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On-the-Go Settlements:  
Understanding Urban Informality 
Through Its Digital Substructure

Swati Janu1

Abstract

This article investigates the digital networks within informal settlements in Delhi through an ethno-
graphic and practice-based research methodology.1 By studying top-up and media consumption at the 
ubiquitous phone recharge shop and uncovering the persistence of video game parlours in squatter 
settlements, the article presents the subversive, low-tech nature of this digital nexus. It looks at the 
parallels and intersections between the networked realities of these technologies and the alternative 
model of urbanism offered by the informally built areas where they thrive.
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The ‘Alternative’ Digital Nexus

The Smart Cities Mission, launched in 2005 by the Government of India, drew up a list of 100 cities to 
be made ‘smart’2 over 2017–2022 with a budget of over `1,900 billion. Missing from this neo-liberal 
rubric for urban development, however, are the alternative sites of development that exist in the form of 
informal settlements in Indian cities.3 Byproducts of India’s urbanisation and the State’s inability to plan 
for it, these self-built neighbourhoods fall outside the purview of master plans despite the fact that they 
provide affordable housing to millions of service providers. Bereft of basic facilities such as sewage 
systems or water supply, these settlements are being rapidly permeated by networks of digital technology 
and media infrastructures that have been overlooked in popular visualisations of smart cities which focus 
on high technology, high-speed Internet or big data. The highest Internet usage across India, particularly 
in informal settlements, is through mobile phones, enabled by the rapid penetration of low-cost smart 
phones and low tariffs.4 Supporting this is an informal digital substructure made up of a network  
of phone recharge shops, cyber cafés and underground gaming parlours—all of which this article  
delves into.
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The research for this article began as a part of fieldwork conducted at the mHS CITY LAB, a social 
initiative based in Delhi, aimed at improving the quality of informal housing by providing technical 
construction knowledge to masons and homeowners through the medium of digital technology. The 
nature of construction in informal settlements is incremental, taking place floor by floor with savings 
accumulated over time, often necessitated by events such as the wedding of a son. I initiated the research 
in 2016, with the intention to study how digital media is consumed and shared here, as well as to under-
stand the intersection of digital substructure with the physical infrastructure and urban fabric of these 
settlements. In 2017, this work took the shape of an art-practice-based research with the objective of 
studying the digital nexus from within, through an urban intervention in the form of a local phone 
recharge shop that I operated.

Since when it was first introduced in academic discourse by Hart (1973) and the International Labour 
Office (1972), to the latest discourse around the globe (Davis, 2006; Perlman, 2010; Roy, 2005; Roy & 
Al Sayyad, 2004), there has been increasing awareness about the critical importance of informality in 
urbanisation within developing countries. While Davis (2006) presented the bleak reality of the prolif-
eration of informal settlements the world over, others such as Saunders (2011) and Zeiderman (2008) 
have described them as transitional, entrepreneurial spaces whose subversive nature is crucial in chal-
lenging the ‘capitalist modernity’ of the Global North. Drawing from the informal and illicit networks of 
media infrastructures, Sundaram (2009) talks about ‘pirate’ urbanism, while Lobato and Thomas (2015) 
characterise the phenomenon as informal media entrepreneurialism. Larkin (2008) has presented cultural 
flows in the context of the Nigerian media as a crucial part of formulating urban experience.

There is much to be mined from this metaspace created through the collusion of informally organised 
digital and urban networks that simultaneously disrupt and facilitate formal structures. This is especially 
significant in the discourse on ‘information and communication technologies for development’, or 
‘ICT4D’, where the poor need to be seen as active agents instead of ‘inert recipients of develop- 
ment action’ (Rangaswamy & Cutrell, 2012, p. 52). Smyth et al., (2010) describe the informal ‘socio- 
technical ecosystem’ thriving around low-cost mobile phones as an innovative response to technical and 
socio-economic barriers such as limited Internet access or language. They contend that ‘desire’ for enter-
tainment or ‘time-pass’ overrides the ‘needs’ of low-income communities as defined by development 
projects, creating unique solutions for their socio-economic limitations that development experts could 
learn from. Moreover, they assert that this is not an instance of technology leapfrogging in developing 
countries but an ‘alternative’ to the unlimited wireless data connections available in the developed  
world for sharing and consuming mobile media (p. 761). O’Neill et al., (2016) explain this through the 
‘cycle of adoption and adaptation’ by the users who were quick to adopt the low-cost feature phones5  
and then adapt to them, leading to new technology-related behaviours and ecosystems such as media 
sharing at phone recharge shops and Bluetooth file transfer. This, in turn, led to the advent of apps  
such as ShareIT or Xender by technology companies, pocket data plans by service providers, and cheap 
accessories such as on-the-go (OTG) devices by electronics manufacturers, which the research looks at 
(p. 10).

As personal and social spaces in the city reconfigure themselves along new channels of information, 
entertainment and communication which make these already dense settlements even more tightly con-
nected, there is a critical need to understand how media are shared and consumed. In this regard, 
Richardson (2007) has looked at the phenomenology of technology to talk about the embodied space of 
mobile media usage. She talks of the relationship between the self and the phone as that of knowing and 
making one’s ‘being-in-the-world’, just as Doron (2012) has looked at gender in mobile media owner-
ship and usage to talk about the ‘making and unmaking of the self’ through mobile phones. By under-
standing how networks of media infrastructure intersect with social, spatial and physical ones within 
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informal settlements, this article contributes to the discourse on urban informality, on the one hand, and 
adds to the growing ethnographic literature on the usage of mobile phones in the developing world  
along with local media sharing and consumption practices, on the other. While informality is beginning 
to be used to inspire a new model of urbanism, that is, for example, walkable, socially cohesive and 
climatologically sustainable (Roy, 2011; Zeiderman, 2008), its digital counterpart also offers similar 
lessons.

