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Summary
The postcolonial intellectual tradition has proved crucial to articulating cultural, film, and 
media formations from the geographical and theoretical perspective of (formerly) 
colonized people and countries. The object of media studies has expanded significantly 
beyond the screen in the past decades, including a renewed attention to non-visual media 
and an emerging attention to the material conditions of possibility for media 
representations. In this new mediascape, postcolonial theories and concepts potentially 
repoliticize media theory by questioning Western assumptions about technological 
progress and innovation. Postcolonial theories of media force a rethink of the tenets of 
traditional media theories while, at the same time, media theories demonstrate the 
centrality of media, in all its forms, to understanding the postcolonial condition.
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Introduction

The postcolonial is a floating signifier which may refer to a theory or an object, the historical 
period following formal independence, or an intellectual tradition, a newly independent 
nation-state or a nation historically shaped by colonial dynamics. As a theoretical framework, 
postcolonial studies emerged in the 1980s around thinkers established in the heart of the 
empire and hailing from the Middle Eastern and South Asian diasporas. Shaped by debates 
around the validity of the post- in postcolonial, the persistence of the colonial, and the 
relationship of postcolonialism to anti-colonialism, the field is now grappling with the 
entanglements of postcolonial theories and its (media) objects with the dynamics of intensified 
globalization. Its contradictions do not end there: postcolonial studies are porous and housed 
in different disciplines; they have also historically been rarely claimed by scholars in the 
postcolonial world (Loomba et al., 2005). This article, however, demonstrates how the 
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postcolonial intellectual tradition has proved crucial to articulating cultural, film, and media 
formations from the geographical and theoretical perspective of (formerly) colonized people 
and countries.

Media theory likewise shares an unstable and porous relationship with its object of study. As 
this article makes clear, a fair amount of the early scholarship around postcolonial media 
borrows heavily on film studies and that discipline’s attendant concerns. Yet, what counts as 
the object of media studies has expanded significantly beyond the screen in the past decades, 
including not only a renewed attention to aural and other non-visual media but also an 
emerging attention to the material conditions of possibility for media representations, such as 
infrastructures, architectures of reception, and the environmental impacts of media 
production. This expansion into other terrains has been felt across the field of media studies. 
In this new mediascape, postcolonial theories and concepts hold the potential to repoliticize 
media theory by questioning Western assumptions about technological progress and 
innovation. Postcolonial accounts of piracy, repair, or subaltern resistance expand conceptions 
about the places, practices, and peoples who drive media production and circulation. In the 
process, postcolonial theories of media should force a rethink of the tenets of traditional 
media theories.

The post- in postcolonial necessarily implies a linear temporality. This account of the various 
strands of postcolonial media theory does reflect, to some extent, this linear trajectory: from 
film theories about cinema in the colonial and postcolonial moments to new media theories 
about data colonialism, and from the Third World to the Global South. At the same time, 
following this trajectory reveals the issues left unresolved and the continuous struggles still 
present in postcolonial nations, and in postcolonial scholarship itself. This overview of 
postcolonial approaches to media, old and new, foregrounds these recidivist and residual 
concerns. Therefore, such linearity should not imply a teleology, but rather a critical recount 
of the push and pull relationship between theory and media practices.

This entry begins with an investigation of how the colonial encounter has informed Western 
filmic representations and the construction of specific audiences. At the same time, the 
colonial paradigm of viewership has been met with efforts to point to and reorganize 
structures of oppression. This first section, “Postcolonial Theory, Representation, and the 
Colonial Encounter,” focuses on cinema because the early and widespread use of this medium 
in support of colonial projects has made it the object of ample theorizations. The next section, 
“The Geopolitics of Postcolonial Media” continues to historicize the ways in which postcolonial 
studies highlight the power relations articulated around media. The lens of the geopolitical in 
particular positions postcolonial media at the crux of multiple redefinitions of political, social, 
and cultural communities and spaces following structural changes such as the decolonization 
era during the long sixties and the subsequent intensification of global flows. The following 
section, “Public and Popular Media Cultures,” explores why scholars have turned to media 
studies to explore the development of “the popular” in postcolonial societies. The study of 
popular media, including mass media and resistance practices like remixing, builds on earlier 
debates about the notion of public culture, the value of cultural studies for postcolonial 
studies, and the position of the popular vis-à-vis the subaltern. The theories addressed in this 
section also expand the foci of media studies beyond the screen to include the spaces of 
production, circulation, and reception. These works reveal the influence that subfields such as 
media anthropology and media industries studies can have on postcolonial media theory. 
Finally, the last section, “Postcolonial and Piratical Technologies,” turns to media technologies 
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and infrastructures. Postcolonial thinkers have been central to reevaluating guiding tenets of 
media studies surrounding innovation, maintenance, and copyright. Issues of repair, piracy, 
and data offer new horizons for postcolonial media theories, and suggest the continued 
relevance of these ideas for future theorizations of media.

Postcolonial Theory, Representation, and the Colonial Encounter

Media representations offer a first contact point with any foreign culture. Those mediated 
spaces are far from neutral and instead constitute a site of struggle between those who 
represent and those who are represented. For that reason, postcolonial theory has taken 
audio/visual media and cinema in particular as a crucial ground to examine colonial relations 
and their legacy during the postcolonial era. While the violence of Eurocentric constructs 
dominates the study of postcolonial media, the field has also taken shape around the complex 
positionality of the (former) colonized when they reclaim the tools of representation and turn 
colonial logic on its head. Representations form a terrain of intervention where colonial 
relations may at once be produced, reproduced, remade, and challenged.

