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Abstract

The mobile phone has been regarded as one of the driving forces
of globalization by enabling instantaneous cross-border, cross-cultural
communication. As a part and parcel of the new or digital media systems,
it has been seen instrumental in transforming the dynamics of the personal
and public by intensifying the deterritorialization of communication in
novel ways. Its ubiquity and unprecedented impacts have led scholars to
study its ramifications in socio-cultural life, yet very little has been
achieved from Indian context. Given the concern of research paucity, the
present paper provides a discussion on the development of the mobile by
problematizing the methodological and empirical terrains with regard
to the mobile communication scholarship, and raises some pertinent issues.
It does so by providing a thematic overview of scholarly works and suggests
that much needs to be done to build up a systemic understanding of the
interplay between mobile media and society in a culturally heterogeneous
country. By outlining the reasons behind literature scarcity, it argues that
mobile communication has brought with it new challenges as well as new
prospects for mobile communication scholars working in the Indian
society.
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Introduction
During this decade, we have seen a constant buzz in the mainstream

media and everyday discourses about the mobile phone. The device, which has
now been elevated into the status of Smartphone, is a matter of curiosity
among the people of India. As usual with any novel and least understood
invention, some have seen it with greater expectations and possibilities, while
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others have seen it with suspicions and anxieties. The pervasiveness of these
two ‘value orientations’ highlight the duality of perceptions regarding the mobile
media, which, as Giddens (1991b) would say, is the reflection of the general
feature of ‘high modernity’, in which, “science and technology are double-edged,
creating new parameters of risk and danger as well as offering beneficent
possibilities for humankind” (p. 27-28). No wonder, the ubiquity of mobile,
which is both a cause and consequence (surely not ‘the cause’) of our increasing
global age, has intensified the debate and discussions surrounding its social
implications. Meanwhile, in India, mobile communication has registered a
revolutionary surge, which is now the second largest mobile user country
after China (Statista 2020). The increasing use of the phone, which has become
a routinized and inseparable aspect of the life-world of the people, not only
opened up new realms of possibilities for its owners but also for researchers.
Consequently, a whole new area of academic inquiry is developing in India.

Although the mobile is a global technology, yet its ramifications and
their accounts significantly differ based on the regional and cultural differences.
A comparative assessment of India in particular and Asia in general reveals
that the mobile communication scholarship has been much progressed in
Western regions where scholars remained in a beneficial position to interrogate
the phenomenon. It is so because of the factors like early diffusion of mobile
media, commercial necessity, abundance of developed and resourceful
universities and availability of robust research facilities. It is said that the fact
of slow pace of studies in the Asian region has blocked mobile communication
studies in achieving its truly cosmopolitan or international status (Lim and
Goggin 2014). However, in the recent years, the dual factors of huge leap in
mobile penetration as a part of the overall ICT’s developments (ITU 2019) and
several new publications and discussions on the topic of the device’s uses
patterns and consequences have been contributed to some advancements in
the slowly developing field of mobile communication studies in the Indian as
well as other parts of the Asian region (Wallis 2013; Jeffrey and Doron 2015;Lim
2016;Tenhunen 2018).

Therefore, given the trend of massive mobile penetration, its growing
social significance, emerging concerns and confusions related to its social impact
and the fact of the lack of published academic studies, it is necessary to offer an
appraisal of the state of mobile communication studies in the Indian context.
Situated against this backdrop, the present paper briefly discusses the
development of the mobile phone in India, which is the forerunner of all mobile
communication technologies and analyses broader thematic patterns in the Indian
scholarship through a systematically arranged overview. The paper also probes
into reasons behind the prevailing research paucity and outlines some of the
key issues, challenges and opportunities related with the knowledge production.
However, this task could not be done without a brief overview of some emerging
themes of mobile communication studies in the outside scholarship.
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Emerging Theoretical and Substantive Themes of Mobile
Communication Research