An Ethnographic Approach

Enabling bottom-up study, an ethnographic approach is particularly suited to understanding the daily 
workings of lives in informal settlements, for more grounded representation and documentation of the 
voices of the subaltern (Bunnell & Harris, 2012). It is important to note the ethnographer’s profile and 
positionality to be able to delineate the interpretations of the data collected. I am a 32-year-old woman 
from a middle-income family, with a postgraduate degree, which places me at a higher position of influ-
ence in the communities I interacted with. While my class, caste and economic background—and often 
my gender—enabled me with easier access to information, there were also times when the same factors 
acted as barriers in my conversations with the interviewees. My findings and observations are based on 
numerous conversations with the residents of five different settlements in Delhi who were almost always 
willing to talk to me after I explained my research objectives to them. Interactions over my phone shop 
counter further enabled me to document individual stories and lifestyle choices from within the commu-
nity, given my regular presence there, which helped foster mutual trust between my ‘customers’ and me.6

Research was divided into two phases, each of which employed different methodologies. The first 
phase included 6-month-long ethnographic research across four informal settlements in Delhi through 
semi-structured interviews conducted as part of a research fellowship at the Sarai programme, Centre for 
Study of Developing Societies, Delhi. I interviewed 14 retailers of digital media, data and talk-time 
top-ups at their phone recharge shops, six video game parlour owners and three cyber café owners across 
four informal settlements in Delhi. I also interviewed around 15 of their customers at their retail outlets 
and conducted around 30 open-ended interviews of mobile and media users spread across the settle-
ments. The questions focussed on mobile usage and recharge purchase patterns, mobile shop patronage, 
digital device ownership and file transfer behaviour. Around 20 non-users were also interviewed to 
understand barriers in mobile phone adoption. These users and non-users were chosen at random during 
walks through the neighbourhoods, usually by approaching people to start a conversation and recording 
their responses as field notes right after. While the retailers and their customers were all male, the users 
and non-users interviewed represented a mix of gender and age. Most users fell between the ages of  
10 and 30, while most non-users were typically over 50. The monthly income of earning members 
ranged from `5,000 to `25,000. Due to the specific patronage of the gaming parlours, only young boys 
within the age range of 10–18 years could be interviewed.

The second phase comprised practice-based research through a community art project in a fifth infor-
mal settlement in Delhi, which took the utilitarian urban form of a phone recharge shop that I operated 
for a month in 2016 and five months in 2017. The art practice was initially set up as part of the interna-
tional art residency ‘Coriolis Effects: Migration and Memory’ by Khoj International Artists Association, 
Delhi, which then decided to support the project during 2017 to sustain its community engagement 
component. This phase comprised two stages—a month-long practice-based research, took place over  
15 days in a small shop that was an electrician’s shop on alternate days. The second phase took place 
over 20 days over five months in a larger rented space on the same street where the shop operated once 



Not 
for

 co
mmerc

ial
 us

e

Janu 119

a week. The longer timespan allowed for a greater depth of responses with regular customers. Moreover, 
the larger space made possible longer conversations as the customers could sit inside, especially during 
the media transfer.

By providing talk-time and data recharges along with media downloads to my customers, I was able 
to study not only their purchasing patterns but also the different genres of media in circulation. In all, 
over 300 open-ended interviews of the customers were conducted at the two shops, which were recorded 
through daily logs. Most of these interviews were with males as hardly any females visited the shop, 
which is discussed later in the article. The average monthly income of the customers here ranged from 
`5,000 to `35,000, though the demographic that approached the shop for media purchases mostly com-
prised daily-wage earners with monthly incomes below `10,000 or 10–16 year old boys who were free 
to use the phones of one of their family members.

A few weeks before setting up the shop, I interviewed six phone shop owners in the neighbourhood 
through regular interactions to learn the practical workings of the trade and to purchase the latest media 
to offer to my own customers. It was important for me to build their trust over time in order to not come 
across as a threat or competition to their trade, and to establish my presence as part of the research and 
art project. Customers’ initial reactions to me running the shop—a woman from a higher economic and 
education background than them or other shopkeepers—ranged from curiosity and amusement to 
assumptions that I was temporarily substituting for someone else. Their7 surprise or suspicion, however, 
would quickly give way to excitement on learning that they could get free media and that I knew of their 
regional stars and latest songs.

Urban History of the Settlements

The research was carried out in three types of informal settlements in Delhi: JJ cluster,8 resettlement 
colony9 and unauthorised colony.10 Fieldwork for the first phase took place in four areas: the JJ cluster 
and resettlement colony at Sundernagri in northeast Delhi, the resettlement colony of Savda Ghevda in 
northwest Delhi and the JJ clusters at Govindpuri and Jagdamba Camp in south Delhi. This mix of set-
tlements was chosen for their location (to cover both inner city and peripheral settlements) and their age 
(Savda Ghevda is a decade old, while the rest have been around for almost five decades). The second 
stage of the research was conducted in the fifth settlement taken up for the study—Khirkee Extension, 
an unauthorised colony in south Delhi.

The JJ clusters or squatter settlements11 at Govindpuri and Sundernagri sprang up in the 1970s  
around the time of the Emergency12 when mass slum clearing operations were undertaken along what 
were then the fringes of the city. Personal accounts in the course of interviews revealed how the lives of 
many of the residents there were directly affected by two major projects undertaken by Sanjay Gandhi.13 
The first was a ‘city beautification’ programme that led to the eviction of thousands of families in JJ 
clusters, and the second was a ‘population control’ programme implemented through mass sterilisations, 
which were forceful in many cases (Tarlo, 2003). Today, both these settlements are dense, bustling 
neighbourhoods absorbed in the main fabric of the city—the Govindpuri JJ cluster in the south being the 
more inner city than the Sundernagri JJ cluster in northeast Delhi. Due to its peripheral location, 
Sundernagri has enjoyed freedom from the fear of demolition, with houses there being four to five 
storeys tall and more pakka (permanent)14 than the two-storey plots in Govindpuri. Another advantage is 
its proximity to the resettlement colonies set up in the area to house those evicted from the Madangir JJ 
cluster in south Delhi in the 1970s. This phenomenon, referred to as ‘slums within slums’,15 often offers 
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Figure 1. Savda Ghevda, An Informal Settlement in Delhi 

Figure 2. Phone Recharge Shop in Khirkee
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protection to squatter settlements from eviction due to their proximity to neighbourhoods resettled by the 
government and the consequently lower land value.

Jagdamba Camp also came up around the same time, when migrant workers involved in the construc-
tion of Apeejay School settled along the drain behind the school. The entire slum, three to four floors 
high, is built over the drain in a way that the two ends of the drain are the only entry and exit points. All 
three settlements have gradually gained access to the infrastructural networks of electricity and water 
supply over the last few decades. The relatively recent resettlement colony of Savda Ghevda, set up in 
2007, still does not have a water supply or sewage system. Located over 30 kilometres northwest of 
central Delhi, it was created when thousands were forcefully evicted from JJ clusters within the city in 
the name of city ‘beautification’ for the Commonwealth Games 2010 and resettled here, far removed 
from their source of livelihoods and with only a 10-year lease (Bhan & Sen, 2008).