Some foundational texts have guided the formation of postcolonial media representation as 
both a mode of analysis and an object of study. Chief among them, work by Palestinian 
literature scholar Edward Said points to the ways in which culture constitutes a site for the 
formation of political imaginaries that support and are supported by imperialist designs and 
institutions. In his seminal book Orientalism, Said (1978) builds on Michel Foucault’s concept 
of discourse to explore how the Western construction of a supposedly inferior and putative 
Orient through specific literary and visual representations provided a moral justification for 
material conquest. What Said emphasizes is the visual production of the Other as a tool for 
domination which shapes the encounter between the colonizer and the colonized. Said’s 
proposition has laid the ground for later engagements with colonial representations. 
Stereotypes, among others, constitute a discursive colonial strategy of othering. In The 
Location of Culture, Homi Bhabha (1994) considers that stereotypes are not false 
representations of essentialized truths. Instead, they produce and are produced by regimes of 
knowledge. Stereotypes provide a point of identification for the colonial subject by fixating 
what is already known, while at the same time repeating this representation as an object of 
disavowed desire. Combining a Foucauldian approach with psychoanalysis, Bhabha insists on 
the strategic nature of stereotypes which reveal the underlying structural colonial apparatus. 
As a result, postcolonial theory crucially explains the ways in which media representations are 
anchored and participate in past and contemporary colonial power relations.

Cinema proves particularly suitable for the study of a visual colonial encounter. Yet, 
equivalent practices can also be found in the field of photography and the broader network of 
Orientalist representations. In his study of the “Orientalist photograph,” Ali Behdad describes 
Orientalism as “a network of aesthetic, economic, and political relationships that cross 
national and historical boundaries” (Behdad, 2013, pp. 12–13). The canonical attempts at 
thinking of postcolonial studies and cinema together have focused on the film genres which 
prominently figure the overlapping of colonial worlds. Ella Shohat and Robert Stam insist that 
the beginnings of cinema coincided with the heights of the European and American imperial 
projects, and as such it provided the perfect narrative tools to project imperialist desires 
(Shohat & Stam, 1994/2014). Born from Western science and subordinated to the impulse of 
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classifying landscapes, cultures, and peoples, cinema produced a very situated regime of 
knowledge. More particularly, early ethnographic films encapsulated the positivist drive of 
ethnographers or presented lyrical and romanticized visions of the indigenous Other 
supposedly stuck in the past. Travelogues ignored Native populations or compared them to 
animals to be exhibited at fairs. Early Hollywood cinema also relayed the dehumanizing and 
othering representations of contemporary ethnography, thus popularizing evolutionary 
theories and science-based white supremacy. Fatimah Tobing Rony hence centers 
ethnography as a mode of filmmaking which cuts across different genres. For her, cinema 
constitutes an institutional matrix that has largely contributed to reducing Indigenous people 
to ethnographic subjects rather than historical ones, thus naturalizing racial as well as gender 
categories (Tobing Rony, 1996). The colonial logics of ethnographic films are furthermore 
articulated around patriarchal understandings of difference. They construct colonized 
subjects around violent gendered and sexual tropes, most prominently the image of the “dark 
continent” portrayed through exotic lands and female bodies up for grabs. This image 
describes both non-Western women as eroticized objects and non-Western men as violent 
rapists (Shohat, 1991).

Crucially, the cinematic apparatus has supported imperialist ideologies through processes of 
on-screen identification with one category of characters at the expense of the other. These 
continued long after the formal end of colonialism and in the early 21st century are 
remarketed under the guise of war films, action movies, humor, and genre parodies. This begs 
the question: What is the colonized subject’s position within such a matrix of spectatorship? In 

Black Skin, White Masks, anti-colonial thinker and psychiatrist Frantz Fanon (1952/1967) 
recounts the competing identifications at work during the viewing of Tarzan in his native 
Martinique and in the French metropole. While, among the colonized, spectators root for 
Tarzan, in the metropole, they are always already reduced to the nameless “savages.” 
Identification shifts depending on the context of colonial spectatorship and constructs 
blackness as a relationship to whiteness. Robert Stam famously illuminates the parallels 
between Fanon’s visual theorization of the Black subject and the formation of the cinematic 
spectator (Stam, 2013). Through what film theory—inspired by psychoanalysis—has termed 
identification, projection, spectatorial positioning, and suturing with on-screen 
representations of fiction films, cinematic spectatorship contributes to the complex formation 
of colonial subjects as colonized.

The possibility of the colonized Other’s agency through representation raises an important 
point of debate. Most famously, Gayatri Spivak asked: Can the subaltern speak? (Spivak, 
1988). Spivak primarily addressed the limitations of poststructuralism in theorizing the Other 
despite the school of thought’s centrality to such debates. This question can be expanded to 
postcolonial media representations which similarly seem to perpetually construct the Other as 
subaltern. Cinema studies may here destabilize the postcolonial framework by showing its 
inherent contradictions. Mechanisms of identification are neither fixed, absolute, nor 
immutable, despite postcolonial studies’ tendency to insist on the inevitable subjugation of the 
Other. For example, Tobing Rony’s concept of “third eye” takes the dilemmas of colonial 
spectatorship as a starting point to develop new modes of Indigenous self-representation 
through the openly resistant “return of the glance,” recontextualization, or parody (Tobing 
Rony, 1996). Paula Amad similarly casts doubt on a unidirectional model of visual power in 
which the colonizer uniquely holds the right to look without being looked at. Yet, she critically 
examines the tropes of the “visual riposte” and the “return of the gaze” as excessively imbued 
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with meanings of representational disruption. Here, Amad proposes to see film theory’s 
investment in the return of the gaze as a tentative reform of postcolonial studies, under attack 
for its deterministic view. Amad’s analysis moves beyond the binary of resistance/domination 
in order to draw attention to the mechanisms that underlie the politics of representation 
(Amad, 2013).