The general explanation of the role of media in the globalization and
modernity has already been done by sociologists and communication scholars
in different ways. Where Giddens’ (1991a) conception of ‘time-space
distanciation’ deals with the process of stretching of social relations and systems
across spatiotemporal contexts and forces which expedite it (such as fast
transportation, mass media, ICT’s), Castells (2010) theory of ‘network society’
explicates the rise of a new techno-social complex, where new media systems
such as the internet has a pivotal place. These ‘transformative positions’ may
be contrasted with ‘critical positions’ of other scholars, particularly, Bauman
(2000;2011),who frames new media systems within a paradoxical age of ‘liquid
modernity’,in which, as he believes, ‘networking’ has replaced ‘structuring’ by
giving ways to an uninterrupted game of connecting to and disconnecting from
those networks. The result is the increasing frailty of human bond. Apart
from these explanations and philosophical reflections, there is an increasing
tendency to relate the mobile with the discourses of the Global Village of
McLuhan (1964), which deals with the process of increasing global
interconnectedness through the mighty and powerful media systems,
Deterritorializationof Appadurai (1997), where cultures and places have lost
their connectedness, The Postmodern Condition of Lyotard (1984), which
explains the changes in the nature of knowledge due to the increasing
miniaturization and consumption of technologies in the post-modern culture,
Mobilities of Urry (2000), which put the new technologies within the general
paradigm of motilities, and Risk Society of Beck (1992), where media systems
play a significant role in the risk revelation, the social contestation that
surrounds scientific knowledge of risks, and also the processes of social challenge
to the risk society. Despite of some thought-provoking insights and remarkable
explanatory power, the main problem with these studies is that either they
are overly generic, thereby providing a meta-explanation of total technologies
and total societies or lack context specific arguments with particular reference
to mobile communication, as McGuigan (2005) noted with the reference of
some eminent works where ‘very little lines’ have been devoted to the mobile.
An exception to these is the sociological work of Geser (2004), which offers
much context-specific and dense analysis where he explicates a multilayered
theory (micro-meso-macro) of the ramifications of the mobile phone. However,
it should be noted that the actual and collectively organized efforts of studying
the phenomenon only began with the formal establishment of Mobile
Communication Studies, an interdisciplinary field of social sciences, especially
devoted tothe study of the vast variety of subjects associated with mobile
communication. Belonging to different academic backgrounds in social sciences,
the scholars of the field not only heavily borrowed broader approaches and
explanatory theories from outside of the field such as ‘technological
determinism’ (where causal priority is given to the technological/media
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attributes), ‘social construction of technology’ or SCOT perspective (causal
priority to the people and social groups), and ‘social shaping perspective’ or
SSP approach (which looks for a creative interplay between technology/media
and society)’ (Baym 2016) as well as ‘diffusion of innovation’ (Rogers
1995),‘domestication’(Silverstone and Haddon 1996; Haddon  2003) and ‘mobile
network society’ (Castells et al. 2007) under the frameworks of ‘adoption’,
‘impact’ and ‘use’ (Ling and Donner 2009), but also produced their own
conceptual inventory. In their conceptual baggage they have included new
terminologies and neologisms to understand mobile communication in relation
with the transformation of social coordination,as denoted by the widely cited
concepts of ‘micro-coordination’ and ‘hyper-coordination’ (Ling and Yttri 2002),
which explain the nuanced instrumental coordination where social interactants
could instantly adjust their meetings. In the spatiotemporal domain,termssuch
as ‘softening of time’ (Ling 2004), ‘mobile-time space’ (Arminen 2007), and
‘timeless-time’ and ‘space of flows’ (Castells et al. 2007) deal with the process
of changing dynamics of time-space with specific reference to mobile
communication.Andin the nature of communication, neologisms such as
‘perpetual contact’ (Katz and Aakhus 2002), ‘constant touch’ (Ager 2003),and
‘connected presence’ (Licoppe 2004) all explain the same process of ‘permanent
communication’ the mobile fosters, which could not be achieved in the place-
tied wired telephones, including its unprecedented ramifications in social life.
Taking together,all these idea systems are helpful in understanding the
interplay between mobile and users and the consequences of the mobile phone
in socio-communicative life.