Khirkee Extension is a dense unauthorised colony that has formed over the last few decades around 
the urban village16 of Khirkee whose history can be traced to the fourteenth century. The four-to-five-
storey-high colony hosts a diverse mix of migrant groups from different religious, ethnic and economic 
backgrounds. Its older residents are comprised of Hindu landlords who settled there after partition, and 
Muslim families that have been living there for even longer. The recent migrants here range from male 
workers from villages of Bihar and West Bengal, who live in temporary camps, to students and young 
professionals from across India, to international immigrants from Nepal, Afghanistan and several African 
nations such as Nigeria, Democratic Republic of Congo and Somalia. This has led to tension between the 
local residents, who are seen to have a conservative outlook, and the newer tenants, who claim to have a 
more liberal lifestyle, with the African communities being particularly stigmatised (Taraporewala & 
Negi, 2014). Through the sale of mobile recharges, I was able to interact with these diverse communities, 
but the media download exchange was predominantly with the migrant daily-wage workers.

Phone Recharge Shops and Vernacular Media Networks

After space, water is the most important and limited commodity in Govindpuri. Once a day—in the late 
afternoon—the neighbourhood is filled with the sounds of gushing water and women congregating over 
regular banter and occasional quarrels. There is no continuous supply of water and storage is limited to 
plastic containers, drums and canisters that can fit within the room-sized houses. The community’s rela-
tionship with digital media and its storage is similar. The combination of lack of access to uninterrupted 
supply and limited storage defines the nature of digital networks for entertainment and information here. 
Digital consumption is almost daily and storage is transitory, with the phone memory card17 wiped clean 
every few days for new content.

Mobile phones here offer independence, choice and a more personalised experience of entertainment 
than televisions.18 This is made possible through the network of phone recharge stores selling pre-paid 
talk-time and data recharges, which can be found at every street corner in most informal settlements. 
Easy payment technologies such as flexi, Android apps, e-pins and net banking have enabled a profitable 
market for recharge retailers. These local entrepreneurs can be found offering additional services, from 
selling groceries and gas cylinder refills to train ticket booking and money transfer based on new payment 
gateways.

I found the `10 talk-time recharge to be the most popular in the area, with requests for data recharge 
ranging from ̀ 10 to ̀ 30, through coupons or direct top-ups on a daily basis, as opposed to larger amounts 
over longer periods.19 These top-ups are done either through ‘flexi’ (flexible) service, where the retailer 
has a registered account and calls a designated number or, more recently, through apps such as Pay1.  
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The share of the top-ups is slightly higher than the sale of paper coupons, offering a 1.5–2 per cent com-
mission to the retailers over the 1 per cent they make off coupons. Local retailers are connected with 
dealers of various service provider companies who collect payments and distribute coupons on a daily 
basis, covering anywhere from 10 to 20 shops on foot or motorbikes.20 I met a few of these retailers at 
my shop in Khirkee Extension within my first few days there.

At most of these neighbourhood shops, pirated21 movies and songs are transferred from laptops or 
computers via memory cards onto feature phones and smartphones. This extralegal network22 of media 
sharing is how those without access to digital technology—either due to the cost of data or lack of techni-
cal know-how—are able to consume media on their mobile phones, just as unauthorised23 settlements 
provide self-built, affordable housing to those without access to formal housing. Operating through 
‘porous legalities’ (Liang, 2005), the entire network pivots around these media retailers, or download 
workers, who either download media off the Internet, rip it off CDs and VCDs, or collect it from other 
download workers and even customers.

Depending on the location, movies are sold for `5–10 24 and music is sold by the gigabyte (GB); for 
instance, 2 GB worth of media is sold for `40 in Khirkee Extension. Deo and Duggal (2017) use  
the metaphor of vegetables for these gigabytes to describe the customers’ quantitative preference for  
purchasing media by folders measured in GB instead of a qualitative one for specific songs or albums, 
comparable to vegetables sold by weight (p. 8). They describe the download worker as a ‘pirate and  
collector’ who creates different kinds of music folders, akin to recording mix tapes by collecting,  
selecting and grouping songs that customers might like while also curating their musical tastes (p. 7). 
The vendor, then, can be seen as a ‘cultural intermediary’ who possesses the popular and vernacular 
musical knowledge as well as knows how to download and share it (ibid.).25

‘Take what you want and delete all the folders. Just leave the pictures and fill it up with the latest 
Bhojpuri26 songs.’ These were the instructions given by one of my customers, who was in a hurry to get 
his 4 GB memory card filled with new songs before leaving for his village the next day since the phone 
shops there did not have the same variety of media. I became a curator of vernacular media in my shop 
with most immediately surrendering their memory cards to me for the media exchange that I was facili-
tating. Typical requests were generic, such as ‘Bhojpuri remixes’, ‘old songs’, ‘love songs’, ‘qawwalis’ 
or ‘latest films’, and I was free to interpret these while catering to their tastes. In this way, I learnt about 
the colloquial genres of the vernacular media being consumed in the neighbourhood, typically catego-
rised into folders with names such as ‘bhakti’ (lit. devotion) songs, ‘bewafa’ (lit. one who betrays)—
songs of heartache, or ‘medium Hindi’—songs referring to Bollywood songs from the 1990s.27

I found the phone memory cards carrying the regional flavour on them in the form of Bhojpuri, 
Bangla and Haryanvi music, or South Indian action films dubbed in Hindi.28 Produced in low-budget 
studios with themes and settings that the rural–urban migrant groups can relate to, this vernacular media 
offers a subversive alternate to the mainstream Bollywood media which often fails to cater to the aspira-
tions of low-income communities (Kumar, 2014). A similar dichotomy can be traced in the case of 
T-Series in the 1980s, which started recording genres and languages ignored by the larger music company 
HMV,29 carving an entirely new demographic of cassette consumers and making music more accessible, 
albeit through several illicit means (Liang, 2005, p. 10). Deo and Duggal (2017) point out how the bulk 
sharing of media, which overlooks the descriptors and quality of the media files, has led to a ‘flattening 
of hierarchies’ between local, small-scale studios and international mega corporations (p. 9). Parikh and 
Kumar (2013) also discuss the quantity versus quality dichotomy, contending that the accessibility and 
affordability offered by memory card transfer have been at the cost of appreciation for the ‘life of music’ 
(p. 2868).
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Download workers are nodes in the embedded networks of distribution and circulation of media that 
have been set up through the rapidly enhanced speed and diminished cost of music reproduction. Here, 
it is useful to view their ‘act of transgression’ through the metaphor of ‘seepage’, as introduced by Raqs 
Media Collective, which sees the ‘squatter’ and the ‘pirate’ as contemporary marginal figures, destabilis-
ing the ‘established structures of borders and boundaries, metropolitan master plans and the apparatus of 
intellectual property relations’ through their invisible changes (2004). Kumar (2014) traces this ‘pirate 
sense’ not just in the production and circulation of media but also in the vernacular subjectivity of its 
content, drawing from his study of the Bhojpuri music and film industry. He further talks of subalterni-
ties within Bhojpuri movies where marginalised characters are given voice to make a moral counterpoint 
and ‘attack the arrogance of the privileged’ (p. 197).

