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Balmurli Natrajan and Radhika Parameswaran

Contesting the

Politics of Ethnography:
Towards an Alternative
Knowledge Production

We were free, but our bellies were empty. The Master had become the
Boss—-Medouze, in the film Sugar Cane Alley

Chandra Mohanty, an Indian feminist scholar, in her influential essay
“Under Western Eyes” critiques Western feminist scholarship as univer-
salizing and rendering static the lives of Third World women in terms of
“underdevelopment, oppressive traditions, high illiteracy, rural and urban
poverty, religious fanaticism, and ‘overpopulaton.””' Documenting the
numerous books and articles that have shaped the discourse of “Third
World women” in the West today, Mohanty observes that the above terms
get operationalized as objective indicators of well-being such as life-ex-
pectancy, sex-ratio, nutrition, and educational level, which have become
the predominant categories of analyses found in social scientific studies of
women in developing countries. Arguing that these indicators fail to ad-
equately portray the lives of Third World women, she says:

While such descriptive information is useful and necessary, these presumably
“objective” indicators by no means exhaust the meaning of women’s day-to-
day-lives. The everyday, fluid, fundamentally historical and dynamic nature
of lives of third world women is here collapsed into a few” frozen” indicators
of their well-being.?[our emphasis].

One of the consequences of not paying attention to the dynamics of ev-
eryday lives is that in the dominant knowledge produced by Western
scholarship, Third World women are invariably rendered victims of patri-
archy and tradition and stripped of agency.? To redress this problem
Mohanty calls for studies of everyday lives of women not only to repre-
sent Third World women as active subjects, but also to acknowledge the
subtle ways in which women resist their subordination and create a social
space for themselves: 27
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In other words, few studies have focused on women workers as subjects-as
agents who make choices, have a critical perspective on their own situations,
and think and organize collectively against their oppressors.*

Questions of political consciousness and self-identity are a crucial aspect of
defining third world women’s engagement with feminism. And while these
questions have to be addressed at the level of organized movements, they also
have to addressed at the level of everyday life in times of revolutionary up-
heaval as well as in times of “peace.”[our emphasis]

Mohanty’s statements regarding the absence of studies of Third World
women as subjects and studies that address their everyday lives give usan
indication of the intimate links between scholarship, representation,
power, and knowledge. Mohanty is one leading voice among several oth-
ers that have explored the links between knowledge and power in
representations of the Third World—some others being Edward Said, Homi
Bhabha, Gyan Prakash, Gayatri Spivak, V.Y. Mudimbe, Stuart Hall, An-
thony Appiah, Lata Mani, and Arturo Escobar. These voices have focused
attention in European and North American academies on issues of repre-
sentation and the critical need to interrogate the processes which produce
“knowledge” as much as “knowledge” itself.

Following the critiques by the above scholars we see the need for the
pfoduction of “alternative knowledge” that can challenge and replace pre-
vious hegemonic knowledge of the Third World. One process of
knowlfedge production-ethnography—used to enjoy a hegemony in the past
by claiming to produce authentic, empirical, and “real” knowledge.
Ethnography’s claim to “realism” has led to overwhelmingly distorted
representations and hence knowledge of the Third World in historical and
anthropological scholarship from the First World.¢ There is therefore a
need for alternative knowledge to contest such hegemonic ethnographic
knowledge. It is our argument in this essay that such contestations are pos-
sible through ethnographies which engage themselves in a different way
with the everyday lives of people-a political way in which ethnographies
acknowledge the struggles of Third World people and view them as ca-
pable of self- knowledge. We focus on ethnography of everyday life as one
method that can produce alternative knowledge. In arguing thus, we seek
to clarify some of our disagreements with those scholars who have her-
alded a “textual turn” in ethnography which we feel relies too much on the
rhetorical and writing skills of the ethnographer to produce alternative
knowledge. Instead we seek a transformation of the politics of the ethnog-
rapher to allow for self-knowledge of Third World people. Here we find it
useful to distinguish two sites of political struggle: one within the U.S.
academy and one outside the U.S. academy. As scholars we consider it
important to negotiate the first, but we observe that debates in the U.S.
academy over knowledge and power have increasingly come to stand in
for political struggles of the second kind.”



Consequently (as Third World scholars situated in the U.S. academy),
we argue for an ethnography with a different politics to bring into focus
the “everyday lives of Third World people” as the primary site where
power is negotiated® and to claim the enterprise of “ethnographies of ev-
eryday lives” as political praxis. Ethnography, we note is not the only
method which can produce alternative knowledge. For instance, there ex-
ists a growing body of knowledge from India that has used methods other
than ethnography to produce alternative knowledge; some of which is
based on historical work,® some in the field of literary criticism, and oth-
ers on building postcolonial theory.!! We further note that ethnography as
a possible route to produce alternative knowledge has limitations, some of
which are pointed out in debates regarding the ability of ethnography to
effect change.”? Nevertheless since contemporary everyday lives of people
are hard to access through methods other than some form of ethnography,
we have chosen to focus on ethnography.

In this essay, we explore the potential of ethnography in its “post-ex-
perimental moment™™* to contest hegemonic First World knowledge of the
Third World and build alternative knowledge that empowers and allows
for self-definition. In order to do this we discuss and evaluate key debates
on ethnography within the U.S. academy. Our discussion comprises three
parts. The first part discusses how a particular Western discoufse—-
Orientalism-which produced hegemonic knowledge of the TFnrd Worl.d
for the past two centuries up to the present always accompanied the twin
dominating practices of colonialism and contemporary Third World devel-
opment. This discussion historically situates the need to develop
alternative knowledge of the Third World. The second part explores the
potential of ethnography for producing such alternative knowledge.'HerC
we find it necessary to discuss and evaluate some major debates which
have raged in the U.S. academy around the issues of representation and
ethnography in order to negotiate a pathway which would allow us to for-
mulate ethnography as a political praxis without getting trapped in
“academic angst” over the limits of representations—an emotional condi-
tion we find characterizes contemporary debates in the U.S. academy. In
the third part we then articulate our own conceptualization of everyday life
and briefly examine select ethnographies of everyday life which in our
Opinion are good examples of “careful, politically focused, local analy-
ses.” Finally, in our conclusion, we speculate on the related issues of
identity and location of Third World scholars in the First World sincé we
feel that these issues assume critical significance for a politics that can
situate everyday life struggles as the central focus of ethnography.

29



Orientalism: The Dominant Framework of
Knowledge Production

The last two decades have witnessed a major proliferation of works focus-
ing on “representations” in the fields of anthropology, literature,
communications and other human sciences. One such work which has
generated critical inquiry into the connections between “representation,”
“knowledge,” and “power” with specific regard to the Middle East is Ed-
ward Said’s influential book Orientalism published in 1978. This book
marks an important point in the scholarship by “Third World” scholars
writing about representations of their own societies in “First World know!
edge” about the “Third World.” Said presents Orientalism as a discursive
formation that “can be discussed and analyzed as a corporate institution
for dealing with the Orient™' and argues that “representations” constitute
tye basis for dominance. Said’s work was not the first scholarly work cri-

- tiquing knowledge produced by Orientalist “representation” (nor is it even
the first to speak of “Orientalism”).'s Nevertheless it is a pioneering effort
to systematically analyze the production of knowledge of the Third World
through forms of representation that have been maintained and perpetu-
ated over Fhe last two centuries. In this sense Orientalism paved the way
for a legitimate “space” within the metropolitan university for inquiry int9
what Aijaz Ahmad calls “Colonial Discourse Analysis.”"” Although Said’
work focused on Orientalist knowledge of the Middle East, its insights a®
equally valid for Indological knowledge of India.!