Another stream of emerging research area is where scholars have
written aboutis the history of the mobile phone. Here,Jon Ager’s Constant
Touch: A Global History of Mobile Phone (Ager 2003) is one of the earlier and
most comprehesive attempts to document the history of mobile mediain which
he tracesits evolutionary development from Marconi’s radio to the emergence
of the idea of the cell transmission, leading to the success ofthe cell phone, and
culminatig into 3G services and the cutting-edge smartphone of the Apple.
The work is comparative and engaging. Some other works also offer at least a
brief profile of mobile’s development such asLing and Donner’s Mobile
Communication  (Ling and Donner 2009) and Green and Haddon’s Mobile
Communications: An Introduction to New Media(Green and Haddon 2009).
Very recently, many studies have been published to account the development
of mobile in specific regions such as Europe, Asia and Africa.

Apart from creative conceptual developments and outlining historical
contours,various themes of empirical enquiry like mobility (Ureta 2008;
Campbell 2013), sociability (Licoppe and Heurtin  2002; Licoppe 2003;Ling 2004;
2008; 2012; Horst and Miller 2006;Schiffauer 2013), social capital (Chan 2013),
power relations, control and surveillance (Rakow and Navarro 1993;Roos
1993;Fotel and Thomsen 2002; Yoon 2003; Gonzalez, Hidalgo and Barabasi
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2008; Green and Haddon 2009; Sekarasih  2016), work-home spillover and
public-private negotiation (Higgins and Duxbury 2002; Murtagh 2002;Chesley
2005;Wajcman et al. 2008), self and identity (Fortunati 2003a; Fortunati 2005;
Campbell 2008), economic development (Bayes, Braun, and Akhter 1999;
Samuel, Shah, and Hadingham 2005; Waverman, Meschi, and Fuss
2005;Donner 2009; Goggin and Clark 2009; Ilahiane and Sherry 2009; Aker
and Mbiti 2010; Sey 2011; Tawah 2013; Wallis 2013; Watson and Duffield 2016),
political mobilization and protests (Pertierra et al. 2002; Rheingold 2002;Castells
et al. 2007;Liu 2013;Castells 2015) and democratic processes (Fortunati 2003b;
Gergen 2008) are devised through systematic researches. Besides of these
studies, new areas and themes related with usage and social consequences are
constantly developing in mobile communication studies.

However, despite of these intellectual progressions, many issues arise
in the scholarship with regard to methodological and substantive areas. Among
these, the most serious are the low interest in theoretical models, lack of
macro level researches, dominance of quantitative surveys as most preferred
method (Kim et al. 2017) and Western prominence in the scholarship. The
realms of scholarly agreements and disagreements about thematic domains
also raise key issues which are asked for more probing, including the scarcity
of efforts to put mobile communication under the broader framework of cultural
globalization. Such shortcomings remind us that like other academic fields,
‘mobile communication studies’ is also moving forward through various
problematic. The Indian situation is no exception where, very recently, the
mobile has registered its strong presence and impact.

Mobile in India
India’s communicational trajectory has evolved in a phased manner.

The media development could be categorized in terms of pre-historical, ancient,
medieval and modern periods, beginning from oral communications then going
through the written media and mass communications, and ultimately leading
to the contemporary global era of digital devices with a presence of diverse
range of media systems. The pre-modern era was rudimentary in
communication media. However, the Western contact, particularly that with
British Empire formed an important and unique phase in the development of
modern media(Singh 1973), which also laid the foundations of the wired
communication, a precursor of cell phones (Jeffrey and Doron 2015).During
the British Raj, the means of communication, including wireline telephones,
were mainly used for administrative and power maintenance purposes, and
were out of the reach of the wider population due to socio-cultural and
infrastructural constraints. The whole scenario began to change in the post-
independence era which marked a period of significant, yet relatively slow
media growth under a socialist form of governmental control. However, it was
the introduction of the pro-market policy in 1991, carried out through the
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broader political and economic overhaul sunder the process of globalization,
which played a key role in ushering India’s communication revolution. The
impact not only felt in other communication systems and services like radio
broadcasting, television, cable and satellite but also in the sectors of
telecommunications, computers and the internet in India (Singhal and Rogers
2001).