With the ‘masculine urbanisation’ (Tumbe, 2015) taking place in the bigger Indian cities today, such 
vernacular media content is addressing the desires, fantasies and challenges of the male migrants who 
come to cities for work and send remittances to their families back in villages. Hardy (2010) has delved 
deeper into this landscape of Bhojpuri cinema, attributing to the use of memory cards carried by Bihari 
migrants the circulation of Bhojpuri culture and identity across India. Just as the picture of a loved one 
has moved from the wallet to the phone, cultural identity and memory are now carried on digital cards in 
the form of regional media. It is no surprise that several recent Bhojpuri songs have been centred around 
technology, from songs on missed calls30 (e.g., ‘Missed Call Mareli’, lit. ‘She Sent a Missed Call’) to the 
latest ones on the Jio sim31 (e.g., Jio ke sim liye aur Android ke mobile, lit. ‘Get a Jio sim and an Android 
phone’).

The article’s research findings on the informal media circulation and consumption patterns are  
congruent with those of Smyth et al. (2010) in that they establish the role of entertainment as one of  
the biggest motivators in technology adoption. One example is of how illiterate users navigate lingual 
barriers and the complex user interface, such as with names of media folders and files that are usually in 
English and not their native language. I learnt that they would look at the thumbnail images to tell which 
folder contained what kind of files, often having to play a few media files in each folder before finding 
the one they wanted to listen to. The download workers are instrumental in helping such new adopters  
of technology (Parikh & Kumar, 2013, p. 2871) by providing the much needed human connection for 
troubleshooting when required. Perhaps over time, and with increased Internet access, this cottage indus-
try of media download workers will become redundant, as has been suggested by O’Neill et al. (2016),32 
or it may mutate into another intermediary informal network. New service providers like Jio,33 with their 
low tariffs, could drastically alter this digital ecosystem with other service providers being forced to cut 
down data costs to keep up, but it remains to be seen how long that transition will take.

Cyber Corners and Social Networks

Digital networks are deeply enmeshed with social and spatial networks within informal settlements, 
carving out shared community spaces in the public domain. Just as men playing cards occupy the com-
munity nodes and parks here, teenage boys can now be found on street corners or staircases, huddled 
over the light of their phones or within the aural space of shared music, with digital media creating 
immersive and intimate shared spaces. As one of them described to me, ‘I get all the latest songs, movies 
and games from my friends here. We spend hours swapping them and watching videos together late into 
the night. At home, we can’t always watch what we like on the TV and the mobile is like our own  
personal TV.’
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These communal ‘cyber corners’ of data exchange offer freedom and privacy within dense settle-
ments such as Jagdamba Camp or Govindpuri, just as the embodied space of mobile phones provides an 
escape for the Bihari migrants living in cramped quarters34 in Khirkee Extension. Described as ‘jeb ka 
laddoo’ (lit. pocket candy) in Parikh and Kumar’s research (2013, p. 2867), the mobile phone is one’s 
pocket collection of favourite songs and videos. Richardson (2007) calls it ‘pocket technospace’, describ-
ing its relationship with the human body as having recently changed ‘from always at hand to always in 
hand’. Tacchi, Kitner and Crawford (2012) noted a sense of intimacy the women they interviewed 
seemed to feel towards their mobiles phones, both in the nature of conversations they enabled and in 
their somatic relation with it—they ‘carried them tucked into their blouse under their sari along with 
their other personal objects’ (p. 530).

Digital networks of media sharing in informal settlements subsist through the hardware of cheap, 
China-made OTG35 devices which cost less than `100. These low-tech devices, such as OTG cables and 
USB adaptors into which memory cards can be slotted, can be connected to a computer to facilitate 
media transfer at phone recharge shops. The low cost of these products is the result of adaptation to the 
proliferation of increasingly affordable Android phones in the ‘domestication cycle’ of new techno- 
logies, as described by O’Neill et al. (2016, p. 10). Another result of this adaptation is the advent of apps 
such as SHAREit and Xender, which enable rapid offline media sharing via Bluetooth. Similar to the 
observations of O’Neill et al. (2016), while running my shop, I hardly came across anyone who still used 
Bluetooth for file transfer. In Khirkee, I was taught the new sharing practices by young boys who were 
adept at them, as were many of my customers. I also learnt about the different file formats36 ranging from 
3gpp for feature phones to mp4 files for HD meant for smartphones.

Sharing of media also leads to the creation of new sharing networks between different demographics. 
For instance, older men often rely on the network of younger boys for access to pornographic content 
which they may not feel comfortable buying from the local phone recharge stores or know how to down-
load. Commonly referred to as ‘bf’ (blue films), teenage and young males are common customers of 
pornographic content from phone stores, which is often provided in the form of a package of movie clips 
sold by the GB. Many teens download the content themselves as well, which is then shared with others 
in proximity through SHAREit or online, via WhatsApp. At my shop, I was surprised to find much less 
porn than I had initially expected;37 instead, I encountered several low-budget B-circuit38 films of ‘trashy’ 
(Subba, 2016) genres such as erotica and horror. A possible reason could be the hyper-sexualised nature 
of Bhojpuri music videos, which was the media content most frequently exchanged at my shop. I learnt 
that sharing of handsets within a family was common, such as an older brother allowing his younger 
siblings to use his phone, or children using their father’s phone, and thus consumers of pornographic 
content resort to using separate memory cards.

‘I don’t need to go to the phone shop here. I have WiFi at work.’ This was uttered by a young woman 
in Govindpuri, employed as an accountant elsewhere in the city, when I asked her if she purchased media 
from phone shops. I came across several other young working women who also owned phones but had 
to rely on their male relatives to get their phones recharged within the community as it was not consid-
ered socially appropriate for them to frequent the phone stores on their own. The young woman’s 
response seemed to indicate that she was distancing herself not only from a demographic that may not 
be digitally literate and needed the download worker’s service, but also from her community, which did 
not allow her the same mobility as ‘outside’. Most of the girls I interviewed did not own phones, though 
many had younger brothers who did. Usage for them was limited to playing games or listening to songs 
on their male relatives’ phones. Hardly any women visited my shop and the media content shared was 
tailored largely for male consumption, from sexualised music videos to wrestling match clips or cartoons 
for the younger ones.
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I remember an incident involving a young girl, about 10 years old, who came to my shop with a wish 
list of movies from her older sister. I did not have many of those movies and suggested some others that 
I did have, which led to her shuttling back and forth between my shop, where she would take down 
movie names, and her sister, to get her approval. The reason her elder sister did not come to the shop 
herself most likely had to do with her role in maintaining her family honour. Doron (2012) has discussed 
the perception of the mobile phone as an ‘object of distrust’ given that it enables the flow of ‘inside’ 
information to outside. He examines the role of the mobile phone in the ‘making and umaking’39 of a 
woman’s self before and after her marriage, and the freedom of owning phones that older women may 
enjoy over unwed or newlywed ones (p. 425). He talks about how the phone is meant only for ‘basic 
conversations’ in the case of women, while for men, it is seen as an essential tool for work, communica-
tion and entertainment (p. 422).

