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UCT professor explores the hidden power of apps in everyday life

Prof Tanja Bosch delivered their inaugural lecture to a captivated audience of students, staff, friends and
collaborators. Photo: Lerato Maduna

University of Cape Town (UCT) Professor Tanja Bosch used their inaugural lecture to explore
how digital platforms shape everyday life, arguing that apps influence far more than
communication by organising how people think, feel and connect.

Professor Bosch’s lecture, “Calibrated intimacies: Apps and decolonial refusal”, traced nearly
two decades of research into the ways digital technologies shape everyday life and how
scholars from the Global South can rethink the future of digital media studies.

The recent lecture brought together years of scholarship on digital culture, platform power,
social media activism and decolonial theory. It also reflected on Bosch’s own intellectual



journey — one that began at 17 upon arrival at UCT in 1993, culminating in them becoming
one of Africa’s leading voices in digital media sociology.

The invisible power of apps

Bosch’s lecture was a deceptively simple observation: apps do far more than help people
communicate or complete everyday tasks. They argued that they increasingly organise
emotional life itself.

“Our smartphones and apps don’t simply mediate everyday social life. They also organise
power. They shape who can participate, who becomes visible or audible, and whose
knowledge counts,” they said.

Bosch, the South African Research Chairs Initiative (SARChI) Chair in Digital Media Sociology
and a professor at UCT’s Centre for Film and Media Studies, introduced what they call
“calibrated intimacies” — a concept that explores the evolving relationship between people
and the digital platforms they use every day.

Whether recommending a playlist on Spotify, reminding users to leave home on time
through Google Maps, suggesting a workout based on sleep patterns or tracking a loved
one’s journey home, apps increasingly anticipate human behaviour in ways that feel
personal and intuitive.

They explained: “The central argument of my work is that apps function as infrastructures of
feeling.”

Bosch said platforms shape how people experience reassurance, anxiety, recognition,
motivation and connection. Through notifications, recommendations and algorithms, they
subtly influence behaviour without issuing direct commands.

Bosch described this as the “soft power” of apps — influence that feels voluntary, helpful and
even caring, while quietly guiding everyday decisions. “They don’t need to force us to do
anything,” they said. “They shape the conditions under which particular responses come to
feel appropriate or necessary.”

During the lecture, Bosch demonstrated how these digital relationships develop over time.
Streaming platforms recommend music before users realise what they want to hear.
Shopping websites remind customers about abandoned carts. Fitness apps congratulate
people for meeting daily exercise goals, while navigation apps predict destinations before
journeys have even begun.

Individually, these interactions appear insignificant. Collectively, however, they become part
of the routines through which people remember, anticipate, decide and move through
everyday life.

Bosch said these repeated interactions gradually create relationships between users and
platforms that feel increasingly intimate. “The platform records what a user does, infers
what may matter, and offers a response,” they explained. “The user reacts to that response,
and the reaction becomes new data.”

The result is an ongoing feedback loop in which platforms appear to know users better over
time, continuously refining recommendations and shaping users’ emotional experiences.

Decolonising digital knowledge


https://humanities.uct.ac.za/cfms

While much of the lecture explored the emotional power of digital technologies, Bosch also
challenged dominant approaches to studying them. They argued that too much digital media
scholarship continues to privilege theories developed in the Global North while treating
Africa primarily as a source of data rather than a producer of theory.

Bosch said genuine decolonisation requires more than updating reading lists or adopting the
language of transformation. “Decolonisation is not a metaphor,” they said. Instead, Bosch
called for new forms of scholarship that recognise African researchers as producers of
knowledge.

Rather than focusing only on innovation and technological progress, Bosch encouraged
audiences to consider what happens when digital platforms fail, disappear or become
obsolete. They also highlighted the material realities hidden beneath seemingly seamless
technologies.

Behind every smartphone and digital platform, Bosch reminded the audience, lie complex
supply chains, environmental extraction and human labour that often remain invisible to
users. “The future of digital media sociology lies in theory produced from the south, in
creative and experimental forms of scholarship, and in practices of refusal that make other
ways of knowing possible.”
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