As a result of liberalization measures, telecommunication reforms and
the realization of the need to bring more advanced systems of communications
in India, the mobile phone was first launched in 1995,after 22 years of the first
ever introduction of the mobile phone by Motorola corporation. During the
initial period, the operational processes for telecom industry were not so smooth
and bureaucratic hurdles continued to block the mobile surge (Jeffrey and
Doron 2012). However, after learning from its earlier mistakes, the state
intervened with the creation of the regulatory body as Telecom Regulatory
Authority of India (TRAI) in 1997 with the objective to emancipate the sector
from the domination of Department of Telecommunications (DOT) followed by
anew policy framework in 1999. Consequently, by the turn of the millennium,
the process become much friendly for companies to operate and compete in
the market, which led the creation of an environment where mobile could
grew at a faster pace (Jeffrey and Doron 2015; Narayan and Narayanan 2016).
The later National Telecom Policy 2012 recognized the importance of broadband
and data for socio-economic development and simplified licensing framework
for better quality service (DOT 2012), thereby further accelerated the process
of the growth of mobile phones in India.

The consequences of constant institutional push and growing popularity
of the medium ultimately culminated in the massive mobile boom. In 1999,
there were 23 million mobile phones in India (Jeffrey and Doron 2015: 50). In
2007,the number reached to 233 million, which by 2017 toucheda staggering 1,
162 million subscribers with a total 664 million subscribers in urban areas and
a less 497 million in rural areas. While for the same years, the wireline
subscriber base went down from 39 million in 2007 to 23 million in 2017, which
highlights the fact of negative correlation between mobile phones and
telephones. By June 2020, there were a total 1160 million mobile subscribers
in India, in which 643 million subscribers belong to urban India while a less
517 million mobile subscribers registered in rural India (TRAI reports for several
years).Besides of it, internet subscriber base is also expanding in India with a
jump in mobile internet users from 31 million in 2007 to 472 million in 2018.
However, the data of internet subscribers per 100 inhabitants reveals that by
2018 a total 84 persons were using the internet in urban India as compared to
a less 16 persons in rural India (DOT 2018).

In the recent years, the ICTs growth came under the top priority of
the Government of India, who launched the Digital India project in 2015 with
the motto ‘Power to empower’. The project aimed at improving ICTs
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infrastructure, particularly in rural India with the developmental intentions.
It also aimed at facilitating universal digital literacy and providing direct
services to citizens with the intention of e-governance. Consequently, many
initiatives are taken by policy makers through creating policy programs and
efforts were mobilized for delivering them via mobile applications. In addition
to it, increasing cross border flows has opened the gates for international mobile
manufacturing players such as Iphone, Samsung, Xiaomi, Oppo, Vivo, Realme,
One plus etc. who are competing in the market for providing cheap yet powerful
smart phones. Similarly, the telecom service providers are also engaged in
the competition and market monopolization. For example, by 30 November
2013, Bharti Infratel had a 23. 31% of service provider wise Indian market
share, however, by 29 February 2020, Reliance Jio, a subsidiary of Reliance
Industries Limited, taken the lead by capturing a 32.99% of overall market
share (TRAI reports for several years), making telecommunications field as a
battleground of market hegemony.