I would also like to point out that in the eyes of my predominantly male customer base, my economic 
and educational backgrounds often seemed to supersede my gender identity, in a way freeing me from 
their gender-based notions and expectations of my behaviour. My research was unable to study female 
mobile phone usage and consumption extensively due to its focus on ‘pedestrian’ consumption 
(Richardson, 2007, p. 211), while I found that women resort to more private usage of mobile phones. 
While technology does not shape social relations as much as it is shaped by them, new technology-
related behaviours have emerged from new sharing networks to new metaspaces. From the bodily rela-
tions to hand-held phones that were discussed earlier, the next section moves on to the embodied spaces 
created through the older digital networks of video game parlours within squatter settlements.

Persistence of Gaming Parlours

Standing on the main street of Jagdamba Camp—only a metre or so wide—talking to a group of boys 
sitting on doorsteps, felt as intimate as sitting in someone’s living room, albeit with the steady stream of 
pedestrians and sellers of wares passing by. I peered over the shoulders of a few young boys at a video 
game parlour—deep enough only for one player to sit facing the arcade controller. There were two such 
systems on one side and a computer on the other. The shop was manned by a young boy who looked not 
much older than 10, with a heavy gold chain around his neck. He informed me: ‘My brother owns this 
video game shop. He converted it into a cyber café around six years back when business started declining 
but recently he converted it back into a game parlour as everyone now has Internet on their phones or a 
WiFi connection.’

Within the paralegal digital networks of informal settlements exists a network of gaming dens 
crammed with video game arcades behind lowered shutters or thick curtains. This network emerged here 
over the last two decades with the decline of the informal gaming economy through an upsurge in mobile 
phone gaming, online retail and competition from large company distributors (Deka, 2016). With 
increased Internet access over phones, cyber cafés are fast running out of business here, but gaming 
culture still continues to thrive, as narrated earlier. The revived parlour has managed to survive despite 
the rapid phone penetration and access to WiFi. This parlour was an amalgamation of the old and the new 
with LCD computer screens connected to game controllers through hard disks, just as old and new games 
co-exist in the market or old consoles are ‘modded’ to play new games (Deka, 2016).40

I came across similar gaming arcades in all the JJ clusters I studied, and all of them had the same illicit 
and furtive feel to them—screened from the outside world and disapproving parents. Each time, I would 
be equally surprised to find myself in a dark and dingy room filled with hordes of young, 10–15-year-old 
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Figure 3.  A Video Game Parlour in Sundernagri

boys exchanging profanities, who would, in turn, be as surprised to find me in their midst. After convinc-
ing them I was not lost, I would manage to strike a conversation with them about their favourite games, 
over the sounds of frantic jabbing of push buttons and jostling of joysticks. The boys shell out `10 for an 
hour of usage on an almost daily basis, with some arcades requiring `1 coins and some using game coins 
at the rate of two for `5. Too young to own phones or dictate the choice of content on television at home, 
young boys resort to arcade games as their digital mode of entertainment. I also met a few teenage boys 
who had been frequenting these parlours for several years and continue to do so despite possessing 
phones, by now addicted to the unique embodied experience. The all-male space of the parlour also 
offers them a shared communal experience, akin to the ‘cyber corners’ created by youngsters on street 
corners here.

I realised that in order to understand the existing network of parlours in these informal settlements, 
which have today become obsolete in other parts of the city, I needed to see where they are fabricated. 
This took me to Lajpat Rai market, one of the oldest wholesale electronics markets in Delhi set up soon 
after Independence, and today the go-to place for electronic goods and parts—from CCTV cameras, 
music systems and television sets to mobile phones (genuine, duplicate and second-hand), CD and DVD 
players, and video games. Sundaram (2009) describes it as one of the three41 main media markets that 
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form the urban network of digital pirate trade in Delhi. It is here that all the arcades in use in the informal 
settlements of Delhi have been made and are repaired. Today, it is only a handful of shops here that 
supply video game machines all over India—mostly to poorer areas within urban centres or peri-urban 
areas and smaller towns. I struck up a conversation with one of the shopkeepers:

I have been selling video game hardware for over two decades now though business has reduced to a quarter of 
what it used to be. The cost of an arcade cabinet with all its parts is around `15,000 today, half of what it was a 
decade back, and only my shop in the entire market fabricates the full system inside an arcade cabinet.

The other shops sell game controllers and consoles, printed circuit boards, spare parts such as joy-
sticks, buttons and cassettes, or cartridges for the older system boards still in use in a few towns.42 While 
most of the customers are retailers for home-based video games, a few buy parts for arcade systems 
set-up in the kind of parlours I was studying—found mostly in JJ clusters where people cannot buy per-
sonal sets. There is a rare order or two for more expensive arcade sets to be set up in malls, for which 
many of the components used are of superior quality and need to be imported. It is from this electronic 
bazaar43 that the matrix of gaming parlours in low-income areas originates, with possibly one such 
gaming den in every squatter settlement.

Young boys are hooked onto video games through these parlours, spending `10–20 every day after 
school or by missing it, much to the ire of their elders. This addiction to the older, more clandestine web 
of video gaming has now been taken up by the newer circuits of mobile data addiction among teen boys 
whose data plans are dictated by affordability, access and addiction. Rangaswamy and Yamsani (2001) 
talk about the ‘digital lives’ of the teens in Hazeezpet, a squatter settlement in Hyderabad, where one 
interviewee’s admission aptly describes this addition, ‘Mental kartha hai’ (lit. makes me go crazy):

This used to be a gaming parlour but it began to have a negative influence on the kids due to the bad language 
they used while playing. I decided to rid them of the addiction of video games which are like drugs. I want them 
to learn good things.