However, postcolonial studies’ structural fascination for the Other always already puts the 
field at risk of reproducing the mechanisms of colonial subjectification. The departure point 
for Amad’s critique of the return of the gaze was the tendency shared among scholars and 
artists to fetishize it. In other words, the visual riposte may stand for a desire of a 
representation of the Other as resistant more than an actualization of subaltern 
empowerment. Pooja Rangan similarly criticizes the fetishism at work in participatory 
documentary’s engagement with disenfranchised lives. The genre is guided by humanitarian 
ethics, which produce the marginalized subject as Other at the very same moment it seeks to 
reassert their humanity. Rangan calls “immediations” the visual tropes that participatory 
documentaries use in order to construct an impression of direct connection to those the film 
claims to redeem (Rangan, 2017). Amad and Rangan both recognize the role of (film) 
mediation in the power relation between the filmmaker and the filmed subject, which is too 
often ignored and repressed. It is significant, for example, that postcolonial filmmaker and 
theorist Trinh T. Minh-ha chooses to “speak nearby” instead of speaking “about” those she 
films. By doing so, she aims to develop an indirect film language which does not claim to seize 
the subject and avoids objectification (Minh-ha, 1989). Postcolonial studies thus offer critical 
tools to examine how media apparatuses like cinema unevenly distribute the visual and 
consolidate power relations. On the other hand, film studies’ focus on representation, 
identification, and the colonial gaze as practices challenges postcolonial determinism.

Postcolonial cinema studies’ approach to gender further complicates assumptions about 
modes of representation and their limits. More than a clearly delineated category of films, 
postcolonial feminist filmmaking posits postcolonial cinema as “an optic” which articulates the 
political and the aesthetics in multiple ways. It privileges visual language over a focus on 
auteur or representation itself. Experimentations with visual language challenge and 
denaturalize the colonial episteme (Ponzanesi, 2016). The focus on gender also displaces 
postcolonial studies’ concerns with the colonial encounter toward an internal critique. 
Looking at 1960s Algerian anti-colonial film productions that combat the colonial gaze and its 
structures of production, Ranjana Khanna argues that the figure of the woman “encapsulates 
how filmic representation gestures toward that which cannot be represented” (Khanna, 2007, 
p. 104). Revolutionary “Third” Cinema (more on this in the next section, “The Geopolitics of 
Postcolonial Media”) is recast as a masculine project of self-determination wherein the woman 
only exists as a symbol mobilized to strengthen the nation in the face of colonial oppression. 
Khanna responds with the formulation of a feminist “Fourth Cinema” that does not work 
within the logics of coloniality and engages new systems of representation and decolonized 
subjectivities.

Despite Khanna’s doubts about symbolic representations, scholars have emphasized how 
gendered allegories could provide important entry points of analysis in the cinema of the 
colonial and postcolonial eras. Informed by feminist critiques of Fredric Jameson’s claims that 
Third World stories stand as metaphors for the nation, Kay Dickinson draws from Egyptian 
women’s films in the 1930s to argue that female allegories in particular rework colonial 
legacies. They also reshape debates about national identities and liberation, where female 
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emancipation was deemed inseparable from a certain cosmopolitanism and from the anti- 
imperialist struggle (Dickinson, 2007). On the other hand, women’s representations in Iranian 
cinema after the Islamic revolution became the site of a “purification” of cinema’s sensorium 
foundational to national self-determination against Western pressure. This ideological shift 
occurred not directly at the level of form but with the construction of a new non-voyeuristic 
gaze deployed through what Negar Mottahedeh (2008) calls “displaced allegories.” Viola 
Shafik finally focuses on the “exaggerated” allegories of the nation as male or female in 
Egyptian cinema. By figuring the racial Other as often male and the Western Other as female 
and a threat to the integrity of the nation, gender tropes represent geopolitical tensions and 
the problematic of cultural difference (Shafik, 2007, p. 93).

The Geopolitics of Postcolonial Media

Postcolonial studies of representations raise many issues about the spatial politics of media. 
The visual articulation of power differences between colonizer and colonized and with respect 
to gender and race point to broader geopolitical imaginaries materially grounded in modes of 
production, distribution, and exhibition across film and media economies. As the concept of 
the postcolonial travels, it reconfigures the geographies where it situates its objects of inquiry. 
Postcolonial media both shape and are shaped by changing geopolitical categories which are 
often assumed to be static. Postcolonial cinema, internet networks, radio, and television 
mediate cultural practices which define, challenge, and reorganize constructed borders, 
notions of center and periphery, the nation, the nation-state, the regional, and the global. At 
the same time, the genealogies ascribed to postcolonial media account for its political 
significance. By starting with anti-colonial practices, this section responds to the field’s 
historical emphasis on Eurocentrism and some of its contemporary apolitical interpretations 
under the guise of multiculturalism or horizontal deterritorialization.