No wonder, the Indian mobile market is an outcome of the interplay
between causal agents of political, economic and industrial forces where telecom
and mobile manufacturer companies used state’s patronage. The globalization
process also plays a key role, which opened the door for global market and
allowed capitalist enterprises to exploit the economic opportunities. Today,
the mobile growth is ongoing with the massive surge in new technologies,
spread of consumer culture and cross border flows ofideas and symbols through
information superhighways. In addition to the above-mentioned large scale
institutional forces, otherfactors such aslarge population size, cheaper
availability of the device, simple payment methods for network, portability,
affordances, device’s usabilityin everyday co-ordination, information and
relational accessibility, entertainment, consumption, health and education made
it a popular social tool. No wonder, the mobile phone is now a common
necessity, which was once an exclusivity of more urban, more wealthy, more
male and more professional people.

However, on the opposite side, the data also raises the issue of inequality
between rural and urban India. It may seem surprising because the proportion
of the rural population is much higher as compared to the urban India, yet
most mobile users reside in the urban areas. The reasons behind such frequently
evoked ‘access inequalities’ tied to social factors such as social location, poverty,
illiteracy, gender gaps, and traditional patriarchal values deeply tied to Indian
social structure, including the infrastructural factor of bad network
connectivity. The Indian states with poor development performance are also
lagging behind in the physical accessibility element. Besides, there are stark
‘skill and usage inequalities’ across social categories in both regions. No wonder,
the issue of skill (instrumental and operational abilities) and usage (differential
usage of applications) inequality is much deeper as compared to physical access
inequalities which may be sooner or later fixed with corporate and state efforts
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(Van Dijk 2006). Therefore, it would be appropriate to say that within the
nation a multiple divide exists as a result of multiplicity of deprivations
associated with structural and cultural situational ties, whose examination is
yet to be done. The inequality dimension will continue to remain an important
subject of research among mobile communication scholars, trying to grapple
with the broader issue of digital divide in India where accessibility and
inaccessibility, skillful usages and unskilled usages are ongoing factual realities.

Mobile Studies in India
In spite of inequality issue, there is no doubt that the mobile phone

has become a routinized part of Indian people and producing novel processes
in social life. Studies say that the life of social groups have been increasingly
dependent on the mobile devices (Sundari 2014). However, scholarly efforts to
capture them are seriously low. So far, whatever research works are there,
majorly produced by small minority of social scientists in which anthropologists,
sociologists and economists have taken the lead. Their contributions are either
in the form of books and published articles or in the format of unpublished
dissertations. From social anthropological perspective, the first scholarly effort
in the book form came from Robin Jeffrey and Assa Doron’s publications The
Great Indian Phone Book: How The Cheap Cell Phone Changes Business, Politics
and Daily Life (Jeffrey and Doron 2013) and Cell Phone Nation: How Mobile
Phone have Revolutionized Business, Politics and Ordinary Life in India (Jeffrey
and Doron 2015). Both works are published in the continuity and written in a
highly comprehensive and dense style. These works mainly describe the process
of mobile diffusion, its development and its political economy from historical
and anthropological approaches. Besides, they have also outlined the themes
of the transformations of business, political and everyday life. In the business
domain they assess the role of commercial strategies in mobile diffusion,
formation of new occupational categories such as ‘phone mistriis’, ‘artisans’
and ‘trainers’, and potential of building business contacts as revealed by their
study of ‘Boatmen of Varanasi Ghats’. In the political realm they evaluate the
transformations of political organizations who used cell phones for coordination
purposes, and offer a discussion on the correlation between mobile
communication and political mobilization. In the everyday life, they analyze
mobile usages from a gendered perspective, including its intervention in the
household domain. Overall, their research not only covers India in its macro
level totality but also provides micro level ethnographic vignettes from areas
like Lucknow, Varanasi and New Delhi to offer insightful empirical examples
of mobile led transformations. Despite of their inability to make explicit
contributions in the theory building, and setbacks such as part-journalistic
and literary style of writing, the works remain useful for scholars who are
beginning their research in the Indian context.