These are the words of the owner of a cyber café in Navjeevan Camp in Govindpuri, who is trying to 
get the children of the neighbourhood to transition from video gaming to Internet surfing. With an open 
door letting in light and a shoe rack at the entrance, and filled with boys and girls playing games or watch-
ing YouTube videos on computers, his café looks markedly different from a video game parlour. The 
owner’s decision to replace a video game parlour with a cyber café, despite lower profits, as an attempt 
to create a better learning environment for the children of the neighbourhood presents a direct obverse to 
the cyber café owner in Jagdamba Camp who revived his gaming parlour. Both these decisions can be 
seen in the light of practices of recycling, with the old and the new co-existing in a circular temporality 
where ‘the new becomes the old, and the old becomes new’ (Deka, 2016, p. 173). While cyber cafés are 
now becoming obsolete, video game parlours became obsolete across big cities approximately 25 years 
ago, except for their persistence in lower-income areas. This durable digital network, thus, became a 
hand-me-down technology passed within the city  from planned colonies to informal settlements.

Infrastructure of Insecurity

While the previous three sections look at digital networks, their circulation and consumption, this section 
focusses on the purchasing patterns of consumers in informal settlements. The ‘pocket Internet’44 that 
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thrives on small data recharge amounts for mobile phones is based on a strategy of ‘buying less, more 
often’ and is promoted in a similar way to the ‘sachet marketing’45 of consumer items such as chips and 
cold drinks. Already in rural India, the regular amounts being spent on purchasing data have started 
eating into the share meant for daily consumer items.46 From a rural population that is rapidly gaining 
access to the Internet to the resourceful teenagers in urban areas, the lower-income demographics are 
choosing to use the Internet through small, recurrent amounts, which enables them to straddle both 
affordability and aspiration.

These small, regular purchase amounts are synchronous with the brick-by-brick, floor-by-floor 
growth of the settlements and can be seen to be synonymous with the daily-wage earnings and consump-
tion of the community. But they do not end up being economical in the long run as larger amounts 
provide proportionately more talk time or data. This transitory consumption can be said to be linked to 
the insecurity of the status of their dwellings and erratic access to limited infrastructure, with the small 
recharge amounts providing an attractive short-term but less economical option. Setting up my phone 
shop gave me a first-hand experience of this transience of informality. Just a few moments before I set it 
up with a mere counter and a few posters, the shop had not existed just as it ceased to exist after a month47 
like several other shops that open and shut on that street—this fleeting nature of informal retail evocative 
of the temporality of the spaces occupied by migrant communities.

The `10 recharge, then, represents the unit of purchasing power of lower-income populations that are 
fast gaining access to the Internet while also defining the patterns of insecurity and transience that they 
live in. This transience acts as a barrier to longer term planning of the residents and consequently 
expresses itself in their purchasing patterns due to its influence on their economic decisions. This is 
apparent in the case of the younger settlement of Savda Ghevda. Despite being ‘planned’, resettlement 
colonies gain access to basic services such as electricity, piped water supply, sewage system and trans-
port services much later than their relocation, driven largely by what Benjamin (2005) calls ‘quiet 
politics’.

As in most other informal settlements, electricity was the first service to arrive in Savda Ghevda, 
largely due to the profit-driven motives of public–private joint venture distribution companies 
(DISCOMs).48 The installation of electrical metres is much awaited in these areas because an electricity 
bill can be used as a proof of address—the first step towards formality. There is, however, still no public 
sewage or water system in Savda Ghevda. Unlike in Govindpuri and Jagdamba Camp, which have com-
munity points for water supply, here the community gets its water from Delhi Jal Board water tankers 
every day. Although the water is free, its supply is insufficient and erratic. The residents of Savda Ghevda 
plan their daily lives around tanker timings, lining up for their daily supply just as they buy their daily 
digital dose from the phone recharge shops here. Some have also dug bore wells for joint use and buy 
drinking water from ‘water ATMs’49 at 30 paise a litre.

In addition to being shorn of their livelihoods due to the increase in distance from their work, the 
communities also moved away from their frequented ‘sites of entertainment’ such as the C-circuit50 
cinema halls within the city (Kumar, 2014, p. 191); therefore, they have to rely solely on the download 
worker for their digital entertainment. Although the community is fast transitioning from feature phones 
to smartphones, one of two cellular towers in the area was recently removed from the terrace of a house, 
based on the neighbours’ complaints of health hazards from electromagnetic frequency radiation—a 
common symptom of the expansion of telecom infrastructure in Indian cities.51 Today, there is only one 
cellular tower in the area and, hence, mobile connectivity is weak. Bright new red billboards advertise 
4G Vodafone above the fronts of mobile recharge stores in an irony that is evocative of the erratic access 
to services in informal communities in Indian cities.
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Biswas (2015) correlates the delivery of urban water supply in Delhi with socio-economic spaces and 
legal property rights.52 Ensuring a state of transience in informal settlements can be seen as a deliberate 
measure by the government if we are to look at the nature of land titles. Plots in resettlement colonies in 
Delhi were provided on a conditional lease of 99-year leasehold in the case of the earlier colonies during 
the 1960s to only 7–15 year terms more recently.53 In Savda Ghevda, plots were given to families on a 
10-year lease without any ownership rights over them.54 What is to become of the houses built on these 
plots now that the lease is due to expire? Within the community, there is speculation that the lease will 
be extended by another 10 years—and then another 10 years—like the water tankers that make their way 
to the settlement day after day, as they have done over the past decade.

The ̀ 10 recharge as a unit, then, speaks not only of the diurnal rhythm of digital consumption but also 
of the precarity of the ‘makeshift city’ (Vasudevan, 2015). The community is locked in this seemingly 
perpetual cycle of ephemerality by ‘making people wait—delaying without destroying hope’, limiting 
their growth and ability to plan ahead, as what Auyero (2011) calls ‘patients of the state’. Das and 
Randeria (2015) talk about this continuous process of ‘waiting’ in the spatial and temporal configura-
tions of the city, which goes beyond material scarcity. Ghertner (2017) delves deeper into this settler 
versus state dynamics of power and subordination by describing how the squatters use their ‘powers of 
reach’ for endurance and survival. Despite lacking essential amenities, in less than a decade, Savda 
Ghevda, a busy neighbourhood with two–three-storey houses, is testament to the persistence and  
resilience of its people. While Dutta (2012) has captured the daily struggles and anxieties of those  
denied citizenship rights, Ghertner (2017) goes on to talk about how they shape the state through their 
‘everyday efforts’ to secure water, electricity and building permission. The digital counterparts to the 
‘fluid governance frameworks’ (Ghertner, 2017) are the embedded networks of phone recharge shops 
and their download workers who negotiate ‘porous legalities’ (Liang, 2005).