The power of Orientalism (or Indological knowledge) derives from s
complete control over “representation” especially of the “cultural Other.”
The knowledge which arises from such representations establishes the
Other as passive: as only something which is to be known, not something
which knows; as something subsumed within social structures; and as pat
of a cultural order composed of a series of essences. Specifically, as
Ronald Inden shows, by rendering non-Western people passive, this
knowledge accomplished the crucial purpose of establishing hegemony

over all other forms of knowledge including the self-knowledge of the
“Orientals” themselves:

The knowledge of the Orientalist [or the Indologist] is therefore, privileged,ln
relation to that of the Orientals and it invariably places itself in a relationship
of intellectual dominance over that of the easterners. It has appropriated the

power to represent the Oriental, to translate and explain his (and her) thoughts

and acts not only to Europeans and Americans but also to the Orientals them
selves.” {our emphasis]

Making similar observations Gyan Prakash, an Indian historiographer
writes:

Orientalism was a European enterprise from the very beginning. The schola
were European; the audience was European; and the Indians figured as inert



objects of knowledge. The Orientalist spoke for the Indian and represented
the object in texts. Because the Indian was separated from the Orientalist
knower, the Indian as object-as well as its representation—was construed to be
outside and opposite of self: thus, both the self and the other, the rational and
materialist British and the emotional and spiritual Indian, appeared as autono-
mous, ontological, and essential entities.?

The self-definition of the West as essentially opposite of the “Orient”
provided the ideological power initially for the colonizing mission and
later for the modernizing/developing mission . We first discuss
Orientalism’s complicity with colonialism and then move on to a discus-
sion of its role in developmentalism.

By generating “authoritative” knowledge about the “Orient” at a his-
torical juncture when Europe was embarking on its expansionist missions
in Asia,” Orientalism supported and reinforced the relationship between
knowledge and power. Said’s description of the features of Orientalism
clearly illustrates the intimate links between Orientalism as ideology and
colonialism as practice :

To restore a region from its present barbarism to its former classical great-
ness; to instruct (for its own benefit) the Orient in the ways of the modern
West; to subordinate or underplay military power in order to aggrandize the
project of glorious knowledge acquired in the process of political domination
of the Orient; to formulate the Orient, to give it shape, identity, definition,
with full recognition of its place in memory, its importance to imperil strat-
egy, and its ‘natural role’ as an appendage to Europe; . . .to make out of every
observable detail a generalization and out of every generalization an immu-
table law about the Oriental nature temperament, mentality, custom, or type;
and, above all, to transmute living reality into the stuff of texts, to possess (or
think one possesses) actuality mainly because nothing in the Orient seems to
resist one’s powers: these are the features of Orientalism. . . . # [our empha-
sis)

In the above quote Said eloquently makes his case for the critical role
knowledge and the control over knowledge played in colonization. The
power of Orientalist knowledge generated authoritatively through gener-
alizations as Said points out above-shapes conceptions of the “culture” of
the colonized.” Such a theorizing of “culture” successfully links the other-
wise seemingly disconnected activities of “knowledge production” and
“political-economic control.”

The theoretical separation of “knowledge production,” “culture,” and
political-economic control is a legacy of (among other things) years of
scholarly work on imperialism and colonialism done within a traditional
Marxist framework that had no room for the concept of “culture.” Making
a distinction between “political-economic colonization” which has a popu-
lar connotation of not having a civilizing mission and “cultural
colonization” which is based on the representational dichotomy of civi-
lized and savage, Nandy writes:

3 1
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It is now time to turn to the second form of colonization, the one which at
least six generations of the Third World have learnt to view as a prerequisite
for their liberation. This colonialism colonizes minds in addition to bodies
and it releases forces within the colonized societies to alter their cultural pri-
orities once for all. In the process, it helps generalize the concept of the
modern West from a geographical and temporal entity to a psychological ca
egory. The West is now everywhere, within the West and outside; in
structures and in minds.* [our emphasis])

Nandy’s insights regarding the impact of cultural colonization speaks
volumes of the resilience of the domination of the West that has survived
“the demise of empires.” The purpose of our discussion of knowledge
and colonization (both political-economic and cultural) is to make an ex-
plicit connection between Orientalist ideology and colonialist practice. If
political-economic colonization was achieved through administrative,
c'ommercial, and military apparatuses, cultural colonization was and cot-
tinues to be achieved through discursive truths, i.e. Orientalist knowledge
generated by authoritative texts, literature, scholars, missionaries, and the
mass media.* The importance of control over “culture’ has also been a
the core of writings by revolutionaries such as Amilcar Cabral and Aimé
l(l:l‘:isgrl;elz Etl:lgelsviien ifn thf.: contemporary p?lenom'ena. of military and re;o
e ; ) .natlons‘ ‘where tk’l’e primary mstl‘tutlons squght.tf) ¢

This foous on 1 astlolns of “culture,, ’ the mass media and un.1ve.rs1tles.
tionship botween ¢ elrea} m pf culture demoqstrates th.e symplot}c rel;l-
knowledge s o OIIIZ?.UOH and the prqductan and dissemination 0d n
R %or Cbnt,'co onial power and Orientalist knowledge defpe.nde 0

! inued sustenance.® This symbiotic relationship 18 €%
pIOrefi in the edited volume, Orientalism and the Postcolonial
Predicament (1993), in which particular essays by Rosane Rocher, David
Fuddenz and Arjun Appadurai examine how the political and economic
lmperatives of colonial rule made possible the systematic transformation
of Orientalist knowledge into colonial practices.” For example, Rocher
shows how the canonization of the Gita as a text by Orientalist scholars
provided the basis for British formulation of “Hindu” law; Ludden traces
the reification of “caste,” “religion,” and “village” as the primary catego
ties through which India could be known and ruled to the formalization of
“empiricist” data collection techniques; and Appadurai’s essay draws X
plicit connections among the Orientalist obsession with “number,” the
colonial practice of classification of land and people, and the contempo-
rary policies of reservation in India. It is only by paying attention to the
ways in which Orientalist knowledge operated within local contexts havé
the above scholars been able to provide a dynamic view of Orientalism it
all its complexity. For Orientalist knowledge to support and reinforce co-
lonialism-which was a dynamic force~it could not have been monolithic:
static, and seamless; it changed according to economic, political, and s0-
cial imperatives.



[lluminating the changing face of Orientalist representations of India,
Prakash provides a brief periodization of Orientalist knowledge. From vi-
sualizing India as an advanced civilization that was a precursor to
European civilization during the initial years of colonization, Orientalist
knowledge visualized India as lacking civilization during the later years
when the British began their mercantile and political expansion in India.
Thus as Prakash points out, “The old Orientalist, buried in texts and de-
voted to learning Sanskrit and Persian, was replaced by the official, the
scholar, and the modernizer.”*® Extending this argument to the contempo-
rary global politics, Inden assures us that Orientalist knowledge is far from

extinct; the colonial modernizer has been replaced by the “development
specialist:”

Once his special knowledge enabled the Orientalist and his countrymen to
gain trade concessions, conquer, colonize, rule, and punish in the East. Now it
authorizes the area studies specialist and his colleagues in government and
business to aid and advise, develop and modernize, arm and stabilize the
countries of the so-called Third World.”

It is to this “developmentalist turn” that we now focus on in an eftfort to
delineate how Orientalist knowledge lives on albeit inspiring a practice
“different” from formal colonization. Further, just as Orien?alist knowl-
edge played a destructive role in the colonial period, it continues to dg $O
in the post-colonial period as the “modernization of thf: Third Wor.ld. If
the institutional support for Orientalist knowledge d.urmg.colomahsm was
provided by colonial institutions, the support for Orlent:clllsF kn.owledge
during post-colonial times is provided by development 1nst1tut}ons.

