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Editor’s Note
Cultural Appropriation and Consumption in
Neo-Liberal Times
Sanjay K. Roy
Modern capitalism thrives by transforming everything into
saleable and consumable commodity. In this exercise nothing, from
the elements of nature to forms and practices of culture, is spared.
The glut of nature – the climate, the greenery, the forest, the sea,
river, mountains, the rains, the wild animals, the snow-clad valley,
the sight of snow fall, the snow-covered hilltops with golden
plume, the blue sky, the space – everything finely packaged and
offered to tourists and “nature lovers” as commodity of
irreplaceable value. The tourism industry, largely controlled by
the big capital, can manipulate all conservation laws, in league
with the ever-willing political elite, and finds its way for making
profit while severely toppling the ecological balance and serenity.
The opening up of the lush green tea gardens in North Bengal for
promotion of tourism industry is a typical example.
Similarly, the elements of material culture like archaeological
preserves, historical places, monuments, places of religious
importance - the ancient idols, the mosques, temples, gurdwaras
and churches – and the socio-cultural practices in the form of
festivals and rituals, beliefs and sentiments and the emotions
associated with religion, the folk forms of music and dance - are
often appropriated in the reproduction of popular cultural forms
and activities, using the media like films, television, radio and
magazines, which together function as the “culture industry”1
(to use the phraseology of Adorno). The mass media of different
forms are used for mass circulation of these appropriated and
mediated commodities; the culture industry thus thrives by
reproducing and packaging the rich reserve of any given culture
in a society.
The “culture industry” uses the elements of culture, the religious
and social sentiments, as a huge reserve of raw material to be
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reproduced again and again. The transformation of elements of
culture, which are often representation of a collective tradition
and part of social memory, helps reproduction of culture and all
its associated beliefs and values without hurting the public
sentiments and carefully avoiding peoples’, politicians’ and
institutional rebuff; the prime idea being to cash in on peoples’
emotion. Thus, the possibility of a logical-critical-scientific treatment
of tradition and culture, which would have helped in the
generation of scientific and critical mind-set is nipped in the bud.
Such a “with the tide” (uncritical and all-permissible) treatment
of culture is of course rooted in larger business motive, based on
careful calculation of the nature of consumers for commercial films
and television serials as well as soaps and series on digital platform.
However, the covert function of such reproduction of culture is to
sustain and expand a space for a kind of politics that thrives by
cultivating cultural sentiments and peoples’ religious affiliations.
It nurtures a brand of politics that most often thrives on religious
nationalism, apart from other profit-making politico-economic
rationale. The 80:20 (or the majority: minority) game is a part of
this calculation; the religious and social lives of the minority
communities find an unfavourable representation while those of
the majority community find overwhelming representation. The
privatization of all forms of media and the control of the media by
the powerful corporate houses, having close connection with the
ruling elite, help appropriation of culture even more effectively to
fulfil interests of both parties. The ultimate function of all this is
ideological integration of the masses into a socio-political and
cultural order that suits the overpowering ruling elite; whether
this comes to good use for erasing off the alternative space and
varied aesthetic negotiations operational is a different question.
Most of the Indians nurse overwhelming religious sentiments; the
mega serials, based on the epics: The Mahabharat and the Ramayan,
ran in hundreds of episodes over a few years amidst resounding
success generating a strong emotional attachment with the cultural
tradition to the extent that the whole nation was doped into the
world of fantasy (the imagined unreal yet connected world). A
hyperreal moment2 (to use Jean Baudrillard’ phraseology) was thus
created whereby the views and viewing of an imaginary world
under an emotional spell led to confusing an epic for history. With
ever rising viewership the serials helped the culture industry
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proliferate manifold; the flow of advertisements, boosted the sale
of TV sets, initially black and white, then colour, and the
accessories that come with TV sets. A large majority of the Indian
population, even the rural population, were bombarded with
relentless flow of advertisements, at a time when Indian economy
and market were growing at a rapid pace in an era of globalization.
Apart from doing business in millions, the racking of religious
sentiments helped arouse a new sense of Indianness rooted in
religious nationalism, which undoubtedly helped the rise of Hindu
nationalism and consolidation of BJP in power. The timing of
making and airing these serials is noteworthy; late 1980s and early
1990s, when India was gradually and surely turning neo-liberal
and global, and the ascending capital, national as well as global,
demanding more space to grow. The audio-visual media, especially
television, was gradually opened for amassing of private capital,
freeing from the monopoly of the government-controlled agencies.
The television manufacturing industries grew hand-in-hand with
other industries as the latter offer advertisements in order to arouse
the collective and imitable passion for relentless consumption. The
privately controlled news channels now run 24x7 in connivance
of the ruling elite for relentless ideological propaganda to blunt
the critical and at times aesthetic faculty of the citizens. Here, I
would refer to the idea of aesthetic and its corelate notions of
‘taste’, as proposed by Bourdieu, which often bears the notions of
a class-oriented consumption of cultural products and
reproduction of culturally significant and defining forms. Such
living up to a class-specific ‘taste’ and aesthetic assertions under
the influence of ‘cultural capital’ cannot be completely overlooked,
but mass media surely pass out some ‘popular cultural’ forms and
practices through which many cross the classified-class barriers
and become omnivores, feeding upon a culturally hybrid
experience and create new aesthetics of consumption.
The pujas and religious functions find relentless reproduction in
television serials and programmes; the festive season in Bengal
starting with Durga puja, Laxmi puja, Kali puja/Deewali and
ending with Bhaiphonta in the months of September-October,
alongside the one-month vacation for the people attached to the
educational institutions, find overwhelming representation in the
television programmes. Every melodramatic serial would devote
a number of episodes covering all significant religious or social
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events. The pujas organized by the politicians and the film stars
find special live coverage for about a week; for about a month the
Bengalis are in a festive mood and television plays a central part
in this celebration.
The celebration of Poila Baisakh (Bengali new year), Christmas,
31 st December (the new year celebration), Jamai Sasthi, Bhai
Phonta and so on are also voluminously represented in television
programmes. The welcoming of the English new year on the night
of 31st December is the largest of all social functions celebrated by
the middle and upper-class urban Bengalis on and off television;
the viewers arrange parties on 31st night with family members
and friends, consume alcohol or soft drinks, and for the younger
generation this is an occasion for substance abuse; an occasion to
be alienated from all frustrations and depressions of life; the urban
middle-class switches on the television with the readiness to
consume the hypocritical, hypo-real moments created by the socalled celebrities, expressing repugnant gestures on screen; indeed,
a perfect example of tittytainment (or cheap entertainment) that
tend to set cultural standards for others.
Among other things, all the families and households that find
representation on the television screen are joint families with
extended kin, friends, villains (from within and outside the kinship
net), who are also given a place in the household, even when the
serial is located in an urban context where small families and stem
families are the rule. The serials progress on the themes of love
and marriage and untiringly reproduce joint family values and
patriarchal values coated in religious and traditional sentiments.
The turn of events, the characters and their relations are completely
bereft of the logic of everyday life or human sensitivity, making
television the perfect “idiot box”; the omnipresence of gods,
temples, gurujis etc. often relegate science and logic of life to the
back seat. Even the television serials that are based on historical
events and revolutionary time, some such recent television serials
being Rani Rashmoni and Kadambini, soon turn religious and get
lost in the world of fleeting and provocative sentiments of all kinds.
Yet the television serials and programmes occupy a large part of a
day’s routine of the lower-middle and middleclass Indians as a
large section of the population has been kept out of the labour
force, and the common people have discovered television as a
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means to numbing entertainment in their ample leisure time.
Television has become a major part of the life of the retired and
the elderly population, which is absorbed in non-creative and timepassing activities by ploys of the culture industry, sustaining and
reproducing uncritical selves. The out of workforce population
who in the pre-television age used to read and socialise a lot, now
they have largely given up the habit of reading and visiting their
neighbours and relatives often and without notice.
The archaeological sites of historical and religious importance, with
some touch-ups and manoeuvring under the guidance of the state
agencies or specially constituted trustee boards, turn out to be
lucrative business packages as they, with promotion through
advertisements, become favoured tourist destinations. The best
business packages are worked out when nature is moderated and
“beautified” and the area is developed with modern living facilities
and some built-in, cosmetic environmental changes to give physical
comfort and aesthetic pleasure (aesthetic pleasure is now a
commodity too) to the middle- and upper-class tourists who have
made occasional tours an essential means for recreation and status
elevation.
The culture transformed into commodities for consumption are
often fetishized as they acquire a mystical value, although with
considerable use value; goddess Kali coming real in the serial Rani
Rashmoni is adored by a large majority of the viewers as a real
avatar. The moment goddess Kali comes alive with mystic sounds
and light on the screen the viewer’s, women viewers in particular,
emotions touch the high point and adorn the goddess with
uludhwani (a sound collectively made by the Bengali women on
auspicious, particularly religious, occasions by twisting their
tongue and moving it rapidly while drawing in air); the hyperreal
thus gets confused with the real. In the 1970s we noticed this
confluence of real and the mystic during the screening of the
religious film Jai Santoshi Maa (1975). The impact of the film was
such that goddess Santoshima, who was until then absent in the
list of goddesses adored in Bengal, found a permanent place. In
West Bengal, the political leaders, particularly those of the ruling
political party, enhance their social status by demonstrating their
religiosity and devotion in organizing and airing such religious
functions. The huge amount of money, often crores, amassed
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through legal and illegal means in organizing and telecasting
Durga puja and Kali puja help the politicians enhance their rating
in the vote market. Even prominent Muslim leaders of the present
ruling party in West Bengal competes with the Hindu leaders of
the same party in organizing Durga puja and nurtures huge fan
following. As an icing on the cake the leaders organize cultural
programmes (music night) with popular singers, which are also
telecasted on television screen. Such appropriation of culture, even
if does not bear the testimony of any cultural capital, helps
enhancement of social capital, which is used for political ends.
The noteworthy among the implications of the appropriation of
culture by the media are (1) misrepresentation or distortion of
history, (2) reproduction of myths and un-reason, (3) promotion
of tittytainment (4) promotion of religious nationalism and (5)
massive wastage of creative labour; the mindless television serials
have eaten up the space for the creative performing arts like
classical music, theatre and parallel cinema. By whiling time
watching television, the otherwise creative people lose their creative
aptitude and thought, which, in turn, impact their lives and
livelihoods. For instance, the fact that the group theatre is losing
viewership could be explained in this light.
Given its wide reach and popularity, television with all its
productions, the serials and short films, could have been a fantastic
medium for spreading a strong and appropriate sense of history,
literature and relevant artistic achievements. India has a rich
reserve of literature in its national and regional languages; many
such stories and novels have been translated into English and other
Indian languages. In the days when Door Darshan had command
over all television programmes there were efforts from various
corners to make quality serials and films based on true and socially
meaningful short stories and novels. Munsi Premchand’s stories,
namely, Eidgah, Godaan, Boodhi Kaaki, Nirmala, Namak ka Daroga,
Sawa Ser Gehu, Coffin etc., were adapted into television serials;
some stories ran for more than 10 episodes, all in 1980s and 1990s.
Most of these stories were directed by the film-maker-poet Gulzar.
Talented actors like Pankaj Kapoor, Vrajesh Hirjee, Anjann
Srivastava, Surekha Sikri, Ravi Jhankal, Jaaved Khan Amrohi,
Raghubir Yadav and many others gave soulful and realistic
performances, adding to the ‘aesthetic’ value of these programmes.
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One of the best short film Tamas was made by the film director
Govind Nihalini which was aired on Door Darshan in 1988; the
film was based on the Hindi novel written by Bhisham Sahani.
Another illustrious film-maker of modern India, Shyam Benegal,
made many episodes of Bharat Ek Khonj based on Jawaharlal
Nehru’s Discovery of India; such television serial often gave the
common Indians an authentic account of Indian history from
ancient to modern times. Those were the liberal days under the
Congress rule, which had true respect for the rich and diverse
cultural traditions that India is. But now, when the television is
almost completely controlled by the corporate houses for business
and the corporate-political elite alliance is absolute, the culture
industry has re-set its objectives to (1) further capitalist interest by
making profit and (2) help the political elite in popularizing its
political agendum, i.e., to appropriate cultural tradition and
promote religious nationalism.
In reproduction of the elements of the given culture in films and
television serials and programmes the culture industry had the
choice of doing it with social responsibility and by adhering to a
set of values or a set of alternative standards. Some such standards
could have been honest, authentic and critical representation of
the rich cultural traditions, commitment to certain ethical
standards which any art form demands, commitment to promotion
of scientific temper while sustaining a critical stance towards the
unscientific and superstitious elements in the social and cultural
practices and so on; and by doing that the industry could have
played its part in elevating the overall ‘aesthetic’ experience of
the nation. Unfortunately, by going opposite direction primarily
to fulfil business ambitions and political compulsions, the culture
industry, especially the television industry in India is flouting
ethical standards and norms of rightful citizenship and its larger
social responsibility.
If the mainstream argument of this discourse is in line with
Habermas’s idea of colonization of public space through distorted
communication3, the question, along post-structuralist arguments,
that remains to be answered is whether the corporate-political
nexus has established its complete hegemony over the media
reproduction of culture and whether the battle in the cultural field
is over. On this point I would argue that notwithstanding all efforts
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of the power to establish its monopoly over media the alternative
and critical voices are active fighting for its rightful, democratic
place in the social media and this goes defying the State’s efforts
to establish a surveillance regime backed with its colossal coercive
power. One can look at how the popular cultural forms find
expression and representation and how the different folk cultural
forms and alternative art forms struggle for a space in the ambit
of popular media. We must also take note of the fact that the
mass media, specifically digitally supported social media platforms,
are making pathways for such a democratic, counter-hegemonic
upsurge through dialogical and dialectical negotiations with the
mediated forms and striving to produce some authentic, aesthetic
and counter-hegemonic discourses, often defying the hanging (or
actual) threat of an authoritarian purge.

Notes
1.

The details of the concept of culture industry could be
found in the chapter “Culture Industry: Enlightenment as
Mass Deception” in the book Dialectic of Enlightenment
(1944), where Theodor Adorno argues that culture industry
in modern capitalist society, which constitute films,
television, radio, magazines etc., produces culture as
commodities for mass consumption and work for creating
a homogeneous culture and ideological integration of the
masses into the political order.

2.

Hyperreality, in postmodern condition, is an inability of
consciousness to distinguish reality from a simulation of
reality, especially in technologically advanced postmodern
societies. Hyperreality is seen as a condition in which what
is real and what is fiction are seamlessly blended together
so that there is no clear distinction between where one ends
and the other begins (Baudrillard 1988).

3. Jurgen Habermas in the first volume of the book Theory of
Communicative Action (1984) argues that the modern
capitalist order has replaced the democratic public sphere
with an order of distorted communication, which makes
free speech, public debates and development of critical

ix

consciousness difficult; the task before the intelligentsia
therefore is to fight for the creation of an “ideal speech
community”.
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Material Objects, Materiality and Social Lives
Arunima Bhowmick
Ph.D Scholar, Department of Sociology, Jadavpur University

Abstract: Scholars have long invoked ideas of totemism, fetishism and
anthropomorphism as ways of conceptualizing the relation between
humans and their material world. All perspectives, I believe, offer modes
of ‘being’ for both the subjects and objects, transcending and shuffling
subjectivity with desired objectification as and when socially necessary
and culturally permissible. Neither the human subjects nor the material
objects remain constant subjects and/or objects across space and time.
subjectivity is objectively constituted and reciprocally, objectivity is
also subjectively articulated. So, what becomes essential here is the
appearance of objects and the meaning they entail, as assigned by the
experiencing subject to the objects it manages, engages with and feels
through and for them. The experiences arise in an intersubjective
negotiation, whereby the material object is transported from its natural
to a culturally-defining set up, then again returned to its ‘nature’ over
time. The object travels through a life along with its subject, followed
by periodic injunctions of sociability and renewal of its being. This
cyclical journey from cultural significance to objectification to acquiring
subjective agency and then returning to its naturalness again, the object
produces a social life that’s no less significant than that of its human
associates. This paper shall remain an epistemological exercise for
brining into foray these notions and empirically delineating a similar
discourse.
Keywords: Materiality, Objects, Quasi-objects, Transitional roles,
Sociability, Toys, Jewellery.

Introduction
This paper is an attempt at understanding the life of an object in
its naturalness and its cultural space and significance. Objects
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permeates human life through structural metaphors as well as
everyday events. People often think of the world through objects,
and that objects, like human subjects have agency (Gell 1998). An
attempt at narrating biographies of objects can only be done
keeping in mind the human embeddedness with objects and object
gaining agency through their signifying subjects (i.e. humans).
An object can never be the author of its own biography or of
another object in the way that humans are able to in producing
their life stories. There is no escape from the subject, but after a
point material objects too dictate how they are appropriated, recontextualized and objectified across space and time. However,
its intrinsic materiality and human intervention into its course of
conduct for production of life, essentially raise the dilemma
between its use and exchange value, putting to question the
cultural significance of the object in relation to its nature and
temporality. Thus, bringing to foray the question of consumption
and materiality that nudge us to explore the idea of fetish and
man’s exchange of his position with the material thing in a reified
state of being.
Scholars have long invoked ideas of totemism, fetishism and
anthropomorphism as ways of conceptualizing the relation
between humans and their world of material objects. All
perspectives, I believe, are much more than mere modes of thinking.
Rather they tend to offer modes of ‘being’ for both the subjects
and objects, transcending and shuffling subjectivity with desired
objectification circumstantially. Neither the human subjects nor
the material objects remain constant subjects and/or objects across
space, respectively. For instance, it was Marx who made the most
compelling summary of how (through labour) we produce objects
that become an extension of our subjective selves and gain
consciousness of its own, operating externally beyond our will
thereafter. Thus, the relationship that arises between the subject
and object is one like that between two persons.
Anthropomorphism tries to see this as essentially an outcome of
our bodily(sensual) and mindful(sensible) relation with things in
the world. Sartre (1965) says in this regard, “when knowledge
and feeling are oriented toward something real, actually perceived,
the thing, like a reflector, returns the light it has received from it.
As a result of this continual interaction, meaning is continually
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enriched at the same time as the objects soaks up affective
qualities.” (Sartre 1996: 55)
However, subjectivity is objectively constituted and reciprocally,
objectivity is also subjectively articulated. So, what becomes
essential here is the appearance of objects and the meaning they
entail, as assigned by the experiencing subject to the objects it
manages, engages with and feels through and for them. The
experiences arise in an intersubjective negotiation, whereby the
material object is transported from its natural to a culturallydefining setting, then again returned to its nature over time. The
object travels through a life along with its subject, followed by
periodic injunctions of sociability and renewal of its being. This
cyclical movement from cultural significance to objectification to
acquiring subjective agency and then returning to its naturalness
again, the object produces a social life that’s no less significant
than that of its human associates. The ideas of fetishism of objects
need to be reconsidered and the ontology of things revisited here
to understand this world of materiality and material things upon
which the essentialist definitions and existentialist concerns of
human life stand erect. The need is to locate objects in relation to
the social world and network of relationships and try delineate a
methodological possibility for doing the same. Keeping these views
in mind I would narrate the journey of an object through a flower
and its plethora of social value, its objectification as a garland,
embodiment of memories in its dried-up state and its replication
in a famous painting of Van Gogh, ‘The Sunflower’ (1887). Besides,
I shall briefly discuss the cultural history of objects and the
‘transitional roles’ that they assume by recording stories of emotive
association with Toys on one hand and Jewellery in another.

The flower, garland and their subjective meanings
The Post Enlightenment upsurge of reason and the demand for a
life organized through rational actions had to make nature it’s
subservient. The materialist theories and fetishism of commodities
led to a conscious disengagement from the realm of objects, which
was to be merely exploited for human survival. However, Simmel
(1968) argued, objects are closely linked to what people do and
the social processes coming to exist thereby. They produce human
value and in turn gain significant meaning through re-cognition
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of the contextual, cultural, temporal and spatial considerations,
posing some challenge to the homogenizing and universalizing
notions of modernity. The notions of nature and culture, object
and subject are deeply infused in each other, as the material object
becomes a significant ‘other’ because of its cultural manifestations
and reproduction. In fact, Culture reinstates itself through its
subjective interface with these objects of nature and things of
human creation.
The flower in its natural state of temporariness, ethereal presence,
beauty and fragrance gets objectified and associated with human
emotions such as love, admiration, sacredness, purity, longing and
bereavement. These emotions get culturally re[produced] through
exchange of flowers and having them fill up our experiences.
Experiences and corresponding human emotions are weaved into
a garland too, making an object that shall travel through personal
biographies and varied social relations emerging therein. The
garland when weaved is a mere commodity that has exchange
value. And for the seller it is an object that shall be sold for an
amount in the marketplace. But soon it makes a journey through
relationships and life events signifying its subjective meaning and
translates itself into assuming social values such as love, honour,
restrain, segregation, sacredness, departures, initiations and many
more. In turn, the garland and the flowers gain signifying value
as an object, independent of its exchange value after a point. But
it does retain enough utility and thereby meaning through
subjective appropriation of humans. The flower’s life as a signifier
of human events of everyday passes through a trove of social
understanding embedded in a culturally defined space.
At any given point of time, we humans are actors and are
simultaneously acted upon too. The material objects act upon us
as much as we act upon them. Beyond the dichotomy of ‘we’ and
‘they’ or ‘it’; subject and object, there is a mode of ‘being’, which
Levy-Bruhl (1926) calls the ‘mystical participation’. Wherein the
world of object is experienced as animate, resonating and
responding to human spells, imagination and articulated desires.
Humans happen to grasp and process their immediate experience
through things external to themselves, such as customs, shared
geo-physical spaces, vegetation and possibly most material objects
they create and come to hold in co-creation. The embodied selves
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essentially look for their disembodied reflections through objects
outside of themselves. We often see that through varied objects,
referring specifically to the flowers here, one transplants their
thoughts and feelings of oneself and that of the cognized other
into material objects. Reorganizing within themselves and
grasping modes of human existences through extra-human
objectification. While processing subjective experiences of love,
anger, subjugation, discrimination, isolation and thereby social
alienation, we absorb the material objects into our lives and
livelihoods. This often makes us lose sight of the difference between
the materiality of things and idea of personhood or personality
that the objects are attaining simultaneously. The flower no longer
remains a mere object of admiration and source of gratifying
aromatic experience. It assumes value that are identified with
social customs, rituals and practices encompassing birth, marriage
and death, marking the transitions of human life. They are
preserved beyond their material value, as pieces of socio-cultural
signifiers and thus an ‘objective’ window is opened up for letting
in experientially rich patterns of human social action through their
use and association with flowers.

Objectification and the subjective consumer
One of the most fundamentals for studying biographical objects
is ‘objectification’, as the social world is as much constituted by
materiality, as material by the social processes. Objectification
considers the construction and translation of social relations,
culture and value systems through objects. There are two primary
concerns: first, knowledge is constructed through and identities
emerge from objects. Secondly, knowledge is articulated and
carried over by relations among relations of things, i.e., the object
with certain agency. The garland acts as an objectifying structure
often by placing itself in relation to other objects (i.e. the flowers,
the human body, the photograph, the idol, incense sticks, pots
holding them and even the person concerned in all social rituals
and celebratory events of human life). A garland in several life
events is used as a signifying agent to separate the sacred from
the profane. It is used to objectify the body that wears it
ritualistically, let it be in marriage or death, therefore signifying
the transition from one state of being to the other and also building
a distinct agency for the body in its new roles and functions or
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absence and avoidance of some. It makes the body and the
embodied being display its life course in relation to that of the
garland. The flowers and garlands are also used to build relation
between other objects. The photograph is deified, the inanimate
is given life, and the nature too in its untamed and unorganized
form is possessed with the mediation of a garland.
The garland plays the most significant role in making a social
negotiation with the spiritual world. The gods or goddesses in
Indian polytheism is brought to life with offering of garlands to
the objectified spirit, making the idea of the supernatural and
spiritual being come alive. The negotiations and dialogues with
the assumed supremacy of the supernatural is made with offering
of the flowers and garlands, thereby making the garland a source
of power in its own right. The worshiper with a deeply ingrained
cultural conditioning injects life into the worshiped with sacred
agents like the flower and garlands. Nevertheless, material objects
become the tool for the subject to appropriate its sacred space
and in turn make the object meaningful, which otherwise would
have a limited life close to its essential nature. In fact, in perpetual
fusion and separation, the subject and object leave an imprint on
one another, enabling a secondary objectivity. For instance, the
idea of honour and an act of reverence is often accomplished with
the exchange of a garland, thereby making the garland an object
of purity that segregates one from the mundane/ordinary and at
times the polluting/contaminating. Here we encounter the
exchange of flowers as becoming a sort of subjective exercise in
appropriation of meaning that helps define the status of the people
concerned. But the construction of meanings is unfailing guided
towards some sort of an objectified state of existence, whose
manifestations are embedded in objects as well and vice versa.
This highlights the experience of the world at the level of
consciousness rather than as something assumed. The garland as
an embrace of love, a string of refrain and at times a badge of
honour traverses through networks of social relationships, possibly
redefining and restructuring these ‘sacrosanct’ emotions, while
reliving its archaic and predetermined expositions.
Reflecting upon the dialectics between the subject/object, nature/
culture, human/non-human, one arrives at a very vital question
of exchange, the feedback relation and consumption that enables
performing specific social roles and forming consequent identities.
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Here we can draw the difference between the material object as a
gift and material object as a commodity. An ethnographic
narration of the flower as a gift gives it a contrasting, yet crucial,
position in the lives of the one being gifted and the one gifting it,
beyond the mere intrinsic value of the object. The flower represents
one’s affection, gratitude, surrender and varied other emotions in
its objectified intent. However, the return to the naturalness of
the flower is not overruled as the beauty, freshness and newness
of the just bloomed plays a significant role in it becoming a gift.
The object garland or bouquet of flowers is consumed with a price
for sure, but the exchange value is ascertained beyond its monetary
proclaim. The material object does escape a death in immediate
consumption/ lifeless commodification and finds an agency in
itself, that which is appropriated by the man for realizing his own
identity. Here the idea of ‘being’ gets intrinsically entwined and
ascertained by the notion of ‘having’. Interestingly, having (i.e.
possessing/enjoying/connecting through objects) is often a social
mode of being. ‘Being’ in all societies is infused with having, hence
distributed among material things that people use, spend time
with, live along and call their own. We often bond with objects as
we bond with people through those objects.
The gift of flowers from one man to the other wraps in its scope
the past, present and future nuances of time, and thus a
relationship is bind in temporality and its lingering modes of
revelation. The gift translates into a qualifying object for
appropriating the future of the relationship, while becoming a
cultural signifier. The temporariness and perishability of the
material objects ‘being’, however, does not defeat its agency in
defining and reconstituting human relationships. No matter how
short its presence is, its objective social claims run far beyond its
materiality. Hence, we see flowers and garlands being given away
as gifts to perform several social functions and objectify structures
of relationships that continue into future, even when the flowers
have dried and ceased to be an object of use. Flowers as objects
with exchange value (like other commodities) in comparison to
its use value (such as gifts) illuminates the need for locating the
social history or cultural biography of objects. Therefore, bringing
to light the intricate politics of value and putting to table the
precariousness in ‘singularizing’1. (Kopytoff 1986; Appadurai
1986) an object for reversing its value at any point. In reality, the
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material objects often interplay between its exchange value and
use value. At times, the exchange value that initiates an object’s
journey, later validates its social value overcoming the exchange
value. In the process the man is deeply engaged with the object
and develops fetishist attitude towards the possession that they
now ‘prize’, hence set it apart and use it as a measure of distinction.
Hereby, the object-human relationship transcends to a new level,
making both gain some influence and agency from each other. A
sort of mutual sustainability is assumed between having something
as a gift, possession, reward, utility or even as a fetish and it
becoming a part of one’s being. The analogical thought and
corresponding actions necessitate humans to relate with sensory
experiences of everyday and often these experiences are
metaphorically articulated through objects. No wonder, we thus
say, stubborn like an ox, cute like a rabbit, smooth like a glass, dry
as a bone and cold as ice. These qualifications are essentially based
on sensory experiences and similar experiences or ones further
cultivated subjectively hint at the plethora of emotional practices
one engages in with objects in one’s lives. The material objects
become signifiers of moments and momentariness as they start to
journey along with the man, becoming something of ‘significance’
in their lives.