Before the establishment of postcolonial nation-states, media was central to anti-colonial 
projects of independence and self-determination. As a vehicle for cultural expressions, media 
has served to reassert claims of national identity in the face of colonial erasure. For Guinean 
anti-colonial leader Amílcar Cabral, national culture represented a primary target for 
imperialist powers and, as such, constituted the basis for all other forms of political, 
economic, and military resistance. Media helped in the process of strengthening a popular 
culture which transcended class divide, resisted colonial assimilation, and proposed a self- 
critique that always renewed the emancipatory potential of national culture (Cabral, 1970). 
For example, during the war of liberation, Algerian radio programs countered the lies 
propagated by colonial channels and circulated the information necessary to sustain the 
liberation effort. This form of news distribution connected isolated Algerian villages to the 
larger cities, thereby bypassing colonial fragmentation and encouraging the multiplication of 
pressure points against the occupation. The multilingual anti-colonial radio programs and 
their informal relays united the Algerian nation by imagining the collapse of the colonial 
power (Fanon, 1959/1965).

While anti-colonial efforts aimed to secure independent nation-states, they also functioned 
within a sharp understanding of regional and global geopolitics grounded in the Cold War 
context. Debates around the use of media in struggles for liberation had to contend with both 
the idea of the nation and the broader dynamics of Third World solidarity as a political project. 
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The Third Cinema movement first emerged in Latin America in response to the dualistic 
industrial division of film production between imperialist, commercial Hollywood cinema and 
the bourgeois alternative of auteur cinema. Solanas and Getino (1970/71) and Julio García 
Espinosa (1971/1979) among others advocated for a guerilla cinema which would reflect the 
new anti-imperialist subject and jumpstart the decolonization of culture through new 
aesthetics and modes of production. The geography of Third Cinema unfolded across a 
tricontinental alliance against imperialist powers (Garland Mahler, 2018; Mestman, 2002). 
More broadly, cinema in the Third World developed in great part due to Soviet support and 
interest, which expanded the “Third-World cinematic field” (Djagalov & Salazkina, 2016).

Benedict Anderson’s coinage of late 19th-century modern “imagined communities” has 
become central to the conceptualization of new postcolonial national cinemas and television 
after formal independence in the 1960s (Anderson, 1983/2016). Anderson uses the example of 
print culture to demonstrate that national communities and their sense of a common origin 
and mythical past are constructed through shared access to mass media and information. As 
popular media, cinema and television similarly offer forms of representation where national 
communities can recognize themselves and which produce national subjects through a 
“modern sensibility” (Abu Lughod, 2000, p. 89). The use of mass media to formulate a national 
political ideology was of particular importance to establish the popular legitimacy of newly 
established states. More often than not then, the focus on national cinema and television has 
led to a confusion between national community and the boundaries of the nation-state, which 
the contemporary arrangement of postcolonial media challenges. Hamid Dabashi’s account of 
stateless Palestinian cinema, for example, is a reminder that the postcolonial era is neither 
homogeneous nor truly postcolonial. Dabashi (2006) identifies Palestinian cinema as 
paradoxical precisely because of the tension between its existence as a national cinema and 
the absence of a fully-fledged nation-state, due to the persistence of colonization.

The reorganization of the global capitalist order at the end of the 1970s, the economic 
pressure placed on postcolonial states through structural adjustment programs, the 
reconfiguration of colonial relations, and the resurgence of unresolved political conflicts have 
created new maps of exchanges and intensified (forced) migrations, which also reorganize 
national media production. In the countries of the Third World, then transitioning to the new 
appellation of the “Global South,” former colonial empires continued to hold sway over media 
production under the guise of cooperation and friendship agreements (Diawara, 1992). 
Contemporary local film industries are, as a result, stuck in new relationships of dependency, 
while their own productions, made possible through European funds, circulate in Western film 
festivals more than they do at home. National cinema has become a category that brands 
cinemas from the Global South as “new waves” in Western networks, a logic enhanced by the 
development of special film categories and awards (Chan, 2011).

Over the years, the new waves of postcolonial cinemas have been aggregated under the 
umbrella of “world cinema.” This catch-all term, inclusive of all non-Western productions, is 
subdivided into regions which reproduce lasting colonial categorizations repurposed by art 
cinema funds. The dominant interpretation, however, defends the term’s potential to place the 
national within regional and global perspectives (Chaudhuri, 2005) and to remap a diversity of 
film traditions while revising the national paradigm (Stone et al., 2018). Reminiscent of Third 
Cinema, world cinema stands as a site of resistance to hegemonic theories of cinema drawn 
from Hollywood or European auteur cinema examples (Dissanayake & Guneratne, 2003). 
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Lúcia Nagib, Chris Perriam, and Rajinder Dudrah use a “polycentric” approach inspired by 
Ella Shohat and Robert Stam to investigate postcolonial cinema, not in contrast to Eurocentric 
perspectives but positively, as a phenomenon which occurs in different places and periods and 
generates its own theories (Nagib et al., 2012). Because of postcolonial discourses’ interest in 
challenging fixed assumptions about identity, studies of world cinema also often intersect with 
theories of transnational cinema, which recognize the deterritorialization of cultural, 
economic, and political flows while acknowledging the persistence of national formations 
(Ďurovičová & Newman, 2010; Ezra & Rowden, 2006; Higbee & Lim, 2010). Yet, the emphasis 
on postcolonialism allows a historicization of early 21st-century mutations of global capitalism 
within the colonial legacies that continue to organize cultural productions (Higbee, 2007).