Another remarkable contribution goes back to the ethnographic
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tradition of Indian village studies and published with the title A Village Goes
Mobile: Telephony, Mediation, and Social Change in Rural India (Tenhunen
2018). The study explored change and continuity dimension among the villagers
of Janta, West Bengal, by utilizing diachronic ethnography method, and
highlights the interplay between mobile phone, culture and social structure
within the conception of social logistics. The research found that the phone
strengthened sociality and kinship networks in the village, helped women in
extending their space and contact, and transformed the village economy. The
research also relates these micro-processes with macro level global changes.
Although the research failed in outlining general patterns of mobile use and
does not offer a detailed description of new affordances. However, it becomes
one of the firsts to provide a serious, academic and holistic account of the
subject, therefore, it proved to be a useful monograph for researchers trying
to understand mobile led impacts in the rural India.

Leaving aside these three studies, there is a very little literature
availability in the book form except some journalistic style works like India
Connected: How The Smartphone is Transforming the World’s Largest
Democracy (Agarwal 2018) which lacks theoretical and analytical exercise but
only offers raw discussions on usage patterns. Fortunately, some journal articles
have captured some emerging broader thematic issues. Among these, one of
the main issues of research remains whether the mobile phone has appropriated
by local cultures and it has reinforced existing arrangements, or brought
disruptive changes. Studies of Donner et al. (2008) and Doron (2012) clearly
indicate the coexistence of both themes in different contexts. However, not
everybody shares the coexistence theme. For example, Johuki (2013) found
the pattern of reinforcing where men tend to remain in a more advantageous
position as mobile phone users in comparison to women. Similarly,
Venkatraman (2017) reveals that a gendered bias exists in the mobile phone
usage among the lower socio-economic class and lower middle class Tamil
families. Konkka (2003) found the collectivist patterns where the mobile is
used as a social instrument and experienced with phone are shared between
family members of Mumbai. Tacchi, Kitner and Crawford (2012) argue that
the mobile does provides benefits such as help in emergency and market
information, however, these affordances do not disrupt local cultures grounded
in kinship and traditional gender norms, and the device is appropriated
accordingly. This theme of research is also consistent with Tenhunen’s (2008)
investigation where mobile phone usages were recorded as reinforcing existing
relationships in rural India without bringing any disruptive changes. The above-
mentioned studies reveal that despite of the looming anxieties regarding the
disruptive implications of media globalization and the growing moral panics
surrounding mobile effects, much usages revolve around local culture and
mundane purposes. However, more researches across groups, cultures and
environmental contexts (such as urban/rural) are required to shed light upon
the change-continuity, reinforcement-disruption themes.
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For a developing country like India, mobile phone has brought new
opportunities. They exist not only in the expressive and relational spheres but
also in instrumental and economic ones. The utilitarian pattern forged the
issue of ‘economic development’, a theme about whom the economists are
overly optimistic. Here Jensen’s (2007) study is a widely cited prototype of
such ‘development optimism’, which recorded the transformation of Kerala’s
fishing sector due to the increasing uses of the mobile phone by fishermen.
The research reports that the device allowed buyers and sellers to coordinate
sale. As a result, profit increased yet prices fell. His study is also consistent
with Abraham’s (2006) research of market efficiency in the same context.
Similarly, Veeraraghawan et al. (2007) study of Warana village in Maharashtra
also demonstrates the tales of efficiency where farmers were recorded as
reaping economic benefits of the mobile phone. Some policy centered researches
have also indicated a positive correlation between the teledensity and GDP,
telecommunications and SME (Small and medium enterprises) sector (Kathuria,
Uppal, and Mamta 2009; Uppal and Kathuria 2009). However, other studies
doubted on these patterns and found that mobile are used more for emergencies
and contact purposes rather than for special economic activities (Souter et al.
2005). The skeptic position on the development discourse mainly comes from
the social anthropologists who supposed to work beyond the quantitative
frameworks and explore more rounded possibilities. Overall, the lacuna in
empirical research manifests in that there is no such clarity on the issue of
the correlation between mobile phone and economic development, the
clarification requires more researches, especially from critical and
methodologically rounded viewpoints so a better understanding could be formed.