‘Personhood’ of an object: My toy of pretence
As we think and live through objects, it becomes natural to assign
significant position to those things and transplant our thoughts
and feelings into them. Bion (1975) in his psychoanalytic work
said, “that we can only process, comprehend and accept
overwhelming life experiences by working them through with a
caring other - someone who can contain or safely hold us and on
whom we can rely in constructing life-affirming rather than lifenegating responses to unbearable experiences. But we can also
feel contained and safe within our dwellings and neighbourhood,
with our language, our treasured mementos and cultural values.
This mutual sustainability of care givers, abstract ideas, home and
similar places of assurance and material objects is predicted on
our human capacity for playing with reality” (Jackson 2021: 169).
The need to play with the material objects around us essentially
upholds the human nature to oscillate between a mode of pretend,
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whereby ideas and imaginations find life, and a mode of psychic
equivalence, where those ideas and imaginations are made to live
through some external objects in reality. Devereux in his book
From Anxiety to Method in Behavioural Sciences (1967) recognizes
the deep-seated desire to be recognized and responded to among
all living beings. The urge is so strong that often human meanings
are assigned to extra-human objects and phenomena for a
responsive, thereby inter-subjective state of being. Man ends up
using objects, images as surrogate people or ideas. In an attempt
to connect with the unreachable and uncontrollable we find dolls,
toys, figurines, icons or mascots to not only substitute but also
bring them alive and closer - through talking to them, nursing
and caring for them, and at times harming them too. In a similar
vein, I would like to narrate a case study of the relationship that
got projected upon a toy and its possessor.

Case: The girl and her dolls
Bulki Roy was a girl of six years when I met her at my maternal
aunt’s place during a visit in one of my summer vacations. She
was found carrying a bag with two stuffed dolls and nursed them
very dearly. The dolls were handmade and very finely decorated
with fancy bows, ornaments and colourful dresses. Upon talking
to Bulki, I learnt that both the dolls were girls
and had names too. One she called ‘Chuki’ and
the other was named ‘Puki’. There was a
noteworthy rhyme between the names of the
dolls and that of Bulki, which she had herself
assigned to her two stuff dolls. She revealed
that she takes her dolls with her wherever she
travels, as they are her daughters and she
cannot leave them stranded. Since they turn
dirty often, she also gives them a bath and
Figure 1: Bulki and
dresses them up. For a child of six years it isn’t
her stuff dolls.
strange to find embodiment of some loving and
Source: photo taken
fond relationships through toys. Children
at Bangalore on 6th
associate their presumable adult roles in a
July,2022
transitory playing around with toys and human
figurines. But the interesting cue here was that
the material object was not confined to its transitory role only. It
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surprisingly lived through Bulki and her journey into the life ahead.
And at times it also connected to her past and unsure initiation
into this world. Bulki was an adopted child of my aunt and was
made aware of the same in her initial years. She apparently never
disclosed any displeasure or uncanniness in her bonding with her
present set of parents. But she surely did say at times, “ami kintu
Chuki o Pukir maa, ami oder chere kothao jabo na” (I’am the
mother of Chuki and Puki and I shall never abandon them). I
later also learnt that her present mother too took similar care of
the two dolls as Bulki. One day I overheard my aunt say to her
maid, “don’t throw the dolls on the sofa so carelessly, they too get
hurt. The mother and daughter seem to have found reflections of
their missing ties in predetermined social statuses and bonds
through the two dolls. Therefore, both seem to nurture the dolls
and find reasons to mitigate their respective denials in roles of
motherhood and that of being born as a daughter to unknown
parents, respectively, by imparting life to the toys. I met Bulki again
when she had turned 22. She was now a professional singer. In
her mellifluous voice she rehearsed for hours in the night with
her same two dolls as devoted audience. She said, “her daughters
(the two dolls) inspire her in the dark lonely nights to sing songs
and put them to sleep”. After 16 years the dolls had surely lost
their material sheen. They were shabbier than before and faded
too, as regular wear and tear had taken its toll. But they were no
way dirty or old for Bulki, rather they had new bright dresses to
wear and broken arms repaired. Bulki was quite annoyed with
me when I suggested her to buy two new dolls and call them by
the same name. she said, “I know that Chuki has lost her vision
as her eyeballs have been pierced and puki’s arm is fractured. But
she takes good care of them and they are still her only medium of
connection to her past. It is from her that I learnt that there are
special shops that repair old dolls. Therefore, we see a socially
reproduced idea of affection and affliction that gets infused into
material things and especially those that have an artificially
manufactured organic existence. The overlapping emotions and
clueless socio-historical location places man into a strangely
negotiable relationship with material things around them.
However, it’s not every object that pervades their world of
experiences and imaginations, rather there are few hand-picked
ones that constitute a personhood in tandem with the
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intersubjective lifeworld of the man. Subjective attributes and
significant life experiences find expression through material objects.
There is some sort of a psychic struggle in bolstering one’s sense of
self through a materially manipulated object. An affectual labour
is deployed to construct a desired person out of some material
objects so that one can necessarily confide into and live along with
it, corporeally as well as psychosomatically at times. To draw a
parallel of the case I discussed with regard to the two dolls and
their possessor, I would like to mention here Hoskins’s (1998)
fascinating account of how magical imagination is facilitated by
objects in her ethnography of Kodis of Sumba in Eastern Indonesia.
Hoskins reiterates that often subjects that were kept hidden and
publicly sequestrated, found subtle expression in stories knit
around their material possessions. She narrates an account:
A young girl I knew well never confessed her feelings of
romantic longing and later disappointment to me directly,
but she was fascinated by the story of a magic spindle that
flew through the air to snare a beloved. When later her own
hopes were cut off, she sent a message to her lost lover through
the secret gift of the object…. A famous singer and healer
who also wanted a female companion, composed long ballads
to his drum, introducing each ritual session with a history of
efforts to cover the drum properly so it could be pierced by a
male voice and travel to the heavens…. Another man, famed
as a storyteller and bard, said he received his “gifts of words”
in the simple, woven betel bag he carried with him at all times.
(Hoskins 1998: 3)
Finally, objects become surrogate for people, objective correlatives
for subjective experiences and relationships, and metaphors for
emotive expressions. Hoskins insists that often objects act as the
container for finding some sort of personification in an
intersubjective life, that which builds between the material object
and the man. Material objects traverse through life situations to
satisfy the man’s existential needs, provide security, extend love
and sense of pride too, along with ensuring wellbeing and mutual
recognition between the object and subject. Ontologically a ‘self’
comes to exist and function through appropriation of many
‘others’, and that other could possibly be even found in some
material object. From ontological metaphors for ‘being’ and
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‘becoming’ to acting as containers, material objects constitute a
crucial intersubjective relationship with the man and his sociocultural life. More often than not in locating the personhood of
material things one encounters the ‘transitional objects’ like toys,
gifted dried flowers, betel bags and other similar ones, which man
uses to manage their inevitable and at times circumstantial
separation, change, loss and other traumas facing them.
Trying to understand biographies of objects one necessarily
attaches a sense of ‘personhood’ to it and ask questions that would
offer answers in its own right. It becomes sociologically imperative
to locate the biographical possibilities in an object and initiate
queries such as: where does it come from? Who makes it? The
journey and significant age in the life of an object, and finally the
cultural markers it adorns on varying occasions to reach the end
of its usefulness. All these questions necessarily qualify for the
object to become a category having a social and cultural ‘status’
distinct in any given temporality. I shall return to the discussion
of flowers here to hint at how objects are used for particular
occasions and how people of distinct classes earmark them
differentially. Roses or orchids as choices become a good marker
of a class position and the associated culture that they promise to
extend. The scarce availability and the long draw social history of
these flowers as signifiers of opulence and extraordinariness
determines its class association/position and thereby it’s social
significance. Similarly, the intrinsic nature of the flower and its
‘uncelebrated being’ in the wilds can also shape its biographies in
interaction with the subject that associates with it. The flowers
that are culturally unidentified and untagged can have stories to
speak when turned into a gift, thereby crossing class barriers built
for it in unrecognition. When a flower growing in the wild is
plucked and incorporated into a garland or a bouquet and offered
to a person, it either transcends the class location it emerges from
or possibly reinstates the same through the agency of the maker/
creator of the same. The man who makes the garland amidst the
nature and then sells it in the market possibly plays a contributory
role in the life of the object, as much as the one who possesses it
and places it within his/her socio-cultural context. But the man
who weaved the garland, when offers it as a gift to the other he
attached new meanings in the life of the object from a different
social status and corresponding role. Thus, things too can objectify
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the person who produces and makes use of them. Once the thing
circulates in a different network and context, its life gets
recontextualized and attain a different personhood with new set
of objectifications by the subject in question. Thus, a garland
combines stories of people from different cultural contexts, social
events and other material objects along its path while moving across
extended territories. In fact, the study of material objects could
possible coax one to invert these binaries between object-subject,
banal-exotic, real-artificial, appearances-existences, determiningagentive.

Objects and their transcending images
While talking of biographies of objects and implying inversion of
binaries, one obviously comes close to locating the ‘social’
embedded in the object. The social is codified through collective
norms and sanctions of the time and objects assuming a
‘personhood’ embodies the same with indications into the future.
In fact, the object acquires two kinds of personhood: one that
contains and retains the wider socio-cultural manifestations, and
another that attempts sending some forms and practices out with
a hope that it shall reflect back upon the man and his intersubjective
construction of the social. The projection into the future is
something very integral to an object. The garland is thereby sent
out with an intent on the part of the original guardian (biographer)
with the hope of an informed reaction and at times something
novel ones, thereby revealing possibilities of a not-so-presumed
and predictable future. To maintain the structures and constructing
social relations, the garland plays the dramaturgical role with the
subject. The offering of the garland on varied occasions becomes
an act immensely powerful as much as the garland itself as an
object existing independently in relation to the one offering it and
the culture in focus. The garland invites enough agency to itself
once it is placed upon a man, woman or even the image of the
either, getting integrated into a specific role that the subject and
associated others are assigned to perform. However, once the
garland accomplishes reinstating the social values in its own
capacity it is treated as something having an afterlife in sync with
the cultural conditions that brought it to life. Thus, its future is
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determined by the subjects (man), who initially stood interface
with new junctures of negotiations by the same object (garland).
The flower or the garland returns to its naturalness, having had a
life of cultural significance over a specific temporal and spatial
condition. Interestingly, objective imageries or more concrete
physical images transpire into the future, celebrating the agency
of the same. The original flower and the garland get replaced with
dried flowers or plastic garlands to uphold the life emerging from
an infusion between the subject and the object thereafter, building
memories around the object more often than not. Here needs the
mention of the manipulation of objects that occurs in tandem with
the subjects manoeuvring of his or her life stories in a fasttransforming cultural landscape and with rhythms of living in
and out of the same. Winnicott in his seminal study of material
objects and its transcending as well as transitional role points to
how manipulation of objects, abstract ideas and personas in an
external, physical and social environment becomes more important
than mere corroboration of imageries and fetish for material things.
Therefore, we project material objects as real with attributes
qualifying for a social life, though not denying that the appearances
they assume are often moulded through subjective mediation and
qualitative transactions. “…. the intrapsychic manipulation of
images of these things (symbolic disguise, displacement,
repression, projection, reversal, rationalization, scotomatization)
is enabling human beings to come to terms with distressing
situations. Both fantasizing and ritualizing are predicted on the
logic of inter-subjectivity. By this, it means that all human beings
tend to equate or draw analogies between, their relationships with
other persons, their relationships with their own thoughts and
emotions and their relationships with things, ideas, and words”
(Jackson 2021: 174).

Case: Jewellery, artefacts and a cultural journey
Having talked of objects and their personhood and then
mentioning of their transcendental images that define and at times
redefine physical and cultural boundaries, I would like to highlight
on the latter hereon. Material objects come to life as they gain
cultural significance in a particular tradition and community. They
become the symbolic harbinger of cultural forms and processes.
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No matter how personalised a material object is for someone and
how intricately it imbibes the subjective experiences and emotions
of the man concerned, it surely attains a culturally objectified form
simultaneously as it transcends historicity and geographies. A
detailed phenomenology of diverse lives brings to surface the
compelling aspects of human relationship with material objects
(non-human and animated ones too). Through regular and at times
sporadic engagement with them we cut across the plurality of
cultural contexts and synoptically live with moments, ideas,
imaginations and beliefs from varied cultures and its process,
transpired materially and thereafter ideationally. The tendencies
to essentialise our experiences beyond the materiality of the things
we speak of our existential perspectives as emerging through them.
While living a life expressed through strong emotions and ritual
processes, we extend our own selves bodily and sensibly via
material things, which carry cultural cues of journey made by
them in becoming what they are to us at a given point in time. In
reinforcing our cultural lives, we grant subjective primacy to the
objects often and allow their agentive reciprocity to continually
feed into our socio-cultural landscapes. The will and consciousness
we seek in the material things around us and fondly associate
ourselves with as marker of our socio-economic lives, could
possibly unravel the power of any cultural history to proliferate
its temporality and transcend time. Thus, the trans-embodied
accounts of knowing, feeling, imagining, and consequent building
of ideas of another cultural form and process is initiated at times
through material objects. To account for such a cultural journey
through material objects in our everyday lives, I would like to
narrate a case of a piece of jewellery and human negotiations
entwined with it.
I always fancied wearing silver jewellery, especially the ones
studded with ‘semi’ precious stones. I value these delicate pieces
of artefacts much more than a ‘lakh-worth’ gold ornament. At
times the mere appearance of them as something with a silvery
white shine is enough for it to qualify as a good piece of silver.
However, the idea here is not to probe into metallic evaluation
and its monetary exchange in place. What I rather desire is a
cultural reorientation to the self-adornment tendencies nurtured
quite passionately by owning and thus exhibiting delicate and
intricate pieces of art. One of these silver pieces of artefacts is a
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silver earring that I carry close from the Tibetan
tradition of jewellery making out of ‘Thogchag’
in the Himalayan region. ‘Thogchag’ is a metal
extracted from meteorites and tektites rich in
iron content. Many myths and mythologies are
associated with the use of this metal, believing
it to be a harbinger of good luck. However,
recently as I was insistent on purchasing ones
made of pure silver, I learnt that these earrings
are made upon melting old Chinese silver coins.
Figure 2: Jewellery
My derision over ‘made in china’ labels rushed
with Tibetan motifs
down me and the inestimable artefactual pride
and design. Source:
overwhelmed. I just wondered, how borders
photo taken at a
are still porous in a subjectively-objective world.
Curio shop in
No matter how vacuously we like to see within
Kalimpong.
and without our borders, and continue
‘othering’ across the imaginatively crafted lines, we transcend them
in our everyday living and livelihood makings. The artistic
imaginations, the ethnic labour and designs of tradition embedded
in these precious commodities and mere stones add value and
supreme valour as they cross geographical borders. Gradually they
become exemplifiers of units of life upon passage into remote
corners of the globe. The act of Neighbouring with geographical
borders fast turn into neighbouring with objects, physical
dynamism and behavioural attributes, and notions of utility and
style alongside. No matter how hard we try, we can’t live in reverse
osmosis or complete cleansing, as our faith lies in absorbing things
‘out there’ that adorn our senses and sensibilities ever after.
Nevertheless, a piece of earring or a pendant, even though studded
with turquoise and coral (coming from locations far away from
the Himalaya) finds enclosure in alien culture scape through
subjective appropriation in an objectively far-away piece of land.
There remains the beauty of an ever-irresolute culture, which
possibly comes to thrive by assimilating yet distinctly resonating
variance through its material forms.
The account of jewellery as a cultural marker and also an objective
source for assimilation and variance surely hints at how jewellery
qualifies as emotional agents, guiding our location in the social
hierarchy and also relationships between humans. From birth to
marriage and even after death a piece of jewellery significantly
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carries forward the intersubjective roles (for e.g. The motherdaughter, the father and his sons, the mother-in law and her
daughters-in-law) and corresponding ritual actions that arise
through social sanctions and cultural mediations correspondingly.
We can say that jewellery as a material object assume the image
of a signifier for relationships along a lineage of kin and thus the
existing and freshly emerging social bonding from them. The
images of objects and therefore a separate life independent of the
subject might coax us to think of a completely new world of objects
with newer meanings, extending beyond the biographical
understanding. Baudrillard (1996) believes that things and
specifically technological objects have a hyper-biography beyond
man’s control and comprehension. Baudrillard’s theory of
simulation and simulacra, which is the process whereby
representation of things replaces the things being represented can
possibly pose a critique of the notion of biography of objects. Man
(subject) no longer has the power to participate in the object’s
physicality and their emergent biographies deeply-seated in their
respective images after some time. Thus, a biography arises for
the objects in separation from the subject, enforcing the subject/
object incursions and cross imprints once again. To revisit the
contradiction and relocate the integral infusion between the subject
and object, I would like to reflect upon the painting ‘Sunflower’
by Vincent Van Gough, a Dutch artist.
The artist while waiting for his friend Paul Gauguin to join him in
the Provençal city of Arles in 1888, painted five audaciously
decorative still lives of sunflowers in simple earthenware jugs. At
least two of these canvases decorated Gauguin’s bedroom when
he reached the city late in October, and the French painter
happened to admire them greatly. Always defensive about the
tragic outcome of his stay - it ended with Van Gogh’s selfmutilation and madness - Gauguin later claimed that the
sunflower paintings directly reflected his own good advice,
generously offered in Arles. The images of the flowers were made
to objectify the relationship that he shared with his friend, though
it gained its own right in years to come on varied audience
appropriating it differentially. The object of art was segregated
from the artist and gained appreciation as a series of motifs along
history and trans-geography, and thereby constructed a biography
of the creator as well as his created image simultaneously. The
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image of the flowers that were
crafted for expressing his love for
his friend became a powerful
object, shedding light on Van
Gogh’s life who died in 1890 and
became the much-celebrated artist
in 1990s, 100 years later.
Nevertheless, the object and its
images that gained much
‘singularity’ as a fine piece of art,
regains
relevance
and
contextuality
when
deFigure 3: Sunflower painting by
singularised, and compared to its
V incent Van Gough. Source:
initiator
(the artist) or the
W ikipedia (National Gallery,
subjective
interfaces
that
London)
determined the biographical
expression and exuberance in its coming to ‘being’. Cultural
Sociologists have always preoccupied themselves with asking
questions about why a particular genre of art emerge in a
particular time and space, more than asking what the symbols of
the genre indicate about the time and its relational possibilities
(Kaufman 2004: 337). Dewey in Art as Experience said, “Aesthetic
experience is always more than aesthetic. In it a body of matters
and meanings, not in themselves aesthetic, become aesthetic as
they enter into an ordered rhythmic movement towards
consummation. The material itself is widely human” (Dewey 1934:
248). Therefore, there can be no denying of the affective grip of
the objects and more so of the perceptions of those objects that
guide our understanding from inside to outside and vice-versa.
The intense and arduous labour of the artist subject upon its object
makes him or her flow into the object, endowing it with
subjectivity. Such labour gives way to a covenant between the
self (man/creator) and the other (objects created) and thereon
infusing free will into the materiality of the objects, as though the
matter it holds is compounded with powers to reify social
experiences and corresponding existences. Reflections on Turkish
traditional art and artisans by Glassie are quite akin, he says, “the
artists’ gift suffuses an object with spirit” (Glassie 1993: 4)
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Baudrillard’s lament over objects self-organising capacities and
man becoming less rational than his own objects, which run ahead
of him (Baudrillard 1996: 50-51), can be put to positive revelation
of objects becoming ontological extension of subject’s existence
and vice versa. We are gradually also exposed to the complexities
of the mechanically produced objects and how often we remain
short of grasping the efficacy they enjoy in relation to the subject.
Thus, the metaphor in a biography of a flower and a garland
fuses the natural and the cultural constructs of its subject in such
an intertwined manner that one needs deep reflection in
detachment from both to understand the subsumption of one
another at play in the social world. It remains a challenge
therefore, to think in terms of hybrids and quasi-objects2 (Latour
1993) lying on the dividing line between the modern and postmodern reasoning of things. However, the insights that I sought
to share here was that of material objects interaction with the
human subjects and consequently changing their positions to
qualify a social life that inherently traverses through these dialects
of object-subject, self-other and appearance-reality. Materiality and
consumption of the same is not merely limited to objectification of
value external to us. Rather the consumers could be the objects
themselves having an agency at play to manipulate, maneuverer
and at times engage in bonds that appropriates their value in social
construction of life. There needs to be a cognition of the vast world
of material objects around us to understand our dependency on
them and their hyper-images externally trying to impinge upon
our self-conscious and apparently free existences. By extending
subjectivity, thought, will and intentionality to world of objects,
we necessarily impute vitality and agency to them, and by doing
so we wish to gain certain predictability in our understanding of
them. But our imagination when seen as congruent with the
imaginations of the objects, we surely risk falling into the trap of
consummation and breakage of life-sustaining links at some point.
The objects produced, crafted and brought alive attains extreme
reified forms that moves beyond our ‘being’ and negates all
subjective negotiations gradually. Nevertheless, the human subjects
obdurately become objects as the material objects acts upon us
and our imaginations and desires touch them. Adorno discusses
it like, “the subject enters into the object altogether differently from
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the way the object enters into the subject. An object can be
conceived only by a subject but always remains something other
than the subject, whereas a subject by its very nature is from the
outset an object as well . . . To be an object also is part of the
meaning of subjectivity; but it is not equally part of the meaning
of objectivity to be a subject.” (Adorno 1998: 183). It mostly goes
unnoticed how material objects, perishable and non-perishable
and their images, acquire meaning only through projection of a
form into them that qualifies for it becoming a cultural capital
under some kind of performance in a context and time. Things
are endowed with meaning by being put to use, perception,
through touch, upon looking at it, while being looked at, mere
habit and tactile engagement, at times in coincidence and other
times through purposive conversations with them. Thus, matter
is neither ‘hard’ nor ‘soft’, it doesn’t lie out there all by itself, rather
it is produced through performativity and performers in an
enacted discourse.

Notes
1.

The idea of singularizing is related to setting apart a certain
portion of the physical environment and material world,
marking it as ‘sacred’. It is through singularization that
societies often culturally draw distinctions and resist
commoditization of others. Societies also re-singularise what
was commoditized in need of social negotiation and change
of statuses and orders. In every society, some things of social
value are forestalled from getting commodified. Restrictions
are created for appropriation of those objects collectively.
These prohibitions are ways in which the society creates its
political injunctions for controlling the mass and also serving
interests of some. These singularized objects serve as
symbolic inventory for organizing society into a hierarchical
order. Public lands, monuments, art collections, royal
residences, insignias, ritual objects, and so on become source
of power and assert rights of their own in the future.

2.

Researchers like Michel Serres and Bruno Latour propose
that objects cannot be perceived either as ‘soft’ or ‘hard’,
rather they are hybrid of both qualities and assume the
character of quasi-objects. Such conception of quasi-objects
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enables us to engage with a fresh episteme, whereby the
material objects can be drawn into the social fabric of
comprehension and acquiring soft elements. Before
considering an object as a fact or a value and assume its
forms or social functions, we must ponder on how the facts/
values are intricately tied into a single whole. “Quasi-objects
are much more social” (Latour 1993: 162) says
anthropologist Bruno Latour. According to him quasiobjects are fabricated, therefore retaining the collective life,
but at the same time they are not the vessel in which the
wider notions of the society can be poured or looked in for.
in no way the arbitrary receptacles of a full-fledged society.
“On the other hand, they are much more real, nonhuman
and objective than those shapeless screens on which society
- for unknown reasons - needed to be ‘projected’.” (Latour
1993: 163)
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Abstract: This article is a musing of a sociologist regarding the
importance of lipstick as an item of makeup at a time when its primary
area of usage, the face, has been covered due to demands of health and
safety as a result of the coronavirus pandemic. By looking at the sale of
lipsticks on online platforms and the ideas regarding its importance
and usage as explicated by online beauty personalities, this article tries
to understand the importance of lipstick as a tool of women’s
emancipation and beautification as well as a symbol of consumerism in
the current times when it cannot be flaunted due to the face masks.
Keywords: Lipstick, coronavirus, makeup,
empowerment, lipstick feminism, lipstick effect.

women’s

Introduction
Beautifully stained puckers have been an aspect of womanly grace
for centuries. Lisa Eldridge, a famous Hollywood makeup artist,
recently made a three-episode documentary series on BBC Network
titled “Make-up: A Glamourous History” that delved into British
makeup trends and what they said about British society spanning
from the Georgian era to the 1920s. In this documentary she has
shown in great detail exactly how women made themselves up in
accordance with their social positions. As written in the description
of an episode, ‘Wealthy Georgians used their look to show off just
how rich they were – it took time, skill and money. The sheer
glamour of the high Georgians was no accident: it is a style that
owes its origins to the turbulent history of the age. The 18th century
was a period of massive ostentation, matched by staggering
inequality – ending in parts of Europe with bloodshed and
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revolution … in this period of extreme wealth in Britain, the rich
entered an arms race of beauty – competing to go more and more
extreme to show that they belonged’ (BBC 2021). Faces painted
completely white with toxic paint that was potentially and at times
actually fatal, elaborate hairdos and definitely discernible makeup
including specifically coloured lips were important aspects of the
look. However, with the revolution raging on in Europe, such
displays of wealth began to be looked down upon and even
became dangerous as the guillotine of Marie Antoinette proved.
Yet, while it was popular, it said much about society and about
the need for women to look a certain way in order to be good
representatives of their communities and their social statuses. With
the Victorian era, the approved look changed completely and
became extremely subtle, something akin to the currently common
“no-makeup makeup looks”. The idea was to look as though one
is effortlessly beautiful even though some makeup was used to
attain porcelain-plain faces and slightly reddened lips. This gave
way to the 1920s where women’s beauty and fashion took a serious
turn towards self-expression and numerous brands emerged that
are still common and prestigious names in the world of cosmetics
such as Max Factor, Estee Lauder, Elizabeth Arden, etc. A
significant development that took place during this time that
changed the meaning of makeup for women greatly was the
creation of small and compact makeup items that the post-World
War II working women could fit in their handbags. It is during
this era of earning women with greater say and choice regarding
their looks, that the stark red lipstick became the mark of a strong
and glamorous woman, especially since it began to be as depicted
such in Hollywood. As the documentary shows, makeup by this
time became a necessity to be presentable in society and the lipstick
became a very important part of producing that presentable look.
The importance of the lipstick is, however, not just a Western
phenomenon. In India, for example, before the arrival of Western
colour cosmetics, women liked to enhance their lips and different
methods and implements were used to achieve that look such as
chewing on the betel leaf, something that older Indian women
still do to get the stained lip effect without having to wear
conventional lipsticks, or using some other naturally derived
pigments for the same effect. The lipstick’s journey, therefore, has
been a long one, from using insect juices and leaf juices to get the
red tainted lips to the modern lipstick created in high-tech
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laboratories with various colours and finishes sold in roadside
shops, in pharmacies as well as in luxury stores. However, what
has remained a constant in this long journey is its importance.
The continuous sale of lipsticks even in the time of the coronavirus
pandemic when faces need to be covered for protection is perhaps
the most convincing proof of the importance of the lipstick in the
lives of women (and many men).
Being an avid consumer of beauty not only in terms of products
but also in terms of ideas, trends and techniques as displayed on
internet platforms like YouTube and Instagram, the author has a
reasonably good idea about the happenings in the world of beauty
in India and in the West. In this context, this paper deals with the
observations made as a viewer and a consumer in the beauty world
regarding the importance of the lipstick during the coronavirus
pandemic and what they potentially say about society. Before
proceeding further on the matter, it is important to mention here
that the paper does not have a strict methodology since, as the
title says, it is primarily based on musings of a sociologist who has
observed certain phenomena keenly to try and understand what
they say about our society. By way of data collection, the study
has only resorted to observing content on social media platforms,
especially YouTube, Instagram and on beauty apps such as Nykaa,
which have then been analysed using certain theoretical positions.
The musings are possibly quite generalizable since the lipstick’s
fate in times of COVID-19 seem to be quite similar in different
societies and parts of the world if we go by the content that beauty
influencers are putting up in different parts of the world. It must,
however, be made clear that this study is by no means universal,
historical and thorough. This work is an example of using the
sociological eye (Collins 1998) and sociological imagination (Mills
1959) to notice certain behaviours that a section of the population
is engaging in in the particular context of the pandemic to
understand what it might say about the current society.