The terminological shift from Third World to globalization in the 1980s articulates the ways in 
which postcolonial media are repositioned within larger global flows and how they may 
continue, or not, to serve as a site of critical resistance. Arjun Appadurai coins the term 
“mediascape” to reckon with media’s construction of global imaginaries across disjuncted 
global flows that complicate binary geographies of center–periphery. Deterritorialization acts 
as a main logic for population displacement and the creation of new media markets through 
multilateral forces of homogenization and heterogenization (Appadurai, 1996). In this context, 
postcolonial media are reconceptualized as another example of hybrid practices at the 
crossing of different cultures. Moving away from the thesis of cultural imperialism, Marwan 
Kraidy proposes a critical transculturalism that takes seriously the role of global 
communication in shaping active audiences and very localized practices. Subject to 
instrumentalization by global corporations and governments, hybridity remains for Kraidy 
(2005), “the cultural logic of globalization.” Hybridity thus draws attention to media practices 
in the Global South in their own right, and how they reappropriate and give new meanings to 
Western and Eurocentric media objects.

The diasporic offers a distinct, complementary paradigm to apprehend the interplay of 
postcolonial identities and media in the wake of intensified global flows. Diasporic, ethnic, and 
exilic subjectivities produce their own mediascapes, exemplified by the formation of a 
multifaceted “accented cinema” (Naficy, 2001). Accented, or “hyphenated,” filmmaking 
practices unfold in what Hamid Naficy calls “the interstices” of the dominant film industries: 
they rely on a mixed economy made of personal, private, public, and philanthropic funds and 
often take collective forms. In turn, the resulting films circulate in nonprofit, academic, and 
festival settings. Such practices follow the centrifugal forces of globalization and destabilize 
mainstream understandings of film industries modeled on Hollywood’s concentrated market. 
This interstitial mode of production translates in the films’ liminal style and their special 
attention to the visual treatment of transnational, multicultural, claustrophobic, and border 
spaces. Laura U. Marks’s framework of “intercultural” cinema similarly takes the diasporic 
condition as a site of stylistic experimentation. Films and videos aim to represent “the 
experience of living in two or more cultural regimes of knowledge,” or as an ethnic minority in 
a majority white country (Marks, 2000, p. 1). Rather than spatial configurations, intercultural 
cinema stresses the reworkings of cultural and individual memories and maps out intimate 
geographies through sensorial and embodied knowledge such as touch, smell, and taste.

Media interventions concerned with gender similarly destabilize homogenous paradigms of 
the nation and break away from traditional unity. Acute gender consciousness in film, for 
example, creates what Homi Bhabha names a “third space,” which opens up a feminist 
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potential to diasporic and hybrid national representations (Ball, 2008, p. 3). The gesture of 
queering diasporic media challenges the heteronormativity attached to national imaginaries 
and spaces, which tend to efface non-conforming bodies. By tracing the contours of a “queer 
regional imaginary,” Gayatri Gopinath (2018, p. 5) argues that the act of curating archives of 
visual media draws new cartographies of desires and affiliations which no longer take the 
nation as a point of reference for diasporic identities. At the same time, this affective mapping 
of space disrupts colonial carvings of regions made into objects of total knowledge. In effect, 
queer diaspora functions as both a spatial and a temporal category which proposes new 
modes of visuality. These reorient traditional desires which are organized around a return to 
lost origins and colonial histories sedimented into “erotics of power” (Gopinath, 2005, p. 2).

The interstitial formation of diasporic media carves new spaces of identity formation. The 
development of internet infrastructures has redefined the relationship to space and place by 
connecting exilic and diasporic communities across borders. Importantly, those virtual spaces 
represent fields of possibility to reimagine the function and forms of political communities 
around “long-distance nationalism” (Aouragh, 2011, p. 26). In many post/colonial contexts, 
however, access to those digital infrastructures may be hindered for economic, 
infrastructural, and/or political reasons—sometimes materialized by curfews, military 
checkpoints, or physical borders. The articulation of offline and online communities thus 
produces tensions between the mobilities and immobilities ascribed to both diasporic subjects 
and global cultural flows. This tension arises differently in the interstitial community spaces 
designed by what Naficy (2003, p. 51) calls “decentralized global narrowcasting.” Produced 
by ethnic minorities, transnational in nature, or imported from diasporic audiences’ countries 
of origin, the diasporic television programs that compose those networks address designated 
publics rather than the masses at large and are simultaneously global and local in terms of 
production and audience reach.

Postcolonial approaches to media are not only concerned with the modalities of diasporic 
adaptation, they also register the violence of borders and forced displacement. As a paradigm 
to read contemporary art through migration, the “migrant image” maintains the ambivalence 
of traveling experiences and identities as well as the oscillation “between the calamitous and 
the creative” (Demos, 2013, p. 4). Aesthetics of migration fundamentally mark a site of 
resistance and negotiation with the forces of homogenization, commodification, and 
dislocation inherited from histories of colonialism and ethnic cleansing. Despite the seemingly 
static locus of the U.S./Mexican border, Mexican artworks similarly engage with the migration 
of global capital facilitated by the 1994 North American Free Trade Agreement (NAFTA). 
Through performances, counter/alter allegories, and counter/alter documentation, artists 
respond to the representational and lived effects of neoliberal globalization. As a strategy, 
“the allegorical performative” subverts imperialist master narratives as well as their rhetoric 
of undocumentation and creates a space for a commons to emerge beyond the market-state 
(Carroll, 2017, p. 39).