The post-colonial transformation of Orientalist knowledgfa into '
developmentalist practice was initiated at a time when colonial regimes
were being overthrown and nation-states were emerging in the so-called
“Third Word.” As World War II was entering its final stage, leaders of the
U.S. and England organized a conference to plan the post-war global
economy. Held in Bretton Woods, New Hampshire in July 1944, the meet-
ing established the International Monetary Fund and the World Bank, the
so-called “Bretton Woods Institutions.”*2 These institutions replaced the
colonial institutions to develop and modernize the “natives” who could no
longer be ruled. Development institutions became a means of intervening
in the affairs of independent Third World nations by generating a dis-
course which constructed developmentalism as the solution to Third
World problems. James Ferguson in an insightful analysis of development
discourse demonstrates how institutions such as the World Bank construct
Third World nations as needing interventions from development agencies.
Focusing on Lesotho he writes: . . ‘development’ institutions generate
their own form of discourse, and this discourse simultaneously constructs

Lesotho as a particular kind of object of knowledge and creates a structure
of knowledge around that object.”
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Ferguson then argues that interventions are based on this structure of
knowledge. Modernization theory and development models emerging
from this structure of knowledge support the maintenance of power struc-
tures in which ex-colonial powers now occupy the dominant positions of
controlling development projects in the Third World. The analyses of his-
tory and the role of colonialism in producing an “underdeveloped Third
World” contained in dependency theory and alternative development
models born in grassroots movements in the Third World are ignored by
the Bretton institutions which rely on modernization theory and neo-lib-
eral policies for the Third World.* In fact the category “Third World”
itself became “naturalized” in postcolonial discourses as the “three worlds
theory.” Anthropology became implicated in developmentalism the prac-
tice of developing the “natives” and anthropologists joined economists in
assc?ssing the sociocultural impact and “feasibility” of development
projects. The fact that most people’s conditions not only did not improve
but deteriorated with the passing of time did not seem to bother most ex-
petts. Reality, in sum, had been colonized by the development discourse,
afld those who were dissatisfied with this state of affairs had to struggle for
bits and pieces of freedom within it, in the hope that in the process a dif-
ferent reality could be constructed
P s R
ofthe newly indepondunt 0 the internalization of its phllosopl}y by lea e;S
examplo (o discon (o | nation statgs. Herez we focus on India as a goo
on knowledes oy ¢ impact of the u%temahzatl.on of deYelopmentallsm
dia nationalglegd u;t}l(on from the Third Wor.ld itself. In }n.dependen.t In-
3 ,akx ers like Jawaha.rl_al Nehru arg'culated a vision of India
oreaking the shackles of superstition and tradition and racing towards an
n?dustnalized utopia where science and technology would liberate the “be-
Ilfghted” masses.” In Nehru’s modern, rationalistic, and European world
view Western science and scientific rationality, and technology seemed t0
present the solutions to India’s problems. As Partha Chatterjee paints him,
Nehru comes across as an eager modernizer, a kind of Hegelian who un-
derstands that the West is the advanced civilization of his time, and India
has no choice but to follow the European lead.?® Thus Nehru forged ahead
with project modernity in India, a project better known as “development,”
which was modeled after Western developmental agendas. To realize his
vision Nehru rallied support from other political leaders, the general popu-
lation, economists, industrialists, and critical to this paper, intellectuals in
universities and research centers. Developmentalism as Gyan Prakash
calls it was just the older project of colonial modernity disguised as eco-
nomic development.®

The preoccupation with developmentalism was not restricted to politi-
cal leaders of Third World nations alone. It was also the dominant
paradigm through which social scientific research in the independent
Third World nations was conducted;* for example, academic research and



teaching in independent India focused on explicating, analyzing, and pro-
posing solutions to her “backwardness.” During the first three decades
after independence, research in the social sciences in India in disciplines
like economics, sociology, political science, communications, etc., fol-
lowed the developmental agenda. This concern with development will
become obvious to any beginning student in the social sciences interested
in the Third World; libraries in universities today are packed with devel-
opment literature. Drawing on First World institutions both financially
and intellectually, Third World scholars and government officials concep-
tualized and launched development projects. Not realizing that they were
dependent on Orientalist assumptions and beliefs, bureaucrats and acade-
micians in newly independent Third World nations unconsciously
reproduced the very hegemonic colonial discourses that produced domina-
tion in the first place.

We argue that the belief in objective, rational, and scientific knowl-
edge, which led the British to begin compiling exhaustive information on
India in the form of “regularized and professionalized” surveys,* also un-
derlies developmentalist projects where socioeconomic indicators have
become the dominant representations of the lives of Third World peoples.
The belief in unitary essences, also continues to manifest itself in the form
of dichotomized and hierarchized categories; the earlier oppositions of
Occident/Orient, Colonizer/ Colonized, Ruler/Native and Civilized/Primi-
tive have given way to the oppositions of First World/Third World,
developed/undeveloped, rich/poor, modern/traditional, and democratic/
despotic. In fact we echo Aijaz Ahmad’s contention that the “Three
Worlds theory” is a product of such essentializing and dichotomizing
ways of viewing “reality.”* If the positing of a radical difference between
the above opposed entities formed the base of Orientalist “knowledge,”
this difference was maintained by positing the ahistoric existence of a First
World separate from a Third World. The essentializing of the Third
World as the oppositional “Other” of the West, allows the crafting of a
history and a sociology in which colonialism and “underdevelopment” are
viewed as “natural” and “progressive” and people of the Third World are
viewed as “acted upon” and never as actors. Power drops out of the equa-
tions of history and consequently people in the Third World are easily
rendered passive and denied human agency. Such a representation under-
scores the need for the production of a new knowledge of the Third World,
aneed whose urgency becomes even more apparent given the continued
Orientalist representations of the Third World in the mass media (main-
stream films, educational films, magazines, newspapers, travelogues, and
novels),

A study of representations of India in the United States print media,
conducted in Bloomington, Indiana, shows that three themes dominated
across media like The New York Times, Time magazine, National Geo-
graphic, The Economist, and local Bloomington papers; these three
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themes are “India as over-populated and impoverished, India as exotic and
primitive, and India as a land of turmoil”* Specifically discussing the
United States media’s coverage of violent situations in India, the authors
of the study note that the pervasiveness of reporting on religious riots and
political unrest “naturalizes” these events as endemic to India. The persis-
tence of depictions of India in the United States mass media as
impoverished, exotic, and violent serve to not only constitute Indiaasa
“backward,” but also to reinforce the superiority of Western civilization.
These representations are not confined to India alone, but can be found in
representations of other Third World nations/peoples too.* Each part of
the world becomes characterized by a particular “problem” that is seen as
endemic to that area thus masking the role of historical and political

forces; South Asia becomes signified by overpopulation and illiteracy;

Sub-Saharan Africa by famine and internecine wars, Middle East by fun-
damentalism and patriarchy; and Latin America by drug traffic,
corruption, and civil wars. It is no coincidence that these media represen-
tations become the basis for expert knowledge which justifies the practice
of developmentalism.*

So far we have attempted to show the links between Orientalist knowl-
edge on the one hand and colonialist and developmentalist practices on the
other. Inquiring into the conditions of possibility that enabled Orientalist
knowledge. to give rise to these two practices, we find that over the last
two centuries Orientalist knowledge remained within a broad philosophi-
cal framework that views “reality” in an unproblematic manner. Drawing
Sn I.?oucault, Inden identifies this philosophical framework as an

episteme” that is based on a “representational theory of knowledge.” He
outlines the assumptions underlying such an “episteme”: that true knowl-
edge merely represents or mirrors a separate reality; that the knower
somehow transcends this reality-knowledge thus becomes objective, natu-
ral and apolitical; that the real world consists of essences and is unitary;
and finally that there exists a human nature which consists of a unitary
essence most fully realized in Euro-American culture-rational, scientific
thought and the institutions of liberal capitalism and democracy.* The
continuation of the power of Orientalist knowledge after colonialism
through developmentalism is possible because these assumptions continue
to inform knowledge production of the Third World. Qur discussion of thé
assumptions underlying Orientalist knowledge is to point toward the need
for alternative knowledge of the Third World.

Towards an Alternative Knowledge: Revisiting the
Politics of Ethnography

In the previous section, we discussed how Orientalist knowledge was
linked to power and the twin practices of colonialism and



developmentalism. The link between knowledge and power has been the
subject of many scholarly works over the last two decades. One crucial
way in which these scholars have advanced understanding of this link be-
tween knowledge—which is discursively produced—and power—which
operates both discursively and non-discursively—is by theorizing the role
of “authority” in mediating this relationship. Ethnography~an open-ended
process which includes writing and fieldwork, usually presented in the
form of a text (print and audiovisual media) representing people’s lives—
has been an important source for investing knowledge with authority, an
authority which as we showed in the previous section enabled knowledge
to attain the power to dominate and subordinate. In the last decade we
have seen numerous critiques of “ethnography,” the most pioneering be-
ing the works of James Clifford, George Marcus, Michael Fischer, and
Dick Cushman, which have questioned the “authority” of traditional eth-
nography. These scholars have sought to erode “ethnographic authority”
by calling for alternative ethnographies where the ethnographer’s role in
the construction of “reality” becomes apparent.