Observations as a viewer of beauty content
As already mentioned in the introduction, the author is an avid
consumer of beauty content on online platforms. This gives her
fair knowledge of the newest trends in the beauty community
that emerge in the West and transport the world over, including
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to her own nation India. The transportation of beauty ideals and
trends from the West to the East is a good example of how the
West has been hegemonizing the rest of the Non-Western world
through not only materialistic products but even cultural and social
ideals. This phenomenon can be seen when we observe products
sold on beauty apps in India. The influence of Western products
and trends is obvious. Wearing makeup on an everyday basis at
work or in college has recently become a common phenomenon
among Indian women as a result of watching Western “beauty
influencers” or “beauty gurus” who typically started out on
YouTube to showcase their love for and skill of doing makeup
and teaching others how to do it. They taught women and
gradually many men that “imperfections” like acne or dark circles
need to be hidden using makeup while other parts of the face
need to be enhanced such as the eyes and the lips, perhaps because
they are the most expressive parts of the face, used the most in
daily communication and therefore must be presentable. Contextspecific lipstick looks are being recommended to viewers by such
beauty gurus such as wearing my-lips-but-better (MLBB) lipsticks
or lip glosses in formal occasions and trying out darker colours
for festive makeup looks, all of it of course depending on the eye
makeup. Lipsticks of different, colours (including nude colours
which are closest to one’s natural lip colour) and finishes have to
be kept in a woman’s arsenal of beauty so that she is always
prepared with the perfect look, no matter what the occasion.
Lipstick sales had thus been soaring sky high for decades all over
the world.
Then came the pandemic that the modern world had never seen
and was unprepared for. Being locked up in homes, the human
world literally stopped for a period of time and all the makeup
was suddenly useless while the animal world got a chance to
flourish, or just breathe, for the first time in decades. While the
animals breathed and the air cleared, human beings quickly
developed online platforms through which work could continue
via video-conferencing and therefore looking presentable even
inside the home became necessary. As a result, the lipsticks that
were left untouched in vanities again began to be drawn out and
worn. All of a sudden beauty content began to be geared towards
makeup suitable for such occasions and beauty gurus began to
churn out new video ideas of creating makeup looks using existing

Lipstick in the Time of Corona: A Sociological Musing

27

makeup, a novel idea since the trend before this was to use the
latest launches for any looks, reflecting the excessive consumerism
that the beauty industry has been supporting.
When lockdowns finally began to be lifted and people began going
outside wearing masks, one would think that the lipstick would
be forgotten since it would be covered and get smudged under
the masks. These were two convincing issues that beauty gurus
quickly realized and began to focus their content on teaching how
to make the eyes the centre of attention and creativity. This did
not last though. Makeup brands began to start competing with
each other to make the perfect “mask-proof” lipstick that would
be long lasting and smudge-proof. It did not take long for such
lipsticks to be formulated since many brands were already
carrying lipsticks of similar description even before the pandemic
hit when the only requirement from a lipstick was to remain on
the lips after a heavy meal. Now, with the added need of having
to remain intact under the mask, lipstick formulations have been
perfected in that direction and are marketed as “mask-proof”
lipsticks, advertised, reviewed and raved about by beauty gurus
online. Thus, the importance of the lipstick in the woman’s (and
some men’s) arsenal of beauty products has not been dulled at all
by the pandemic but has instead been reiterated through
reformulations. The clever sales strategy of beauty brands is, thus,
evident. The strategy has been working so well in spite of the
requirement of masking up is because of the beloved beauty
influencers who are used almost as tools by the beauty brands to
ensure continuous capitalistic gains over something that is of little
or no practical use in the current pandemic. With beauty brands
sending free products to beauty gurus to showcase them on their
channels and beauty gurus doing so for creating trendy content
to increase views, viewers are constantly bombarded with
information about different kinds of products and techniques that
make many, if not all, viewers feel somehow inadequate without
them. Therefore, whether or not they would get a chance to wear
it, many will surely buy it and some might stop themselves with
difficulty. The story is the same in the West, in India and elsewhere
in the world.
Beauty brands alone are not to blame, however. While brands do
have a big role to play in advertising and marketing mask-proof
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lipsticks to ensure sales are maintained, the social conditioning of
females has been such that lipsticks have been an integral part of
the way a woman presents herself to the world, mask or no mask.
In more traditional times, women were taught that the lipstick is
a marker of social status. Today however, this social conditioning
is justified by the feelings of glamour and empowerment that
lipstick wearers tend to feel. Beauty gurus encourage wearing a
bold coloured lipstick to “feel good” on a bad day or to “feel
powerful” when going out in the world of social stigmas and rules.
The red lipstick, once associated with prostitution, is today seen
as especially important in transferring to its wearer a special sense
of power and the production of red lipsticks in different tones
and formulations, as well as any other shade, has been continuing
unabated in spite of the pandemic. The bold lipstick, that women
have been taught to associate with feelings of strength, power
and confidence, is therefore still going strong in idea and usage
under the masks. The author herself, admittedly, is a victim of the
idea of wearing a lipstick under the mask to “feel good”, an idea
that has been planted in the minds of consumers of lipsticks by
cosmetics companies and beauty influencers who are of the
opinion that wearing lipsticks is not about showcasing one’s
beauty to the external world but to feel internally confident and
good about oneself. Therefore, although the social conditioning
of women around the wearing of lipsticks has changed over the
ages, the importance of wearing the lipstick has remained the same
even at a time when the lips are the only part of facial makeup
that women cannot show to the world.
The tendencies of the buyer of the beauty community are informed
and influenced very greatly by their viewing patterns of beauty
content online. Therefore, closely linked to the observations of the
viewer and arising from them are the observations of the buyer in
the beauty community.

Observations as a consumer of beauty products
Consumption habits are very closely related to viewing choices,
especially in the age of social media in which pleasures of
consumption often override actual needs or become disguised as
needs. The need we often feel to buy an expensive lipstick if it goes
on sale even though we know we cannot showcase it to the world
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due to mask wearing is an example of pleasures disguised as needs.
To understand consumption patterns of the lipstick simple
interactions with fellow lipstick enthusiasts, following the
purchases of different consumers on beauty apps and monitoring
one’s own consumption patterns are useful tools. In case of the
author’s own consumption patterns, since March 2020 almost
every order placed on apps to purchase essentials has had at least
one lipstick added to it. The author has accumulated more than
ten lipsticks in a year and a half in spite of knowing very well that
there are hardly any chances of flaunting the lipsticks outside in
the real world, let alone using up one. This is not only in the case
of the author but it is a general market trend. The author’s
explanation, as well the explanations of many other women in
the author’s known circle, is that, as mentioned in the previous
section, the lipstick is not worn to show anyone else but for one’s
own desire to feel good and confident. Thus, the lipstick is used as
an accessory of self enhancement not just in terms of physical
appearance but also psychological build and therefore is used in
spite of the mask which, in a way, justifies the buying of lipsticks
during the pandemic. Moreover, with the fast paced vaccinations
and gradual opening up of public places, especially eateries where
masks need to be taken off, along with more frequent gatherings
of friends and families, opportunities to go mask free are increasing
and therefore opportunities to flaunt the lipstick are also on the
rise. In fact, as the media and marketing director of a makeup
brand pointed out in an interview to Times of India, the lowered
sales during the initial phase of the pandemic had more to do
with supply issues than with demand issues. In the first phase of
the coronavirus induced worldwide lockdown in early to mid2020, it was only essential items that were being sold in the market
– online and offline – and the lipstick, being non-essential, was
not getting a chance to be sold. However, as soon as such
restrictions lifted around the middle of the year, numerous people
like the author once again began to buy lipsticks in spite of not
needing them for any practical purposes. A cursory glance
through the beauty apps tells the tale of the lipstick’s popularity
in the times of corona, possibly over and above any other form of
makeup. Women are still buying lipsticks and not just mask-proof
lipsticks but even those which would smudge badly under a mask.
This shows that the lipstick’s form is also not affected significantly
by the pandemic and that all formulations of lipstick are still as
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important as before, even if they cannot be used easily in these
times without ruining the rest of one’s perfectly made up face. In
fact, beauty gurus come to the rescue here as well by showing
techniques to mattify the transferable lipsticks thereby maskproofing them. Therefore, the importance of the lipstick has not
faded even in times of corona. In fact, makeup, including lipsticks,
has been one of the most well performing sectors of the Indian
economy. This may be explained using the “lipstick effect”
proposed by Leonard Lauder of the famous Estee Lauder cosmetics
company in 2001 after the 9/11 attacks. According to him, this
effect is seen as the tendency to buy small luxuries and indulgences
like lipsticks at a time of economic crisis and chaos in order to feel
good by splurging at a time when economic resources are
otherwise strained. Going by the lipstick effect, buying a lipstick
at the time of the pandemic indicates that people are looking for
comfort by buying something they are fond of which is also
something which they use to improve body confidence and portray
a specific kind of body image. As a consumer in the beauty industry,
the author can vouch for both effects when buying a lipstick
knowing well that no one can see it under the mask.
In the Indian scenario, what has probably added more strongly
to the unabated lipstick sales in spite of the pandemic, apart from
frequent discounts that beauty apps and websites keep promoting,
is the launch of various international brands in the Indian market.
With proliferation of international beauty content through
YouTube in India, knowledge about international makeup brands
has increased tremendously. Therefore, when these brands have
started launching in the Indian beauty market, it has made the
hearts of many a beauty lover flutter and has made them open up
their wallets whole heartedly to buy these products, including
lipsticks in spite of the need to wear masks over the painted lips.
The lipstick effect, the linkage of wearing a lipstick to feeling good
and confident about oneself combined with the desire to have
more and more international items which are markers of status
more than anything else, even when prices are marked up to a
good measure due to taxes and import duties, has meant that the
sale of lipsticks has remained important after a brief lull in the
beginning of the pandemic mostly due to lack of supply. Therefore,
the wearing and buying of lipsticks even at a time when it is of no
significance as an enhancer of one’s facial features in the eyes of
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others proves that it means much more than a makeup item to its
wearers. Based on these observations, the author will now put
forward her sociological musing.

Attempting a sociological explanation
Two things are apparent from the above observations. One, the
lipstick has an inherent power that is transferred to its wearer.
Two, the lipstick aids capitalism in that beauty brands, especially
well known international brands, can immediately grasp women’s
attention and grab a major proportion of the market even during
times of economic strains and turmoil.
Let us begin with the idea of power. Femininity has been typically
associated with a lack of power. The “ideal” woman is supposed
to be adequately meek and subservient to the men in the family,
look after every need of the family and do all this while looking
pleasant. Not just women’s behaviour but their looks have also
been very important in determining whether or not they represent
their families properly in the outside world, especially when it is a
wealthy family, as Lisa Eldridge’s documentary has depicted. Since
looking the desirable way needed external help, therefore makeup
played a very important role in creating different forms of “ideal”
feminine looks at different points of time and in this endeavour
the lipstick played a very important role. Being an aid to looking
the desirous way as stipulated by society, the lipstick becomes ‘a
polarising marketplace icon that is simultaneously associated with
both women’s autonomy and oppression’ (Gurrieri & Drenten
2021: 225). In feminist scholarship, the lipstick has been variously
analysed, sometimes being seen as an expression of power while
at other times being explained as manifestations of patriarchal
ideals of feminine beauty. Third wave feminism and “lipstick
feminism” particularly promoted “girlie culture” by encouraging
the use of the lipstick and other feminine symbols even though it
was aware of the patriarchal roots of the ideal feminine look,
‘emphasising that femininity is a positive trait that can be
celebrated, such as through one’s self-expression with makeup
and fashion (Schuster 2017)’ (ibid.: 225-226). Thus, by expressing
oneself through makeup, women portray themselves as agential
subjects of this patriarchal society in which they are choosing how
they want to look and be perceived by others in society instead of
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being told by society how they should be looking. Western makeup
has in fact led women to believe that it is the made up face is
supposed to be an important tool in the process of showcasing
one’s inner and true self and women are portraying agency by
choosing how they are reflecting their inner selves trough makeup.
As Negrin (2000) writes quoting the post-structuralist theorist
Thevoz, ‘the problem with western cosmetics is not that they mask
an “authentic” self, but on the contrary, that they are supposed
to accurately reflect who a person “really” is… The individual’s
physical appearance is taken to be a mirror of the soul and an
adequate cosmetic practice is thus seen to be one which provides
an accurate reflection of the person’s real identity’ (85-86). In this
project of accurately representing the inner self, the lipstick plays
a very crucial role because it is considered that a person’s true self
and mood are both reflected by the choice of the lipstick colour. It
is as if the women have the power to choose how they want their
inner selves to be portrayed in society by choosing the colour of
their lipsticks.
There is, however, ample scholarship that has perceived of wearing
the lipstick as a ‘patriarchal bargain (Kandiyoti 1988), whereby a
woman conforms to gender-based rules in order to gain benefit or
power from the system. Such a perspective acknowledges that
beauty occupies a central space in women’s lives (Bartky 1990)
due to the importance placed on women’s physical appearance
and the impetus to conform to unattainable and forever shifting
ideals. In turn, this means that beauty work for women is never
complete and thus functions as a political weapon against
women’s advancement (Wolf 1990)’ (Gurrieri & Drenten 2021:
226). As such, the lipstick is seen as a tool that is used by patriarchal
society to continue to produce and maintain unequal relations
between men and women by ensuring women keep on subscribing
to models of “ideal” beauty, even though women themselves may
feel that they are truly expressing their agency and choice by
wearing lipstick. In such a scenario, it is questionable whether or
not the lipstick really is a symbol of power for women. Yet, the
sisterhood, if we can call it that, of the online beauty community
does help in granting women a sense of power by attaching
feelings of confidence and strength to wearing of the lipstick unlike
the patriarchal project of making women subservient to men’s
standards of ideal beauty. Seen in this light, the lipstick symbolises
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the feminine sisterhood which is bound by feelings of pleasure,
empowerment and emancipation from patriarchal standards of
beauty. In fact, Lazar’s (2011) idea of power femininity suggests
that the female identity can also be powerful just like male identity
and in trying to portray power femininity, the lipstick can be seen
as an important tool due to its association with the sense of
empowerment and confidence. The lipstick wearing woman is
an agential subject of society who is willing to express her choices
and desires fearlessly as well as being in charge of her body and
sexuality, of which the red lipstick has been an important symbol
(Wolf 1990; Gurrieri & Drenten 2021). Therefore, the lipstick began
to be marketed as ‘something that a woman wore for her own
pleasure and satisfaction’ (Gurrieri & Drenten 2021: 228). It is not
surprising, therefore, that women are still wearing lipsticks to feel
pleasure, satisfaction, empowerment and freedom even though
they are unable to display their lipsticks to the rest of the world
due to the masks. Negrin (2000) refers to the post-structuralist
Jean Baudrillard’s work Seduction to say that ‘while philosophers
have traditionally condemned cosmetics in so far as they operate
within the realm of artifice and appearance, it is precisely this
fact which constitutes their strength’ (88). Such strength is evident
when women associate feelings of empowerment with the lipstick,
especially the red lipstick. As Negrin goes on to say, according to
Baudrillard, ‘women’s real strength lies in their mastery of the
realm of the symbolic’ (ibid.). Yet, she points out while critiquing
post-structuralist analyses of the gendered body and the role of
makeup in the creation of gendered identities, while celebrating
‘the artificiality of cosmetics and the arbitrary play with
appearance, theorists such as Thevoz, Wilson, and Butler fail to
realize, however, that a mode of cosmetic practice which
denaturalizes the body and declares the constructed nature of
identity is not necessarily liberatory’ (ibid.: 90-91). Using the
example of cosmetic surgery, she writes that ‘the apparently
voluntary nature of such procedures belies the fact that in our
contemporary culture where cosmetic surgery is increasingly
becoming the norm, those who refuse to use such technologies
are becoming stigmatised as “unliberated”, as “refusing to be all
that they could be” (Morgan 1991: 40-1)’ (ibid.: 96). Even if the
lipstick may not be as emancipatory theoretically as beauty gurus
and cosmetics companies would have us believe, it cannot be
denied that most women truly do feel that they are expressing
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agency and choice by simply choosing the colour of the lipstick
and that they are looking presentable to the society and hence
become confident about themselves. Thus, great importance is
given to the performance of the self and the lipstick (as well as
other forms of makeup) becomes an important prop used in this
performance.
While it is debatable whether the lipstick is a true tool of women’s
empowerment or if women are continuing to unknowingly further
patriarchal ideals of beauty, one thing is certain – the lipstick is a
perfect example of consumerism. The lipstick has always been an
important item sold to women, discretely in the past and gradually
more openly. Ideas of pleasure, empowerment and emancipation
have aided the sales of lipsticks since women feel that if they wear
lipsticks they will truly achieve these feelings. Therefore, one may
argue that feminist ideals of empowerment and emancipation are
actually instrumental in aiding the entry of capitalism into more
and more avenues of women’s lives. Brands have been minting
money by manufacturing lipsticks even during the pandemic due
to these feelings that women want to feel and are willing to put in
a considerable amount of money in order to help them feel
empowered and emancipated – something akin to the lipstick
effect – thereby helping the capitalist brands. Thus, the lipstick is
not just a makeup product but is something with which the
wearers’ emotions are attached and it is this attachment that
brands have been able to successfully exploit (Truong et. al 2009).
While the lipstick was initially a thing of conspicuous consumption
(Veblen 1899), designed to express the status and wealth of the
wearer and her distance from the rest of the population, today it
is no longer so. In fact, there are dedicated makeup brands today
that are making inexpensive duplicates (dupes) of lipsticks and
other makeup products that are made by expensive brands so
that the less wealthy sections of the population can have access to
something similar. Thus, the lipstick, while being an important
tool in looking good, is no longer a marker of social status. A
democratization of beauty has taken place due to the effects of
consumerism and this has aided and has also been aided by the
entry of capitalism in women’s lives who are the typical consumers
of beauty.
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However, this does not mean that the aura of expensive, exclusive
luxury brands has reduced in the minds of the consumers. This is
evidenced by the fact that even during the pandemic and its
resultant economic turmoil, lipstick wearers in India have been
buying expensive lipsticks from international brands that are
launching in India which have been hyped up for many years by
international beauty gurus. The unabated sale of expensive lipsticks
during the economic turmoil due to COVID-19 can be explained
with the concept of lipstick effect. Lipsticks are considered as ‘the
emblem of those “little luxuries”, that consumers do not want to
give up, even in harsh economic times’ (Mason et al. 2017: 8). As
the authors describe, the lipstick effect ‘makes apparent consumers’
need for compensation (Schaefer 2008) especially in hard economic
times. However, it is also a visible manifestation of the changing
meaning of luxury in the 21st century’ (ibid.: 9). Therefore, even
during the pandemic period with strained economic conditions
and the impracticality of putting on makeup since it would be
hidden by the mask, lipsticks are still being bought simply for their
hedonistic pleasure, thereby aiding the incomes of makeup brands.
This has meant that capitalism is making easier inroads into
women’s lives by being able to exploit the emotional attachment
that women have developed with makeup and especially lipsticks
due, once again, to the feelings of empowerment and confidence
that media and the recently formed sisterhood of beauty gurus
have taught women to associate with lipstick.
The lipstick, therefore, has retained its importance in spite of the
need of mask wearing and the economic turmoil of the pandemic
as evidenced by the continuous sale of lipsticks as well as online
content regarding it.

Conclusion
Just as love survived in the time of cholera, as Gabriel Garcia
Marquez famously wrote in his book Love in the Time of Cholera,
so too the lipstick has survived in the time of corona. It says a lot
about human behaviour and the social conditioning of human
minds, especially female minds, with respect to body image, body
positivity and society’s ideas of appropriate behaviour when it
comes to both love and lipstick. It also reveals how consumption
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is now intricately related to ideas of agency, choice and identity
to the extent that it uses such ideas to ensure its survival in the
ever-growing capitalistic society. While the consumerist nature of
modern women, especially earning middle and upper-middle class
women, has definitely aided the unabated sale of lipsticks in the
pandemic times, the sale has been strongly supplemented by the
feelings of confidence and empowerment that women have been
socialized to associate with the lipstick. This is very much the
reason why the lipstick has survived and is still thriving as an
important part of a woman’s (and nowadays many men’s) attire
in spite of the inability to show the outside world those perfectly
painted pouts due to the requirement of mask wearing. No matter
what theories expound about the liberatory capacities of this item,
the lipstick is a tool not just of beautification but also, very
importantly, of unification of all women into a tribe or a brethren
of like-minded people gaining feelings of empowerment and
emancipation from the simple act of colouring their lips, even if
no one can see the range of colours under the masks.
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Abstract: The self or subjective experiences of the ethnographer are
essential components of the ethnographic text. Ethnographic studies of
disease, aliment and bodily suffering, and the fear of imminent death,
resulting from any chronic disease like kidney failure cannot rule out
the fact that the ethnographer is deeply implicated in the experiences
narrated and represented in the ethnographic text. In the process of
gaining knowledge, the ethnographer is subject to experiences which
generate personal and ethical anxieties as result of encounter with the
characteristic experiences of the ailing person and the immediate nexus
of inter-personal relations, including family and kinship relations,
surrounding the person. The personality of the ethnographer in such
studies is very crucial for such fields of experience throw up challenges
for documenting the unique nuances of the experiences characteristic to
it. In this paper I ruminate as an ethnographer on my experiences of
encountering the field of kidney failure, dialysis and transplantation
and the anxieties I had to encounter during my fieldwork and how I
sought to negotiate or resolve them. This paper is a reflexive
engagement with the suffering of people with kidney failure and those
immediately responsible as care-givers as much as it is a narrative
about my personal negotiations with the anxieties such study generates.
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ethnographic anxieties.
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Introduction
Doing ethnographic research calls for recognizing the humanness
of researcher as much as it involves recognizing the humanness
of the others – the subjects of research. A research which chooses
to engage experiences of life and death, and the struggle for
survival in the face of organ failure and the search for a
transplantable donor organ, has to particularly begin by
recognizing the non-negotiability of humanness of the researcher.
This stance however has nothing to do with discounting the
subjects of research. Although protocols of research would require
the researcher to take a measured stance with regard to the field
and the informants or the subjects therein but the course of events,
when one begins to engage the field, may not allow the research
to fully conform to the received canons and accepted protocols of
doing research. This slippage from conformity needs to be
understood in relation to the humanness of both the researcher
and the field thus constructed for research.
When I use the term human, I deploy it in terms of fallibility
(Ricouer 1993). Institutional scientism and its incumbent protocols
of academic activity, conceives of research as a time-bound and
systematic, goal-oriented effort. Doing research not only involves
grabbing a PhD berth for oneself at a university, it also involves
providing a blueprint for conducting and completing the research
on time. Ideally the timeline proposed in the research proposal
ought to determine not only the research but also the researcher’s
concept of present and future, his or her life in short. However
even the most rational-instrumental and professional approach
to research and life during research cannot contain the excesses
research engenders and the conversation that entails between the
research and the researcher’s life. Accepted protocols demand
linear flow or transition from one stage of the research to the other
but life, as it is constituted of multiple structured role-performances
in relation to emergent situations, rules out all possibility of
bracketing that specific portion of life where the individual is a
researcher, attempting to obtain a degree, from all the functions,
obligations and worries life contains in general. Institutionally
funded and guided research cannot suspend life’s flow and its
inherent dynamics. Conversations between the two are bound to
occur. Any research that seeks to retain this humanness and not
give in to the instrumentalism of scientific method and the
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protocols of scientific presentation of data ought to take this
conversation seriously – engage and document it.
To recognize the humanness of the researcher and to humanize
the research is a move towards establishing the impossibility of a
humane research that does not take into account the life and lifetrajectory of the researcher. The human fallibility of the researcher,
the inability to bracket life, does not pose an obstacle to research;
rather it offers materials that render research more close to the
mundane experiences of life, thereby making it more grounded in
reality. Research does not espouse the life of the researcher to its
detriment. For an ethnographer of life, death and struggle for
survival and the related human experiences of crisis, his or her
own life history, its length, course and events provide new
dimension for a reflexive (Gouldner 1970; Bourdieu and Wacquant
1992) engagement with the problem at hand.
My tryst with the experiences of organ failure, donation and
transplantation began in mid-2015 as a research student and in
the March of 2017, my father’s eldest brother passed away after
several months of struggle with kidney failure. My encounter with
his pain and suffering, and that of the immediate family
surrounding him, brought me closer to the set of experiences I
was trying to ethno-graph or narrativize through my research.
The encounter was obviously unfortunate and accidental –
something I did not know would happen, but shaped my
perception of the problem and the field I was trying to construct
and engage in most foundational ways.

Of personal tragedy and an accidental beginning
It was an early winter morning of February 2017, when my uncle
was admitted to the S.S.K.M. 1 hospital with severe breathing
trouble and fluid retention in his body. He was suffering from
kidney ailment for last seven, eight years. The situation gradually
became more critical towards the end of 2015 when his
nephrologist told my cousin brothers that his kidneys are damaged
and would soon be requiring dialysis. My aunt and brothers were
very worried as a result.
Although my uncle was employed with a well-known private firm,
he was not financially stable in the post-retirement phase. The
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recurrent, monthly medical expenses were already huge. Much
of the money that he had received at retirement got exhausted in
last seven, eight years owing to huge medicine costs and recurrent
blood tests. His initial treatment began at the out-patient
department of a private hospital, which was financially
manageable at that point of time. When towards the end of 2015,
his nephrologist said that total kidney failure was imminent and
dialysis was the only resort, worries aggravated within the family.
The issue was two-pronged: money and time. On the one hand,
my aunt and brothers were worried that they would not be able
to continue treatment at the private facility because dialysis there
is too expensive. On the other hand, they could not finalize on a
government hospital, where the dialysis is offered for free but there
is a huge queue, and patients are asked to visit the dialysis centre
at odd hours. Since my cousin brothers are in the private sector,
they were certain that they would not get recurrent leaves to
accompany my uncle for dialysis.
This sense of imminent crisis continued for close to another year
and towards the end of 2016, averting dialysis became impossible.
My aunt and brothers decided to get my uncle enrolled for dialysis
in M. R. Bangur hospital in South Kolkata, which is close to their
residence. The first round of dialysis consisted of three sessions
with one-day gap in-between for the first two weeks and then for
the next two weeks with dialysis sessions with three days’ gap.
This was an immensely draining period for them. I earnestly
wanted to help them by substituting one of my brothers for at
least a couple of dialysis sessions but could not do so due to my
work obligation. I however made an attempt to help them in ways
that would at least take care of associated crises at the home front.
My aunt, who was already a senior citizen by then, always
accompanied my uncle for the dialysis sessions which lasted for
three or four hours, until he was discharged. However, she could
not accompany my uncle if the session was scheduled at midnight or beyond that, as she had to attend my elder cousin brother’s
sons, of whom the elder one was then barely seven years of age
and the younger was only five, who were left at the disposal of
my aunt after their parents abruptly separated. We, I and my
mother, were more than eager to take care of the children when
my aunt accompanied my uncle for the day-time dialysis sessions.
In fact, she eagerly accepted our proposal, as she wanted to
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substitute, at least partially, one of her sons, who had decided to
accompany my uncle as the main attendant for that day. We
volunteered to take care of the children during the night, in case
my aunt had to accompany my uncle for the night-time sessions
but she chose not to bother us. This continued for one month and
after this first round of dialysis at the South Kolkata government
hospital doctors informed that my uncle was comparatively better
than the past and the gap between two sessions could be increased
to five days. However, by appearance, there was clear indication
that his overall health condition had deteriorated. He looked
exhausted and emaciated.
Long-term dialysis is no simple an experience, especially if the
patient has resorted to the government facility for the procedure.
There is not only a challenge of collectively working out of the
logistics for receiving dialysis service from a government hospital,
a whole lot of caution and care is required at the home front owing
to the manifold restrictions on food and fluid intake. Where
employing a twenty-hour attendant is not possible due to financial
constraint, there are tangible pressures of managing pre and postdialysis care. My aunt was worst hit in this regard. Not only my
uncle was weak and feeble, he sometimes failed to go the toilet
and was mostly bed-bound. My aunt had to attend to his problems,
dispose his urine, clean his lower body and sometimes wash the
faecal stains on his lungi2 Although dialysis in general improves a
patient’s overall health, in his case, there were clear signs of
degeneration, may be due to the age factor. He was already mid70s by then.
In the winter of 2017, towards the end of January, complications
began to reappear. He had severe breathing issues. His
haemoglobin levels dropped drastically, protein and albumin levels
too and there was abnormal fluid retention in his body. My
brothers realized that hospitalization was unavoidable. Admitting
him in a private hospital was no option; therefore, they decided
to admit him to the S.S.K.M. hospital in Kolkata. Dialysis resumed
at the S.S.K.M. hospital and was done on the alternate days. On
one occasion I accompanied him to the dialysis centre, when my
cousin brothers were not around due to occupational compulsion.
He was there in the hospital for about a month. He had returned
home in February but dialysis continued. He passed away in
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March, 2017 due to chronic kidney disease and gradual multiorgan failure.