On-the-Go Settlements

The daily mobile recharge, purchases of media content and video game coins are manifestations of how 
the absence of adequate resources has led to the emergence of creative solutions and entrepreneurial 
networks in the form of low-cost, low-tech urban infrastructures which often bypass formal mechanisms—
the appropriation of digital technology through an ingenious amalgamation of OTG devices that, on their 
own, are rudimentary. These inexpensive electronic devices are complemented by a parallel informal 
network of pirated digital content. The vernacular media content circulated through these channels caters 
to the lower-income masses that are increasingly shaping Indian cities. This is made possible by neigh-
bourhood phone recharge shops operated by local entrepreneurs. Intersecting with these are the new 
sharing networks forged between different demographics and the consequent communal hubs of digital 
exchange and consumption that are being created. New embodied spaces occupy street corners and stair-
wells, offering freedom from and privacy within the dense fabric of informal settlements with their 
constrained facilities. In this context, the `10 top-up may be viewed as an adaptation of technology-
related user behaviour to a dynamic urbanism borne out of negotiation and bargaining with the state.

The insecurity that accompanies ‘waiting for the state’ also manifests itself in the built form of these 
settlements—from the materials to the technology used. The structures are built with light and temporary 
materials such as corrugated tin for roof and brick walls without any mortar to bind them, ever ready to 
be relocated again. Even in the case of the more permanent structures built in concrete frames with brick 
walls laid with mortar, the roofs are often made of stone slabs resting on steel beams in an architecture 
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that is insecure and can be dismantled, relocated and recreated. It is common to reuse old bricks in the 
construction of new houses here with the house coming together as an assembly of old and new parts 
through a culture of ‘modding’ (Deka, 2016). From materials to media, everything here is repurposed 
and recycled, as the old becomes new and the new becomes old. Just as the digital matrix, providing this 
community its daily entertainment, information and communication, exists as an innovative system of 
OTG devices that are repurposed, shared and appropriated, the settlement itself exists as an OTG 
settlement.

This article aimed to look at the overlap of physical and digital infrastructures to present potential 
sites of intersections. A recent initiative borne out of such an intersection is ‘NextDrop’, a programme 
that uses mobile technology to provide real-time information on the availability of water supply to  
residents of a squatter settlement in Karnataka through text messages (Rao, 2016). While the network of 
media download workers self-built itself over time due to the need for an intermediary interface for new 
adopters of technology, older technologies of gaming persisted through the city’s informal areas. Reading 
informal settlements through their digital substructure is crucial to understanding how these networks 
might subsist over time with the rapidly changing technologies and access, just as it helps us understand 
them as alternative technologies for and by the subaltern.

Notes

 1. The article distinguishes digital infrastructure as constituting cellphone towers and broadband cables from digi-
tal substructure made up of informal, organisational networks of phone recharge shops, cyber hubs and gaming 
parlours.

 2. ‘Ecologically friendly, technologically integrated and meticulously planned, with a particular reliance on the 
use of information technology to improve efficiency’. Source: http://news.scroll.in/article/670881/The-long-
and-short-of-what-we-know-about-Modi’s-100-smart-cities

 3. Over 80 per cent of the funding is allocated for area-based development over pan-city development, which is 
likely to exacerbate urban inequality (Chatterjee, 2015; Ramnani, 2016; Taraporevala, 2017).

 4. Sixty per cent of Internet users in India access the Internet via their mobile phones (http://dazeinfo.
com/2015/09/05/internet-users-in-india-number-mobile-iamai/).

 5. Feature phones are mid-range mobile phones that are able to play music and video and, in terms of cost and 
function, they fall somewhere between basic phones and smartphones. 

 6. While I charged for the recharges, the media downloads were offered for free of charge, in exchange for exist-
ing media on the customers’ memory cards, as part of a project to create a multi-cultural media archive of the 
community.

 7. Interactions with customers who came to the shop to purchase recharges, top-ups or coupons were brief as these 
transactions did not take very long. Here, I talk specifically about those who came for media downloads.

 8. Jhuggi-jhopri clusters are an official term used to refer to squatter settlements in Delhi.
 9. Settlements set up by the government, mostly at the fringes of the city, for those evicted from squatter settle-

ments within the city.
10. The term used to refer to residential pockets on private land which are considered to be in violation of master 

plan and zonal plan regulations.
11. Squatter settlements are commonly referred to as slums, and defined by UN-Habitat as communities character-

ised by insecure residential status, poor structural quality of housing, overcrowding and inadequate access to 
safe water, sanitation and other infrastructure. 

12. The 21-month period in 1975–1977, which gave Prime Minister Indira Gandhi the authority to rule by decree, 
with restricted civic rights to the people and censorship of the press.

13. The vice-chairman of Delhi Development Authority during that period and also the son of the then Prime  
Minister Indira Gandhi.
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14. More pakka settlements are typically built in concrete frames with brick and mortar infill. Semi-pakka settle-
ments have more brick structures stacked without mortar, and kachcha or temporary settlements are relatively 
younger and with more insecure land tenure, typically built in temporary materials most commonly associated 
with slums such as tarpaulin and tin roofs. Informal settlements in Indian cities are an amalgamation of these 
categories and their position on the formal–informal spectrum is based on land tenancy and tenure.

15. This is a common phenomenon in Indian cities where JJ clusters come up within and around resettlement  
colonies.

16. Urban villages are erstwhile villages which now fall within the city precinct and have become urbanised but do 
not fall under the jurisdiction of the Municipal Corporation.

17. Also known as SD (secure digital) cards, these are electronic flash memory data storage devices used for storing 
digital information on mobiles phones or digital cameras.

18. The penetration of mobile subscriptions in Indian households is 80 per cent while that of television is 63 per 
cent (TRAI, 2017).

19. Khirkee Extension is home to economically diverse communities. Customers here fell into two categories: 
daily wage earners, who would typically opt for smaller top-up amounts (`10–30), and the economically better 
off, such as international migrants and young professionals from other parts of India, who would opt for more 
expensive top-ups, in the range of `100–500.

20. A phone retailer in a squatter settlement may typically hand out recharges of ̀ 10,000 per day, which implies that 
middle-men or dealers could collect a few lac rupees daily.

21. Either downloaded from the Internet or converted to MP3, MP4 or 3GPP files from CDs, DVDs or cassettes. 
22. The mainstream music and movie industries have suffered huge financial losses due to what is now termed 

as ‘mobile chip piracy’ because of which the Indian Music Industry launched the MMX or Mobile Music 
Exchange license in 2009 for download vendors (Deo & Duggal, 2017). Most vendors I met over the course 
of my research did not possess this license but were aware of the requirement of their own, which is why they 
would hardly disclose any information to me on my first visit but started opening up on subsequent visits. 