In this section we first provide a brief overview and evaluation of these
influential debates over “ethnographic authority.” The central question
that will guide our evaluation of these debates is: What is the possibility of
producing alternative knowledge given a “politics of ethnography” as es-
poused by scholars engaging in these debates? We find the politics of
ethnography offered by these scholars inadequate to our task of building
alternative knowledge due to its focus on experimentation with genres of
writing which we argue, reduces politics to politics within the academy.
We then articulate the kind of politics that would allow for the production
of alternative knowledge, a politics that would primarily engage “every-
day life” without minimizing the value of politics within the academy. We
argue that “everyday life” rather than the academy is the primary site for
political struggle and thus worthy of being subject matter for alternative
knowledge.

The questioning of the “authority” of the ethnographer was initiated in
the pioneering works published in the 1980s, Writing Culture, Anthropol-
08y as Cultural Critique, The Predicament of Culture, and “Ethnographies
as Texts,” within the field of anthropology-the traditional home of eth-
nography.*” Although critical focus on “fieldwork” as a method had
engaged anthropologists for almost three decades with the publishing of
Malinowski’s Diary, “ethnography” itself had not been viewed critically
as producing knowledge of cultural others. It is in this sense that the above
works may be seen as indexes for a body of scholarship focusing on
anthropology’s most “sacred” method/strategy/ tool/ product. Much of the
inspiration for these works is drawn from “poststructuralist” theories
which theorize the relationship between language practices and knowl-
edge formation. Although these works fall mostly within the academic
discipline of anthropology, they have also influenced related debates on



38

representation across the academic disciplines of history, communication
studies, and literary criticism.

Since the early 1980s, the field of anthropology has witnessed a grow-
ing number of its practitioners interrogating anthropology’s practice of
ethnography by treating ethnographic accounts as literary texts. Marcus
and Cushman’s essay, “Ethnographies as Texts,” outlines recent “experi-
ments” in ethnography which question “how ethnographies achieve their -
effect as knowledge of “others”.*® In their view these “experiments” chal-
lenge the genre of “ethnographic realism” which employs certain writing
practices which confer “authority,” “plausibility,” and “authenticity” to
ethnographies. They identify nine writing practices, some of these being
the absence of the ethnographer in the text, references to fieldwork experi-
ence, and statements of typicality and generality. Marcus and Cushman’s
description and analysis of “ethnographic realism,” reveals how most eth-
nographies so far claimed a “spurious” authority to produce authentic
knowledge. The inability of ethnography to claim its traditional authority
tq Tepresent reality is the “crisis of representation” in Marcus and
Fischer’s work Anthropology as Cultural Critique. Going beyond critiqu-

ing the authority of traditional ethnography, this work offers incisive

3na1ysc?s of ethnographies that the authors deem to be representative of an
€xperimental mom

i :I’l,t in the human §ciences.’j Two bodies of “experi-
- represel:mns t~hone riijresentlpg expel"xence‘of'personhood an.d
torical structures of golit(? a?t opological subject within global and his-
counter the ideolo pof “lct?l ‘eCOl’lOH.ly—-are. Offir eq DGO
Fischer suggest thftyanthe n;)graphlc reahsn.l. Elnal}y, Marcus a‘l‘nd
ing the Self thg ropology can fulfill its hls.toncal goal of k.n.0W- ,
& the Selt through the detour of the Other” by doing a “cultural critique,
that is, examine the assumptions of Western societies.

A related and more ambitious project, Writing Culture took shape in
the? collection of essays published in the same year and co-edited by
Flllfford and Marcus. Continuing the earlier focus on ethnographic author-
ity, this book identifies “ethnographic realism” as “an ideology claiming
transparency of representation and immediacy of experience.” Since the
locus of authority according to Clifford and Marcus lies in the writing of
ethnographies, they choose to separate form from content and make writ-
ing “central to evaluation of the results of scientific research.”> These
collection of essays which reflect on ethnographies as texts highlight the
constructed and artificial nature of ethnographic accounts while undermin-
ing modes of authority. In fact Clifford goes so far as to call ethnographic
writings fictions, that is, of “inventing things not actually real.”s' In admit-
ting the “inventiveness” of ethnography, Clifford seems to anticipate his
own later work Predicament of Culture where he takes up the issue of how
culture itself is invented, Here he defines culture as a predicament it is im-
possible to treat culture as a bounded object and therefore the study of
culture also as a predicament that is, how can we produce knowledge of 2



culture, especially in contemporary times when the politics of cultural pro-
duction is palpable? The implications of this question are fleshed out in
Clifford’s final chapter in his book, which is a long description of the
Mashpee Indians’ case for land rights. In our brief discussion of the above
works we have selected certain threads in their scholarship that pertain to
ethnography to show that these four scholars have collectively paved the
way for intense debates over “ethnography,” and representation within the
academy. No longer is it possible for ethnographies to be written without
engaging the issues raised within these works, specifically that of the “au-
thority” associated with objective, empirical science. Further, these works
also strain the traditional disciplinary boundaries between the “social sci-
ences” and the “humanities” by genuinely attempting to make these
boundaries “blurred.”

Despite these obvious positive contributions which have generated
critical reflection within the U.S. academy, the works of these scholars
have been critiqued by other scholars: Marcus, Cushman and Fischer for
their “gendered and mistaken reading of modernism and anthropological
analysis”;* the contributors in Writing Culture for reproducing power and
hegemony even while they strive to delegitimate authority;> and Clifford
and Marcus as editors of Writing Culture for excluding and dismissing
feminist scholarship.* These critiques have done much to extend the argu-
ments put forth in these works. Whilst we acknowledge the value of these
critiques, we feel the need to articulate our own critiques of these works as
Third World scholars in the First World.* Our critiques are formulated
with specific reference to how the works of Marcus, Fischer, Clifford and
Cushman often fail to pursue their questioning of the ethnographic enter-
prise to move towards our vision of conceiving ethnography as capable of
producing “alternative knowledge” that empowers and allows for self-
definition, not domination and subordination. In fact we argue that
oOccasionally their “alternatives” are at direct variance with our vision.

Some of the critiques we address are related to the following: the
unproblematic acceptance in these works of anthropology’s traditional
mission of “knowing the Self through the detour of the Other”; the conti-
nuity with earlier Western scholarship in casting the Third World as
Passive; and finally the inadequate engagement with issues of power be-
yond that of the power of representation. In their book Anthropology as
Cultural Critique, Marcus and Fischer reaffirm anthropology’s commit-
ment to a critical self-reflection on Western society based on prior
experience with non-Western societies, that is, they advocate anthropol-
Ogy as cultural critique. Recommending ways in which anthropology as a
form of cultural critique could be enriched, they write:

We argue, moreover, that the potential for developing a distinctive anthropo-
logical cultural critique of American society is inherently linked to the vitality
of experimentation on the other front, the traditional arena of research abroad
5 [emphasis ours)
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By arguing for the centrality of location abroad Marcus‘an(: :;S(cil(ﬁi-
uncritically privilege a particular episte.molc.)gy that has e;'JOyto T
nant position within Western thought historically. A.cc;our_ m%] the “detour
epistemology, the route to “knowledge”‘of the_ S_elf ist 1ougtion  oroad
of the Other.” Such an epistemology which anﬂeges aloca fieldwork is
masks the power relations upon which traveling ab.road to dc}’l lr and one
predicated. If one can know the Self only by knowing the Othe ,'1 onlya
has to travel in order to do fieldwork among the Others, then‘ verlhy“ e
select few are capable of self-knowledge! For seve‘ral centuries tf eerlt)ain
to know the Self and the Other” was concentrated in the hal?ds ) cname .
citizens—colonial administrators, missionaries, anthropologxsts, to/ o
few-of economically dominant nation-states who had .the pOW_erl It)imes
tion/mobility to travel.” We saw this phenomenon during colonia veled
when colonial administrators and anthropologists, both f)f whom ttrh "
to the colonies, appropriated the right to “know” the native betterA o
him/herself. Given the dominance of Western Europe and Northb (I)I;d -
in today’s global political-economy, the emphasis on traveling fa l;n e
petuates a relation of intellectual dominance in whlch.schf’)lars o it
First World remain the agents of “knowledge production.” We argtt il
the goal of questioning “ethnographic authority” is incon?plete mna Cwith
sense if the focus of critique remains at the level of experlment.atxon e
genres of writing (to enable better cultural critique at home?, w1th01.lt 1 .
rogating the moral and ontological status of “going abroad. Refus%rl‘gn”
view the act of going abroad as derived directly from a “pOWCl“POSIt‘O )
fails to engage the question of how the ethnographer has histonca!ly ?LPi i
propriated the authority of “knowing the native better than the natfve' .
herself.” We are then left with a reinstating of “authority,” only this nms s
to “experimental ethnographers” who are writing within different ge“ree'is