Encountering suffering anew
In October 2017, I returned to S.S.K.M. hospital. In the previous
visit to the hospital, there was a sense of purpose, although for a
reason I have nothing to feel happy about. Visiting S.S.K.M.
hospital back then, on and off, was more of an inner compulsion,
an emotional necessity. Now that I was there for gathering
information for my research – the instrumental-utilitarian impetus
behind the visit made me feel uncomfortable. I had a strange feeling
that I was being observed by the people within the hospital space,
of which I have no concrete evidence though. Precisely because I
did not share the common concern which other visitors had, I felt
of myself as an outsider and an object of suspicious gaze. I felt I
had suddenly intruded into a space, with a characteristic
experience, for visiting which I did not have the legit purpose
others had, and therefore the initial attempts at wandering that is
so crucial for an ethnographic foray, would do no good I had
realized, because people there were too steeped in their own
existential concerns, and I went practically unnoticed. The
dynamic between the perception of being observed with suspicious
gaze and being rendered invisible or physical presence going
unnoticed – as if my presence did not matter, made me ponder
over multiple questions. At the ethical front, I thought that the
very fact that I did not share the same concern and compulsion
behind inhabiting the space, I should rethink my reasons behind
doing ethnographic fieldwork there. At the personal front, I
thought of myself as completely lacking the skills of a capable
ethnographer of making his presence at least minimally felt at the
ethnographic site, much necessary for sparking conversations with
people. After days of wandering here and there, in the known
and unknown recesses within the expansive government hospital
space, I realized that this directionless wandering about, would
probably help me gradually overcome the hesitation of being in a
space where I should not be, ethically speaking, but it would yield
no concrete data for my research on organ failure, donation and
transplantation. I thought of photographing not the premises per
se but the movements and activities of people therein, but that too
emerged as a great challenge. Photographically capturing other
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people unawares seemed dangerous for many reasons and
convincing them about being a part of my study appeared equally
difficult.
I soon decided that I have to station myself somewhere to observe
people. A government hospital is a populous space and people
are constantly moving – some trying to do what they are meant to
do and others trying to get their work done. I understood that
describing the ethnographic scene would require me to fix my
gaze, limit my frame and then observe who and what enters the
scene, how, when, with whom, under what conditions and in
what capacities. I therefore adopted a dramaturgic approach
(Goffman 1990) but I understood that I cannot simply be an
observer or an interviewer, capturing the nuances of the
ethnographic scene would also require falling back upon subtle
visual and sonic resources. While in my previous encounter with
the hospital space, when I was a participant and observer at the
same time, with my participatory role being primary and the
observatory role being emergent, here I was now supposed to be
a full observer for the sake of my research. But I had to simulate
participation, because I did not want to divulge my psychic and
corporeal vulnerability at being a complete outsider to the set of
characteristic experiences connected to the hospital space. I could
not adhere to the canonical confidence of an objective social
scientist and paralyzing hollowness crept in.
I finalized drawing upon my experience from the previous
encounter with the hospital space; I just have to go one floor above,
at the entrance of the kidney transplantation ward, if not inside.
Though the objective was far less ambitious than required, it
appeared as a more humane and practical approach for the time
being. Personal-mental barriers in ethnography are huge, and an
act as simple and unproblematic as climbing twice a dozen of
stairs to go up and fix the gaze at a particular location, observe
and listen to what unfolds, involved negotiating the challenge of
my own vulnerability and inertia. The perception of threat derived
not so much from the relatives and attendants of the patients but
from the personnel who manned the hospital space in sentinel
roles. This is not to say that the relatives and attendants of the
patients do not enact surveillance roles or appear intimidating or
overtly and disturbingly curious, which they often do, as my
previous experience suggests, but it seemed to be a more workable
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strategy to locate myself in the least possible disputed position
viz-a-viz the patients’ relatives and attendants, and the hospital
personnel in order to ease the hierarchical barrier to the flow of
information, which would have been a concern had I resorted to
the medical practitioners or the bureaucrats for help. As my aim
was to engage lived struggles related to kidney failure, my strategy
was to locate myself at the bottom of the hierarchy viz-a-viz those
at the helm of affairs, in the waiting area or at the staircase, rather
than sit in the Head of the Department’s chamber, however
difficult, awkward and uncertain it may be.

Amidst the problem finally
The space in front of the kidney transplantation ward in the fifth
floor is in sharp contrast to the dialysis centre just below. It is
brightly lit up and much cleaner and well maintained compared
to the waiting area in front of the dialysis unit. Sanitation and
hygiene issues are taken care of seriously, as transplant recipients
are subject to risk of deadly infections. When I first saw the
transplantation ward it was comparatively newer than the dialysis
centre and did not have a waiting area, as gathering in front of
the opaque door of the ward was strictly prohibited, apart from
the single visiting hour from five to six in the evening, with strict
restriction on the entry of more than one visitor per day. Visitors
in small numbers assembled every evening in front of the
transplantation ward, which houses the recovery rooms in which
recipients of transplantation are kept in observation in the posttransplantation phase, if fortunately, they have not been lodged
in the Intensive Care Unit for a long time for some critical issue.
Because the patients are under heavy immune-suppression, there
is restriction on the number of visitors. Infected people may
transmit infections to the transplant recipients in the vulnerable
post-transplantation phase.
Hospital staff is careful about frequently sanitizing the space. The
ward personnel are also strict about maintaining silence and
preventing any gathering in the area. During my earlier visit to
the Nephrology building at the S.S.K.M. hospital, I had seen nurses
and ward boys behaving strictly with the outlaws who seek to
have a glance of their patients at odd hours. From the point of
view of the ethnography I was trying to conduct, the biggest
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challenge was to get a scope to speak to people confronting the
situation, both as recipient and as immediate care-givers. First of
all, it was impossible to have a glimpse of the recipients and
therefore I had to rely on the narratives of family members, relatives
and friends. Secondly, the family members and friends were
available only for an hour every day, thereby making the field I
was trying to make sense of strictly time-bound. On top of that,
compared to the dialysis centre below, were there was a marked
relaxation in the norms of conduct, as attendants had to
accompany the patients all the time and sometimes there were
more than one and nobody really bothered, just one floor above,
at the entrance of the kidney transplantation ward, patients’ family
members did not even dare to appear in front of the outer
collapsible gate, before or after the visiting hour. But I noticed
that a few anxious family members often hid themselves by sitting
on the staircase leading to the floor below. Doctors and hospital
staff generally used the elevators to move up and down. Sitting or
standing on the staircase appeared as a safer option for many of
them. Like others, I too was initially scared of presenting myself
in person in front of the main entrance, where very few visitors,
mostly family members and close friends, assembled every day. I
thought of it as pointless to show the hospital personnel my
research scholar’s identity card and the request letter by my
supervisor to all concerned who could help me by providing
information. Through my personal exposure to the world of
ailment and suffering, I had realized that there is no possible way
in which one could ask an ailing person or the people suffering
around him or her to respond to a set of questions framed to gain
access to their characteristic experiences. Asking for information
by then had begun appearing to me as an unethical exercise,
especially if one is interested in immediate experiences relating to
life, death and the imminent fear of death-induced separation.
Structured interview appeared to be a futile method – too closed
to grapple with sensitive experiences of the kind I am trying to
engage and therefore I chose to rely on free-floating conversation
and observation coupled with reliance on sonic resources for
constructing my rendering of the ethnographic scene under
investigation.
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Stationing the self
With these anxieties and tentative resolutions in mind I decided
to sit silently on the staircase and observe and listen to what unfolds
in the scene – a method indigenous to the hospital space, derived
partially from the anxious family members of ailing persons. I was
convinced I would fail to collect or garner data that would help
me write a research monograph fully based on ethnographic
details but given the fact that I was thoroughly uncomfortable
encroaching into a space to which I did not really belong
experientially, I deliberately chose to station myself as an observercum-listener on the staircase, which was markedly liminal (Turner
1964) – a bridging space which connected the dialysis centre and
transplantation ward of the Nephrology building, yet they
represented spaces where actions and activities unfolded in
diametrically opposing ways. More so because, it was here that I
could pass myself off as an attendant of an ailing person
undergoing dialysis. Although in the transplant discourse across
the world, it is a highly voiced claim that transplantation costs
are much lesser compared to cost of long-term dialysis of
chronically ill patients but in developing countries like India, where
transplantation is yet to be made available to the public for free or
at subsidized rates through government hospitals, many patients
suffering from kidney failure have to undergo dialysis either for
free in government hospitals or at huge expenses in private
hospitals, until they finally perish. Most of the patients who
undergo dialysis in the floor below, their family members and
relatives rarely hope to move to the floor above, for them it
represents a zone of impossibility even though it stands for the
positivity of healing and cure through transplant science and
technology. Only a few, according to the official priority
considerations of the waiting list, are fortunate enough to reach
the floor above, and contemplate a life beyond kidney failure,
unless the negativity associated with organ rejection descends and
upsets everything.
When days had elapsed in between but I was not able to strike a
conversation with anybody, I thought of seeking help from Debu
(name changed), a low rank contractual hospital staff who had
helped us a lot when my uncle was admitted in the hospital.
Initially I thought I would not be able to contact Debu given the
fact that many today keep changing their phone numbers time
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and again. When I started looking for Debu’s contact on my phone,
there was a sudden bout of anxiousness that would not be able to
find his number. When I started searching his name, I found his
phone number saved as, ‘Debu SSKM’. I knew of Debu as a jovial
man and did not bother much before calling him up but I was
tensed about how to make him recollect who I was. When I
introduced myself, I do not know whether he was able to
remember my uncle, aunt and cousin brothers, because it was
through them that I came in contact with him. His reply, whether
he exactly remembered them or not I do not know, was very
positive. When I told him about my research and what I intend to
do, he was comfortable with the idea of introducing me to his coworkers in the kidney transplantation ward. As I was in a hurry
and wanted to get started with the exercise as early as possible, I
requested him that I would reach the hospital premise the very
next day, at any time of his convenience, and it would be kind of
him if he could introduce me to at least someone who could guide
and help me proceed with my research.
Next day after reaching the hospital premises I gave a call to Debu,
who asked me to come in front of the Nephrology building within
fifteen, twenty minutes. Since I had already reached the hospital
premises I waited in front of the main gate until Debu arrived. It
was the visiting hour, and there were few people around when
Debu accompanied me to the transplant ward. He gave a call to a
man he referred to as Sudeb Da (name changed), a man in late
forties or early fifties, who worked in the Nephrology building.
Debu vaguely introduced me to the person. When I realized there
are possibilities of misrepresentation I intervened hastily to tell
him what I intended to do. This is because Sudeb Da seemed to be
in a hurry. After listening to me, he appeared unsure about the
way in which he could help a person studying people who have
kidney disease. I added that in case it was not possible to speak to
the patients, it would be enough if I am able to speak to their
family members and close relatives. Initially I had this construct
that I would have to speak to the transplant recipients, but with
growing familiarity with their medical condition, and the barriers
to free interaction with the recipients it throws up, especially if
one is interested to speak to them within the hospital premises, I
realized the impossibility of the approach. ‘Beggars cannot be
choosers’ I thought, and for the time being the strategy was to at
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least speak to someone, who is closely exposed to the set of
characteristic experiences I was trying to engage or at least be
allowed without suspicion or threat to be present in front of the
transplantation ward. Later on I found that this strategy yielded
much more in terms of ‘thick’ narratives (Geertz 1973), as
compared to the scenario where I would have spoken to the
recipients, which is risky for them and therefore ethically
reprehensible.
When this entire persuasion session was going on, with Debu, my
aide from the field, and the potential interlocutor, Sudeb Da, at
one corner of the landing between the fourth and fifth floor, I
noticed a man in fifties, having a fair, round face, looking
inquisitively at us and trying to listen to our conversation with
attention. When we suddenly exchanged a glance, I noticed that
he was giving a faint smile, to which I responded immediately, as
I was desperate that day to have at least developed some contact.
The smile, though faint, was a positive reaction, and I grabbed
the opportunity.

Conversations begin, but how
Seeing me smile, he came forward and asked me: ‘Are you a
researcher?’ Upon finding someone who understood who I was,
I immediately replied: ‘Yes, I am working on organ transplantation
for my PhD. I have come here to speak to people to collect some
information.’ I had used the word gobeshona (the Bengali word
for research) a few times in my futile effort to make Sudeb Da
understand, why I needed his help. But Sudeb Da seemed
unfamiliar with the term when I first uttered the word but later
on I realized that he thought of research as the medic’s pursuit
when he asked me, in a slightly rude manner: ‘Are you a doctor
that you are doing research? Speak to the Head of the Department,
he can help you, I cannot do anything.’ When the round faced,
fair complexioned man intervened, Sudeb Da immediately
disappeared from the scene, giving a look that he cannot waste
time in irrelevant conversations. Seeing my face turn pale at Sudeb
Da’s reaction, Debu looked at me reassuringly and requested the
man approaching us, if he could be of help to me in some way.
The man seemed already interested to interact with me. He
introduced himself as Rajesh Ganguli (name changed), a
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businessman who runs a popular catering service in Birati in North
24 Parganas.3
From that evening onwards to the next four, five days, Rajesh
Ganguli was constantly around, knowingly and unknowingly
helping me cope with the sense of loneliness I had crept in when
I started my ethnographic fieldwork at the Nephrology building
of the hospital. Personality factor in ethnographic studies is very
crucial, not being a kind of a person who is very confident in
striking conversation with unknown people, even when I was
acutely aware of the fact that I somehow needed to do this for my
research, to make things work one way or the other, I needed
someone to depend upon, conversations with whom would help
me coalesce with the context I was trying to engage, camouflage
and overcome the overbearing feeling of foreignness. Such
conversations are very crucial speaking from the research method
point of view for these help the observer overcome the foreignness
of his or her presence or outsider status, and engage in
conversations ‘as if’ he or she were one of those attendants waiting
outside the kidney transplantation ward, having no distinct mark
or impact as a researcher on the context and the nature of
interaction that unfolded there, while maintaining an empathetic
attitude towards the psychological and corporeal suffering of
people, yet remaining critical, and acutely aware of the fact, that
unless the same misfortune befalls him or her, this entire experience
would amount to the writing of a thesis or an ethnographic
monograph for the award of an academic degree or the publication
of a book.

Conclusion
On the basis of the many encounters with kidney failure, dialysis
and transplantation that ensued thereafter, I have arrived at few
resolutions about anxieties and negotiations involved in carrying
out ethnographic studies of hospital space and the individualspecific experiences of pain and suffering related to kidney failure.
In such studies the unit or object of analysis should not be specific
individuals suffering from kidney failure. The search for a
transplantable donor organ and related struggles cannot be
understood in atomistic-individualistic terms. The potential
recipient rarely participates in the search, at least in most cases.
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The familial, kinship and social relations that surround the ailing
person plays the most vital role in the search, and therefore the
challenge is collectively lived and negotiated. Negotiating kidney
failure is a prolonged physically, emotionally and financially
draining experience. Not only the ailing person gets decimated in
the process, often the near-and-dear ones who initially participate
proactively in supporting the ailing relative or friend through the
crisis, gradually disappear from the scene. Time, money and
physical expenditure are crucial factors for the ailing person as
much as for the people immediately responsible for taking care.
This realization emanates not so much from pre-conceptions but
from direct exposure to the field and the set of experiences intrinsic
to it. Even if someone is not ethico-politically inclined to prioritize
social relations around the ailing person, viz-a-viz the ailing person
himself or herself, the medical-ethical barriers puts the ailing person
at an objective distance from the outsiders, making it difficult for
the researcher to explore experiences of the ailing person through
corporeal proximity. People who have undergone organ
transplantation are immunesuppressed4, and are required to
quarantine themselves from others and isolate. This clinicalphysical barrier renders it impossible to conceive of the ailing
person as an autonomous subject of experience.
Related to the first is the question of authenticity of voices. One of
the possible ways of engaging experiences of people relating to
any context is to presume a certain authenticity of voices of people
associated with that context. This is generally derived from the
assumption that the particular set of experiences being talked
about are structured in such a manner that people exposed to
those experiences or living those experiences in their everyday
lives will narrate them in a particular manner, thereby imparting
certain authenticity to the narrative itself. But one needs to be
aware of the fact that not all that is uttered is an authentic
representation of what the reality is – unuttered absences and
erasures constitutes the weave of the narrative as much as uttered
presences and (re)iterations do. Analysis therefore has to track
the authentic through an idea of beyond. This confronts us with
the third aspect which relates to the question of opacity of
subjectivities, viz-a-viz transparency, that constitute the narratives
of ethnographic engagement. Recognizing the opacity of
subjectivities complicates the conception of ethnographic analysis

Pinaki Roy

52

as a gesture of seeking clarity. When the recognition of opacity of
subjectivities confronts the desire for authenticity, ethnographic
research as a process is rendered rife with multiple, unexpected
contestations and tentative attempts at resolution.
Doing ethnography presumes a notion of travel to a particular
locale or milieu (Clifford 1996). This has been the concept of
anthropological research as a colonial practice. The opposition
between sociology and anthropology is premised precisely on this
categorical distinction. While sociology is conceived as the study
of one’s own society, anthropology is the study of other societies –
involving journey to other unknown social worlds (Beteille, 2002).
The concept of travel is therefore inherent to anthropology, both
as research method and as a gesture of knowing the unknown
social worlds. Such travel reaffirms or dismantles conceptions of
what it means to be human in one’s own or a particular society
viz-a-viz another. While there is no doubt that any kind of
anthropological journey, be it to another society or to the unknown
recesses of one’s own society, culminates in multiple possibilities
of reimagining of self and society of anthropologist. The
celebration of travel points to the assumption of mobility as
lynchpin of anthropological method. The general assumption that
the anthropologist has to constantly move or be mobile in order to
track the complex nuances of the field is too taken-for-granted an
assumption. Sometimes, as it proved to be the case in my study, it
is necessary to station oneself as an ethnographer at a particular
site. Such stationing, however limited or unimpressive, is crucial
in the process of gaining knowledge. When both the observer and
the observed are in constant movement, across a space with huge
spread and a shifting public, many nuances are bound to escape
the observer. Stationing helps locate recurrences of action over a
particular spatial-physical area within a chosen temporal frame,
as much as it helps locating unique actions and unexpected
interventions.

Notes
1. The full form of S.S.K.M. Hospital is Seth Sukhlal Karnani
Memorial Hospital. Presently it is known as Institute of
Post-Graduate Medical Education.
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2. A long rectangular piece of cotton cloth locally worn by
men below the waist to cover the lower part of the body.
3. A locality in a district adjoining the city of Kolkata.
4. Immunesuppression is a routine biomedical procedure in
organ transplantation where internal immune system of
the body is lessened so that the foreign organ is accepted
in the recipient body.
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Abstract: Caste is one of the core markers of Hindu society. Many
castes still continue with their hereditary traditional occupations across
India; burning of the funeral pyre is such an unrecognized occupation
performed by the Doms. Outbreak of any infectious disease often adds
to the burden of a work, which is already challenging. The pandemic
COVID-19 unfolded a series of events in the lives of funeral workers in
Benares, as they had to negotiate the transition from normal to
pathological conditions while carrying on with their occupation. The
stigma attached to their work of dealing with death and their caste
identity played a pivotal part in undermining their efforts both by the
State and the caste-based society at large.
Keywords: Dom, funeral workers, COVID-19, death rites, social
stigma.

Introduction
COVID-19 has created an unprecedented crisis in the world. As
the years passed after the declaration of the pandemic in 2020,
everyday life moved gradually towards normalization and ‘new
normal’ became part of our daily routine. Some aspects in our
day to day lives have changed, be it regular use of face masks,
adapting to online mode of education, or change in the collective
psyche of people to remain docile and live in the continuous fear
of death. The pandemic has been a catastrophic reality forcing
the world to crumble with continuously emerging new strains be
it Delta or Omicron, hence creating a feeling of bewilderment and
existential uncertainty among the masses. The second wave of
COVID-19 in India had created turmoil and surpassed the
damages caused by the first wave in the year 2020. India had
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witnessed a sudden surge in reported cases along with the death
rate in 2021. The devastation came in such a way that only corpses
were seen wrapped in white shrouds, waiting in queues for
cremation along with burning flames of pyres and black smokes
filling the sky in the congested spaces. The sudden surge in death
rates and disturbing images of piles of dead bodies in hospitals
and cremation ghats during the second wave questions the role of
the State in effectively managing the pandemic and providing
proper last rites to the dead bodies.1 Moreover, the State has failed
to acknowledge the role of funeral workers as frontline workers
in dealing with the pandemic. Members of Dom had worked
round the clock and provided cremation on such a large scale.
India had witnessed many epidemics and endemics resulting in a
higher mortality rate, but the role of funeral workers mostly
remains unacknowledged to date in the existing literature.
This paper examines the role of Dom funeral workers during public
health emergencies, and especially the mechanism through which
the notion of pollution related to one’s caste along with pollution
emanating from death led to their marginalization. To study this,
ethnographic fieldwork was conducted at the cremation ghats in
Benares between 2019 to 2021. I had a chance to witness the
devastation caused by COVID-19 at cremation ghats. I used field
data, media reports, and available secondary literature to support
my arguments on the nature of marginalization experienced by
the Dom funeral workers in this paper.

Funeral work: Stigmatized occupation
Douglas (1966) and Jordan (2019) argue that the physically
handling of dead bodies is often associated with the notions of
dirt and contamination (Turner and Caswell 2020: 5). The funeral
work is often termed ‘dirty work’ as it evokes a sense of rejection
and disgust (Ashforth & Kreiner 2013: 145). Ashforth and Kreiner
(1999) argue the depiction of any work as dirty is a social construct
based on ‘necessarily subjective standards of cleanliness and
purity’ (Ashforth and Kreiner 1999: 415). This dirty work is
necessary for removing filth so that it helps the society in its proper
functioning of community life (Douglas 1966). Literature has
elaborated on ‘dirty work’ that has four forms: social, physical,
moral and emotional (Ashforth and Kreiner 1999; McMurray and
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Ward 2014). Funeral workers come into contact with all forms of
dirt and hence have to deal with the stigma associated with it
(Thompson 1991: 415). The work demands proximity to dead
bodies, hence resulting in getting physically dirty by the body fluid
and physical waste that can come out from the body. Bailey (2010)
argues that it is socially dirty work due to the need to serve others
and morally dirty as a dead body becomes a source of commercial
gain. (Bailey 2010: 150).
From sociological and historical points of view, death has been a
subject of avoidance and those groups earning their livelihood
through this work are often the victims of stigmatization.
Typically, these menial jobs to deal with the dead bodies are
assigned to outcastes or untouchables in India, and to the Eta
community in Japan. Even in some cases, these groups are
prohibited to touch other living beings (Thompson 1991: 404).
Stephenson (1985) noted, ‘In a society which seeks to deny the
reality of death, the funeral director is a living symbol of this
dreaded subject’ (Stephenson 1985: 223). In American society,
these groups who were engaged in handling the corpses entered
the ‘Forbidden Zone’ (Lesy 1987). These groups are at the
intersection of opposites, contaminated by the decaying bodies
and suffering, and are transformed by the plight of self and destiny
of the soul. These groups are not considered ‘pure’ by the world
(Lesy 1987: 5). Fulton (1961) too reiterated in the same voice and
wrote, ‘In a word, the funeral director, by virtue of his close
association with death, in a religious sense, performing ‘unclean’
work’ (Fulton 1961: 322). Thompson’s (1991) work on the funeral
industry portrayed two major aspects of the general public view
on stigmatization, profiting from death and handling the dead
bodies (Thompson 1991: 411). Funeral workers often have to work
in an atmosphere of stress and tension, and funeral directors are
often accused of profiteering from the misfortune of others and
hence it leads to stigmatization. In India, polluting work puts them
at the bottom of the caste hierarchy.

Outbreaks of infectious disease in India
Outbreaks of infectious diseases during the colonial period have
been studied here to understand the role of funeral workers in
public health emergencies. Historical evidence mentioned about
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huge mortality rate during the past endemics and epidemics
causing mass destruction as in the case of plague, malaria, cholera
and famine. Malaria was fearsome as it alone accounted for one
death among every five lives besides plagues and cholera in 1896.
During 1918-19, great influenza had perished around twelve to
thirteen million lives (Klein 1973: 642). In Klein’s words, “Figures
of high and rising mortality from malaria, plague, influenza and
dysentery reveal a more gruesome story, death rates for poor in
India were far in excess” (Klein 1973: 643).
Mahammadh (2020) has observed that the recent pandemic
resembles many characteristics of the plague during the colonial
era, especially with regard to the symptoms of the disease and the
steps taken by the State to tackle it. He has pointed out that both
the diseases were highly contagious and infectious in nature, both
spread through mass travel and severely impact the immune
system by weakening the immune response of the body. Both had
caused huge destruction and led to higher morbidity and mortality
rates, and emerged as major public health challenges requiring
immediate rapid actions. Moreover, the preventative measures
circulated by the health authorities in both cases were similar like
observing social distancing along with isolation, hand washing,
and the use of face masks (Mahammadh 2020: 325). Generally,
the plague can appear in three forms: bubonic, pneumonic and
septicemic. COVID-19 is similar to the pneumonic plague as its
target points are lymph nodes and lungs. The reported symptoms
for both were body pain, headache, chest pain, high fever
accompanied by cough and difficulty in breathing. Both
Coronavirus and Pneumonic plague infections were transmitted
via small droplets produced through sneezing and coughing
(Mahammadh 2020: 326). Despite these similarities between both
diseases, it seems that the State had failed to tackle COVID-19.
Nathan (1898) stressed the severity of the plague and argues that
generally, patients die after the second day of the attack from the
disease (Nathan 1898: 190). The official records shed light on the
gravity of the 1894 plague disease, around one lakh deaths were
reported due to the plague and in 1896, around 1.3 million lives
were perished (Klein 1998: 737). Another work showed that
around 10 million people had died due to the plague over the
period 1892 to 1940 (Polu 2012). The Bombay Plague had led to a
crisis for cremation as a sudden rise in the death rate had led to
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an increase in huge demand for cremation (Arnold 2021: 70).
Cremation grounds were inundated with dead bodies waiting for
burning the bodies as the plague had overwhelmed the capacity
of cremation sites, the system was collapsing due to a higher
number of dead bodies, unavailability of space to burn, and little
available fuel for cremation (Arnold 2021: 71). Describing the
situation Arnold wrote:
At 11 o’clock on a January morning in 1897, there were
nineteen corpses undergoing cremation at Sonapur; six
more were waiting. By 12.30 another eleven had arrived.
One cadaver was barely reduced to ashes before another
was put in its place. Residents fear that the Black Death
might once again threaten India in a big way, and events
were reflected in the iconography of the period. Dramatic
accounts appeared in the Western press showing the
incessant flow of corpses being carried to the burning ghat
or lurid night scenes of Doms stoking the blazing pyres.
Photographs circulated in India and abroad of near-naked
corpses awaiting burning, attended by weary Doms, and
around them scattered all the debris. Some perhaps were
intended to convey relatively objective information about
how Hindus disposed of their dead; others were riddled
with deep revulsion and primitive dread (Arnold 2021: 7071).
However, neither Nathan nor Arnold writes much about the
performance of the last rites. We do not get to know how last rites
were performed, and how the state dealt with the problem. In the
current scenario of the years 2020 and 2021, it was noted in the
media all over India that only corpses were seen as far as eyes
would go, be it on the road, in the street, huge queues of dead
bodies awaited the last rites. Fire and smoke from the pyres blazed
the sky and unstoppable cycles of cremation of dead bodies took
place. Funeral workers industriously dealt with the crisis but they
remained unnoticed now as well as they were left in the past.
Though there are enough literature and official records
documenting the gruesome reality of higher mortality rates and
mechanisms adopted by the State officials to deal with the past
outbreaks of diseases and current Coronavirus, there is a dearth
of literature and reports on the involvement of funeral workers in
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performing last rites for the people who had succumbed to death.
The work of burning dead bodies is considered the most polluting
in most parts of India for ages. The notion of impurity and danger
associated with death facilitates the process of stigmatization and
discrimination of funeral workers. Chattopadhyay (2020) argues
that though the colonial archives provide snippets about the
number of funeral workers in respective department payrolls, it
fails to acknowledge the city’s public health dependency on these
workers. During the plague, in some of the health reports, there
were some deaths recorded among the funeral workers, yet their
role remained largely unacknowledged. The Bombay Plague
Committee Report (1898) provides a rare snippet on the efficient
work of burial and cremation in controlling the disease
(Chattopadhyay 2020).
These instances from the colonial era show how the state had
ignored the outcaste Dom in the past during the outbreak of
diseases. The next sections of the paper trace how their efforts
remain unacknowledged to date and the way their caste identity
played a pivotal role in undermining their efforts both by the State
and society.

