sale of goods and services – in 

India is linked to the proposed commercial use of Aadhaar as an authentication platform by 

the private sector raises concerns of privacy. I explored the intersections of platform 

capitalism with surveillance capitalism – another recent development that suggests the use of 

online data pertaining to user behaviour and identity for marketing of goods and services. 

This presentation was appreciated by the scholars present and I am currently writing it up as a 

book chapter for an anthology to be published by Palgrave. Here is the link to the symposium 

abstracts: 

https://www.academia.edu/39680205/Platform_Capitalism_Communication_and_Culture_in

_South_Asia_-_Programme  

 

In terms of project outputs, I am waiting to hear on the final revisions for my paper on 

Aadhaar and data privacy in the journal Information, Communication & Society. I am 

https://www.academia.edu/39680205/Platform_Capitalism_Communication_and_Culture_in_South_Asia_-_Programme
https://www.academia.edu/39680205/Platform_Capitalism_Communication_and_Culture_in_South_Asia_-_Programme
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currently writing up the chapter on Aadhaar as an authentication platform for the delivery of 

goods and services by the private sector in India and its intersections with surveillance 

capitalism. While in 2018, the Indian Supreme Court has ruled that Aadhaar can only be used 

for delivery of government provided welfare services, a number of private industry actors are 

trying to get access to Aadhaar as an identity verification platform to grow their own 

businesses. Here the privacy debate runs into the problem of innovation and economic 

growth given the popular phrase, ‘data is the new oil’. Here again, the question of new values 

for India’s information society is relevant given the need to prioritise the growth of digital 

economy through data-driven innovation simultaneously with the need for a data protection 

framework. While this debate is unfolding in India with a critical relation to global 

developments around data privacy protection regulations, the question of new values is 

increasingly becoming urgent. In my chapter on platform capitalism vs. surveillance 

capitalism, I aim to ask how the question of new value is a contested one given that privacy 

regulation requires new values to be formulated while ensuring that economic value of data is 

not short-changed.  

 

Future Plans 

My postdoctoral position ends in September 2019 after which I need to relocate to India. I 

plan to pursue a proactive publication agenda with respect to the outputs for the Toyota 

Foundation grant. While I am waiting for the final review of my paper in Information, 

Communication & Society, which should be out soon, I am working on the platform 

capitalism book chapter with a view to address the theme of new values for society. After 

this, I plan to apply for permanent teaching or research positions while also developing my 

book proposal on the Aadhaar privacy debate and the need for new values for India’s 

information society. At the International Communication Association Conference, I met with 
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Prof. Aswin Punathambekar (department of Communication, University of Michigan) who is 

the main editor of the critical cultural communication series of the New York University 

Press. I had a phone conversation with him about developing a book project on the Aadhaar 

privacy debate and he told me that my idea was a good fit. He advised me to write a proposal 

and two chapters of the book before they can confirm the contract. I will be working on the 

proposal during this year but because I am relocating to India from Australia, there might be 

some delay in getting this done. However, I will make a writing plan to ensure that I am 

ready with a proposal and sample chapters before the end of the year. This book will be 

dedicated to the support of the Toyota Foundation’s generous grant and another fellowship 

given to me by the Indian School of Business. 

 

 