While the avowed purpose of Clifford and Marcus in Writing_ C”l’”: d
to chip away at the edifices of power within which ethnography 15 }oca ei;l
they do little to include historically disempowered voices as pamcl‘paﬂts "
this enterprise. Clifford in his introductory essay confesses that their boo

s enterprise. Cli . o in
gives relatively little attention to new ethnographic possibilities emerging
from non-Western experience a

nd from feminist theory and politics.”*
Engaging the reasons for the exclusion of feminist scholarship, Clifford
provides a brief justification that feminism has not “produced either e
conventional forms of writing or a developed reflection on ethnographic
textuality as such”s apqd therefore could not be included in their work
which focuses on textual theory and textual form. While Clifford’s exclu-
sion of feminist scholarship has been critiqued on many fronts, in our
critique we address hig treatment of non-Western writings. Clifford does
not address the exclusion of non-Western writings until the end of h1s.eX'
planation for excluding feminism where we find that he groups feminist
scholarship with non-We

Stern writings as having contributed more to
changes/expenmems in the content of ethnographies rather than form.



Without even questioning the truth value of such a sweeping statement
regarding non-Western scholarship, Clifford’s argument may be chal-
lenged on the grounds that he does not seriously examine the relationship
between scholarship and politics which we contend has led many non-
Western scholars to focus on content rather than textual form. Similarly
the work of non-Western scholars is marginalized by Marcus and Fischer
in Anthropology as Cultural Critique where they define their category of
“experimental ethnography” based on an analytical separation of form
from content. In the examples of “experimental ethnographies” provided
we see the absence of non-Western scholarship which goes unexplained.
The refusal to debate the exclusion of non-Western writings in both the
above works has the unfortunate consequence of continuing to represent
previously disempowered groups as passive and as having no role in pro-
ducing “knowledge of themselves.” In fact, the role assigned for these
previously marginalized groups is only that of readership of emerging an-
thropological works produced exclusively in the First World.*

Our final critique of these works which have attempted to politicize
ethnography is that they do not adequately engage with issues of power
beyond that of the power of representation. For these scholars the “crisis
of representation” is to be solved through “experimentation” of genres of
writing alone, not through more political engagement on the ground. A
good illustration of what we mean here is provided by feminist scholars
Mascia-Lees, Sharpe, and Cohen who discuss the questions which are not
raised in Clifford’s extended representation of the Mashpee Indians Case
for land rights: “Who is the intended audience for this analysis; the
Mashpee or other scholars in institutions under Western control? And
whose interests does it serve?”! In raising these questions these feminist
scholars clearly seek to question the limitations of “the appearance of mul-
tiple voices” in Clifford’s text to counter hegemony. We argue that this
limitation arises from scholars’ engaging with the power of representation
(in the realm of writing) alone and not including another critical sense in
which “representation” has been conceptualized. We refer here to the twin
senses in which Marx enunciates “representation”: Vertretung /represen-
lation, or “speaking for” (in the political sense), and Darstellung / -
re-presentation, or “making present” (as in art or philosophy).© It is only
With re-presentation that debates over “ethnographic authority”. hgve been
Waged by the proponents of “experimental ethnography.” Restricting the
debate over ethnography to the level of re-presentation, Marcus, FlSCh.CI',
and Clifford seem to implicitly follow the recommendations of Ga.yatrl
Spivak who advises feminists to disavow representation.” The rationale
behind Spivak’s recommendations to avoid “speaking for” Other§ is th?t
underlying the act of Vertretung is the naive claim that the investigator’s
Project allows the “voices” of the subjects to speak. We argue thalt'Whlle
Spivak’s insights on the problematic relation between representation and
re-presentation are invaluable for ethnography in terms of questioning
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ethnography’s potential to reflect “reality,” her recommendation to dis-
avow the ability to represent has problematic political implications.
Disavowing representation rests on a arguable assumption that “speaking
for” and “making present” can be separated, a separation which we think
is impossible and even undesirable. All acts of re-presentation containan
element of representation. The dangerous consequence of calling for dis-
avowals of “speaking for” is that this will allow ethnographers to continut
to represent and re-present while claiming to only engage in the latter.
Concentrating on re-presentation further allows scholars who focuson
experimentations with textual forms to seek solutions for the “problems of
description of social reality,” that is, “crisis of representation” exclusively
in the realm of writing.# Consequently we see in Writing Culture: The
Poetics and Politics of Ethnography a predominance of discussion on the
poetics of ethnography and very little serious engagement with the politics
of ethnography.® When Vincent Crapanzano in his essay speaks of eth-
nographers he waxes poetically about the romantic mission of the
ethnographer likening him [sic] to the Greek god Hermes, a trickster 0,
who uses his cunning to convince his audience of the veracity of his me$-
sage by ct?ncealing his rhetorical strategies.® The role of the ethnographef
‘;’:il;f;:ifll)\l’léiiid }i‘n such a narrow manner becomes one of wield?ng powet
gets elided heregis :limt'ml bl o Lol strate:gles- Whtz;:e
natives in the first 1e ISStl}lle of the ¢ thnographer’s power to write about
How can the pOWeI: tace us diluting questions of power and knowledge:
thetorical strarsad 0 Ct:}(l)nvmce an audience be conﬁn'ed to conFrol over
relations whichg s i not acknowledging the prior powe
Creates some as ethnographers and some as subjects? Eth-
nographers (as Hermes, the Greek god) are able to represent not merely
because of their control over rhetorical strategies but largely due to theif
power derived from institutional privileges and historical legacies.
Reading the works of these scholars, one is thus left with a politics only
of writing. Texts and debates over how texts get constructed at the level of
writing render the boundaries within which these scholars seem to con-
sider “politics” parochial-politics gets done where writing gets done, 1.
within the academy. By confining their discussion to politics within the
academy, the ethics of being in the field is avoided. Instead, their argu-
ments derive from a “realization” that “culture” is produced and is
changing, not knowable and known through the writings of anthropolo-
gists who craft ethnographies. Consequently, their question becomes,
“How can we produce better ethnographies to capture culture?” Their re-
sponse to this question has in our view led to an excessive focus on
representation and its limits. Reducing the politics of ethnography to poli-
tics of representation and discourse (within the academy) does not allow
for production of an alternative knowledge which draws on struggles out-
side the academy. Here we find Benita Parry’s concern with Spivak’s



assertion of the “irretreivability of the subaltern voice” as accurately re-
flecting our concern with the politics of ethnography being a “crisis of
representation” alone:

... because their [Gayatri Spivak and Homi Bhabha] theses admit of no point
outside of discourse from which opposition can be engendered, their project is
concerned to place incendiary devices within the dominant structures of rep-
resentation and not to confront these with another knowledge.®[our
emphasis]

We find the “politics of ethnography” offered by scholars such as
Marcus, Fisher, Clifford, and Cushman inadequate to our task of building
alternative knowledge which contests First World knowledge of the Third
World a knowledge that has been instrumental as discussed earlier, in
dominating and not allowing for self-definition of Third World peoples.
We feel the need to go beyond representation because alternative knowl-
edge cannot be produced if we remain mired on the level of
representation.