Public and Popular Media Cultures

Media theory emergent from postcolonial societies must contend with the issue of the popular, 
both in the sense of addressing “the people” who make up these societies and in the sense of 
evaluating the roles that mass media plays in formulating postcolonial subjectivities. Scholars 
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of popular media ought to navigate the tight interconnections between highbrow and lowbrow 
in popular media from Global South and to take seriously the importance of circulation to the 
understanding of popular media. Whether calendar prints, melodramatic television, or 
commercial advertisements, popular media proves to be central to the formation of 
postcolonial publics.

When Arjun Appadurai and Carol Breckenridge offered the rubric of “public culture” in the 
1990s, they opened an avenue for theorizing the postcolony through the popular practices 
produced by those with little or no access to the institutions of civil society (Appadurai & 
Breckenridge, 1995). At the same time, the legacy of this framework encouraged scholars to 
look for political articulations of postcolonial subjectivities in objects and processes previously 
disregarded for their mass production and appeal. Public culture became understood as a 
zone of contestation where mass-produced commodities could be reassembled to articulate 
local versions of modernity. For Gayatri Spivak (2005), the subaltern remains that which 
cannot be captured by modern forms of knowledge, yet the popular becomes that intermedial 
arena where subaltern subjects could speak to, and speak back to, political society.

More than a decade later, in “Critique of Popular Culture,” Partha Chatterjee (2008) analyzes 
popular forms of visual culture, such as cinema, chromolithography, and artisanal image 
making, to argue against what he considers to be cultural studies’ increasing distance from 
the cultural practices they seek to make known. Chatterjee urges cultural critics to engage 
more directly with the very different norms and procedures of the cultural practices they 
theorize. Criticism of popular culture must also be cognizant of the increasing influence of 
scholarly works on traditional popular cultures. Informed by these ideas from Appadurai and 
Breckenridge, Spivak, and Chatterjee, media theories about popular culture thus have 
generally followed two strands: a renewed focus on the politics of the “mass” in mass media; 
and a greater attention to the conditions and procedures of media production, whether 
through ethnographic exploration or industrial analysis.

The value of “mass media” remains a fraught issue in postcolonial theories. While some retain 
the understanding of popular culture in the sense of the people, and thus resort to focusing on 
traditional local practices like pot-making or religious imagery, others compellingly argue for 
taking mass-produced media seriously as agents in postcolonial public formation. Notable 
among them is Bishnupriya Ghosh’s analysis of how mass media icons, such as the Coca-Cola 
logo, can become the raw materials for popular struggles against transnational corporations. 
Characterizing the mobilization of these icons by subaltern publics as an instance of 
“nontraditional popular culture,” Ghosh (2010, p. 341) draws attention to improvisational 
practices that reposition mass media productions as symbolic assemblages that can forge 
social bonds. In Global Icons, Ghosh (2011) further develops a materialist theory of global 
iconicity that explains how, through their mediated circulations, prominent figures mobilize 
intense popular affects and represent openings into creative forms of social change.

Other works focused on the Indian subcontinent that similarly make the case for the 
importance of studying mass media practices of postcolonial subjects include Swati 
Chattopadhyay’s (2009) study of vehicular art in Calcutta and Bhaskar Sarkar’s (2016a) work 
on video remakes in Malegaon. In their edited collection Palestine, Israel, and the Politics of 
Popular Culture, Rebecca Stein and Ted Swedenburg (2005) argue that any account of Israel– 

Palestine politics remains incomplete without attending to its articulation in popular culture. 
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As such, the authors take media objects as disparate as cybercafés, pop music, and comics as 
avenues to understand the multifaceted ways in which processes of colonization and 
occupation, and contravening struggles for Palestinian self-determination, become articulated. 
Likewise, the authors in Walid El Hamamsy and Mounira Soliman’s Popular Culture in the 
Middle East and North Africa explore the social negotiations playing out in 21st-century film, 
cartoons, music, graphic novels, and advertisements to theorize gender, race, and culture as 
ongoing production processes (El Hamamsy & Soliman, 2013). Across these works, mass 
media becomes the site to investigate the articulation of intersectional subjecthood for 
populations still reeling from the effects of colonialism while contending with new imperialist 
trends.

In a similar vein, William Mazzarella’s (2017) often audacious scholarship reclaims previously 
discarded modes of theorizing premodern cultures to understand the media of late modernity. 
His theoretical rethinking of anthropology’s concept of “mana” as emblematic of the “magic” 
of mass media offers new ways of thinking about the “seductive power” of publicity and 
mediated propaganda. In earlier works, Mazzarella likewise turns to popular culture to 
explain how the postcolonial nation-state interacts with late capital international markets. 
Mumbai advertising creatives that mediate between local particularities and the global 
demands of their clients offer insights into the emergence of the “global consumer” as an 
ideological project fraught with disjuncture and continuous transformation (Mazzarella, 
2003). In Censorium, Mazzarella (2013) argues for a complex series of breaks and continuities 
between the popular value of film censorship across colonial and postcolonial moments by 
contrasting the moral panic following the consolidation of Indian cinema in the 1920s with the 
emergence of global media as a result of economic liberalization in the early 1990s. 
Mazzarella’s ethnographic and philosophical explorations on advertising and moral panics in 
India offer an alternative to Western-inspired critiques of mass culture, such as those in the 
Frankfurt School tradition.