  It needs to be said here that though there is a constant threat of police raids—conducted in some cases (Parikh 
& Kumar, 2013, p. 2871)—the extralegal download economy is largely tolerated by the authorities due to its 
extensive reach.

23. In terms of their land tenure or land-use as per the city master plan.
24. A movie file transfer in the JJ cluster at Sundernagri cost only `5, whereas in Khirkee, it cost `10.
25. In this regard, I was rebuked a few times by the customers while starting my new line of ‘work’ such as in one 

instance when I passed on a software virus to someone’s memory card! 
26. Bhojpuri is a language spoken by people from eastern Uttar Pradesh and Bihar.
27. While I have presented the vendor’s experience, to understand the configuration of folders on consumers’ 

phones refer to Deo & Duggal (2017, p. 10): ‘…single songs and albums of the industry’s imagination or a 
listener’s self-curated, known and loved playlist disappeared under the weight of additional songs grouped 
together by the vendor. For the vendor’s customer, then, music appeared to be filtered neither through purely 
marketing categories nor by intensely personal preferences, but through deliberations and accidents that  
combined both.’

28. Kumar (2014) notes how Bhojpuri and South Indian action movies ‘share certain aesthetic registers: an alternat-
ing comedy-action scheme played on a heightened performative scale’.

29. British entertainment retailing company which stands for ‘His Master’s Voice’.
30. ‘Missed call’ is a common mode of communication in India where the caller saves money by making a call and 

disconnecting it after a few rings, either as a code for something that may have been discussed beforehand or as 
an indication for the recipient to call back.

31. Jio is a new mobile network operator in India which offers significantly lower call and data tariffs than other 
players. 

32. Their findings indicated that memory card transfer gradually disappeared over six years when compared to the 
study by Smyth et al. (2010), at approximately the same location and with a similar demographic. Even if we 
assume that their findings are true for their research location despite the non-continuity of the participants, it 
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is difficult to establish this as an overall trend, as has been contended by Mukherjee and Singh (2017, p. 281). 
Moreover, usage can vary drastically within the same location, as I discovered through my shop at Khirkee, 
where only the daily-wage earners resorted to using this network, while their immediate neighbours, who were 
economically slightly better off, accessed Internet on their own. 

33. Jio launched its services during the second stage of the research, on 5 September 2016, offering free unlimited 
data and talk time for a limited duration. Although its repercussions were not immediately visible in terms of 
recharge patterns while the research lasted, it is bound to have had a huge impact on talk-time and data purchase 
patterns, which will be revealed with time. During my research, its impact was visible only in the form of sev-
eral queries on how to secure the much coveted Jio sim card, and over the next few months, in the increasing 
recharge requests for Jio top-ups.

34. I found at least eight of them living in rooms that were 4 metre x 4 metre each, with shared toilets outside.
35. USB On-The-Go, often abbreviated to USB OTG or just OTG, is a specification first used in late 2001 that 

allows peripheral devices to connect to each other. These devices can switch back and forth between the roles 
of host and client. For instance, a mobile phone may read from removable media as the host device, but present 
itself as a USB mass storage device when connected to a host computer.

36. Often a subject of ire for the customers who could not watch some of the movies I had, since I did not have 
them in all formats. A film in 3gpp file format was better suited for feature phones—someone with a smartphone 
would not enjoy watching a film in lower resolution—just as a movie in an HD format could not be played on 
feature phones.

37. It is highly possible that the customers would delete pornographic content before handing me their memory 
cards, but there were several cases where a passerby would discover my shop by reading the sign above it and, 
on learning about the exchange offer, would immediately hand over his memory card.

38. A term for low-budget commercial movies without any big stars and meant for circulation in small towns. For 
an exhaustive discussion on this world of paracinema, refer to BioScope (2016).

39. He discusses instances of women having to leave their phones behind in their maternal home at the time of their 
wedding and then getting a new phone afterwards. 

40. The earlier 8-bit and 16-bit games such as ‘Zombie-Media’ and ‘Living Deads’ are still in circulation with the 
latest PlayStation and Xbox (Deka, 2016).

41. Nehru Place and Palika Bazaar are the other two.
42. The parlours I studied used the newer DVD or hard-disk-based system boards.
43. See Deka (2016) for more on electronic bazaars as open, radical spaces.
44. Aircel’s brand name for its low-cost data plan, used here to refer to small and affordable data recharge 

amounts. For more, see http://gadgets.ndtv.com/telecom/news/aircel-launches-low-cost-data-plan-pocket-inter-
net-24-355299.

45. A micro-selling strategy of selling products and services in affordable and small sizes, named after the single-
use shampoo sachets seen to be hugely successful in the emerging economies of India and other Asian countries 
such as Philippines and Indonesia. See http://trendwatching.com/trends/SACHET_MARKETING.htm

46. See  http://economictimes.indiatimes.com/tech/hardware/rural-india-cuts-down-on-discretionary-spends-to-
save-for-internet-and-mobile-talk-time-packs/articleshow/53163098.cms

47. In the case of the first shop set up in 2016.
48. Public–private joint venture distribution companies. Tata Power Delhi Distribution Limited, formerly the North 

Delhi Power Limited, provides electricity in Savda Ghevda (see Sheikh, Banda, & Mandelkern, 2014, August). 
49. Water dispensing machines installed across the colony by the private provider Piramal Water Pvt. Ltd  

contracted by the Delhi Jal Board and Delhi Urban Shelter Improvement Board.
50. Considered a grade lower than B-circuit films in terms of their production budget, quality and even patronage.
51. Issues related to radiation from cellular towers or base transmitting stations have been a major challenge in 

the expansion of the physical infrastructure of telecommunications in planned as well as informal colonies, 
with most of them being illegally installed. See http://indiatoday.intoday.in/story/call-drops-airtel-vodafone-
idea-trai/1/451901.html and http://www.ndtv.com/delhi-news/over-4-000-mobile-towers-installed-illegally-in-
delhi-1223430
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52. For example, norms for water supply in planned colonies are 225 litre per capita per day (lpcd), whereas for 
slums it is only 70 lpcd. 

53. See micro Home Solutions’ (mHS) 2011 report, ‘Rethinking Resettlement Colonies’, written in collaboration 
with MHT (Mahila Housing Trust) available at http://www.microhomesolutions.org/download/resettlement-
colonies-and-case-savda-ghevra-0 

54. See Housing and Land Rights Network (2014).
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