Alternative knowledge, in our opinion, must have as its underlying ba-
sis certain key related considerations. Given the overwhelming depiction
of Third World people as passive, foremost among these considerations
should be the awareness of an urgent need to include the subjects of our
inquiry as active agents of their own history.® This will mean that we ac-
knowledge that people have always been actively participating and
making choices in their lives, prior to and outside of the scholarly work of
representation. Another consideration would be a knowledge in which
Third-World peoples are represented as able to define themselves—that
they can define and articulate their own interests and that they devise strat-
egies and tactics that are part of their struggles in their everyday lives.
Finally the above two considerations will be made possible only if re-
searchers operate from an epistemology different from the Orientalist
knowledge wherein self-knowledge is predicated upon knowledge of the
Other. In this different epistemology whose goal is to produce alternative
knowledge, “knowledge” is viewed as production which always takes
place in a political space. An acknowledgment by the researcher that
knowledge production is political would engender an understanding that
some knowledges are made more valid and legitimate than others: histori-
cally and structurally knowledge produced within the metropolitan
flCademy attains an “expert” status vis a vis the self-knowledge of the sub-
Jects of research, a situation that arises due to the differential associations
with power. “Disavowing” the power/authority of the ethnographer at the
Iepresentational level does nothing to mitigate the power relations that
?:;1;1;;{13 ;:Vs:ra;ce:ﬁz (:osgl? tto the field in }olrder to write. We argue that dif-
genuinely contested n:t th:o\:eﬁr;;::(frairf bert Zt:nd e e c‘an b
their power to write against th%: grain Thisuwozlile:ar(:hers Srawing on ‘
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define their roles as agents who should help create the conditions of poss:
bility for self-definition of the subjects of research. Consequently
alternative knowledge would be more concerned with how the subjectsof
research actively engage their everyday lives with issues of difference
both within their groups and outside while attempting to define their
group’s interests, than with efforts at diffusing the ethnographer’s author-
ity in representation alone.* It seems ironic that academies within
nation-states claiming a representational form of government, where
“speaking for” is at the core of its functioning, attempt to practice researd
wherein representation is sought to be delinked from re-presentation..
By viewing representation and re-presentation as inseparable compo
nents of research, we seek a politics which engages issues of
disempowerment and identity, and which has as its primary site the every
day life struggles of Third World people against domination and
subordination. We do not deny the importance of the struggles to better 7
present the “cultural Others” of the First World, a struggle predominanty
waggd in the First World academy. We only want to reinstate the primary
position Of.Struggles against colonial legacies, imperialism, racism, cap
talism, sexism, State repressions, and developmentalism in scholarship

that attempts to be counter-hegemonic. Our justification for privileging

everyday lives of Third World people as a site of struggle over the acad-
emy draws inspiration fro

) m a similar attempt made by Stuart Hall when he
grapples with the political project of cultural studies:

1e£ ‘:,(?I:ltut):ego back to that moment of “staking out a wager” in cultural stud-
LS mom;nts In which the positions begin to matter. Thisis a way 0
opening the question of the “worldliness’ of cultural studies, to borrow a e
from Edward Said. I am not dwelling on the secular connotations of the met
phor Qf worldliness here, but on the worldliness of cultural studies. I'm
dwe}lmg on the “dirtiness” of it: the dirtiness of the semiotic game, if I can
putit that way. I'm trying to return the project of cultural studies from the

clean air of meaning and textuality and theory to the something nasty dows
below.™[our emphasis]

We wish the debates over the “politics of ethnography” to engage with
the “dirtiness,” “worldliness,” and the “nasty down below,” since it is this
engagement which distinguishes the “organic intellectual”” from the tradi
tional intellectual who waxes poetic within the academy and the
anti-intellectual who is anti-theoretical. Such an engagement allows schol
ars within the academy to take on the responsibility of “transmitting thos¢
ideas, that knowledge, through the intellectual function, to those who do
not belong, professionally in the intellectual class.””

Disengagement from the “nasty down below” allows scholars within
the academy the luxury of not constantly evaluating their work with re-
spect to its ability to effect social change.” In a discussion of the urgency
of the problem of AIDS, Hall raises an important question regarding our



accountability to the subjects of our research: “What is the point of the
study of representations, if there is no response to the question of what you
say to someone who wants to know if they should take a drug and if that
means they’1 die two days later or a few months earlier?””* Hall’s ques-
tion brings to the foreground the importance of engaging with the politics
of the struggles of everyday life outside the academy. By making everyday
lives of Third World peoples the subject of ethnographies, we argue that
alternative knowledge becomes directly concerned with the question of
domination because its very subject—the Third World- is defined by its
dominated status.” In the next part we delineate what we mean by every-
day life and how our conception of everyday life makes possible a
different politics, a politics which goes beyond the politics of “textual rep-
resentation.” We draw on examples of ethnographies from India to show
how ethnographies of everyday life can produce alternative knowledge.
We focus on India because that is the area we are most familiar with since

our own dissertations are proposed ethnographies of everyday lives in In-
dia.™

Ethnographies of “Everyday Life”

Everyday lives of Third World peoples has been the focus of anthrogologi-
cal studies for over a century. Many ethnographies of the everyday hvgs of
Third World “natives” function as the classics of anthropology. In tfadl-
tional anthropology, the everyday lives of “natives” have been stu.dled-by
obsessively recording details of various aspects of the lives of natives in
an attempt to fulfill anthropology’s claim to a “holistic” understanding of
humanity. Thus we have long and careful descriptions of the sexual lives,
the ritual practices, the food habits, the kinship relations, the political or-
ganizations, the economic patterns and the cosmologies of various groups
of natives. Underlying these descriptions and analyses is a presentation of
the everyday lives of Third World peoples as objects to be described, ob-
served, documented in order to be known. Our call to study everyday lives
differs from the way in which it has been studied in the classics of anthro-
pology. Drawing on Dorothy Smith’s distinction between “everyday life
as object” and “everyday life as problematic,” we argue that ethnographies
should focus on the latter. As Dorothy Smith argues, focusing on everyday
life as an object of inquiry would mean constituting it as a “self-contained
universe of inquiry” separated from the “larger social and economic rela-
tions that organize its distinctive character.”” Continuing her analysis,

Dorothy Smith goes on to define what everyday life as problematic could
mean:

The concept of problematic is used to relate the sociologist and the sociologi-
cal inquiry to the experience of members of a society as knowers located in
actual lived situations in a new way. It is used here to constitute the everyday
world as that in which questions originate.™
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This problematic is, I suggest, present in the everyday world as it is givento
any of us to live. For the everyday world is neither transparent nor obvious,
Fundamental to its organization for us is that its inner determinations are nol
discoverable within it. The everyday world, the world where people are lo-
cated as they live, located bodily and in that organization of their known
world as one that begins from their own location in it, is generated in its var
eties by an organization of social relations that originate “elsewhere.”

Chandra Mohanty, who also draws on Dorothy Smith to understand te
“complex relationality that shapes our social and political lives,” insists o
the centrality of everyday life to make sense of structures of domination®
well as the “dynamic oppositional agency of individuals and collectives
and their engagement in “daily life.””® In the fields of cultural studies and
communication studies, there has been an increased focus on popular cuk
tu.re as the site of “everyday resistance.”®' In their haste to invest audiencts
with agency, these analyses of popular culture as resistance have not inte
rogated issues of power and domination adequately. A more fruitful
a}ll)proach. would be to study everyday life with a conscious awareness of
;nesztfs:g (l)lfrl:i:et}veen totalizeq oppression and overcelebrated resistance.”
S frui:;:ll% evgryd.ay life pnproblematically as a site of resistanct,
o a0 Zilew itasa site of “struggle,”® which would mean )
By examining evelfz(}g'dei1 Stf(()iommatlon become as imp or.tant iy successeﬁ-f
Will enable Thin Worl}(li ;’(r)ni of struggle, ethnographies of.eve:yda‘y f ¢

We bring up the issuelZ)f . ;S o ‘d?ﬁng themseh{es as active “subjects
and postmodernist critj ues ;u Joctivity since cgrtam form§ of Fouca'ldlanf
“subject.” In a book titlgd W i for doing away . with t he n-onon‘(t)
Kumar introducos the . ) omen as Subjectf: South Asian st'torzes, Nita
robloating o ed to view Sout'h Asian women as subjects t0

I ritiques of the “subject.” Addressing the predicament
of feminist scholars who are attempting to install women as subjects, she
SPeaks about developing an approach which would use Foucauldian in-
sights of power while not giving up the notion of a subject:

A modified Foucauldian approach would also retain the subject for, let us s
political reasons, being unable to live up to the epistemological task of giving
up subjectivity on having been denied it for so long and just discovering it
Eor the relatively new approach of feminist social science (and for the rela-
nve}y new politics of feminism) the postmodernist questioning of
subj.ecthood is a luxury, it seems at times, that we cannot afford; or as
Braidotti put it, “in order to announce the death of the subject one must first
have gained the right to speak as one.”®

Extending Nita Kumar's argument for the need to retain the notion of2
subject to all Third World peoples, ethnographies of everyday life would
be part of the struggle to enable Third World peoples to speak as subjects.
The importance of speaking as subjects instead of being cast as objects is
eloquently stated by bell hooks:



As subjects, people have the right to define their own reality, establish their
own identities, name their history. As objects, one’s reality is defined by oth-
ers, one’s identity created by others, one’s history named only in ways that
define one’s relationship to those who are subject.?