Similarly, other anthropologists of media have offered significant contributions to media 
theory’s ability to account for, and be relevant to, postcolonial contexts. Faye Ginsburg’s 
(2002, 2008) ethnographic accounts of Indigenous media reveal the dilemmas faced by 
Indigenous populations when using Western media to participate in a global public sphere 
while remaining critical of the colonialist tendencies of the nation-state. Likewise, Jeffrey 
Himpele’s (2008) multimedia analysis of Bolivian mediascapes illustrates the continued efforts 
by Indigenous populations to mobilize film and television to reassert their presence within 
national public spheres. Media also contributes to the incorporation and inculcation of 
subjects in modern postcolonial nation-states. Lila Abu-Lughod’s (2005) work on television 
melodramas theorizes the emergence of a modern postcolonial subject in the Egyptian 
context. Tejaswini Ganti’s (2012) ethnographies of Bollywood creatives reveal residual 
ideologies of class, caste, and nationhood inherent in India’s most powerful media forces.

Indeed, indices of the postcolonial condition can be found in several industrial studies of 
popular media. As Aswin Punathambekar (2013) argues, media has played a crucial role in 
how national industrial formations become transnational forces. In the case of Bollywood, 
various agents, including state institutions, the Indian diaspora, capital interests, and new 
media technologies, have coalesced to transform the postcolonial legacies of cinema into a 
global powerhouse. On the other hand, Shanti Kumar’s (2006) research into the rise of India’s 
cable and satellite television industries illustrates the creation of a postcolonial national 
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identity within the context of a globalizing mediascape. Similarly, Marwan Kraidy and Joe 
Khalil’s thorough investigation into the emergence of privately owned transnational television 
networks in Arab countries reveals how popular media contributes to the development of a 
distinctly pan-Arab industry and its attendant publics (Kraidy & Khalil, 2009; see also Kraidy, 
2010).

The emergence of the popular in the postcolonial requires addressing the spatial dynamics of 
media. In Where Histories Reside, Priya Jaikumar (2019) compellingly analyzes decades of 
cinema to explain how the colonial and postcolonial realities of India become mediated on 
screen. Exploring the spaces of cinema exhibition offers numerous insights into popular 
politics, including class-based influences in architecture (Armbrust, 1998); the continued 
exclusion of colonized subjects (Melnick, 2016); and how differentiated levels of access 
modulate the public’s social standing and behavior (Srinivas, 2010; see also Larkin, 2002). As 
Amit Rai (2009) argues, in the post-digital age the spaces of media expand and become more 
porous, leading to newfound affective dimensions. Finally, research into the circulation of 
different formats across the Global South foregrounds how media becomes a connecting force 
across disparate places. New and old media formats, like SD cards, cassette tapes, and VCDs 
remain crucial vectors for the formation of popular media publics (Miller, 2019; Mukherjee & 
Singh, 2017; Trice, 2021). The importance of theorizing popular media thus lies not only in the 
politics of representation but also in the state bureaucracies, infrastructures, aesthetic styles, 
and economic policies that shape such representations.

Postcolonial and Piratical Technologies

Long considered a driving issue in postcolonial studies, the question of historical difference 
also reframes understanding of the experience and politics of techno-modernity. To 
conceptualize modern techno-cultures from a postcolonial perspective is to attend to whose 
technologies are valued and for which reasons. Intentionally or not, Global South subjects 
resist the teleological narrative of Western technological development by constantly cobbling 
together media gadgets, improvising imperfect workflows, and bootlegging the technological 
objects that Global North corporations produce cheaply in factories in the Global South. 
Rather than diagnosing these marginal practices as markers of underdevelopment, 
postcolonial media theorists posit an altogether different trajectory of technological 
development: one that responds to the needs, contingencies, and affinities of postcolonial 
societies.

An initial way to think about postcolonial technologies is by focusing on cultures of repair and 
make-do that permeate the spaces of the Global South. In “Rethinking Repair,” Steven Jackson 
(2014) identifies shipwreck scavengers as the prototypical figure for a technological approach 
that takes repair and maintenance as its starting point. Jackson’s incitement to purse “broken 
world thinking,” to begin from a place of breakdown rather than innovation, resonates with 
postcolonial theories about media and technological development. Notably, Ravi Sundaram 
(2009) proposes “pirate modernity” as a concept to describe the situation of a post-media 
urbanism in postcolonial India, where media piracy, “grey market” products, and haphazard 
informal urban infrastructures offer a new field of technological possibilities. In the 
postcolonial urban environment, subaltern populations deploy existing technological 
networks, including cell phone towers, satellite dishes, and electric generators, as a means to 
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connect horizontally and bypass traditional hierarchies of power. Informal media 
infrastructures not only supplement official ones, but take on a distinctly vital role in the 
interconnected lives for the disenfranchised. Sundaram’s work reframes the lived experiences 
of subaltern populations in modern Delhi as a robust and dynamic field of emergent techno- 
cultures.

Likewise, Amit Rai (2019) turns to the contested applications of “jugaad” to theorize a 
practice of technological resistance constantly in peril of being reined in by forces of 
exploitation. Historically understood as the subaltern practice of finding workarounds to 
survive amid poverty, discrimination, and sectarian violence, jugaad now populates the pages 
of neoliberal management literature. For Rai, capitalist interests may have co-opted jugaad as 
a form of disruptive innovation in order to extract creative labor from the growing tech 
workforce in India, but it nonetheless remains a practice of everyday resistance for workers. 
In India’s new technological ecologies, jugaad is not merely a technical workaround but a 
means of creating “new micropolitics for commoning private property while working around 
capital and its regimes of control” (Rai, 2019, p. xv). Via an analysis of subaltern approaches 
to hacking, cell phones, and smart cities, Rai remaps neoliberal capitalist media ecologies 
through a postcolonial lens.