Doms: The funeral workers in India
The caste system is understood as an ‘epitome’ of traditional Indian
society, where generations are engaged in their hereditary
occupations (Jodhka 2017:6). Due to these norms, many caste
groups are engaged in their traditional occupations to earn a
livelihood at the cremation ghat in Benares such as Dom burn the
pyre and provide the ‘sacred fire’ to the deceased (Kaushik 1976).2
It was also noted that the boatmen (Mallha) ferry dead bodies to
immerse in the Ganges (Doron 2012). The barber (Nau) and funeral
priest (Mahapatras) also earn a livelihood by engaging in their
respective caste-based occupations at the cremation ghat (Parry
1994). Dumont (1980) conceptualized caste as a hierarchical
system that has been legitimized by the principle of the Hindu
religion and principles of purity and pollution. He gave primacy
to the distinction of pure and impure. Dumont’s description
combined the idea of interdependence within the caste with that
of repulsion towards each other. He argues,
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This opposition underlies hierarchy, which is the
superiority of the pure to the impure, underlies separations
because the pure and the impure must be kept separate,
and underlies the division of labour because pure and
impure occupations must be likewise be separated. (Dumont
1980:43).
The Doms are categorized as outcastes or untouchables as they
fall outside the caste hierarchy of the four varnas, and are engaged
in impure and defiling work with dead bodies. As the work with
dead bodies itself is stigmatized, the caste group engaged in it are
further excluded because of handling the dead ones and making
a livelihood through the grief of others. In the census of 1881, the
Doms were classified as a tribe and Clarke mentioned that no
effort was made to distinguish the different sub-groups of the
original tribe (Clarke 1903: 10). In the Census 1901, they were
classified as Hindu outcastes. The natives called them ‘Chandals’
in the Gorakhpur District, (Clarke 1903: 11). Doms in Benares
have a constitutional status of scheduled caste having a population
of 14,443 as per the 1971 census. They trace their origin to the
mythological Raja Harishchandra who sold himself at the
cremation ghat in Kashi.3 (Trivedi 2005: 460). Doms of Benares is
divided into two distinct professional groups. The principal group
is known as Dharakar, Bansphor and Basor who are engaged in
basketry and scavenging. The second minor group is known as
Dom Mirasi, who earned their living through music. In recent
years the main source of income among Dom’s is burning the pyre
(Sharma 2005: 459). Risley (1915) provides a brief account of the
Dom in various occupations like cultivators, basket makers,
scavengers, executioners, professional burglars and musicians.
In a similar line Sheering (1872) argues that in the Hindu society
‘Dom represents uncleanliness, where humanity finds extreme
degradation’ (Sheering1872:400). He further adds that Doms are
usually very poor and dressed in rags, but in Benares, there are
two to three families of this caste who are in better condition than
the rest of the Dom families. They occupy a place of their own in
the fabric of Indian society because without their assistance burning
of the dead cannot be performed in Benares and perhaps in other
cities of India(ibid). Dom figures as ¯ ‘The Lord of Death’ because
he provides five logs of wood required for a funeral pyre and as
his prerequisite, he takes the clothes of dead bodies in return. Dom
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extracts his fee for three things, firstly for the five logs given by
them on which pyre is built, for a bunch of straw and thirdly for
the light (Sheering 1872:401). Dom plays an important role in
cremation specifically in Benares. Benares is often known as ‘the
city of light’ (Eck, DL 1983) or as a city that celebrates death as it
is believed that people attain ‘moksha4’ here (Kaushik 1976; Parry
1994). Benares hold an important position in Hinduism as it was
perceived as the epicentre of Hindu cremation practices. Benares
was exceptional in having its cremation ground in the centre of
the city rather than on its margins. As generally funerary sites are
normally located to the south of a settlement, as the south is the
direction associated with Yama, the god of death (Arnold 2021;50).
Due to the stronghold of Hindu belief in ‘moksha’, the Doms enjoy
the reputation of ‘Dom Raja’, having the boon to bestow salvation
to the deceased by providing the ‘sacred fire’.

Cremation Ghat in the time of COVID-19
India announced a complete lockdown at the end of March 2020.
There was a sense of fear, doubt, and uncertainty leading to the
perplexed mind of the masses regarding the spread of COVID-19
and any mechanism of protecting oneself and their loved ones
from the deadly virus. I went to the field at the end of 2019 for my
data collection. There was fear among Dom workers during the
initial phase of COVID-19. The first COVID-19 dead body came
to Harishchandra Ghat from Banaras Hindu University (BHU)
hospital on April 21, 2020. The fear was astounding as mortuary
staff removed the dead body from the mortuary van and placed it
on the ground, there was complete silence at the cremation Ghat
and within a fraction of seconds, nobody was visible there except
them. Police were informed and a search for Dom workers began,
as in Benares it is mandatory to take ‘sacred fire’ from the hand of
Dom to attain ‘moksha’ and it’s only the Doms who burn the dead
bodies even in the gas crematorium.
At the last one Dom worker, aged around 30, came forward to
provide the fire by covering his face with a piece of cloth after
which the body was cremated in the gas crematorium. He recalled
his experience in the following way:
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Who will touch those bodies? What if we get infected from
them? Though the relatives were pressuring us for wood
cremation, we are not informed how to deal with these
bodies. After police intervention, it was decided to cremate
it in the Gas crematorium.5
As it is an ascribed obligation for Doms to provide cremation, so
slowly they gathered the courage to burn the pyre. Though the
staff of the gas crematorium were provided with safety equipment
and were well informed about safety precautions by the municipal
corporation, the rest of the Dom workers engaged in cremating
dead bodies were not considered important by the officials to
disseminate such crucial information.
During the initial phase, only COVID-19 dead bodies were
cremated in the gas crematorium and the rest bodies were
cremated with wood. Despite death due to COVID-19, some
families were reluctant enough to disclose the reason for death
and they had their reasons for it. They believed that to attain
‘moksha’, wood cremation is considered essential and auspicious.
It is argued by the mourners that all the five elements of the body
get assimilated back into its main sources such as sky, earth, water,
air and fire. And the cremation through the wood in an open
space provides an opportunity to witness the process. This further
helps in breaking the bondage with the dead ones. One of the
mourners had accompanied a Covid dead body of his distant
relative to the ghat for cremation in the middle of April 2021. He
recalled the hospital scenario and shared his experience in the
following way:
The condition of the relative was not good and we rushed
him to the second hospital when the first one was unable
to provide a bed. Though he managed to get a bed in the
second one, there was a shortage of oxygen supply, so at
midnight we were running to find an oxygen cylinder. We
had arranged one oxygen cylinder too, but at around 3
am his condition started deteriorating. Due to restlessness
and discomfort, he was forcefully trying to remove all the
syringes from his hands that were being used to transfer
blood and medicines through veins to his body. As a result,
bleeding started from his hand. Nurses and doctors had to
tie him up to treat him, but despite all efforts, he couldn’t
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survive. All the elder males from the family gathered and
decided to cremate him with wood. Neither the family
members took the certificate mentioning the cause of death
due to Covid nor did the hospital staff give it to them. The
body was not wrapped in PPE kits, rather only a white
sheet was used to cover him. After reaching the ghat, no
one disclosed the cause of his death, and the body was
cremated with all the rites and rituals such as giving the
last bath to the body by placing it on the bank of the Ganges
river for around 15 minutes, then the pyre was arranged
by Dom worker, on which he was cremated.6
The Dom workers were not well aware of the risk involved in
cremating these bodies without taking precautions as prescribed
by WHO (World Health Organization) and neither did anyone
inform them. Secondly, families of the deceased were also not
willing to disclose the exact reason for death. Hence the life of
Dom workers had been at risk. At a time when the Hindu mourners
had the dilemma of following the Hindu last rites or observing
the protocol for disposing of the body, most had preferred the
former. A young boy of aged 16 from Dom recalled an incident,
One evening I was lured by the opportunity of making
more money. As the family of the deceased was ready to
provide a handsome amount of money, the condition was
to manually cremate the deceased with wood, who had
died of Covid. I did not inform any of my kin and was
confident that no one would be able to figure it out, and
hence cremated the body with all the prescribed rites and
rituals. I was unaware that my photos were captured by
municipal corporation staff during the cremation. When
another Covid body came for cremation with wood, and
my kin refused to cremate Covid dead body with wood,
then they had shown my photographs and threatened us
either to burn the body or leave the cremation ghat forever.
Left with no choice, we were forced to cremate Covid
bodies.7
Slowly the rate of COVID-19 increased and resulted in higher
numbers of mortality. The reported number of cases of Covid death
from Feb 2020 till Jan 13th 2022 was around 4,85,350 and was
daily adding on to new figures in death records.8 In April 2021,
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news of death from every second house was heard in Benares.
Every person was telling about the death of someone they knew
and again a lockdown was imposed to curb it. Hence arrived the
second wave of the pandemic and slowly no space was left for
cremating the loved ones. By this time, the token system was
introduced at cremation ghats, so bodies had to wait in queues for
hours across India. The media was engaged in updating people
with the latest figures of deaths and new cases. Many family
members had to wait for 20 hours to cremate their loved ones
(The Guardian 2021). The total number of deaths reported in the
months of April and May 2021 in Benares from Harishchandra
Ghat and Samane Ghat9 alone was 1313.10 The magnitude of Covid
deaths was likely to be around 1058. But there has been continuous
debate and doubt about the truthfulness of the exact number of
Covid deaths as the dead bodies at cremation ghats reveal a
different picture. The Business Insider mentioned that ‘the COVID19 death toll in India could be up to 2.4 million, that is 6 times
higher than the official figures’ (Shoaib 2021). During this phase,
India was countering the challenges from all sides, hospitals were
running out of essentials, oxygen supplies, and beds in the
hospitals. Many health staff were quarantined. In the funeral
industries too, there was a shortage of refrigerated coffins, supply
of wood, ambulances, non-functioning gas/electrical crematorium
and shortage of funeral workers (Sankar 2021).
In despair, families of the deceased started pressuring Doms of
Benares to cremate Covid’s dead bodies through the woods. A
Dom funeral worker, aged 27, from Harishchandra Ghat, said:
People are asking to cremate the body with wood, but we
don’t have any safety equipment. And as our houses are
near to the cremation grounds, what if the virus will go to
our houses through smoke? At least in the gas crematorium,
the smoke will go up. Won’t our families get infected? If
people want to burn their bodies on wood, then the
government should allow us to burn the bodies on the other
side of the Ganges, because no one stays there.
He continued after a pause:
If more bodies come, then we will have to burn them on
wood, what else can we do? If we don’t burn those bodies,
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who will? Willingly or unwillingly we have to do it. We
have this cloth to cover our face as a safety measure. Though
the staff of the gas crematorium is provided with
equipment and safety measures we have not been informed
anything about it.11
It is important to note that the cosmic layout of Benares is expressed
in a series of sacred territorial boundaries (Rana 2009:2). The area
on the left side of the bank of the Ganges river is inhabited by the
people and fall within the area demarcated as ‘Kashi’ that
guarantees ‘moksha’ to the deceased soul. Whereas on the other
side of the bank of the river is known as an abandoned site, which
is mostly uninhabited and is believed to fall outside the range of
‘Kashi’ so ‘Moksha’ cannot be attained there. This is then an
exceptional case as during the pathological circumstances the
funeral worker is trying to put an end to the distinction. There
have been a series of events in which some mechanisms were
negotiated with the changing conditions from normal to
pathological such as immersing dead bodies in the flowing rivers
rather than cremation. As many distressed families were left
helpless due to a shortage of woods and other crucial materials
needed for the cremation. Due to the imposed lockdown, the price
of materials required for cremation had risen along with increased
waiting hours to cremate their loved ones. The State had failed in
tackling the situation despite having the experience and
information about the chaos created by the Covid in other parts
of the world. Due to this, families were compelled to immerse
dead bodies in the river (Business Standard, June 7, 2021). These
images of dead bodies floating in rivers resulted in public outrage,
and the State’s role was questioned. Cremation grounds were
blazing by the fire from the pyres, burning incessantly. As the
number of funeral workers was less, they had to work round the
clock. Dom funeral workers, aged 24, shared his experience in
the following way:
Higher numbers of corpses were coming at that time. They
had to wait in the queue as they were provided with a
token to get cremated by wood. No space was left, only
burning pyres were visible. It was too hot, we could not
eat anything, so we were just drinking water, consuming
tobacco and working tirelessly.12
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As the workload of hospital staff had increased, similarly the
workload of cremation ghat too had increased manifold. The
shortage of funeral workers along with limited space for cremation
or burial had led to an abnormal situation. Even many crematoria
and graveyard spaces were expanded to manage the tolls of dead
bodies. In Benares, around five new spaces were allocated to burn
the dead bodies, and the technical snag in the working of the gas
crematorium further exacerbated the situation. Another mourner
who had accompanied a dead body provided a terrifying glimpse
of the condition of cremation in Benares, and how the city was
struggling to deal with a large number of dead bodies waiting for
the cremation, said:
I went to Harishchandra Ghat at around 1 pm. At that
time around 10-15 bodies were burned with wood on the
cremation ground of Harishchandra Ghat. And the gas
crematorium was cremating around 20 bodies in the last
24 hours. There were queues of dead bodies that were
allotted tokens and were waiting for their turn. In one day,
more than 80-90 bodies were burned at Harishchandra
Ghat alone. You might have not seen such a sight. It can
hardly be imagined.13
The Executive officer of the Municipal Corporation had tried to
recall the incident when he went to Harishchandra Ghat as part
of his duty,
Around 40 corpses were waiting in the queue for their
cremation. Huge numbers of corpses were burning. Our
gas crematorium had stopped functioning so it was
important to get the body cremated by wood. Besides these,
there were fire and smoke on the cremation ground. You
can see only ashes and black smoke. You can get infected
by staying there. I went into depression after watching
such a scene that day.14
The same person believed that Doms have been burning dead
bodies for decades and nothing can happen to them while
cremating Covid bodies without any PPE kits. During the
interview, he said, “Have you heard of any Dom who died due to
Covid? None, they have been doing this all their life, they have
natural immunity”.15
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There had been many problems encountered by funeral workers
during Covid. They had tried to raise their voices from different
platforms but remained unheard. Many issues were encountered
by them all over India, such as the indifferent attitude of the
government towards this section of the society, and not providing
the proper guidelines and PPE safety kits in many places. Even if
they were provided with PPE kits, it was not realized that it can
be difficult to burn dead bodies wearing suits made of plastic,
moreover, plastic gloves were useless as they often get torn during
lifting woods required for cremations (Bhalekar 2021). One funeral
worker mentioned ‘If we get infected by the virus, we will have
no one backing us or our families. We are not doctors or policemen
and not recognized as frontline warriors’ (Raja 2020). Though
the vaccination drive was going on in full swing, this section was
once again ignored and not considered as frontline workers of
India. This was so, even though their services were too crucial in
a pandemic situation.
The Finance Minister of India had announced Rs. 50 lakh insurance
cover for COVID-19 frontline workers but again the funeral
workers remained out of the ambit of this benefit (ETBFSI 2021).
Funeral workers had demanded their health insurance and PPE
kits but their demands were unheard (Yashee 2021). There was
no space even to stand between burning flames of pyres at the
cremation grounds still, Dom’s were doing their work in the peak
summer. Due to the constraint of space, new bodies were thrown
over an already burning body on the pyre. One funeral worker
spoke about conditions in the following way: ‘If people like us do
not get vaccinations on a priority basis, who else would? We, the
Chandal face stigma from society every time we go out. People
refuse to provide us with rooms on rent. Even shopkeepers refused
to sell me goods as I could spread the virus’ (Ray 2021).
Dom funeral workers across India had to suffer in the silence.
The COVID-19 pandemic was neither the first nor the last one.
There is an absence regarding the occupation of Dom, and it’s
difficult to find any information about their role in any literature
dealing either with the plague of 1892, malaria of 1896, or cholera
epidemics in the late nineteenth century. The caste identity
attached to the notion of benefiting from the death and grief of
others barely provides an escape route from the stigmatization
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and makes them vulnerable to the recipient of the anger of
bereaved families (Thompson 1991). There were several incidents
of families engaged in fights and abusing funeral workers across
India (Chatterjee 2021). Many funeral workers revealed incidents
of arguments with bereaved families on the cost of cremation,
and for waiting hours. The situation has been so devastating, that
no one could be blamed. People were in a state of despair fighting
with the feeling of losing their loved ones and hence often left in
anger and disappointment (Kumari 2021). Besides, many had even
argued about the discrepancies in revealing the actual number of
deaths due to Covid across India (Shoaib 2021).
As noted earlier, the role of the funeral workers became more
crucial during the pandemic as they had to deal with dead bodies
by risking their lives (Kumari 2018: 113). In the funeral industry,
management of infectious cases is a major problem as funeral
directors have no formal access to the cause of death or to ascertain
the presence of infection. Howarth (1993) notes, ‘No formal
channels exist for them to gain such information. There is no
requirement for clients to report the cause of death, and it is highly
unlikely that the bereaved, continuing the policy of confidentiality,
would inform the directors’ (Howarth 1993: 49 cited by Parson
2008: 75). As Young and Healing (1995) illustrated, funeral
workers, don’t always wear gloves during handling deceased
bodies. There is evidence that HIV (Human Immunodeficiency
Virus) can be contracted from the dead body even after death
(Young and Healing 1995:69). Still, funeral workers are left with
no choice. No efforts were made to provide vaccination on a
priority basis to the Dom funeral workers in Benares. I was
informed by the Municipal Corporation that these people could
go to any of the Primary health centres (PHC). But the process of
getting oneself vaccinated includes getting oneself registered on
the online portal, it was not an easy task to find the available slot
due to the high demand for vaccines. Furthermore, the majority
of Dom members are uneducated as from quite an early age, they
began engaging in their caste-based occupation to earn a
livelihood. Because of this, they had to seek help from a known
person who could register them and hence a majority of them
remained unvaccinated.
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Conclusion
One of the objectives of this paper has been to show how a COVID19 pandemic unfolded a series of events in the lives of the funeral
workers in Benares and how they tried to negotiate the transition
from normal to pathological conditions in performing the funeral
rites for the COVID victims. The work with dead bodies is already
a stigmatized one, hence those pursuing this occupation often faced
discrimination and social exclusion. Neither the State nor the
society at large noticed the plight and risks these workers had to
take. There were no records about how many funeral workers
perished by contracting the virus, no proper guidance had been
provided to them regarding mandatory safety measures, and no
social security in the form of insurance was offered to them. The
unprecedented conditions led to an extreme form of exclusion and
social marginalization of the Doms of Benares. The dominant
society had no time to take note of the plight of the “untouchables”
who performed a great service, which none else could have offered,
at the time of grave crisis. The Doms, however, came forward
with great energy and enthusiasm in performed their duties out
of the moral obligation to do their social duty and driven by the
idea of doing some extra income which bears high value in their
otherwise impoverished existence. They were largely ignorant of
the risks involved in their work and nobody care to keep count of
how many Doms perished and how many families got ruined in
the process.

Notes
1. Ghat is the segment of river frontage. A cremation ghat is an
open area where dead bodies are cremated on a wooden pyre.
2. It is believed that Dom has received a boon from Shiva, that by
taking ‘sacred fire’ from their hand, the deceased can
attain ‘moksha’, that is freedom from the cycle of birth and rebirth.
The Dom must keep this fire burning without any interruption.
3. Kashi is a demarcated area within Benares, where ‘moksha’ is
attained. Benares is officially known as Varanasi. But local people
prefer to call it Banaras or Benares
4. Moksha in the Hindu religion is understood as liberation from
the cycle of birth and rebirth.
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5. Interview; Respondent 1, Date 02.05.2020
6. Interview, Respondent 2, Date 29.04.2021
7. Interview; Respondent 3, Date 14.05. 2020
8. https://www.worldometers.info/coronavirus/country/
india/
9. Harishchandra Ghat and Manikarnika Ghat are the famous
cremation ghats in Benares owing to the mythologies connected
with these places. At Samane Ghat, cremation is performed, but it
is not well-known. Due to the large scale of deaths, Municipal
Corporation had kept the death record for two ghats. During the
breakout of covid infection on large scale, bodies were cremated
at five cremation ghats in Benares.
10. Data provided by Municipal Corporation of Benares.
11. Interview; Respondent 4, Date 15.03.2021
12. Interview; Respondent 5, Date 24.06.2021
13. Interview, Respondent 6, Date 15.04. 2021
14. Interview, Respondent 7, Date 21.06.2021
15. Interview, Respondent 7, Date 21.06.2021
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Abstract: The notion of space as a physical idea or a static social
structure has changed over the years. It is no more a fixed geographical
place; instead, it is understood more in terms of its link with the social
sphere. Space is also experienced as a form of control for groups like
women, limiting their outward mobility. Nevertheless, this paper argues
that the same space is also used as a site for women’s actualization,
breaking free of gender constraints, and achieving power. Applying
the spatial perspective in gender studies and linking it with the
architectural realities of spatial location, the paper examines how the
idea and practice of space could be a source of advantage for men and
disadvantage to the rural women of Kerala and attempts to capture the
women’s efforts to subvert such disparities, with reference to the
Kudumbasree programme.
Keywords: Social structure, Kudumbasree, empowerment, space,
gender constraints.

Introduction

The notion of space as a physical idea or a static social structure
has changed over the years. It is no more a fixed geographical
place; instead, it is understood more in terms of its link with the
social sphere. According to Ranadae (2007: 1519), space is no more

76

Krishna S. & Saji P. Jacob

seen as a neutral setting since the socio-spatial categories play a
constitutive role in the production and reproduction of social
space. Postmodern theorists also suggest that social structure and
space are not mutually exclusive concepts but continuously
interact in a dialectical relationship, turning the space into a
constant state of becoming. This is a radical departure from earlier
ideas of a static and structuralist idea of space.
According to Wegner, space is “…both a production, shaped
through a diverse range of social processes and human
interventions and a force that, in turn, influences, directs, and
delimits possibilities of action and ways of being human in the
world” (Wegner 2002: 181). Sociologists connect it to themes such
as inclusion and exclusion, centre and periphery, public and
private, and in-group and out-group. In gender studies, feminists
have contributed significantly with investigations on the
relationships between public and private space, patriarchy and
perceptions, conceptions, and uses of both. Spain, for example,
has pointed out the role of space, the notion of gendered space,
and other variables such as cultural, religious, and socioeconomic
factors in analysing and understanding women’s status (Spain
1993: 137). He argues that the physical separation of women and
men contributes to and perpetuates gender stratification by
reducing women’s access to socially valued knowledge at home,
schools, and workplaces by reinforcing and reproducing prevailing
status distinctions that are taken for granted.
Spatial confinement to the private sphere is, in fact, one of the
roots for circumscribing women’s lives and destinies. The
‘gendered space’ could be perceived to exist both on the
architectural and the geographic scales. Distinctions within
dwellings represent architectural segregation when the front space
refers to males and the backyard to women. Such conventions of
housing design and differentiation in the usage of space within
the home were pointed out by architectural historians such as
Muthesius (1982) and Worsdall (1979). They have drawn attention
to the symbolic differentiation of front and back, or public and
private, as a recurrent feature of nineteenth-century speculative
housing. The front of the house represents the ‘public’ face with a
formal entrance and higher quality finish, which is the male
domain. At the same time, the back always had a more utilitarian
character, representing the private, domestic sphere: the preserve
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of subordinates, such as women, children, and servants (Chapman
1999: 62). Such physical housing design reflects the character of
the household’s relationship and the household’s connection to
the outside world.
In other words, we have to problematize home space, considered
the most feminine of all spaces, not just in terms of geography but
also in terms of its sociality. The home contains architectural
segregation - literally and symbolically divided into feminine and
masculine halves. This traditional home design has broad
implications for producing and reproducing the gendered social
order. In his study of Haryana’s gendered spaces, Choudhary
defines masculine spaces ”as spaces where traditionally men have
congregated more commonly than women and where men are at a
distinct advantage in terms of deployment of power” (2014: 4). All
these show an urgent need to deconstruct the household space
and begin to look at the different experiences of family life
primarily on a gender basis. As it has a long-lasting influence on
the constructs of gender identities in the larger social structure,
these exclusive and segregated spaces underline fundamental
inequality between the genders. What is gravely annoying is that
these spatial exclusions are making things unmanageable for
women. The women striving to fulfil their newly acquired roles
beyond the space of ‘home’ find it seriously constraining. Therefore,
attempts to redefine such spaces are occurring in different settings.
Wrede (2015: 10), for instance, has argued that space, on the one
hand, is a form of control, of limitation of women’s mobility - on
the other hand, it works as a site of women’s actualisation, of
breaking out of gender constraints, and of achieving power.
This article deals with such an initiative in the State of Kerala –
the Kudumbashree programme (Ks) - aimed at empowering
women in the backdrop of their homes and neighborhoods.
Kudumbashree is a programme aimed at poverty eradication and
empowerment of women implemented by the State Poverty
Eradication Mission (SPEM) of the Government of Kerala,
launched in 2000. The name Kudumbashree in Malayalam means
‘prosperity of the family.’ Kudumbashree has a three-tier structure
for its women’s community network, with Neighbourhood Groups
(NHGs) at the lowest level, Area Development Societies (ADS) at
the middle level, and Community Development Societies (CDS)
at the local government level.
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The Kudumbashree programme
The Kudumbashree Mission, the official authority, looks after the
overall implementation of the poverty eradication and women
empowerment programme across the State of Kerala. It provides
guidance and direction to the programmes as per the government
policy. Kudumbasree has three strategic domains in which
programmes are formulated and rolled out through the
community network. They are Economic Empowerment, Social
Empowerment, and Women Empowerment. (https://
www.kudumbashree.org/). The coverage network has 2,91,507
NHGs affiliated with 19,489 ADSs and 1064 CDSs, with a total
membership of 43,93,579 women by 31st March 2019.
Kudumbashree membership is open to all adult women, limited
to one membership per family.
This programme’s manifest and latent outcomes are widely
understood in line with the claims of empowerment and
development (Kannan and Jagajeevan 2012; Arun, Arun & Devi
2011; Reed and Reed 2013). The present article attempts to
factually analyse such claims and deconstruct them with a new
reading of the inside stories of those spaces, which revealed that
the process behind this journey was never a space of equity or
freedom. Based on qualitative data gathered from Kudumbashree
women in connection with a broader study held among them over
one year, the article argues that this movement has not evolved
linearly in its contribution to women’s self-actualisation; the trend
remains a long way to go. Listening to their stories makes it very
clear that neither this space is totally under their control, nor do
they have any independence to redefine such spaces, devoid of
their traditional roles. The paper examines how the idea and
practice of space advantages men and mostly disadvantages the
rural women of Kerala, despite their entry and stay in the
Kudumbasree programme.
There is, however, marginal transformation in the uses of space,
both within the ‘home space’ and in the neighbourhood. The fact
that they can now bring their community into their home space
and enter their neighbouring home through the front door is worth
mentioning, although the struggle is still incomplete.
Kudumbashree women, through their everyday mundane
interactions, have made several attempts to enter those spaces
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considered the male areas, which they have been traditionally
excluded either by visible structures of partition or by invisible
walls of cultural and social norms. Their attempts to negotiate,
subvert and appropriate these forbidden spaces have not brought
much success. In reality, they are still bargaining with the rules of
patriarchy, which are not so flexible to break open. However, these
spatial struggles within their homes are still worth capturing and
documenting. Otherwise, the myths of empowerment and
women’s development would make these struggles invisible and
unnoticed. Information for the present study was gathered in
narratives and processed within the thematic analysis framework.
A significant part of collected information comes from two
prominent sources - Natural Focus Group Discussions held in
weekly NHG meetings of MGNREGS worksites and
Microenterprise sites and detailed, in-depth narratives of selected
participants. Focus groups and informal chats showed how they
experienced the village and family as newcomers (as a young
bride). On the other hand, the in-depth individual interviews
brought out their lives’ specific events and experiences while
participating in the programme.
The study was placed in one of the villages of Central Kerala,
covered by Kudumbashree. A cohort-wise clubbing of data and
understanding these women’s general background is crucial in
understanding their experiences and the emic perspective on their
spatial world.