In the past few years, there have been many ethnographies from all
over the world in which everyday life has been viewed as a problematic
yielding much needed alternative representations of Third people®’. With
specific reference to India, one important way in which Third World
people are constructed as active subjects in ethnographies is by challeng-
ing hegemonic knowledges through an analysis of the way power is
negotiated in everyday life situations. These ethnographies have engaged
the everyday lives of historically disempowered groups: some have fo-
cused on women’s struggles within patriarchy * and others have focused
on certain groups that have been marginalized in their own societies.® Our
discussion of these ethnographies is not designed to provide in-depth
analysis and critiques of them, nor to paint a broad survey of the extant
ethnographies of everyday life from India. Instead our purpose is to high-
light the recent work of certain scholars whose innovative ethnographies
have the potential to inspire similar projects across disciplines.

In her ethnography, Kalpana Ram contests the homogenous representa-
tions of Indians by focusing on women in a Catholic fishing community in
South India. Her work is in part, framed as a response to the work of
scholars such as Louis Dumont who she finds have been guilty of repre-
senting the Indian as only “a ‘subject-effect’ of numerous social roles
dispersed across collectivities of caste, kin, and village.”* Stating clearly
at the outset that the task of her ethnography is political, she seeks to rep-
resent the Mukkuvar women in a manner that will challenge assumptions
about the Mukkuvars that the dominant majority culture has set up. Subse-
quently she challenges two hegemonic assumptions within which
Mukkuvar women are traditionally conceptualized—as dependent and pas-
sive subjects of a “South Asian” patriarchy and as a passive minority
within a caste-driven society. By exploring the everyday lives of
Mukkuvar women, Ram finds that women, far from being passive, exert
their informal power through their activities in “the underground female
economy” in which they devise strategies to control scarce cash resources
to meet familial needs.”* Similarly, she finds that the Mukkuvars, drawing
on traditions derived from their “difference” as a fishing community in an
agrarian society and as Catholics in a dominantly Hindu society are able to
carve out a social space where they are not subsumed within the structures
of caste. Throughout her work Ram argues for “culture as a field of con-
flict internally split by relations of power and contestation between
dominant and subordinated groups.™? This conception of culture as a field
of struggle, which allows Ram to find expressions of autonomy among the
Mukkuvars, results in a representation where Mukkuvar women are active
subjects.
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A representation of active subjects who have a degree of autonomy
from dominating structures, is a theme which has been explored in innov
tive ways by some scholars who have chosen to focus on aspects of oral
cultural practices of women. It is in this domain, hard to access unless one
is looking for alternative discourses, that one “finds” negotiations of
power in everyday life situations. Much like Lila Abu-Lughods’s work on
Bedouin women’s poetry,” Gloria Raheja’s work on rural North Indian
women'’s ritual songs and proverbs as genres of oral culture and Veena
Talwar Oldenberg’s work on Lucknow courtesans’ lifestyle represent
women expressing their critique of patriarchal practices and dominant
society’s discriminatory practices respectively. The rural North Indian
women’s songs in Raheja’s study articulate the contradictions in patriar-
chal structures thus challenging the view of patriarchy as a seamless,
monolithic power structure. The life stories of Lucknow courtesans in
Oldenberg’s work contain expressions of resistance to traditional roles
assigned to women, strategies to manipulate men for improving women's
material status and an affirmation of the strength they derived from living
in an all-women’s space. These two ethnographies seem to respond to '
Elizabeth Enslin’s concern for a politics of ethnography which relies pr
marily on textual experimentation that “reveal” multivocality to contes't
hegemony.* What she seeks instead is a politics that goes beyond poetits
Raheja’s and Oldenberg’s works are good examples of a politics that
moves beyond writing strategies of the ethnographer to view the self-
knowledge of Third World peoples as a legitimate and as a primary
everyday site of counter-hegemony. Verily ethnographers in academies d
not have to mourn the lack of counter-hegemonic practices in social real
and instead take on the burden of initiating counter-hegemonic practices
through representation.

Another ethnographic study that seeks to capture moments of countef
hegemony is Purnima Mankekar’s study whose goal is not only that of
contesting representations of Third world women as victims of patriaxd}%
but also that of depictions of audiences as passive. Strongly interdiscipi
nary, her work cuts across the fields of anthropology, women'’s studies 2"
communication studies. Ethnography in recent years has increasingly b¢¢
used as a methodology to study audiences of popular culture.>> Many of
these studies were attempts to show that viewers’ interpretations of pop”
lar culture allowed them even if only in subtle ways to resist hegemonic
constructions of their subjectivity. In the spirit of this tradition that vieWs
audiences as “active,” Mankekar studies working-class Indian women’s
interpretations of constructions of “Indian womanhood” on television t0
understand how discourses of nation, gender, and sexuality overlap. The
women in Mankekar’s study use the portrayal of the “disrobing” of
Draupadi, one of the most important female characters in India’s ancient
epic Mahabharata, on television to critique power relations in their own
lives; women identified with Draupadi’s plight to articulate their own vuk



nerable positions in life, to question the failure of society to protect
women, to mock at society’s construction of the male as protector, to
voice their concerns regarding sexual violence against women, and finally
to challenge the conception of the Hindu woman as tolerant and accepting.
Given the paucity of work in the Third World on audiences, Mankekar’s
ethnographic study is a welcome contribution and can inspire more work
in this direction.

While the above ethnographies have focused on women as a group that
has been historically represented as passive subjects of patriarchy, Khare’s
ethnography explores these same issues amongst the Chamars of
Lucknow, an ex-untouchable caste which has historically been viewed as
passive vis & vis dominant upper-castes. Khare finds that the cultural ide-
ology of the Chamars permits a self-knowledge which enables them in
their everyday lives to contest their devaluation by the dominant caste ide-
ology; Chamars are knowing and acting subjects who trace their heritage
beyond that of the confining structures of caste to critique their social con-
ditions while devising strategies to cope with their situation. The focus in
Khare’s ethnography on the ideological realm of Chamars shows us how
marginalized groups use their self-knowledge to challenge representations
of them as passively accepting upper caste strictures. The problem in this
ethnography seems to be its relatively short discussion of the realm of ev-
eryday life activities in which the Chamars must be transforming their
ideology into practice to negotiate power relations. This realm of everyfiay
life may yield many “surprises” for the ethnographer who may be agoniz-
ing over how to represent subjects as active. Nita Kumar in her work on
another historically disempowered group, the artisans of Banaras “discov-
ers” this previously unknown reaim in their everyday lives. In her attempt
to gain access to the slippery area of the world of leisure activities of the
artisans, Kumar finds that “bahri alang” is a major leisure activity among
the artisans only by observing their everyday life practices rather than by
relying on verbal responses alone:

- - L'initially tried to ask point-blank, “What are your favorite entertain-
ments?” and such questions. I was seldom given any answers but the polite
and evasive one of “Are, sahab, what entertainment can we poor people
have?” I had to fall back on observation.%

Combining historical and anthropological methods, Kumar success-
fully shows that “bahri alang” was historically a pan-Banarasi leisure
activity that only recently came to be associated exclusively with the
lower classes. This allows her to problematize the relationship between
culture and poverty by assigning a central place to the self-knowledge of
the artisans which in all its richness and complexity brings out the inad-
eq&-xacy of approaches that ignored the multidimensional world of the
artisans by emphasizing their economic conditions and those that envi-
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sioned the artisans as a passive group with no control over their own his-
tory. While Kumar’s ethnographic work brings out the previously
invisible activities of an occupational group which have traditionally been
“artisans,” R. Srivatsan’s work on film hoardings (or billboards as they are
called in the United States) extends the concept of “artisans” itself to in-