Indeed, scholars have long attended to obsolete technologies and their enduring significance 
for postcolonial publics. Peter Manuel’s (1993) history of the emergence of cassette culture in 
India offers an early account of new media challenging the monopolistic tendencies of 
established media by decentralizing ownership and consumption patterns and offering greater 
potential for consumer input and interaction. The late 1970s, as immigrant workers to the 
Gulf countries brought back cassette players into India, saw the emergence of a market for 
pirate cassettes of film music, feeding off the growth of cassette players and contributing to 
the expansion of the grey market. New media revolutionize not only media practices, but also 
social practices that can lead to political change, as in the case of Sreberny-Mohammadi and 
Mohammadi’s (1994) work on the revolutionary potential of “small media.” Their analysis 
demonstrates how Iranian religious leaders relied on the circulation of audio cassettes, 
recorders, and international telephone connections to transform an apathetic public into 
active anti-American militants. In 2017, Rahul Mukherjee and Abhigyan Singh analyzed the 
circulation of Mewati music videos on microSD cards, which are viewable on cell phones in 
private and away from the control of religious clerics, as a case study to examine how minor 
technologies create a sensuous subaltern space outside of the mainstream (Mukherjee & 
Singh, 2017).

Piratical networks undergird most of the technological development in the postcolonial city. A 
key work in this area is Brian Larkin’s (2008) Signal and Noise, which explains the 
development of Hausa video networks in Nigeria. Larkin foregrounds how the pirate 
infrastructures that provided unsanctioned copies of Indian and American films to Nigerian 
audiences simultaneously laid the foundation for Nigerian video producers to circulate and 
expand to their own networks of circulation. Larkin posits that these two networks of 
circulation, of pirate copies and Nigerian original productions, are inseparable. The now 
famous Nigerian video industry would not have been able to emerge without the country’s 
preexisting pirate networks. Similarly, despite the state’s attempts at formalizing these 
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creative practices, pirate practices continue to thrive. The piratical genealogy of Nigerian 
video also presents the aesthetic legacy of what Larkin calls distorted images and degraded 
sounds.

Larkin’s work has been broadly influential in thinking about media piracy in the postcolonial 
context. The authors of the Postcolonial Piracy collection (Eckstein & Schwarz, 2014) turn to 
historical and contemporary examples, including cassette recorders, desktop computer 
hardware, and cell phones, to argue that piratical practices in the postcolonial context index 
different trajectories of property and self. The critical focus on piracy also means that many 
approaches to new media technologies informed by postcolonial theory address questions of 
policy and industry. Shujen Wang’s (2003) Framing Piracy: Globalization and Film Distribution 
in Greater China follows an industry studies comparative approach to the distinct pirate 
economies of mainland China, Taiwan, and Hong Kong. Likewise, Laikwan Pang’s (2006) 
Cultural Control and Globalization in Asia analyzes the policies and regulations surrounding 
copyright with regards to shifting dynamics of China’s position in the global media landscape.

Key to the political project of thinking about media piracy in postcolonial settings is to 
reconceptualize the tenets of media theory from a Global South perspective. Kavita Philip 
(2005, p. 205), for instance, argues that “in the process of being produced as global 
technological citizens, we are drawn into authenticating some kinds of equivalences and 
protecting some types of difference.” Issues of identity, authorship, and citizenship are tied to 
claims about licit and illicit technological practices. Media theory ensconced in the Western 
academe risks perpetuating the ideologies of policymakers from the North Atlantic nations by 
establishing hierarchies between legitimate technologies produced by transnational 
corporations and illegitimate pirate practices of subaltern publics. Likewise, Lawrence Liang’s 
(2005, 2008) conceptualization of “porous legalities” and “pirate temporalities” makes the 
case that media piracy must be understood beyond legalistic terms, not only as part of 
alternative cultural development phenomena but also as a rejoinder for scholars to think 
about questions of textuality and policy in tandem. Bhaskar Sarkar’s (2016b) pedagogy of the 
piratical presents a distinctly postcolonial approach to media studies that recognizes how, in 
the Global South, digital cultures thrive largely off the Internet in numerous platforms, in 
contradistinction to the Western notion of “media convergence” that imagines access to media 
through a single digital device, usually a cell phone. For Sarkar, a piratical pedagogy requires 
a move beyond considerations of new technologies and changing habits of media consumption 
and toward a more granular appreciation for how people aspire, create, and live under 
different material conditions.

Finally, one horizon for postcolonial media theory is the emergence of technologies that mine 
data in heretofore unprecedented scales and speeds. The new social order of continuous 
tracking, algorithmic social discrimination, and behavioral influence normalizes the 
exploitation of human beings through data, just as historic colonialism appropriated territory 
and resources and ruled subjects for profit. Couldry and Mejias (2019) propose the notion of 
“data colonialism” to explain how the entanglement of new data extraction practices in 
everyday life borrows from longstanding colonial practices of resource extraction and 
exploitation. Likewise, in her study of data sharing in Palestinian refugee camps, Monika 
Halkort (2019) argues for decolonial approaches that will enable the still untapped political 
possibilities of datafication. If mainstream metaphors about data as “the new oil” are to be 
taken seriously, then issues of data extraction and its attendant power relations are intrinsic 
to a postcolonial rethinking of digital technologies.
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