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Farming on Facebook, Camera-less Food 
Photography and a New Indian Pastoral
Aileen Blaney, Srishti Institute of Art, Design and Technology, Bengaluru, India

ABSTRACT

Lacunaeinmediaimagesandreportsofdeathandagrarianbasedsuffering,experiencedbyIndia’sdebt
pronefarmers,haveonlybeguntobeaddressedintheIndiannewsmedia.Whiletheagrariancrisisis
spectacularizedthrough24hournewscycleimages,analysisofunderlyingcausesislesscommonin
printanddigitalmedia.KhetiBadi,aphoto-seriesproducedfromscreenshotsofFarmVille(anAdobe
FlashgamingapplicationonFacebook),interrogatesthismediaimpasse.Itcritiqueshomogenized
imagesoffoodandfarming,whichrisetothetopofwebsearchresults,andphotojournalisticimages
showingthedignifiedsufferingofIndianagriculturalworkers.KhetiBadi’scomputermadeimagesare
analternativetovisualstereotypingofruralIndiainphotojournalism.Itstechnologicalinventiveness
neitherspectacularizesfarmerprotestsorsuicidesnoraestheticizespastoralqualitiesassociatedwith
theland.TomakevisiblethechangingnatureoffoodproductionandneedtoreformfarminginIndia,
anditsmediacoverage,KhetiBadisupplantstheIndianpastoralwithanewpictorial.
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INTRodUCTIoN

I believe that we have lost the ability to see and be moved by images. Nothing moves us anymore, 
nothing has any meaning – Alfredo Jarr

Kheti Badi is a photo-series produced from screenshots of Farmville, an Adobe Flash gaming
applicationonFacebook.Thegame’smeteoricrisehappenedearly,drawingmorethanonemillion
dailyactiveuserswithinthefirstfourdaysofitsrelease.ChinarShah,thephotographerbehindKheti
Badi,beganmakingtheseriesintheyearsimmediatelyfollowingFarmville’sreleasein2009.Shah
quicklyadoptedthetechniqueofpixelatingjpegfilesmadefromtheoriginalscreenshots,acreative
strategythatwouldexaggeratewhatshetermstheimages’‘synthetic’and‘cartoon’appearance.Kheti
Badi’sstartingpointofscreenshotsinlieuofcamera-madeimages,preferenceforpixelatedover
sharpenedimagesanduseofdigitalvisualeffectsasbothmeanstoandthesubjectofitsrepresentation
situatestheworkoutsidethegenericconventionsofdocumentaryphotography.WhileKhetiBadi
shareswithsocialdocumentaryphotographyitscommitmenttothesocialworld,itcapturesimages
relatedtolandandlivelihoodinIndianotfromthefieldandthroughthelensofacamerabutfromthe
vantagepointofacomputerscreenwithsoftwarebuiltintothecomputer’soperatingsystem.Party
toastillunfoldinghistoryofphotography,thephoto-seriesexpandstheboundariesofphotography
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tofocusattentionondigitalmedia’sdisplacementof issuesaffectingfarmersandfarming in the
Indiancontext.

Chinarrememberssittinginclassinwhatmusthavebeensecondstandardwhenshelearned
forthefirsttimethatIndiawasanagriculture-basedeconomy.ThenewscametoyoungChinaras
asurpriseonaccountofneverhavingsetfootonafarm.Neitherwassheawareoftheimportance
offarmingtotheapproximated53%ofthepopulationwho,accordingtothe2011CensusofIndia,
madeallorasubstantialpartoftheirlivelihoodfromtheland(Sainath,2013).Anagencyoperating
undertheIndianMinistryofCommerceputthisfigureat58%in2018whiledescribingthe157.35
millionhectaresdedicatedtoagricultureinIndia,whichplacesitsecondintheworldintermsof
agrarianlanduse(IndiaBrandEquityFoundationIBEF,2019).Alltheseyearslater,Shahisplowing
the land,plantingseeds,harvestingcrops,andraisingfarmanimalsandlivestockonFarmville’s
screen-basedplotsofland.Sheis,inherestimation,‘afarmeronlineandaphotographerontheland’
(InterviewwithChinarShah).

oNLINE FARMING

Themeasurewithwhichtheinvitationofthegame’sdeveloperZygnato‘takeanostalgicjourneyinto
thecountryside’resonatedworldwideisevidentinthe38,404,103likesgarneredbyitsFacebookfan
pageby2015(FarmvilleFacebookPage,2015).Morerecently,thepagewouldappeartohavebeen
‘un-liked’inreasonablysignificantnumbers–atthetimeofwriting,itspagelikesnumber32,687,335
(Farmville Facebook Page, 2019). However, although the game earned considerable fandom on
Facebook,itsnotionaltranspositionoffarmingandanimalhusbandrytoavirtualenvironmentattracted
amplecriticismintheregularmedia:Timemagazinenameditamongthe‘50worstinventions’of
2010forbeingpredicatedona‘seriesofmindlesschoresonadigitalfarm’(Fletcher,2010).Inits
editorialalittleoverayearafterthegamelaunched,andbywhichtime61,411,787Facebookusers

Figure 1. [Untitled] (© [2015], [Chinar Shah], used with permission)
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