" clude a group that has never been visible in scholarship. Hoarding artists

who paint film hoardings (huge billboards, painted in bright colors, and
depicting scenes from films), a common sight in urban and rural India, are
seen in Srivatsan’s ethnography as central to an understanding of the
workings of capitalism in late capitalist countries like India as well as to
understand the politics of the visual in constructions of gender and sexual-
ity. Srivatsan lays out the economics of the production of hoardings in
India where it is still cheaper to have a system of labor that uses skilled
mixing of paints. In his interviews with these artists, he finds that they
paint hoardings keeping in mind the location and the audience. Drawing
on their film experiences, their feelings for the stars, and their preferences
for colors, the painter translates the layout supplied into living images of
dgsire and feeling. In Srivatsan’s innovative work, these largely invisible
patnters who invest images with their interpretations emerge as far more
sensitive and intelligent instruments of “reproduction” than the machine.
Describing the significance of his work, Srivatsan writes:

The aesthetic would be a social, historical product, emerging from the expefi
ences of daily existence in a specific society, and tied to a conceptualization
of maleness, femininity, sexuality, pleasure, pain, desire, frustration, angef,
and all the emotions felt in the body. It would be tied to cultural practices of
caste, class, community, and gender, all of which shift and change in their

emphasis and content with time, responding in part to these very imaging pro-
cesses they inflect .97

Srivatsan’s work in many ways illustrates Arjun Appadurai’s concept
of the life career of an object by bringing to life a completely commodified
and unproblematized object hoardings—by showing hoardings as an active
site for the transfer, translation, exchange and struggle over meanings.”

Qur discussion of the above ethnographies was intended not only to
show how ethnographies of everyday life can produce alternative knowl-
edge but also to show some of the directions that future work could take.
One area that we feel needs more ethnographic exploration is popular cul-
ture in the Third World. In the case of India, for instance, psychoanalytiC
and cultural analyses of films and analyses of the production and distribu-
tion of music cassettes, need to be complemented with ethnographic work
to understand how people actively engage with cultural products in their
everyday lives.” In a world where media products from the First World
are part of the everyday lives of many people in the Third World, ethno-
graphic work about everyday struggles with “modernity” in the Third
World can suggest narratives that differ from a grand narrative of global
homogenization.'® Grounding ethnography in everyday life forces schol-



ars to view “categories,” “concepts,” and “structures” as historical phe-
nomena which happen in human relationships. !

Conclusion

We began this essay by laying out the need for ethnographies of everyday
life given the distorted and disempowering representations of Orientalist
knowledge. We argued that alternative knowledge cannot be produced by
apolitics of ethnography which engages the politics of re-presentation
(making present) and disavows the politics of representation (speaking
for). Drawing on Stuart Hall, we suggested that ethnography should pri-
marily engage itself with the struggles of everyday life outside the
academy whilst negotiating politics within the academy. We then outlined
“everyday life as a problematic” and discussed how this view of everyday
life enables ethnographies which can challenge hegemonic knowledge of
the Third World and represent Third World peoples as “active’ subjects.
Our essay has taken this form consciously because our goal was to point to
the importance of ethnographies of everyday life given the current pre-
dominance of debates over writing, identity, and location. It is our
assertion here that this particular form arises because of our identity and
location as Third World scholars in the First World. In our conclusion we
briefly address the issue of identity and location that constitute the politi-
cal space within which Third World scholars work as ethnographers.

For Third World scholars in the First World it is necessary to address
the implications of the politics of identity and location for alternative
knowledge production. In a recent essay on “native anthropologists,”
Kirin Narayan cites the example of the Indian anthropologist
M.N.Srinivas in order to suggest that “native anthropologists” had tradi-
tionally been accorded a privileged status because their “insider’s eye”
allowed them to produce authentic knowledge of their own societies.'*
Narayan argues that given today’s global flows in trade, politics, and the
media, the distinctions between “native” and “non-native” anthropologists
are not useful since identity according to her has become “multiplex,”
“shifting,” “situational,” and “hybrid.” Arguments such as Narayan’s that
do not engage the importance of politics in the shaping of identities, espe-
cially of Third World scholars in the First World are problematic. In
Viewing the “native anthropologist’s” traditional position as having been
“privileged” due to his/her “nativity,” Narayan does not examine how this
“PfiVilege” was accorded only at the expense of denying them their sub-
Jectivity as “natives.” “Native anthropologists” are not just “natives,” they
are individuals who by becoming “Westernized” and “Western trained”
are popularly viewed to have gained the expertise and objectivity to repre-
Sent their own cultures.® It is not adequate as Narayan does to only
question Srinivas’s Indian origins as his “perpetual qualifier” for gaining
“Privilege.” We argue that Srinivas’s “Westernization and Western train-
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ing” ought to be just as problematized. As Third World scholars studying
our own cultures while being located in the First World, we as graduate
students experience the contradictoriness of this “privileged” position..
Firstly, we question the assumption of a “privileged” status for “native
anthropologists” within the U.S. or European academies on the grounds
that we are forced to engage with “experts” who are ever ready to let us
know that our knowledge of our cultures is subjective, or that it is merely
restating what Eurocentric theories have already suggested, or even that
our knowledge is not “expert.”** Secondly, N arayan’s argument for “hy-
bridity” oversimplifies the issue of identity of the anthropologist because
it does not investigate adequately the complex politics of the location of
Third World scholars in the First World. Kalpana Ram addresses the cot-
sequences that arise due to the depiction of Indians in the past as part of

collective hierarchical structures in opposition to the Western, modetn,
autonomous individual;

The p_ossibility of a reflexive and critica] theory of one’s own society, culture
and h1§tory is rendered redundant for Indian subjects.. . .The Indian as critic
of Ipdlan soc_:iety disappears from sight. This is not to say that there are no
Indian theorists, but rather that such constructions of Indian identity render it
1fnpos‘51bl§ to speak both as an “Indian’ and as a social theorist at the same
time. “Indians’ enter the field as speaking subjects only at the price of con-

Senting to recognize themselves in the ‘we’ of Western anthropology,
modernity, and so op_ 105 [our emphasis)

- Ir;clllght of Ram’s obsewz}tion’s regarding the struggles faced by Thifd
Y or schol?rs who can claim authority only by allying themselves with

Westem science,” Narayan’s attempt to dislodge the native anthropolo-
gist from a supposedly “privileged” position seems premature.
COHSFquently her call for hybridity as a more useful way to conceptualize
1dfant1ty than the essentializing of “native” anthropologists can be problem
atic for devising strategies of intervention. Third World scholars in the
First World encounter charges of inauthenticity from two fronts; from the
First World academy which is in the quest for the “authentic” informant
and from the Third World academy which accuses them of “selling out.”
For Third World scholars in the First World academy who work in this
double bind, claiming a hybrid identity may not help to negotiate the poli
tics of location:

In the face of this discourse of authenticity, some Third World intellectual§
working in the First World have reterritorialized themselves as hybrid. This
strategy is compelling when such a demonstration of hybridity becomes, as }n
Gloria Anzaldua’s Borderlands (1987) an enabling moment for the possibility
of a collective politics attentive to difference and contradiction. When, how-
ever, the elaboration of hybridity becomes an end in itself, serving to undo
only binary oppositions, it runs the risk of dodging entirely the question of
Jocation, To this one must say, ‘necessary but insufficient’ 196



Clearly a politics of identity which advocates hybridity does not con-
tribute to our conception of a politics that will enable producing
alternative knowledge. A critical problematized awareness of the differ-
ence between “native” and “non-native” may be better suited to counter
hegemonic knowledge rather than a call for the dissolution of distinctions
between native/non-native.

In conclusion, we affirm that the path to countering hegemony is by
interrogating our own stake in what we produce, in considering how our
knowledge will be used, and in acknowledging our responsibilities to the
people we write about. For Third World scholars using ethnography to
produce alternative knowledge in the First World it is important to move
beyond textual experimentations and hybrid identities as counter-hege-
monic strategies. Alternative knowledge may be better produced if Third
World ethnographers write about the everyday lives of Third World
people with an awareness of the political need for claiming legitimacy as
Third World scholars.'” - ‘ —

(Natrajan) Depaitment of Anthropology, University of Iowa and

(Parameswaran) School of Journalism, Indiana University (Fall, 1997)
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