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The digitalization of urban governance in India: 
 Techniques, ideas, practices 

 
Hybrid workshop, October 2021 – call for papers 

 

The digitalisation of our lives in general, and of governance in particular is most 

visible in large cities – partly because information technology infrastructure and 

services develop firstly in large urban centres. This phenomenon is not quite new: the 

digitalisation of governance started some time ago, indeed e-governance was already 

a fashionable term in the early 2000s. But it has significantly expanded during the 

last decade with the multiplication, for example, of hotlines; CCTV cameras – 

including facial recognition in some cases; digital mapping; traffic management 

systems, online platforms and mobile apps that connect residents and local 

authorities (for participatory budgeting, grievance redressal and other schemes).   

Most recently of course, the Covid pandemic seems to have accelerated such 

digitalisation. 

Digitalisation as transformation can be understood through four themes. Firstly, 

there is the literature on “smart cities”, defined as “the urban planning and 

administration project of embedding digital technologies into the urban fabric, and a 

reconfiguration of digital urban economies” (Kitchin et al. quoted in (Burns et al. 

2021) which is very policy oriented (i.e. largely made up of policy documents and 

oriented towards policy makers). Secondly, surveillance studies make up a more 

academic and critical body of literature (Galič, Timan, et Koops 2017). Thirdly, a 

number of analyses focus on the ways policy, infrastructure and governance services 

are outsourced to private consultants and contractors, considering existing 

bureaucracy may not have the technical capacities to implement digitalization or 

process data (Blok et al. 2018; Courmont 2018, 2019). Finally, an emerging 

scholarship is asking how digitalization affects conventional systems of 

representation, participation, and citizenship in urban governance (Mossberger et al 

2007). 

These various bodies of work paint starkly contrasting pictures of the potential 
impact of digitalisation on urban life: while the literature on smart cities sketches a 

digitally enhanced urban utopia (Miller et al. 2021) on one hand, on the other 
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surveillance studies warn us against the dystopian dimension of digital technologies 

(Purandare et Parkar 2021). What this dichotomous vision strongly suggests is that 

digitalisation often has ambiguous effects. This one-day workshop aims to capture 
and document the ambiguousness inherent in the digitalisation of urban 
governance, by assessing its actual, observable impact on local democracy in the 
Indian context.  

India is a rich site for such an investigation, for at least three reasons. One, this is 

where the development of digital technologies is fastest – India has the second largest 

mobile phone user base in the world. Two, Indian governments (at the Centre and in 

many states) tend to promote digital technologies as a vector and a marker of 

progress (the Smart Cities Mission is imagined as providing digital solutions to urban 

revival and rejuvenation). Three, apart from state-led interventions, India has 

witnessed increased digital participation from citizens groups, whether in the form of 

social media engagements, e-commerce, hackathons and incubators, or accessing 

municipal services.  

 

Documenting the ambiguous impact of digitalisation on urban governance and local 

democracy requires context-sensitive analyses of the relations between technologies, 

ideas and practices.  It might be fruitful to think about digitalisation in terms of 

dispositives (Foucault), assemblages (Deleuze, Haggerty et Ericson 2000), or 

instruments (Lascoumes et Galès 2005) , as all three concepts invite researchers to 

consider together technologies, representations and uses. The case study method also 

appears particularly suited to investigating the multi-dimensional process of 

digitalisation and accounting for actors beyond government and citizens. 

We thus invite case studies focusing on the actual impact of digitalised governance 

on urban democracy. Papers might focus on specific technologies (CCTV cameras, 

mobile phones, WhatsApp and other social networks, mobile applications…), specific 

actors (political parties, neighbourhood associations, bureaucrats…), specific policies 

and/or specific cities.  

Connecting the digital with governance studies research will allow us to reflect anew 

on the democratic dimension of urban governance. What actors are empowered or 

disempowered by the availability of digital technologies?  What practices are 
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strengthened, which ones disappear? What democratic principles are transformed in 

the process?  

In this perspective, papers might contribute to one or several of the following axes of 

investigation: 

1. Verticality and horizontality: how does digitalisation impact the direction of 

governance institutions and processes? How does it affect coordination?  

2. Representation and participation: What role do online platforms and 

WhatsApp groups play in new participatory schemes? How do they shape the 

very meaning of participation?  How do they affect the “representative claims” 

(Saward 2006) of governance actors (political parties, urban local bodies, 

neighbourhood associations etc.)? 

3. Politicization and depoliticization: what is the impact of digital technologies in 

terms of (i) inclusion/exclusion/(in)visibilisation of various categories of 

urban dwellers; and (ii) accountability of governance actors? How do data 

activism, sousveillance, and the idea of the citizen as monitor redefine urban 

citizenship? 

4. What did the Covid crisis change? (“Corona app”, Aarogya Setu, RWAs as 

watchmen…)  

 

We invite proposals for a one-day workshop that would take place between October 

11 and 14 (tentative date). Abstracts should specify the data and methods mobilised 

for the research. 

 

Contact:  

Khaliq Parkar: khaliq.parkar@etu.u-paris.fr 

Stéphanie Tawa Lama: tawalama@ehess.fr  
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