Cohort-wise clubbing of women
The age, year of marriage, and year of joining Ks are significant
in understanding their pre-and post-Ks lives. The participants in
this research belong to three cohorts. The eldest ones are those
who got married during the eighties aged 18-21 then (1983-1989)
who are in their late fifties or early sixties. The mid group,
composed of the highest concentration of Ks members, got married
between 1990-1999 and are in their late forties or early fifties. The
youngest are those who got married after 2000 and are now in
their late thirties or early forties.
Those who belong to the eldest category (who are few) are the
ones who came to this village around 10-15 years before Ks was
introduced and led their lives without any membership in
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voluntary organisations. Their narratives are an excellent source
for understanding what life was like for women during the
eighties. They were the generation that took the lead in introducing,
popularising, and establishing NHGs in the village and formed
the first generation leaders of Ks- as Resource Persons, Volunteers,
NHG President, Secretaries, and first CDS members. Any women
who have crossed sixty years are shifted from Kudumbashree to
‘Thanal’- the elderly NHGs of Kudumbashree, for both men and
women.
Most present Ks members came to this village during the 90’s mainly between 1994 and 1999. Their experiences are very
significant in understanding the role of Ks in their lives because
they joined Ks eight to ten years after their arrival and settled in
the village. They were in their mid and late twenties when they
joined Ks and are now in their early and mid-forties. Being young
and relatively new to the village, they were the ones who took the
risk of moving out of their families. They also faced the out-andout brunt of the community in daring to do so. They were the
generation who took the pain to join new NHGs and form new
ones. They are the ones who create a significant portion of present
NHG/ADS/CDS office bearers and Microenterprise owners.
Perhaps their experiences compose the crux of Ks’s evolution over
the years.
The youngest NHG members married more or less the same period
when Ks was introduced in the region, about 2000-02. They were
in their twenties, and by the time they got married into the village,
NHGs were almost established and started functioning regularly.

General background of women
Members of Ks are women above 18, and most of the respondents
of this study were women married into this village from outside.
Of the Ks units this research covered, no member was born in this
village.
These women were the ‘brides of this village’- who came and
settled here through marriage. For them, this village was initially
their ‘husband’s village,’ and, in due course, it became ‘their village.’
Patrilineality and patrilocality are the driving force for such a shift.
The general condition common to all these women is that they all
belonged to and married to lower-class families of daily wage
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labourers. Except for two or three, most have educational
qualifications of the 7th to 10 standards. The highest qualification
of all is Degree. In addition to it, many had also undergone
stitching and typewriting courses. Only a few had exposure to
wage employment before marriage. All were subjected to an
arranged marriage at ages seventeen and twenty-five years.
The coding and categorising of the data on the pre-Ks phase
experiences – as a young bride in the new village; brought to light
the many running themes across the individual experiences and
the underlying patriarchal character. Beyond the personal realities,
some commonly running threads and themes are apparent. The
following section deals with those emergent themes along with
their behavioural narratives. All the informants came to the
concerned village through marriage; they are exposed and
moulded to more or less the same gendered norms and values
and belong to more or less similar socioeconomic and cultural
backgrounds, notwithstanding the religious and caste differences.
Patrilocal and Patriarchal extended family system and its
repercussions formed the central portion of the Pre-Ks phase
narrations.

Brides of the village: Beginning from a marginal space
Most members of Kudumbasree came to the village under study
after marriage from an outside region. That makes the area an
entirely unfamiliar social space, to begin with, for these women.
This unfamiliarity also coincides with the surveillance of everyone
around, beginning especially with that of the in-laws. Every act
she engages in will invite the scrutiny of all, and any minor flaws
would get much notice.
They would never get any sense of belonging or have to always
live with a sense of ‘otherness.’ This primary identity as ‘coming
from outside’ has a lasting impact on their access to the open
spaces and, more specifically, closed or restricted before them. In
many ways, this outsider status makes their entry to the public
area a mounting task as they would first have to contest for a
space at their ‘new home,’ the atmosphere of which is never so
favourable. The masculine or male-only areas within the home
would make their lives more and more inward rather than
outward-oriented. The general title applicable to all women who
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get married into any of the village’s families is ‘ladies who got
married into this village’ (‘kettikonduvannapennungal’). That
forms the primary identity of all married women. Almost all the
informants of this study fall into the category of married women.
The kind of social distance that this status conveys (as women
from elsewhere) is reflected in the retrospective autobiographical
narratives of these women on their lives. Married into an unknown
family, socialised and re-socialised, again and again, to meet the
in-laws’ expectations, subject them to strict moral control and
restrictions, and the resultant dependence and powerlessness were
all common to the life histories of all these young brides. The
village’s marriage and kinship systems are making this condition
more anti-women. Wharton (2005: 90), while analysing
patriarchy, has established that Western Asia, South Asia, and
East Asia have the most marked forms of gender inequality in the
region associated with regimes of extreme conditions of patriarchy,
characterised by terribly specific rules of kinship systems
accompanied with particular marital and descent practices.
Kinship structures in these regions are dominantly patrilineal. The
descent and property are traced and transmitted through the male
members. In other words, these women are relocated into a ‘new
home,’ with so many physical and cultural boundaries that they
cannot cross over. Therefore, they quickly become the ‘other’ in
their ‘new life.’

Homes with an in-built segregation of spaces: Entry and exit
through the back door
The architecture of houses is characterised by in-built segregation
of male and female space. There is a front and back region in all
the homes, intentionally meant for the men and women separately,
as a practice of sexism. Establishing their claim over the house’s
entire space was a struggle unnoticed by anyone. The movement
beyond the home for the women has been possible only because
they have won a battle, although through an effort stretched over
two decades. Like most other struggles of women, there were also
several other hurdles to overcome, more social than physical,
predominantly in the form of ridicule and stigmatisation. Jumping
over these hurdles was almost like the war half won because this
win made their entry to the neighbourhood (crossing the limits of

Dynamics within the Gendered Space: The Role of...in Kerala

83

the household) possible, even though it was also an exit and access
through the back door.
The irony is that this was made possible only because they did not
violate those rules of architecture. They walked out and walked
in through the back door. That was the general feature of the
bargain that the NHG women entered throughout their struggles
to violate space rules. They always had to start from their built-in
weaknesses. They hardly had any other weapon to fall back on
rather than these weapons of the weak. Very often, their route to
the neighbourhood was longer than that of their male
counterparts, as the women always had to take the invisible way
starting from the backdoor of their house.
In this way, they had to raise their voice without making much
sound, argue with the in-laws without arguing and look beyond
without looking straight for over one or two decades.

The centrality of front space
The woman had nothing to do with the front space of the home –
the window to the outside world, which the male members
occupied, wherein discussions, decision making, and reception of
the guests take place. While women stood behind the doors,
carrying out instructions like serving tea and snacks, welcoming
guests was also a men’s domain. They were never invited to the
forefront while being relegated to the backyard.
It was supposed that the front space is meant for serious discussion
by men who are ‘knowledgeable,’ aware of social happenings,
and have a voice and opinion on public matters. For centuries,
the above masculine qualities are portrayed starkly opposite to
the feminine ones- being ‘ignorant,’ unaware of social milieu and
happenings, and naturally having no idea about public matters.
All these added to their marginalisation from the ’Verandahs’
(front space of a house) of their own (husband’s) house, again
and again making it a men’s area.
The architectural separation of the front and back space is also
well reflected in those who visited these spaces. While men from
the neighbourhood came straight through the front gate to the
veranda and met the men, the neighbouring women and women
vendors went to the backyard, if possible, through some other
way other than the front door.
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The gendered world of duties
Women are socialised into gendered activities at the patrilocal
home of their husband’s design and assigned their spaces within
the home. Herein the caring and nurturing responsibilities
shouldered by them and catered to the elderly and children of the
household, in turn, determined their spaces like the inner, private
rooms of the houses.
The living space next to the veranda is where the women’s word
at home begins. Looking after children and the elderly and catering
to their needs demanded much of their time and energy.
Moving even to the house’s interior – is the kitchen- almost at the
other end of the veranda, where the women are, especially if they
are the young brides of that home. The never-ending cycle of
cooking, cleaning, and washing goes on here. Very rarely are the
men seen in these spaces and, if at all, are more likely to deal with
some repair or maintenance kind of work and never as a helping
hand to the daily chores.

Even a well matters
It was evident that ownership of a well can also restrict the spaces
opened before women of that family. A well in the neighbourhood
is a public space wherein the women meet and chat while
gathering to fetch water. Usually, collecting water for household
needs is a woman’s responsibility, so men will not be found near
the well, which often makes it an all-women space. Hence, those
women who did not have well in their compound could use this
‘little public space’ to meet others and breathe fresh air. However,
this is denied to the upper caste women, who often have a well
inside their property. Having a well or not thus, defined the space
for the women.

The contested space
This ‘exclusionary’ identity finds reflection in the immediate space
of the physical home. However, it carries its weight well beyond
the boundaries of home. Not only that, the women have to engage
in a lengthy bargaining process, starting with her husband, inlaws, and sometimes even relatives. The irony is that no one
considers this aspiration expected, and often, they show their
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rejection accompanied by sarcasm and ridicule. The women who
come out are confronted with many trials from within their own
families and in the neighbourhood. The space where they conduct
their weekly meetings is also subjected to severe surveillance as
such meetings are easily seen as abnormal and against the norm.
Twenty years of such efforts have, however, brought them some
dividends. NHG meetings held in the front space of the house
were perhaps the first move of women occupying the men’s space
so far. It brought them closer to the public space and exposed
them to the locale and happenings, which were cut off for them
earlier.
Naturally, this has created many murmurs. This was not
welcomed by most men and older women who clung to the ageold tradition. The saying is that women’s sounds shouldn’t be heard
beyond the kitchen. Thus the initial NHG meetings were held with
much caution, wherein they tried to maintain the decorum, mainly
fearing the men and elderly of the house where it was held. They
faced much criticism and comments when many feared seeking
permission to conduct NHGs in their homes. The men’s response
was, ‘this is my house- I will decide who can come here and sit
here. ‘how dare you conduct a women’s gathering here? ‘Is this
your property for you to invite women’? These point out the
patrilineal nature and patriarchal attitude of property ownership
and the resultant reality of male-only spaces.
Even in the case of the Micro enterprises, supported and
encouraged by men, even now includes those which encourage
limited travel outside the home but bring in income
simultaneously. The most popular MEs of KS are those of rearing
hen, cow, or goat; catering, tailoring, and food production- all of
which go with the existing age-old gender roles and keep them
homebound.
Over two decades, the NHG meeting has become normalised, and
the women are not very concerned about the criticisms and
comments. The trend now is that the women conduct their NHG
business with much confidence. Thus, at least for some time, the
front portion of the house becomes a female domain, unlike before.
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‘The Front Door is Ours as well’: Claims for an Entry and Exit
with honour
During the pre-Ks and the initial phase of Kudumbasree, the
women always used the back door and courtyard to move out of
home and get back in, as it was the gendered norm. Over the
period, slowly and steadily, the women now have many reasons
to move out of home- to attend NHG meetings, attend classes,
visitPanchayath, bank, Village office, and MGNREGS work. The
spatial use of architecture also started to change due to all of these.
Hence, as they moved out more often, they also started to get
better social acceptance, which opened the front door and gate of
their own houses before them.
Similarly, as the NHG meetings became a regular event over the
years, and the women started to visit the other women in the
neighbourhood, such gatherings became regular. In the process,
the ownership of wells also became insignificant. Hence, the front
doors are now open, rather than closed, before the Kudmbasree
women at present. This is a significant spatial change that Ks has
brought forth in the architecture of households.

Guests and Hosts: Having tea together
Welcoming guests was another domain exclusively dealt with by
only men. Herein the female members had nothing to do except
serving tea and such items when asked for. Women were neither
invited nor were expected there until now. They were supposed
to be unfit for such conversations, as they had no idea about the
outer world or the happenings therein, which were mainly
discussion topics. However, membership in Ks has brought about
some changes in this aspect. The women became aware of their
neighbourhood, surroundings, and village as they started to mingle
with many and became aware of the local happenings. That
naturally gave them the knowledge base to be part of the
discussions, and also, they have secured the confidence to present
themselves before others in the ‘front space of their home’ and
have tea with their guests.
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NHG meetings at home: Bridging the private and public spaces
The kind of work that the women carry out within the home has
also changed through Kudumbashree. None of their ‘own’
domestic works has changed, but they now have to do some
additional work. The members of Kudumbasree who occupy a
leadership position in any of the three tiers - NHG, ADS, or CDS
- have to do a lot of formal duties, such as maintaining record
books, attendance, minutes, preparing statements, reports,
proposals, and so on. These are, in effect, new additions to their
traditional household responsibilities. At the same time, they are
not relieved from the burden of their domestic chores, which
overloads their lives. In this context, we need to find out how
these women adjust to or catch up with such an overload of work?
Hence, their experience of moving out becomes one of crossing
the visible and invisible spatial walls imposed upon them by
tradition and patriarchy. Because all these new responsibilities
were a part of the public space that the Kudumbashree women
could not reach out to until then, they can cross over this boundary
now, and they feel liberated to combine the architectural space of
the ‘private domain’ with that of the formal world of the social.
That is, in a way, a restructuring of the private and public spheres
almost simultaneously. Still, equitable redistribution of household
responsibilities is yet to happen.
Though these are rays of hope-still quite an aspiration, there are
households where the women do not have the freedom to convene
NHG meetings. Herein the other members volunteer to conduct it
at their homes on a rotation basis and help their co-member. The
researcher observed the difference in the responses these women
exhibited when the men were at home and when they were not.
The presence of men silences them, and their absence frees them.

Conclusion
The experiences of the Kudumbasree members establish that the
space, inside and outside the home, is gendered. This gendered
space impacts the lives of those who dwell therein – prescribing
and proscribing, conferring, and defining opportunities. The way
the patriarchal social order defines the architectural areas within
the home is very well visible from the experiences of the
Kudumbasree women of Kerala.
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Beginning their marital life in the husband’s village as a stranger,
these women are often relegated to the back spaces of the homekitchen and courtyard - and have very little exposure to the outside
world. They use the invisible route, the backdoor of their house,
for outward movements, as they know well their space in the
husband’s home and village.
Kudumbasree came as a breath of life for the married women
who have to live in a confined space of tradition and culture; the
programme brought them reasons to challenge and change these
gendered architectural spaces within and outside their homes.
True, Kudumbasree has not reversed the gendered definition of
space altogether. Still, it has opened up opportunities for women
to bargain and make some silent yet significant changes without
prompting contestations and confrontations. The women have
carved out spaces for themselves- the front space for conducting
‘our Kudumbasree meetings’; now, they use the front door and
gate to move in and out. Unlike before, they visit neighbouring
houses through the frontal space, welcome guests, and participate
in chit-chat. They shoulder the formal responsibilities of holding
positions in the Kudumbasree three-tier system as Secretary and
President bringing in those role-related responsibilities such as
preparing minutes and maintaining accounts to the private sphere
of homes. The role change is reflected in how the personal space
is used and for what. As gender is a social construction, change is
possible through concerted efforts, manifest or latent. Moreover,
this is evident from these women’s evolution in the use and
experience of space. They have fought a silent battle, bargained
with patriarchy, and succeeded in redefining the social spaces
through negotiations and subversions.
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all so-called “ unselfish “ instincts, in regard to the whole of
“neighbourly love” which is ever ready and waiting with deeds
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Abstract: In the social science circle, it is widely claimed that modernity
and the liberal ideology have brought a high degree of individualism,
social differentiation, fragmentation and atomization in societies across
the globe. The neo-liberal social order makes life highly competitive
and insecure and creates new social hierarchies while promoting
fetishized consumption, a false sense of consumption-based happiness
while adding wind to the process of atomization. The inevitable casualty
of this is the erosion of the collective social spirit based on fellow-feeling
and attrition of compassion or empathy for the fellow members. JeanJacques Rousseau, Claude Levi-Strauss and many other social scientists
have lamented this turn of events and given a call for rediscovering
“pity” or “empathy” in social life and social management. Many social
scientists are now echoing this need of the hour while drawing support
for their discourses from the Buddhist philosophy and streams of modern
Western philosophy. Broadly, the discussions on empathy or
compassion as a social rule encompasses the question of morality and
humanism in social praxis. This paper is an attempt to understand
how empathy is conceived by some philosophers and social scientists
and how it works in different shades in the life of the modern middleclass
people in the urban Indian context.

Keywords: Empathy, anti-empathy, middleclass, urban, elderly,
conjugal life, care crisis.
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Introduction
Claude Levi-Strauss, in his Structural Anthropology (1963), called
upon social scientists in general and anthropologists in particular,
to look for the unconscious, universal, hidden a priori universal
rules of social life, which he called social structure. All theorists of
social sciences, structuralist or post-structuralist, have tried, in their
own ways, to unravel the hidden principles of social life, the rules
of social relations. Sigmund Freud, for example, discovered the
natural “libido”, management of which creates a space for
individual-society dialectics, as the hidden rule of social relations
whereas Jacques Rousseau identified “pity” or “empathy”, which
he perceives as a universal natural quality in man (and woman,
of course), as one of the fundamental principles on which human
relations and the relation between human beings and other
creatures (or even the natural and physical environment) rest
(Rousseau 1755; 1763).
One of the core questions that faces us is whether human life could
be conceived in terms one of these “exclusive” rules or we take
life and social relations as the field of interplay of these two and
many other hidden rules of social relations. It is quite possible,
drawing from our everyday life experiences in modern context,
to construe that one side of human nature becomes prominent in
one situation while the other finds expression in the context of
another time and space. Thus one person, who looks cruel and
bereft of empathy in one context is found to be full of emotion
and empathy on an another count; a person who is polygamous
today may turn a sanyasi tomorrow; a dreaded criminal today
turning a sage tomorrow – a Rishi Ratnakar story; an otherwise
loner like Nietzsche could have love and empathetic relations with
lovers, friends and family memnbers (see Nietzsche, Ecce Home,
2005). Thus, these apparently conflicting qualities may coexist in
one human being in some kind of reconciliation or unity. The
human relations are complex, diverse and dynamic, and so are
peoples’ interests and responses to the specific social situations;
everything is in the process of being and becoming. The point,
therefore, is to explore how these universal structural rules,
especially empathy, compassion or “pity”, work in defining social
relations in diverse social situations in our everyday social life,
especially when there is a growing shift towards individualism
and atomization in the neo-liberal “risk society”.
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In this paper (1) I would touch upon the philosophical foundation
of empathy as a structural rule and (2) explore how empathy
works in common peoples’ cognition and action in defining the
shape of social relations and (3) examine whether human beings
should banish empathy of all forms to achieve the greater goals of
life, as Nietzsche would have prescribed. The prime objective is to
find out whether empathy for others could be unqualified, as a
genuine natural and universal human quality, or it operates only
in a limited sense as a strategy to management of relations (and,
therefore, driven by interest and power) and whether it is used as
a veil to hide calculations and selfish interests and thereby turning
the praxis of empathy “a myth”. I would draw from our everyday
life experiences to illustrate how empathy works, alongside love,
emotive attachments and goal-oriented rationality in different
shades and levels.

Empathy: the philosophical roots
Jean-Jacques Rousseau (1712-1778), the French philosopher and
one of the early architects of the idea of compassion, viewed that
compassionate feeling and action are among the least harmful
manifestations of the dangerous natural human desire to extend
the self and to show signs of power and activity. It is one of the
passions that concerns us with others and motivates us to act on
their behalf. In Emile (1763) Rousseau held that although
compassion can be undiscriminating, it is not supposed to
overpower reason. In Emile, Rousseau shows how compassion can
modify and be modified by reason for the individual’s good and
the good of others. Thus, empathy and reason are not antithetical
as they can exist in unity and work in coherence.
In the Discourse on Inequality, Rousseau points to two fundamental
human qualities: one, compassion as a natural impulse, that is,
the “natural repugnance to see any sensitive being suffer,
principally those like ourselves,” and two, the “interest in our own
well-being and preservation, out of which “all the rules of natural
right appear to ... flow” (Rousseau 1755, III: 126, 15). Compassion,
according to Rousseau, motivates people to do good to others and
refrain from doing harm to others. He argued: “it is in this Natural
feeling, rather than in subtle arguments, that we must seek the
cause of the repugnance every man would feel in doing evil”
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(Rousseau 1755, III: 156, 38). Compassion, thus, makes “sensitivity
to suffering” a sign of purity. In Rousseau’s perception it is through
the discourse on compassion, that “we are to come to see as never
before the preponderance of suffering in social life, and so to learn
to be ashamed of our past lack of response to it” (Orwin 1997:
301).
In Emile, Roussueau argues that pity, prompts a transformation
of interest in our own well-being. One experiences compassion in
its fullest sense only when one identifies with the sufferer, or
suffers “in him” (1763, IV: 506, 223). Rousseau went on to argue
that empathy, like other passions, emanates from self-love. “Selflove” is “anterior to every other passion,” and all other passions
are “in a sense only modifications” of it (1763, IV: 491; 213).
Rousseau argues that both the passions that induce us to exploit
others and those that incline us to assist them are manifestations
of self-love. What distinguishes one passion from another is not
the extent to which each depends on self-love but the extent to
which each tends to achieve the goal of self-love; the way in which
each causes us to see and act toward other human beings (1763,
IV: 491, 506; 213, 223). Rousseau praises compassion, then, not
because it opposes self-love but because it is among those
modifications of self-love that are good for us and for others.
Rousseau is never the uncritical champion of empathy; he
considers it to be one of the many universal human qualities, which
stems from self-love and which can be modified by reason for
both self-interest and for the larger collective interest. Rousseau
definitely does not endorse all forms of expression or unqualified
empathy; for example, he does not appreciate those who praise a
theatre for inspiring pity, nor the theatre goers who are “proud of
their tears,” (Rousseau 1960: 289–90). Rousseau concedes that
compassion as such is weak because, at times, it can be
overwhelmed by the narrow self-love it is supposed to combat
and because the relief of ills is quite unnecessary to its satisfaction.
The “sterile pity” of theatre goers, which is “soon stifled by the
passions” is a case in point (Rousseau 1960: 268). Rousseau is also
aware that compassion can be easily attached to undeserving
objects in the pursuit of self-interest, which he definitely
disapproves.
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Therefore, the four important points, which, I think, are
fundamental to Rousseau’s discourse on empathy are as follows.
First, empathy is a universal human quality since we as human
beings nurse abhorrence for fellow human beings’ sufferings; thus,
whatever we do for the good of others, for removing others’ pain,
which may include even research and discoveries, are driven by
empathy; empathy also drives us to rise above an isolated, selfish
approach to life and be a part of collective action or social
movements for addressing social problems and for establishing a
better society. Since we live in an iniquitous social arrangement
some suffer more while some others, the privileged, suffer less;
empathy could act as a binding force, a source of motivation for
unity.
Second, Rousseau does not endorse all forms of empathy; the
exaggerated, impulsive and fake (hypocritical) expression of
empathy designed as means to a selfish end, as the politicians
often do to draw the sympathy of the people, or theatre goers (of
the film watchers) shedding tears alongside the character-in-pain
are the ones he would have despised.
Third, empathy is not antithetical to reason; rather, they work in
coherence and moderate each other in human (individual or
collective) thinking and action. On this, as we will see in the next
section, the German philosopher Nietzsche, had a different and
opposite view. We will examine, later in this paper, how reason
(or self-interest) combines empathy in framing the rules of social
relations in everyday life.
Finally, in Rousseau’s perception, empathy, or reason for that
matter, is rooted self-love, it is an integral part of human being’s
efforts to make life aesthetically rich; a source motivation to
preserve creative and critical agency and to be a part of collective
self.
It is definitely not Rousseau alone who has discussed about
empathy and explored empathy as a rinciple of praxis in different
socialfields. Some Western scholars credit Gautam Buddha for his
early empathetic discourses. Drawing from Buddhist philosophy
and from European philosophy social scientists in recent times
have rediscovered the value of empathy in different ways. For
example, Martha Nussbaum, a liberal economist, looks to
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compassion to revitalize our commitment to equality and to nurture
global citizenship (2001, 401– 54). Amitai Etzioni, a
communitarian, calls for an ethic of “caring and sharing” to
balance liberal democratic individualism (2002: 56). Virginia Held,
a radical feminist, puts emphasis on care to fundamentally
transform societies that until now have been founded on selfinterest and contract (1993: 203–4, 223); empathy, for her, could
be a principle which, if followed, could ignite gender sensitivity
and promote gender partnership. Gertrude Himmelfarb, a
neoconservative, calls upon citizens to exercise compassion as
social virtue to create a decent and free society (2004, 25–41; 92).
Richard Rorty, a postmodernist, views the capacity of the strong
“to be moved to action by sad and sentimental stories” as a more
dependable and defensible support for the powerless than the
outmoded idea of human rights (1993: 20). Cutting across different
positions we would agree that compassion is a common assault
on that liberalism which founds itself on rational self-interest, a
neo-liberalism that fails to move people to refrain from exploiting
their fellows, let alone to care about and help them (Alford 1993:
277). At a time when the advance of neo-liberalism and aggressive
global capitalism appears unstoppable and we get to see heartless
competition and eclipse of basic human values it would not be a
bad idea if empathy is reinstated as a new universal principle of
human relations, especially in redefining the relations between
the powerful and powerless and between the advantaged and
the disadvantaged. Empathy or readiness to feel for others cannot
remove inequality but readiness to feel for those who are suffering
and are in pain would not only restore a degree of humanness
but also help devising concrete actions for making the society
humane.

