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“Poor@Play: Digital life beyond the West”
Instagram of newlyweds, downloading the latest movies, teens flirting
on Whatsapp and virtual gaming may seem like typical behavior in the
West. Yet, in the context of a village in Mali or a favela in Brazil, it is
seen as unusual and perhaps an anomaly in their new media practices. In
fact, most current research relegates such online behavior as anecdotal.
This is partly due to the fact that much research on the poor’s usage of
the internet in emerging economies is driven by development agendas
with a strong historical bias towards the socio-economic focus. Data that
does not directly address project-based outcomes is sidelined. However,
as emerging economies globalize and urbanize exponentially, and their
users become more critical consumers and creative contributors of digital
content, a paradigm shift is needed that views this new media audience
with a more open-ended, explorative and pluralistic perspective. This
presentation draws from an ongoing book project (Harvard University
Press, due 2016) that focuses on the implications and impacts of ICTs
as leisure (entertainment/pleasure/play) artifacts in the context of
developing economies. It will make the case that a critical movement
is needed among scholars focusing on emerging economies to reconceptualize the mobilization and serviceability of ICTs and extend it
beyond a conservative understanding of developmental value. Here, we
investigate the digital lives of the global South and reveal popular Westerncentric assumptions and concerns. After all, girls in Riyadh displaying
their fashion on YouTube can hardly be viewed through the same lens
as those from say, Los Angeles. Such playfulness with media can have
deadly consequences. Fake online identities in Mumbai slums versus
a suburb in Utah have different levels of acceptance and motivations.
With outsourcing of game play to China, digital labor and leisure gain
a complicated narrative, distinct from the wealthy nations. And while
studies have shown that farmers in Bangladesh consume pornography
online just as intensely as those in the West, their lives tell us of diverse
local struggles with the opposite sex. Overall, by moving away from
the utilitarian and focusing on the social and the leisurely, it is worth
questioning the conventional framing of the poor as virtuous and passive
audiences that primarily use new media platforms to gain employment,
check farm prices, health information and education for their children.
By investigating the online sociality, play and entertainment of users in
the developing world, we can gain a truly global picture of digital life in
contemporary society.
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