Another emerging domain of scholarly interest is that of political area
where the research issue is related with the impact of mobile on political
processes such as political participation, political mobilization and civil activism.
From Indian context, some research papers have been published by Jeffrey
and Doron (2012a, 2012b), which noted the increasing usages of mobile phone
for political purposes such as in the election process and coordination among
members of political parties. Other researches have related mobile
communication with socio-political movements (Narayanan and Pradhan 2016),
mobile governance (m-governance) and civil engagement (Rao and Desai 2008;
Prasad 2012). However, just like other areas, there is a very little literature
availability in the political dimension too.

In addition to the published contributions, the growing scholarly interest
also manifests itself in the form of dissertations. A quick look at the website
Shodhganga, an official database of Indian thesis, reveals increasing numbers
of Ph.D. submissions in Indian universities, either with the topics related to
adoption, impact and usages of mobile phone or examination of it as a specific
part of broader ICT’s studies. These studies are conducted from different
disciplinary approaches and the focus remains on different research themes
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such as gender differences in usages, adoption and use among youth, and
consumer behaviors. However, most of these studies are not yet communicated
to a broader audience through publications and failed in developing a theoretical
system except some useful statements of empirical regularities.

No wonder, the scarcity of publications and low quality of existing
research continue to remain a key problem in the mobile communication
scholarship in India. If we dwell into the causes then the first and foremost of
it lies in the fact of differential diffusion rates, where the extent of diffusion
remained higher in developed regions during the initial phase of mobile
development (Castellset al. 2007). Consequently, it provided the fertile grounds
for building the scholarship on a new realm of academic inquiry in economically
and technologically developed areas of West, particularly, those of European
countries, while no such situation occurred in India or in the developing world
in general. Secondly, even after the arrival of the mobile in India, its slow-
motion growth, including its concentration among the few privileged groups
during the beginning phase hindered its widespread societal impacts. Therefore,
left no scope for scholarly efforts to study the phenomenon, until recently,
when its ubiquity attracted scholarly attention. Thirdly, during the recent
years, as the country is undergoing through massive digitalization, there is a
strong tendency among scholars to study the mobile as a part of the broader
digital or new media systems, not as a specific object of inquiry. However, in
the present international scholarship, mobile related consequences are usually
studied under the field of ‘mobile communication studies’, composed of scholars
trained in the various social science disciplines, who are keen in research
subjects like mobility, affordances, socio-cultural impacts and usage or users.
In addition to these efforts, constant initiatives are given by the international
scholarship in the forms of dedicated book series and journals, published papers,
seminars and workshops to develop the field by intellectual debates and
dialogues (Campbell 2013), while very little serious contributions came from
Indian social scientists with specific reference to the mobile. Finally, the poor
infrastructure of Indian universities and unavailability of access to global
information with respect to mobile communication scholarship also results in
its slow growth. As a corollary, much discussion is guided by either optimistic
celebrations or by pessimistic skepticisms, while no grounding on the
theoretical and substantive body of international scholarship.

Challenges and Prospects
The problem of research paucity concerned with the multidimensionality