Life in anti-empathy: Nietzsche and beyond
Friedrich Nietzsche (1844-1900), the noted German philosopher,
understands compassion as “suffering with others”, which, he
thinks, we should not be doing since that could derail us from
accomplishing the larger projects of life. Any big project in life
that could make life meaningful and fulfilling requires selfish
engagement, something that the great scientists do – deep
engagement forgetting the mundane world around, which of
course, falls in the goal-oriented rational tradition of Western
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philosophy. Nietzsche seems to be critical of all compassion but at
times also seems to praise “our compassion”, in contrast with
“your compassion” (BGE1 225, cited in Ozen 2021: 245), which
may give occasion for a rare and peculiar insight into “co-suffering”
with others, and which, in turn, results in overcoming compassion
entirely. Nietzsche interprets this unique experience as the way
to achieve greatness, and therefore calls it “the ultimate test” or
the “real proof of strength” (EH2 “Why I Am so Wise”, cited in
Ozen 2021: 246).
Nietzsche, in Ozen’s reading, considers all forms of compassion
to be deterrents to accomplishing the bigger projects of life in the
form of new discoveries and new wisdom, which could go a long
way to serve the humanity. He, however, supports only that form
of compassion which he terms Nietzschean, translated as “our
compassion”, which helps achieve greatness and which helps
overcome all other forms of compassion (Ozen 2021: 246).
Nietzsche declares in his 1883 Notebook, which he kept while
writing Zarathustra (1883–1885) that “an abyss called
‘compassion’ is my danger”, adding, in the same place, “The
danger for super humans is compassion. Let us avoid giving them
compassion!” (Nietzsche KSA3 10.442, cited in Ozen 2021: 246).
For Nietzsche, thus, albeit empathy for the suffering lot could be
a natural human quality it absolutely essential to put it in check if
someone wants to achieve something big in life, e.g., a landmark
discovery, which could, in turn, ameliorate the common sufferings
of mankind. To be too emotive could hinder the grand creative
project of one’s life.
But Nietzsche definitely does not endorse the actions of the mean,
heartless, selfish people, whom we see around us in our everyday
life; like a powerful politician using all his manipulative power
(manipulation of laws, police administration and the use of
antisocial elements) to grab property of the legitimate yet powerless
property owners or a heartless son, successful in professional career
in USA, refuses to take the responsibility of his ailing mother or
father, who lives alone in her/his residence in a metropolis like
Kolkata or in any other Indian metropolis. In the Salt Lake area,
where I live, I have been witness to cases like this. It is not that the
successful careerist man or the childless politician, I am referring
to, needs that much of property, yet an insatiable greed drives
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him to be a perpetual property grabber and be selfish in career.
The politician of the ruling party, I have in mind, controls the
syndicate net that is active in the New Town, Rajarhat area. The
media often carries report of many heartless acts of this politician
who, with all manipulative power at hand, and with the hooligans
and police under his command, grabs property of the hapless
widows and widowers or the NRIs, who cannot make an
arrangement to protect their property. The media reports like a
promoter torturing a widow, living alone in the house, to grab
her property; or a man settled in USA leaves her old mother at
the airport while returning to USA along with his wife; or the
daughter and the son-in-law torturing a widow to dispossess her
of her property; or a woman left in an old-age-home against her
consent by her “busy” careerist son and daughter-in-law; or a
widow in her own house being ill-treated by her own family
members; or a man deserted in his own house by his son, who is
on a careerist mission, and so on, which are so common in a
heartless “modern” world, speak of lifeworld bereft of empathy.
These inhuman souls are definitely not on any big mission of life
and are definitely not driven by “our compassion” or Nietzschean.
However, leaving the fact here would be a one-sided depiction of
these characters; these characters in reference could be
“empathetic” towards their wives and children, towards the other
members who constitute the core of their social life or the interest
group; they are, thus, un-empathetic to “others” in order to be
compassionate to their selfishly defined “us”, often constituted of
the core members of the nuclear family. It is like the city-citizen
game (to use the phraseology of Michel Foucault” who argued
that the “citizens” in ancient Greek city states used to
disenfranchise the non-citizens (the property less slaves, who were
not allowed to live in cities) for their own benefit (Foucault 2009:
129, 145, 167-68). The other illustrations of city-citizen game would
be the upper-caste Hindus disenfranchising the dalits and coercing
the latter to offer their services and labour for their own benefit;
the upper caste do this with vested intersts to sustain the privileged
position of their own members. Empathy and anti-empathy thus
work in unity of the opposites, one of the three dialectical laws,
identified by Engles in Anti-Duhring (1947).
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The print media often carry reports of heartless atrocities against
the elderly in Kolkata, which help draw home the point that people
could indeed be in selfish mode and bereft of compassion; here
are a few media reports in this light.
On 16 July 2015, Prangobindo Das (78) and Renuka Das (75),
both retired professors, were murdered in their flat in Indralok
Abasan in Paikpara, North Kolkata. The only daughter of the
couple was living in the US. The investigating police officer claimed
that the motive behind the murder was to loot the belongings of
the couple; they were killed because the assailant(s) were known
to them. The maid, who was absconding, might have done the
murder in connivance with her known criminals (Ganasakti 17
July 2015: 1).
On 26 February 2014, a group of miscreants looted money and
ornaments of 70-year-old Padma Bhattacharya, on gun point, from
her residence at B 3/2 Northern Park, Bansdroni, South Kolkata,
at around 12 noon. The promoter husband of the lady had gone
out for some work. Their only daughter, married, lives in another
part of the city. On the same day, around the same time a 93year-old woman, Shanta Bhattacharya, was strangled in
Ultadanga and her belongings, money and ornaments, were
robbed (Ananda Bazar Patrika 27 February 2014). Back in 2012,
68-year-old Phoolrenu Choudhury, who was living alone in her
house in South Kolkata, was brutally killed by robbers, while her
belongings were looted (Ghosh 2015: 1). Ghosh (2015) further
reports that in two years, 2012-2014, as many as 666 senior citizens
were kidnapped in Bengal, most of them were women. Ganasakti
(21 June 2016) reports that one Mr. Malin Kumar Datta, 69, was
found dead in his flat in the second floor of Manoprobha housing
complex at Santoshpur Avenue of Kolkata. The police recovered
his dead body. Mr Datta was living alone in his flat and had acute
asthma.
On 25 June 2016, 75-year-old Widow Madhabi Jana was beaten
to death by her daughter-in-law and 20-year old grandson in her
own house at Baranagar. Madhabi Jana was the mother of a son
and three daughters, two of whom are married out. She was living
in the house constructed by her late husband, with her son,
daughter-in-law and grandson. She had a long history of illtreatment at the hands of her daughter-in-law and grandson and
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was taking food in the house of one of her married daughters,
who lives close by. Mrs. Jana recently gave away a part of her 5
cottah land to one of her daughters. Angry at this, her daughterin-law and grandson put pressure on her to give them the
remaining part of her land, which she declined. Following an
altercation, the daughter-in-law and grandson beat her to death
(Ganasakti 26 June 2016: 2).
Gangopadhyay (2013) reports two incidents of extreme form of
ill treatment of the elderly by their own family members. An 81year-old widow, who served as a police officer, now retired, used
to live in her own house with her son, who was a government
employee, and daughter-in-law. In the absence of her son, the
daughter-in-law used to abuse her verbally. Apprehending further
trouble, she refrained from lodging a complaint with the police.
But some of her friends came forward and had an informal talk
with the local police officer. The police called the daughter-inlaw and threatened her of action if she does not amend her
behaviour. After this, the situation improved for the elderly lady.
In another case reported by Gangopadhyay (2013), the son of an
elderly lady who lives in the US came and persuaded his mother
to hand over their South Kolkata house to a promoter and
promised to take her with him to US. On the day of departure,
the son left for USA leaving his mother at the airport.

Empathy in the world of our everyday life experiences
Life without empathy and compassion is only half-truth; the
general rule, however, is that empathy or compassion finds
expression in the everyday life of the people in organization of
the social relations and actions. In this section I will narrate some
of my everyday life experiences to demonstrate how empathy
works on the ground; the idea is to explore the shades and nuances
of how people (including us) practise empathy in their everyday
life activities.
1. I studied the elderly women and men living in Salt Lake
area and in old age homes in South Kolkata in 2013-2016
for my PhD, which was completed in 2018. I was interestdriven and, at the same time, driven by a “natural”
empathy as I saw my own grandfather and grandmother
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in the elderly whom I studied and interacted with; I was
also moved by a preconceived idea that the elderly in
general are lonely and have multiple sufferings. During
the entire period of fieldwork, I was overtaken by a
“romantic” feeling of sharing their sufferings and was
driven by the will to do something for them, at least to
give them sessions of compassionate company. The
genuineness of my feelings for the elderly drove me to
spend extra times with them and get into private
interactions and mutual sharing of views and experiences
of different kinds. I kept contacts with them over phone
and through occasional visits months after my fieldwork
was over. The news of death of some of the elderly with
whom I had developed some proximity troubled me. Of
course, I was driven by my personal wellbeing; I wanted
to build a solid rapport in the field and collect authentic
data and wanted to complete my fieldwork within the
planned time. It is quite possible that I was strategic in my
approach to my “objects”, and surely, I have taken much
more than what I have given them in return. I kept my
contacts and visited some of the elderly in their homes and
in the old-age homes occasionally but the contacts faded
over time. I live with a sense of regret that I have not
reciprocated their kind help and gestures but I, at the same
time, realise that my fast moving life and the demands of
new relations and commitments would not allow me to
preserve the same degree of compassion for the elderly,
who helped immensely in my career building and who were
generous in expressing their share of empathy for me.
2. In 2019, I studied the changing conjugal relationship of
four middleclass couples in Kolkata through the lenses of
the four women of different age groups – 60s, 50s, 40s and
early 30s. The youngest of the informants was in married
life for a couple of years while the oldest was married for
more than 30 years. All of them were living in conjugal
families, away from their larger kin. All of them have
experienced or experiencing elements of patriarchy and
complained of unfreedom in their life, although none had
serious antipathy for their husbands. The husbands, for
them, are largely unconscious in their praxis of patriarchy,
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yet they are normal, caring, sensitive individuals. For them,
as one of the women said: ‘If I compromise, if I make
adjustments, if I sacrifice my dreams, if I dedicate my life
for the wellbeing of the husband and the child, there is no
problem’. Another woman said: “If I make a perfect
balance between my professional life and the role of the
home-maker there is no problem; basically it is all about
adherence to the traditional perception of conjugal relation;
no husband tolerates radical changes”. Although the
husbands are all highly educated and “progressive” and
although they share the family responsibilities well, they
do not do much to lay the conjugal relationship on the
principle of equality and partnership. All the women
indicated to a gradual transformation in the conjugal
relation, which could be summed as a gradual evolution
“from libido to care and empathy”. Although the conjugal
relation of the newly married couples is/was centred
around satisfaction of the mutual libidinal demands over
the years, as the couple had a child (all were one-child
families), and as they entered their professional life, a sense
of responsibility, mutual care, mutual emotional and other
forms of dependence took the centre-stage, pushing the
libidinal demands at the back seat. The mutual empathy
overpowered the differences, occasional fights and the
wear and tear as they discovered friendship and care that
sustained their relationship. In other words, the conjugal
relations progressed towards friendship although within
the overall frame of iniquitous gender relations.
In my study on the elderly couples in Kolkata (Roy 2019) I
have seen the aged couple, who live alone in their own
house or in an old age home, rediscover their love and
affection for each other in their late life. After retirement,
when their child/children are dispersed to distant places,
they sit face to face, spend a lot of time together to reflect
back and forth on their relationship and rediscover their
love and mutual affection. In an otherwise leisurely yet
lonely life, when the larger social bonds are weakening,
they discover their true friends in each other and enjoy
every bit of each other’s company. They express their love
even in fake and silly arguments, in cracking jokes/
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mischiefs, in occasional tours to hill stations or sea-side, in
their moments of celebration, in breakfast tea, in watching
tele serials or movies and in their relentless worries for each
other; they rediscover empathy in their shared worries for
their children and grandchildren, about their health, in
their moments of illness and in their worries about their
own future; the scary thought lonely life after the death of
one of the spouses engulfs them.
3. In our everyday life, wherever we go, we confront the
suffering people of different kinds; we notice the
unhappiness in our underpaid maids, the drivers, the petty
traders by the road side who are not doing well in business,
the struggling first generation learners who work as labour
to run their family (many of my students are like that), the
women representing underprivileged classes who are
under pressure to withdraw from college and marry ( as I
see among some of my students), the colleagues struggling
to cope with stresses of different order and so on. Every
now and then the media would bring us the disturbing
stories about rape and killing, about suicide of the young
boys and girls, about the hapless parents appealing for
financial help for the treatment of complicated ailments of
their child/children, a young boy or a girl making an appeal
for an organ or bone marrow, we see an accident victim
lying unconscious by the roadside and no speeding car
stopping to take him/her to hospital, and so on. In our
social circle we can see our friends, brilliant in studies and
well qualified, plummeting in depression without a hope
of getting a decent job in the neo-liberal corrupt and unkind
“risk society” (to use the phraseology of Ulrich Beck) while
the relatively unqualified are employed through
manipulation. What do you do in such cases? We
understand that most such everyday life visuals are rooted
in the iniquitous heartless social order that works on the
Darwinian principle of “survival of the fittest”; that the
individual initiatives will always be inadequate to address
these problems that constitute our everyday, yet we
reinvigorate empathy in us and be ready for some kind
private or collective initiative. Perhaps this empathy in us,
however strong or weak in presence, sustains the
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“humane” elements in us and keeps alive the will to power
and transformation. The reinvigorated empathy and
compassion in us could work as the drive for initiatives to
break free from the selfish atomized approach to life and
be a part of collective self that untiringly strives a better
society.

Conclusion
Empathy a universal natural human quality, however weak may
be in its presence in us, constitutes one of the rules of social
relations. The idea of anti-empathy, even the Nietzsche’s version
which is laid on a rationalist principle, also admits of a different
form of empathy. One of the key realization out of the present
exercise is that empathy and anti-empathy construe two sides of
our life which operate on one of the dialectical principles, namely,
“the unity of the opposites”. The practice of empathy in our
everyday life has different layers and levels - from what we learn
from the epic self-sacrifice of Raja Harishchandra to the heartless
childless political leader who appropriate property in the name
of his wife and close kin. One can strategically use it, supress it, or
defer it but cannot banish from life and relations completely.
Positions on empathy and anti-empathy in the life of one
particular individual could also be transcendental, and circular
at times, as one particular human being could be empathetic in
one situation and be bereft of empathy on another situation.
Suppression of empathy could result into regrets or morose in a
human being. We can draw encouragement from the fact that
the philosophers, sociologists, anthropologists, economists and
political scientists are trying to rediscover the essence of empathy
or compassion in research and action, in politics and in policy
framing when morality and other human values are in serious
crisis in modern and post-modern times.

Notes
1.

BGE refers to Nietzche’s book Beyond Good and Evil (2002)

2.

EH stand for Nietzsche’s book Ecce Homo: How One Becomes
What One Is (German: Ecce homo: Wie man wird, was man
ist) is the last original book written by philosopher Friedrich
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Nietzsche before his death in 1900. It was written in 1888
and was not published until 1908.
3.

KSA refers to Nietzsche’s book Samtliche Werke: Kritiche
Studienausgabe (in German). Published by Walter de Gruyter
& Co. in 1980.

4.

Harishchandra is a legendary Indian king finds mention
in Aitareya Brahmana, Mahabharata, the Markandeya
Purana, and the Devi-Bhagavata Purana. The most famous
of the stories involving him is the one mentioned
in Markandeya Purana. According to this legend,
Harishchandra gave away his kingdom, sold his family
and agreed to be a slave – all to fulfill a promise he had
made to the sage Vishwamitra.
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Abstract: The preference for sons over daughters, which is a part of
Pan-Indian culture, is more pronounced in some regions and among
some communities; the Marwaris of Siliguri, is one such community.
The Marwaris, who have migrated to Siliguri from Rajasthan, over
the years, are a burgeoning business community in Siliguri, which is a
flourishing business hub. The present paper, which is a part of my
research in Siliguri, gives an ethnographic account of the Marwari
community’s gender perception, especially son preference which they
consider “natural” and acceptable because of the various socio-cultural
and economic advantages associated with having a son. Such preferential
treatment often results into the practice of daughter aversion and
discrimination. The paper further demonstrates how the practice of
son preference affects the self-formation of Marwari daughters who are
made to grow up in an overpowering patriarchal culture and inculcate
the values that help perpetuate gender discrimination.
Keywords: Son preference, agency, self-formation, sexism, business
community.

Introduction
Siliguri city is one of the fastest growing cities of West Bengal and,
in recent decades, it has attracted migrants from different parts
of India as well as adjacent countries owing to the economic
potentialities that the city offers. Its proximity to Nepal, Bangladesh
and Bhutan and the city being the gateway to the entire NorthEast India has made it a fast-growing class 1 city in terms of trade
and commerce. Besides having a proportion of migrants from
neighbouring states like Sikkim and Bihar, there has been a
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significant influx of population from Rajasthan and Punjab as
well. The Marwaris who are well known for their business acumen
have migrated to Siliguri to expand their business from Rajasthan,
especially in decades following Independence. Demographically,
they are the second largest ethnic community, after Bengalis, in
the city. The community is known for its strong son preference
and neglect of daughters. Being a business community, the
Marwaris require male heir for the continuation of family business.
The Marwaris of Siliguri strongly believe in investing labour in
their own business rather than working as salaried employees.
The continuation of family business requires a male heir which
makes the practice of son preference perpetual in this community.
This materialist orientation which is so strongly ingrained in this
culture constrains them from changing their approach toward
life and approach towards daughters and women. This business
aspiration often renders daughters as unwanted as they are unable
to contribute anything of substance to business and their marriage
prompts drainage of a substantial part of family saving. The
daughters in general are oriented to be good wives and mothers
and they have a fulfilling life when they are mothers of sons and
manage their domestic roles well thus making their contribution
to perpetuation of family business.

The Marwari trajectory
The Marwaris are well-known in India as a prominent business
community that has mastered the art of doing business and evolved
a culture that is rooted in business interests. They are termed as
Marwari as they are from the Marwar region, an erstwhile princely
state in colonial period, presently in Jodhpur district of Rajasthan.
Over the years, the Marwaris have migrated to distant parts of
India in order to establish their business. The Marwaris are referred
to as Baniya (Vaishya or trader caste in Hindu caste order). They
are the pioneers in textile business and have been contributing
significantly to progress of the textile business across different states
of India. The Marwaris are too deterministic when it comes to
matters of money. The economic orientation of this community
largely encapsulates and shapes its socio-cultural contour. Since
Marwaris are the migrants from the desert region of Rajasthan
they have mastered the ethics of hard work and ability to endure
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pain which help strengthening their vigour and shape their
lifestyle. The Marwaris are acclaimed to have an almost genetic
destiny to make money out of nothing, even in the arid desert
region (Suriya 1996). Marwaris have sharp business acumen and
show much aggression when it comes to business and do not let
go of any prospective business opportunity. They uphold
traditional entrepreneurial values along with the philosophy of
peaceful co-existence with the locals. Their ability to read business
opportunities has taken the Marwaris even to the remotest corners
of the country and, may be outside the country as well. They are
regarded as very calculative and meticulous in making
entrepreneurial decisions. They are frugal in their spending for
consumption and thus accumulate capital to make sure their
businesses run and flourish over generations; they prepare their
younger generation while injecting all business arts and ethics.
The strong practice of son preference among Marwari community
is strongly ingrained in their business interests and business
culture. It is the sons, who are taken as the ones who would carry
both the lineage and business forward; the daughters do not have
a place in this scheme. Rather, the daughters, and the women in
the family, are the ones who are supposed to facilitate this frontline with their serves and “reproductive” activities, remaining
within the confines of home, primarily playing their roles as wives
and mothers.
Business is not a tenured activity like jobs in the service sector. It
demands the involvement of more than two generations of male
members to have an established family business. Moreover, family
business serves as an identity to the family. Hence, the need to
continue family business is directly related to the maintenance of
family identity in society. This results in strong preference for a
son in the family who would continue the family business while
upholding the identity of the family. Business is the means of
accumulating social, cultural and symbolic capital, besides
economic capital. For the Marwaris, business is a way of living.
The desire to maintain legacy within business is important for the
Marwaris. Most of the businesses among the community are family
owned and have an element of continuity embedded within them.
For continuation of family legacy reproduction of male children
is a must. The tradition of transferring family firms from one
generation another through male members makes son preference
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more pronounced among Marwaris. Daughters have a negligible
role to play in the continuation of family business as they need to
get married and go to their husbands’ house. Daughters in many
Marwari families are treated as Paraya Dhan (someone else’s
property). Since childhood they are mentally prepared to accept
their husband’s house as their own and not their father’s house.
They are also oriented to do household chores from a very young
age so that they can play the role of a dutiful wife and daughterin-law diligently.

Socio-economic background of the informants
The Marwaris have migrated from a region prone to the practice
of son preference and manifest apathy towards the daughters.
Marwaris being traders and businessmen have migrated to several
parts of India to pursue their business interests and they use their
community and kinship networks in deciding about migration,
choosing their destination and the field of business. Their migration
to Siliguri is also due to the business opportunities that the city
offers. A total of 100 respondents were selected for the present
study, of whom 80 were female and 20 males. They were among
the second and third generation migrants. A large majority of the
respondents have their family business which are run jointly by
the adult male member/members, who also control authority in
the family. In some cases, the new generation respondents who
are better educated in comparison to their previous generation
members have initiated start-ups and manage them
independently. The Marwari families of Siliguri mostly reside in
Khalpara, Church Road, Punjabi Para and Sevoke Road, which
fall within the central business district and the prime areas of the
city. These areas are predominantly commercial centres.
Residences and housing complexes have sprung up in these areas
in order to accommodate the increasing population of the city.
Some of the respondents have their shops and offices on the ground
floor of their residences. This facilitates them to keep their shops
open for a longer duration at night without being under pressure
to return home early; this also gives them a sense of added security.
This locational arrangement also allows the female members of
the house to occasionally sit in their shops after they are over with
their domestic responsibilities. However, some of the respondents
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have expressed their desire to move to the new township areas
that are burgeoning on the outskirts of the city especially in
Uttorayon, as they find that their existing residential area is
becoming overcrowded and polluted. Some families also claimed
that owing a house in these new townships is a status symbol. On
the outskirts they can build duplex houses for them which is not
possible within the limited space in the central part of the city.
Also, the townships located in the outskirts are less polluted and
offer suitable parking space for family cars. The informants owning
houses in these townships have well-established family business
which are running for two-three generations. Some of them have
sold their previous houses and bought a new house in these
townships whereas others continue to live in their old houses.
So far as the socio-economic background is concerned one can
notice a departure in terms of educational attainment of the present
generation of informants. The present generation wish to complete
their college before settling down in business and life. This is
applicable to both boys and girls. Higher education of girls is not
much encouraged as parents prefer to save money for their
marriage rather than spending it on their education. Though some
of the informants wish to break this stereotype, they are aware
that it is a very challenging task. The boys too do not pursue higher
education with determination as graduation is the average
standard. They prefer practical education over bookish formal
knowledge in line with the demands of their business culture.
Higher education degree is not considered essential for earning
money by the Marwaris as there is no direct relationship between
income and educational attainment; yet the boys pursue some
level of education which helps maintain their social status.
Urban Marwaris are also witnessing some signs of structural
changes in their families. Traditionally, there has been a tendency
among the Marwaris to live in intergenerational large joint families
since they always wanted avoid split in their business. This also
helped maintain community solidarity since they have been a
migratory community. They were also guided by the thought that
joint families would help preserve the spirit of collective living
and would be beneficial for expansion of family business. The
present generation members, however, wish to stay in nuclear
families so that they can independently exercise their agency and
run their business. The younger members of the community are
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also making some efforts to come to terms with the changing
society. Their unwelcoming approach to their daughters is also
changing slowly. However, the community at large still strongly
adhere to their traditional way of life where business interests
constitutes the core. Community identity and solidarity continue
to be the essence of Marwari culture in Siliguri as they strongly
uphold their cultural traditions which gives them distinctiveness
in society. Studying the Marwaris in Siliguri I have observed that
the community combines business interests (or business rationality)
and traditional values perfectly in their shared way of life and the
place of the daughters in the community has to be located in this
context.

Upbringing of daughters in Marwari families
The desire for a male child is found to be very strong among
the Marwaris in Siliguri but the daughters are not totally
unacceptable in family. Marwaris are highly adaptive and
accommodative in nature which perhaps stands as a strong reason
for their flourishing business. The Marwaris who have migrated
to urban areas have, to a great extent, rationalised their family
size and aim for a hedonistic life. There is certainly a strong
preference for son even among the couples. In families with two
daughters, there is always desire for the third child, with the hope
of having a son. The Marwaris of the present generation, however,
do not overshoot the standard of three children in order to keep
up to the norm of small size family in urban areas. Two-child
family is idealised like that of other communities residing in urban
areas. The Marwaris, having been rooted in northern India, nurse
a materialistic outlook. For them success in family business is the
most important thing in life and for this they require a son who
not only would carry forward the family business but also the
lineage. Both are essential for the Marwaris since the family draws
its name and reputation from the family business. All the male
members, especially the adult ones, are engaged in family business.
The girls (daughters) are not expected to provide labour of
substance in business or trade and this explains why sonpreference in an integral part of Marwari culture. Here are a few
case studies to illustrate this point.
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Mr. Jayprakash Bansal (53 years), owner of a hardware
shop, has two daughters and a son. The family had a period
of anxiety when the first two children were born daughters.
Mr. Bansal, along with other family members, was
desperately praying to be blessed with a son. Two years
after his younger daughter was born, he was finally blessed
with a boy. He mentions “Ladka hoga to khandan ka naam
roshan karega. Ghar ka business sambhale ga. Ghar ka
paisa ghar mein hi rahega. Ladki to paraya dhan hoti hai.”
(A boy will carry forward family’s name. He will also take
care of family business while remaining in the family. A
girl will get married and go to some other family).
Mrs Sabita Jain (42 years) is a mother of one daughter and
one son. Her daughter is studying in Class XII in Commerce
stream and her son is in Class X. She told me that her
husband strongly desired for a son as they required a male
heir for the continuation of their family business that had
been running for the past three generations. They both
were disappointed on the birth of their daughter. With a
gap of one and half year, she conceived for the second
time hoping to have a son. Both she and her husband were
elated on the arrival of their son. She told me that both
children are sent to reputed English medium schools. They
believe education in English medium school will help them
to find a suitable groom for their daughter as modern boys
desire for English-speaking girls. She adds that a girl will
have to leave her house one day and settle in her in-law’s
house. She will get busy with her family life and will be
unable to take care of her parents in their old age. They
also do not expect such things from their daughter as their
community do not support the practice of daughters taking
care of aged parents. Daughters are supposed to be suitable
daughters-in-law who will manage her own household
which comprises of her husband and in-laws. She should
be more dutiful and responsible towards her in-laws rather
than parents. If daughters are seen to be more concerned
about their parents, it might disturb her marital life. A son
is therefore required who will not only take care of the
family business but also be a support in old-age. Mrs Jain
mentions when her son will get married and her daughter-
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in-law will come to her house, she too will expect her to be
more dutiful towards them and not her natal family. She
adds that this practice has been continued for generations.
The family roles are assigned to the members in such a
manner that it maintains the balance and integrity of the
household which eventually will contribute to proliferation
of family business.
In a community which is obsessed with male heir, the position of
daughter is stereotyped and subjected to cultural conservatism.
Though the native Marwaris continue stereotyping and practicing
unwantedness towards daughters in their native villages, the
urban counterparts are gradually accepting daughters in the
family. Daughters are welcomed in the family as Lakshmi, the
goddess of wealth and prosperity. Naming daughters lakshmi
sounds enigmatic as it serves as means of consoling parents for
having daughters who otherwise regard them as financial burden
and liability. The urban middle class Marwari families are gradually
changing their attitude towards daughters by making them a part
of their family and have started seeing some value in them.
However, they consider it imperative to have a son in the family
due to the materialistic aspirations and the need for running the
family business. This has reference to cultural practices among
their ancestors in Rajasthan. The changing attitude towards
daughters among the Marwaris is due to the cohabitation with
increasing number of educated people of different communities
in the urban neighbourhoods. The adaptive nature of the Marwaris
has helped them to adjust with the changing dynamisms of society.