of usage and consequences of the mobile phone brings new challenges for
enthusiast researchers. The challenges are both methodological as well as
substantive. Firstly, the Indian situation is marked by enormous diversities
based on caste, class, gender, linguistic, rural and urban divisions. These
differences are key forces in shaping values, motivations, interests and
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orientations of mobile users. As a result, any uniform and uncritical application
of readymade approaches for understanding mobile related consequences would
bound to be a futile exercise. This may be a case in using concepts attached
with technological deterministic approaches which may have no applicability
in explaining the cultural appropriation processes grounded on local
contextualities. Therefore, one of the main challenges of Indian mobile
communication scholarship is the ‘careful conceptual utilization’ or ‘careful
selection of approaches’ for explanation purposes where conceptual sensitivity
with empirical reality needs to be demonstrated. The second challenge is related
with the issue of ‘conceptual invention’. This challenge is also true for
international mobile communication scholarship which is suffering from the
lack in theoretical interests. The result is the availability of few concepts or
frameworks specific to mobile communication. In Indian context, the deficiency
is even more stark since the phenomenon is novel and least understood yet
society is extremely diverse and experiencing significant transformations under
contemporary globalization. It certainly poses problems for researchers working
to grasp mobile related transformations. The third challenge is associated with
the issue of ‘thematic inquiries’. As said previously, in the international
scholarship many new thematic areas are emerging, however, so far very poor
work has been done in India. Exceptions of some relational, communicational
and instrumental consequences, existing themes like mobile and surveillance,
work-home spillover, public-private dynamics, conflict, exchange and identity
etc. are not sufficiently investigated by Indian scholars, which may definitely
reveal interesting findings in the Indian context.

The challenges are always related with opportunities. The same is the
case with Indian scholarship. The cultural composition of India itself opens
new junctures for researchers to bring out new themes which are not yet
discovered. This may emerge out of the examination of diverse range of usage
and impact patterns associated with the mobile phone by utilizing qualitative
methods of in-depth inquiries. Secondly, mobile communication scholars have
new opportunities to distinguish the implications of the affordances of the
featured phone with the recent and powerful smart phones to inquire into how
new socio-cultural processes have been unleashed with the progression and
addition in technology. These efforts may definitely be useful for building the
comparative understanding of mobile related consequences Thirdly, given the
issue of access, skill and usage inequality, fresh findings could be obtained to
highlight the complex and multidimensional problem of digital divide, which is
also a social problem. Fourthly, apart from methodological and empirical
innovations, given the state’s curiosity for the ICTs in bringing economic
development and efficient governance, policy-oriented researches are the need
of the hour, so the scholarly knowledge could be mobilized for the betterment
of the general public. Fifthly, since there is a serious scarcity of empirical
works related with the global-local issue, there is a requirement to study the
mobile phone with reference to cultural globalization in order to investigate



SOCIAL SCIENCE RESEARCH ON MOBILE COMMUNICATION... 577

into whether the device usages are reinforcing or disrupting local cultural
settings. As Singh (2000) noted with the reference to new technologies who,
along with interconnecting and empowering people and cultures, have led to
the “decontextualization and displacement of meaning and values of cultural
objects” (p. 35). This exercise would definitely be helpful in clearing the doubts
surrounding the socio-cultural impacts of mobile phone as a part of the
globalization process which is constantly being evoked in general commentaries.
Finally, and perhaps very important from academic viewpoint, a whole range
of reasoned academic discussions and debates could be initiated in intellectual
forums such as seminars, conferences and workshops related with diverse
range of issues surrounding with mobile communication in India.

Conclusion
In a similar line with international scholarship, the mobile

communication studies is in its infancy in India. The issue of research paucity is
an effect of it followed by methodological and substantive lags. Very recently,
the trend of mobile boom results in growing interest in understanding its usage
and consequences. However, so far, most studies are either unpublished or
uninformed with broad research patterns and themes of outside scholarship.
The present paper concludes that there is an urgent need to move beyond from
general commentaries related with its socio-cultural impacts, where it is given
insufficient place and even under emphasized within the broader media ecology.
And the efforts should be mobilized to initiate academic discussions and researches
on the specific issues such as the assessment of access, usage and skill inequality,
examination of multitudes of themes and dimensions of investigation related
with usage and social consequences, analysis of mobile impact under the context
of cultural globalization, and theoretical and conceptual requirements within
the peculiarity of Indian context. Any scholarly effort of mobile communication
studies in India should deal with these issues which also open a new realm of
challenges and opportunities for them. The serious engagements with them
will definitely be helpful in developing mobile communication studies in India.
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