Self-formation of daughters in Marwari family
Girl child in India has time and again been socialised to live a life
in accordance to the expectations of the patriarchal social order.
Patriarchal society has always shown a strong preferential
treatment towards boys and has assigned a secondary and inferior
position to girls. The upbringing of daughters continues to centre
on the notion of raising a docile, well-mannered and well-behaved
individual. Elaborate principles of socialisation are formulated for
the girl child in order to make her fit into the constructed gender
ideals of patriarchal social structure. Family acts as one of the
key institutions of socialisation and disseminating the expected
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normative behaviour patterns and gender roles into their
daughters. The self-formation of daughters is deeply influenced
by the different social institutions which reinforce patriarchy in
all possible ways. Strong son preference persists among the
Marwari couples as they are highly materialistic in their approach
to life. This is rooted in their economic preferences as son is required
for the continuation of family business and lineage. Family business
is a source of identity for the Marwaris and therefore it becomes
imperative on every couple to bear a son. The strong desire of a
son often leads to increase in the size of family as the couples with
only daughters keep trying for a son. Their apathetic attitude
towards daughters is due to the practice of giving huge dowry at
the time of marriage along with arranging for an extravagant
wedding of them. This practice has reduced daughters to a
subservient position where they are looked into as liability when
the sons are considered as asset. Such kind of labelling and gender
bias do affect Marwari daughters psychologically and impact their
self-formation. Although in recent times, the educated urban
Marwari couples are trying to overcome such attitudes towards
their daughters by adopting single child or two-child norm, the
community is yet to completely shrug of such practices. Simone
de Beauvoir, in her phenomenal Second Sex (1953), had adequately
explained how both masculinity and femininity are essentially
social constructs. She argued that although biological differences
might have some impact on the psychological and social
orientation of the human beings, the factors like language, the
existing body of signs and symbols and social institutions are more
vital in shaping the individual psyche and selves, hence, femininity.
The masculine and feminine selves are thus social constructs,
which are reproduced in discourses, social relationships and the
patterns of social action. The human behaviour is deeply ingrained
in the psychological makeup of the individuals that leads to selfformation. As the girls constitute the ‘second sex’ they do not enjoy
the social space and cannot exercise their freedom to tear apart
the stranglehold of the social forms and create a free space to
express themselves. In any social condition, the girls and women
face greater and harsher adversaries compared to their
counterparts of the of the privileged ‘first sex’. In the following
section we will examine how the patriarchal orientation of the
Marwari community works in different social fields and how, as
a result, the life of the daughters is impacted in the process.
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1. Education
The urban middle class Marwaris are aware of the benefits of
education and arrange proper education for both boys and girls.
They prefer sending their children to reputed English medium
schools of the city and avoid the vernacular schools considering
the language and cultural factors. There are two more reasons
behind selection of English medium schools. Firstly, the Marwaris
being migrants have a tendency to move to any part of the country
or world, which offers business opportunities. For this, it becomes
mandatory to be acquainted with a global language which can
facilitate in adapting to different cultures and situations. Secondly,
the Marwaris, in general, consider that education in reputed
English medium schools is a matter of pride and status for the
family and the community. There has been a growing emphasis
on the attainment of cultural capital besides their already existing
economic capital. Though the Marwaris show a propensity of
educating their children in reputed English medium schools, the
continuation in higher education becomes a tricky issue for
Marwari boys and girls. The present generation insists on
completing their college education before settling down in their
lives. The urge to continue further is not strong among them, since
the girls are married out and the boys settle down in the family
business. Since they pursue business and trade they do not require
high educational degrees. The Marwaris think and talk about
business all day. The family enterprise is a result of ‘family culture’
and their approach to life is set accordingly. The father and other
elderly male members of the house believe in imparting practical
lessons regarding business to the succeeding male/s members in
the family. They do not rely much on bookish knowledge but prefer
learning through hand-on experiences. The son/s therefore get
less time to devote to higher studies and gradually lose interest in
it. They also come to a realisation that higher educational degree
is not essential to become rich. It is the family and community,
and not formal education, that shape the entrepreneurial
ambience.
The parents also do not show any enthusiasm about higher
education of their daughter. They believe that highly educated
daughters will not get suitable grooms as there is dearth of highly
educated boys in their community. Moreover, the parents prefer
saving money for their daughter’s marriage rather than spending
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on her higher education. In addition, the prevalence of customary
belief that highly educated girls do not make a good house wife
makes it all the more problematic for the girls to pursue higher
educational degrees. Both the girls and boys of the younger
generation are, however, encouraged to complete their graduation.
This is necessary for the girls to have the right kind of marriage
profile. A few Marwari boys and girls, however, are currently
striving for higher education, which is a clear departure from the
established tradition. The boys do it with an expectation of getting
more dowry at the time of marriage, the girls are taking up to
higher education to uplift their status in the society, trying to be
at par with their male counterparts and with the hope of easing
out their parents’ dowry burden by being financially independent.
Disha (21 years) is a final year college student and the eldest
of two siblings. She told me that her parents had already
started discussing about her marriage when she was in
her second year in college. They have been having
discussions with their relatives to find a suitable groom.
Disha mentions that although she is interested to pursue
her Masters she is quite sure that her parents won’t allow
her to do that; she would be married out before that. Her
mother has been involving her in household activities ever
since she completed her schooling. Despite being sent to
reputed English medium schools she and her sister were
never encouraged to shine in their academics and were
just asked to pass with good reasonable score. They have
never encouraged her to pursue higher studies and be
financially independent.
Ishita (21 years) is in the final year of college. She is the
youngest of two siblings. Her elder brother completed
graduation three years ago and is presently taking care of
their family business along with his father. Ishita has been
consistently good with her academics and she wish to
pursue MBA. But her parents do not want to spend a huge
amount on her further education. They want to keep a
part of the money for her marriage and the remaining
amount they want to invest in their business. Ishita
mentions that she has made up her mind that if her parents
do not allow her to pursue higher studies she will open a
garments boutique. She is not willing to get married until
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becoming financially independent. She has given this
proposal to her father and he accepted it. She adds that
Marwaris think of business all the time. They are willing
to invest in new ventures rather than spending on
education as they believe that higher educational degrees
do not yield much profit. They would rather invest money
in new business rather than on education.
However, Sonia and Riya expressed a different opinion in relation
to higher education:
Sonia (24 years) is presently pursuing MBA. She completed
her college from a Kolkata based college and is presently
doing MBA from Pune. She is elder of the two siblings.
Her younger brother is in first year of college. Sonia always
wanted to have a career and be financially independent.
She does not want to work in any company but want to
have her own business. Sonia mentions that she convinced
her father by saying that her MBA experience will help in
understanding the contemporary dimensions of business
not only nationally but globally. Her father, who is a
hardware merchant, allowed her daughter her wish before
getting her married. Her mother resented initially but since
she had already taken the approval of her father, her
mother couldn’t oppose much. Sonia mentions that her
brother is not interested in pursuing higher studies though
her father wants him to pursue MBA like his sister. Her
brother wants to get into business as early as possible and
start learning the nitty gritty of business from his father.
Sonia mentions that she is glad that her father supported
her decision of pursuing higher studies, a practice that is
very rare in her culture.
Riya (22 years) wishes to become a Chartered Accountant
by profession. She is in the final year of her graduation
and has been doing well academically. She is the younger
of two sisters. Her elder sister got married after completing
her college. She was not interested in having career and
preferred to be a housewife. Riya was very keen in
becoming a Chartered Accountant since her school days.
She is very good in keeping accounts and has often helped
her father in maintaining the accounts in his shop. Her
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father supports her decision and is willing to send her to
coaching centre in Kolkata to help her prepare for the
examination. He also feels that if his daughter becomes a
Chartered Accountant, she would be able to help him with
his accounts. Riya agrees that higher education of girls is
not a very common practice among the Marwaris. She feels
lucky to be able to fulfil her dreams with the support of
her parents.
In case of both Sonia and Riya, higher educational is a medium of
being self-employed which have helped them to become confident
and financially independent lady. They also accept that it has
helped them articulating their views and interests and exercise
their agency. The Marwaris, in general, do not prefer working for
someone else as they regard it to be a disgrace. Moreover, their
parents have supported them in their pursuance of higher studies
as it would help them in their business in some way or the other.
They also feel that their earning daughters would partially lighten
the burden of dowry. The urban middle-class daughters, in general,
nowadays are well-educated and earning to be self-reliant. They
are no longer economic burden and are able to contribute
financially to their families (Belliappa 2013; Kohli 2017;
Radhakrishnan 2009). This is a modernist trend that is recently
being witnessed among the Marwaris as well. This goes against
the spirit of their culture which has always stereotyped daughters
as trouble, or the “dependent other”. Daughters of such supportive
parents grow up to be confident young ladies who are enabled to
negotiate between community traditions and the will to change.

2. Marriage
The Marwaris show a propensity for early marriage for both boys
and girls. Since business is the identifying marker of the community
culture, the children are brought up to inherit their parents’/family
business. The Marwari children grow up in business environment
and get acquainted with the family business at an early age. By
the time they are in their early 20s, the boys become qualified to
manage their business independently. Once they get acquainted
with the business, they are regarded as eligible to start their family
life. On the other hand, the girls are groomed by the elderly women
of the house to manage or supervise household activities and are
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prepared for conjugal life. The Marwari parents are not very
enthusiastic about their children’s higher education since they
consider graduation as the sufficient qualification for settling down
in life and business. When a girl or a boy achieves this, she/he is
regarded as eligible for settling down in life. The parents start
looking for grooms once the daughter is in the final year of
graduation. The parents take a year or two to find a suitable match.
Arranged marriages are encouraged for girls where parents and
close kin select the groom; they prefer marriages within their own
community. This is clearly in line with the classical patriarchal
structure, which demands the practice of arranged marriages
(Caldwell, Redddy & Caldwell 1982; Ghimire, Axinn, Yabiku &
Thornton 2006). However, in contemporary times, both the boys
and girls are allowed to meet.
Niharika (28 years) is a housewife and a mother of a twoyear-old son. Her husband owns a hardware shop in
Siliguri and Kishanganj. Niharika is the youngest of two
sisters. Her elder sister got married before completion of
her college. However, Niharika convinced her mother to
allow her to complete her Bachelor’s degree before getting
married. She got married a year after completion of
graduation to the boy of her choice. She mentions that the
practice of early marriages of children is prevalent among
the Marwaris since the parents want to see their children
well-settled in life and want to see their grand-children.
That is the idea of happy family. Parents who are blessed
with grandchildren consider themselves lucky to have
fulfilled their family responsibilities.
The Marwaris strongly advocate community identity and solidarity
and therefore the practice of inter-caste and inter-community
marriages are seldom encouraged. They maintain a strong
solidarity and community-bonding among them and therefore
prefer community endogamy. There is preference for community
endogamy since it not only strengthens family ties but also
contributes to sustaining and expanding business opportunities.
It also helps maintain cordial relations among the kinsmen as they
are very conscious of their status and money. The family performs
a very important part in business interests and through marriages
new business linkages are established and strengthened. The
Marwaris do not encourage inter-community marriages which
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could be detrimental to their business interests. A person who
marries outside his jati (caste) not only alienates his or her natal
family and extended kin but also makes it difficult for his or her
parents to arrange a licit marriage for their other offspring within
the group (Kolenda 1978: 92; Gupta 1974: 42). In addition to this,
their migratory character makes them hold on to their roots and
culture strongly. Their strong community solidarity does not give
the Marwari daughters much scope to depart from their shared
perceptions about marriage. Here is an illustration.
Jahnvi (27 years) is married for one year. Her husband
owns two garment shops in Siliguri. Jahnvi wanted to
marry a guy of her choice whom she met in her college
life. But her parents were not at all in support of her choice
as the guy was Bihari and not from their community.
Jahnvi’s father was very disappointed with her decision.
She told me that her father once remarked: “Ladka apne
biradri ka hona chahiye. Dono paribaar mein barabari
hona chahiye nahi to aage jake bohut mushkil ho sakta
hain. Barabari nahi hone se parivar sukhi nahi hota” (The
boy should be from our community. There should be some
balance in the social status and values between two
families, else, there could be problems in future). After
much resentment, Jahnvi finally married the boy of her
father’s choice. She now feels that her father had taken
the right decision for her as she now believes the importance
of balance between the families. Jahnvi now takes care of
the shop along with her husband in her leisure time. This
is helping them to spend more time with each other and
strengthen the conjugal bond and understanding.
Another significant factor that contributes to caste endogamy
among the Marwaris is that the social capital stands as a substitute
to financial capital and this perhaps is the key to business
expansion even in recent times. Social alliance in the form of
marriage also takes place among two business families. In this
case marriage helps in strengthening both business relations and
kinship relation. Another significant reason is that since Marwari
marriages calls for lavish spending, the parents of bride and the
groom do not hesitate to spend as they regard it as an investment
and not a waste. They believe that whatever is spent in marriage
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will eventually come back as profit from the alliances that are
established through marriage.
Nikita (26 years) recently got engaged to her childhood
friend and will get married next year. Although she was
not willing to get married to her fiancé, she was convinced
by her parents as the alliance is regarded to beneficial in
matters of business for both the families. Further, since the
marriage is presumed to be beneficial financially to both
the families, she did not have much scope to ramble. Her
father and father-in-law are planning to start a new
company in the near future, which will be supervised by
her brother and husband. This would require a lot of
investment. The marriage alliance is a platform which will
not only help strengthening family bond but will also
contribute to business expansion. She told me that when
her marriage was finalised, her father-in-law remarked:
“shadi mein jitna bhi kharcha kar le, ghar ka paisa wapas
ghar ajayega” (no matter how much money we spend in
the wedding, the money spent will eventually come back
home). Nikita accepts that the Marwari woman do not
have much scope to be opinionated and are oriented to
think on similar terms with their husband. Further, she
also talked about the modern girls who despite being well
educated have to finally succumb to the authority of the
male members of the family - a perpetual patriarchal
practice.
A significant characteristic of Marwari marriages is that they
practice jati (caste) endogamy and clan exogamy. Marwaris are
divided into patrilineal gotras (clans) and observe strict clan
exogamy in marriage alliances. Clan is used as a basis of ranking
groups within a caste, giving rise to the practice of clan-hypergamy
(Chauhan 1967: 35). Hypergamy is religiously observed among
the Marwaris. The parents start saving money for their daughter’s
marriage ever since her birth so that she can get married in a
family of greater wealth and reputation than that of their own.
Hypergamy is directly related to the amount of dowry that can be
paid by the bride’s family to the groom’s family. The amount of
dowry increases with the rise of status of the groom. Thus, status
becomes a commodity which is bought by the girl’s parents. The
parents are unwilling to marry their daughter into a family of
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lower status within their jati as it consigns their daughter to an
inferior position and lowers their family reputation and prestige
before the fellow members of their jati (Mandelbaum 1970: 236).
In recent times, however, dowry is not overtly practised. It is
normative for the bride’s family to shower the groom and his
family with expensive gifts. The qualitative and quantitative
standard of the gifts increases with the increase in status of the
groom. For example, if the groom is a MBA or a CA the expectation
of gifts is higher. Educated grooms are highly valued and regarded
as good catch which leads to increase in demand of dowry (Dalmia
et. al., 2007; Munshi 2012). The practice of demanding dowry
directly, as a part of marriage negotiation, has reduced among
the urban Marwari families as dowry is considered punitive and
comes with a stigma. The practice is now referred to as ‘exchange
of gifts’, which sounds more civil. Extravagant wedding is the
standard in among the Marwaris in Siliguri. Along with it,
institutionalisation of exchange of expensive gifts makes marriage
an expensive affair. The Marwaris have always regarded lavish
wedding a part of their culture as it enhances family pride and
status. Some of the urban Marwari families are happy to have
single daughter in the family and in such a case the daughter is
treated well and is not considered a liability. However, when the
number increases to more than one, the parents start treating their
daughters as liability. The parents come under insurmountable
pressure to bear the cost of marriage of daughters as the practice
of dowry is still present among the Marwaris in Siliguri.
Ghar-grihasti (home-making) is regarded as the most important
task for the girls in Marwari families. The prime duty of Marwari
a woman is to maintain stability and peace in the household by
serving her husband, children and in-laws. The idea of grihasti is
diffused in the minds of young girls in their natal family by their
mothers and elderly women of the house. Since most Marwari
families are either joint or extended the young girls grow up seeing
their mothers and aunts spending most of their times in kitchen
and household chores. Once the daughters complete schooling
they are gradually engaged in the household activities along with
their mothers and other women of the family. For the young girls
the focus is on being dutiful daughter-in-law who would take
care of the household duties with utmost sincerity. The community
is deeply rooted in the ideals of patriarchy which demands
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subordination and suppression of women and denies them agency.
The women of the house do not have much liberty to exercise
their will. The concept of ghoonghat persists where the newly-wed
women have to cover their heads with saree while appearing before
the male members of the family. The modern educated women,
despite their efforts to resist such orthodox and stereotypical
practices, fall in line because of community expectations and
demands and cultural pressure.
Nisha (27 years), told me that the Marwari daughters face
more restrictions than the sons. You will not come across
too many Marwari families asking their daughters to pursue
higher studies or get jobs to build their career. On
completion of class 12, Nisha’s mother started engaging
her in kitchen and other household activities. Not that she
did not have a maid but her mother felt it necessary for
her to have knowledge about household activities. When
Nisha started going to college, the elders in the family had
already started talking about her marriage. They insisted
her father to start looking for groom. Nisha’s relatively
progressive father assured the relatives that he would look
for a groom once Nisha completes her graduation. Nisha
added saying: “it seems Marwari and marriage are
synonymous. Looking after family and in-laws are primary
for us, no matter how much educated we are.”
Sita (52 years), the mother of two daughters and a son,
told me that she had started training her two daughters in
household chores right after completion of their school
education. She strongly believes that there is a need to learn
household chores for daughters as after marriage their inlaws will judge them on the basis of their etiquettes and
their efficiency in managing household activities. Education
is important but for girls maintaining household and taking
care of in-laws is fundamental. She added that she too
expects the same from her future daughter-in-law as this
is how their culture has been functioning since time
immemorial. Sita and her husband wish to get their
daughters married right after completion of college
education. They would not mind arranging marriage for
their daughters even before completion of college education
if they get suitable grooms.
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3. Career choice
The scope of pursuing a professional career is very limited for the
Marwari girls. Since the girls are married out early the Marwari
girls do not get much scope to try out their luck in job market and
have a professional career. After marriage they are not encouraged
to take up any jobs since that is considered demeaning for the
husband’s family. The emphasis for the women has always been
on living as home-makers. This is how the Marwari women tell
their life stories.
Neha (28 years), a mother of a six-month-old daughter,
wished to pursue MBA but her parents wanted her to get
married. She was aware that MBA course fee would be
very high and her parents preferred to save money for her
wedding. She got married to her father’s friend’s son. After
her marriage she expressed her desire to pursue a career.
She wanted to teach accountancy in school but her in-laws
were completely against it. Her father-in-law said: “we
have our own family business. If you are interested to work,
work in our firm”. Neha adds that her mother-in-law also
remarked that had she taken any salaried job she would
not be able to take care of the family and would fail to
fulfil the role of a wife, daughter-in-law and mother. She
also said that her mother-in-law often mentioned to her
that ‘pati hain na business dekhne ke liye, tum ghar
sambhalo” (your husband is there to look after business,
you look after your household). Neha accepts that her inlaws continue to nurse patriarchal attitude of restricting
woman to household chores. Her mother-in-law and other
elderly female members of the family too were restricted
to household domain and did not have much liberty in
life. The vicious cycle continues as the present generation
of daughters-in-law are made to live a similar life. Any
deviance is regarded as offensive, and therefore
unacceptable, to the family and the community at large.
Aarushi (34 years) is the mother of a one son and one
daughter. She had completed her graduation and did
computer courses on accounting. Prior to her marriage she
used to help her father and brother in managing accounts
of their shops. Though she wanted to pursue MBA and
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have a career, she never expressed it to her parents. She
was aware that pursuing an MBA degree would be
expensive and her parents would rather prefer to save
money for her marriage as higher education is not much
encouraged among the Marwaris. She was also aware that
her parents were looking for a suitable groom to get her
married as early as possible. Aarushi got married at the
age of 25 and had her first child three years later. Everyone
was delighted to have a boy in the family. After three years
of the birth of the son she was blessed with a daughter.
She told me that her husband and in-laws were happy
even on the arrival of their daughter. Both her children
are now studying in an English medium school. Aarushi
said that after completing all the household chores, she
looks after her husband’s shop. Her husband has one
garment shop and one textile shop. Aarushi keeps accounts
of all transactions in the shops. She managed to convince
her husband to allow her to sit in the shop as staying at
home and managing household activities all day long
would make her depressed. Further, since she always
wanted to have a career, managing her husband’s shop
gives her a bit of scope to fulfil her desire at least partially.
However, she follows whatever his husband asks him to
do. She does not give much suggestions about management
of the shop as she is apprehensive that her husband might
not take her suggestions in right spirit. She adds that since
the society is male dominated, opinion of a woman
regarding business matters is not welcome.
Puja expressed her views slightly differently.
Puja (28 years) is married for three years. Her husband
has an import-export business. Puja mentions that she had
a strong inclination towards interior designing and wanted
to open her own office of interior designing. She completed
her graduation and pursued a diploma course in interior
designing. Her father had helped her to open a small office.
She told me that she had very clearly mentioned at the
time of her marriage that she would like to continue
working in her office, which she did. Although her
husband supports her, she can sense discontentment in
her in-laws, especially her mother-in-law, as she is more
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focused with her office rather than household activities.
Her mother-in-law often remarks “jitni bhi padhai karlo,
naukri karlo, ladki ko ghar mein aakar roti hi banani hain.”
(No matter how much you study or do a job, a girl has to
come home and cook for everyone). Puja admits that it is
challenging for women of her community to pursue a career
after marriage as their husbands and in-laws do not like
working women. She adds that this stereotypical attitude
of her culture has made her more determined and rebellious
in having a career of her own and be financially
independent.
For both Aarushi and Puja business is a means to freedom from
the stereotypical roles of women in their culture. Women are
subjected to the discretion of either their husbands or the eldest
male members of the family to do anything new. Since the
patriarch or the head of the family is always the eldest male
member who takes all the major decisions of the household as
well as business, the women of the house have no decision-making
power on any matters. They are groomed to play the roles of wife
and mother, the undying care-givers. The daughters are still made
to marry and settle down in life in their early adulthood. The idea
is that once the daughters get married, they will take charge of
the reproductive activities allowing the male members to run their
business. In Marwari culture, both the male and female members
of the family are assigned specific roles. The idea is that a wellbalanced household will cater to business prosperity. Marwari
daughters continue to face cultural constraints, which deeply
impair their self-formation and agency. Although they are not
encouraged to take up jobs or pursue career after marriage, they
are allowed to join their husbands’ business and serve according
to their skill. Career options is very limited for Marwari girls.
Although very few of them are showing signs of departure from
their cultural standard a majority of the women are made to give
up their dreams of having a career for the sake of maintaining
their family and community norms and standards.

Conclusion
Bourdieu (1989) outlined the importance of habitus (or the
perceived traditions) in shaping the personality and self of
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individuals. According to him habitus are the mental or cognitive
structures which help people to deal with the social world.
Individuals perceive, understand and evaluate social world
through a series of internalised schemes and produce their
practices. Thus, habitus are “the product of the internalization of
the structures” of the social world (Bourdieu 1989: 18) or as
“internalised embodied social structures” (Bourdieu 1984: 468).
The Marwari community being the beholder of patriarchal
traditions nurse discriminatory attitudes towards their daughters,
treat them as the second-grade citizens and make them work for
a business project that is decided by the male members. The
preferential treatment towards boys, treating them as assets, is
rooted in business interests, i.e., continuation and proliferation of
the family business. The daughters, on the other hand, are kept
out of the family business, and are made to do “reproductive
activities. They are also treated as a liability since the parents have
to arrange their marriage and give huge amount of ‘gifts’ (read
dowry) at the time of their marriage. This deeply impacts the selfformation of daughters as they too develop a sense of subservience
towards the elderly members of the family due to their inability to
contribute anything of substance to family economy. There is a
clear-cut division of labour in the family where the men are
oriented to take up the production functions (business or
entrepreneurial activities) whereas the women are oriented to do
the reproduction function (all kinds of services and domestic work
while remaining within the confines of home). This gives Marwari
men complete control over the family economy and, therefore,
family authority. The women, on the other hand, are relegated to
a subordinate position. Family, among the Marwaris, is thus a
typical site of reproduction of patriarchy; the girls and boys are
made to grow up with the patriarchal values. Femininity and
masculinity are, thus, constructed at the levels of family and
community. Made to live a life defined by patriarchy, the daughters
and women, by and large, lack expressed agency. The position of
daughters among the Marwaris in Siliguri completely endorses
Simone de Beauvoir’s views on gender relations articulated in the
two volumes of her masterpiece Second Sex (1953). The lack of a
manifest agency among the Marwari daughters and women
explains why there is strong son preference in the community
and why the daughters continue to be treated as the ‘other’. I use
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the term “manifest agency” since it is quite possible that some of
the Marwari girls and women might be feeling bad about their
subordinate place and some of them might be nursing a “will to
change”, but often they make compromises while surrendering
to the pressure of the shared culture. Only in a few cases the
daughters show some signs of an expressed agency when they
are determined to pursue higher education and be economically
self-reliant or set up their own enterprises. I have also noticed
that a few of the younger generation Marwaris in Siliguri are
gradually becoming sensitive towards their daughters and are
trying to give up daughter aversion (and not son preference) - a
practice that has been so intrinsic in their culture and tradition so
far. However, such attitudinal change is not yet strong enough to
overpower the conventionally held patriarchal attitude towards
the daughters.
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Abstract: The hijras in India have always experienced liminal visibility
in the mainstream society. The annulment of the penal code-377 is a
recent progress made in empowering the hijras by the Supreme Court
of India but much more needs to be accomplished. The hijras as a
community have their identities rooted in Indian culture and tradition.
These imbrication of the contours of definitions of identities creates
liminal representation of many segments of the sexual minority and
this amplifies in case of the hijras. The partial representation of hijras
is specific to space and illustrates a close connection between space and
gender performativity. The hijras demonstrate different versions of their
sexuality depending on the place and context in which they are enacting.
The reflections of a hijra’s lived experiences embark on the liminal
representation and closeted performances showing the partial treatment
of hijras in society. This paper focuses on how the under-representation
of the hijras creates regular coercions and oppressive treatment of them
both in public and private spaces. The hijra community has its own
normative structure and it is embedded within the connotations of
sexuality and gender. Therefore, the rights of the hijras are not
safeguarded by the Constitution of India. Due to their ambiguous
(conventional conception) sexuality the hijras are secluded from the
mainstream society and receive skewed treatment and acknowledgement
from the legal structure of India. The paper tries to draw a linkage
between transsexuality, and liminal visibility and closeted
performativity of hijras in Kolkata. The presence of inadequate laws
accompanied with an absence of collective acceptance towards the
ambiguity perceived as being embodied in the body of a hijra in Kolkata
is the core theme of this paper.

Keywords: Gender performativity, liminal visibility, front stage

interaction, back stage interaction, ghettoization, closet,
transsexuality, queer.
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Introduction
The term ‘hijra’ has its origins in South Asia, often depicted and
mentioned in Indian mythological accounts, thereby highlighting
India’s liberal attitude towards transsexuality. So, when the
history of the hijra community is seen, we find the mention of
their existence in the Mughal harems. The Hindus nurse a belief
that the hijras have the power to bless people and instil fertility.
But the relevant and significant concept that acts as an essential
factor for the emergence of such a community is their sexuality.
The word ‘hijra’ means someone who is neither a man or a woman,
and who is sterile and their sexuality does not fit the
heteronormative framework of male and female. A ‘hijra’ is
someone who is born with ambiguous genitals and is deformed.
A particular discerned idea about a hijra in the public
consciousness is someone who is asexual, incapable of procreation
and clairvoyant as she can bless people with fertility by virtue of
them being infecund. The hijras are to the host of audience a group
of effeminate men begging for money. The colourful rather tacky
bright sarees, bawdy make-up and jewellery, manly voices hurling
abuses with claps, the transgressive acts of bargaining for money
from the house which has been blessed with a new-born constitutes
the common vision. There is a limitation of this common vision,
there is latent functionality of this gender performance (Merton
in Wallace and Wolf 1995). But before I start settling the question
what does the term- ‘hijra’ mean, the main concern is to know,
‘why are they marginalised, segregated and labelled as misfits and
abhorrent in the society?’ and in the process of knowing I intend
to deconstruct the connotations of the term – ‘hijra’ (both agential
and cultural).

‘Liminal visibility’ of transsexuality and non-heteronormative
sexualities in post-independence era
1. Locating the backstage interaction in ghettoes
Akshaya Rath discusses queer as an emerging alternative
canon by emphasizing on religious, legal and social discourses
of queer life through concepts of ‘closet’ and ‘queer’ in literary
works (Rath 2013). Rath’s work shows how the criminalization
of homosexuality penetrated from the west to the orient especially
in India. The surveillance on sexuality pervaded the mainstream
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domain of literature, instances of homosexuality were marginalised
and repressed from being read and written. He argues that penal
code of 377 is a by-product of the British rule in India. Rath uses
Foucault’s ‘History of Sexuality’ to show how queer relations or
discourses relating to queer literature are always repressed through
law/legal enforcements (Foucault 1980 cited in Rath 2013).
Foucault, according to Rath, terms this as the Victorian attitude
of pathologizing non-heterosexual behaviour and making it an
element of medical gaze. The marginalised domains also have
specific ways of existing –which happens through the closet, a
space that is partially visible to the public eye and protects the
community indulging in homosexuality from the scrutinising
canon of law, religion and other apparatuses of mainstream
society. The closet is that space where an uninhibited milieu of
the queer and homosexuals happen, its hidden from the
mainstream gaze, hence protecting it from discrimination and
oppression. The hijras even in the aftermath of independence kept
themselves hidden from the public gaze. This is not to say that
they do not come out on the streets or do not engage in any sort of
interaction with the public. Goffman’s concepts of ‘front stage’
and ‘back stage interaction’ is highly commendable for
conceptualising interaction that hijras have in their lives (Goffman
1956). The interaction with the mainstream society in the context
of begging and blessing is completely a ‘front stage interaction’
(Goffman 1956).
I was told by many of my respondents during my MPhil research
that hijras mostly do not talk about their whereabouts. One of my
respondents-Bani says that the hijras in Kolkata mostly live in the
places which are densely populated by the Muslims. Bani tells
me that the hijras mostly go to bargain for money by blessing newborns in Hindu households, as Hindus know less about hijras and
are unaware of the fact that they are not always asexual. Meenu,
a hijra by profession, hesitates to mention about the hijra ghars/
houses are spread all over Kolkata. I could only enter into one
hijra daiyyar/house but was not allowed in any other hijra
daiyyars. The hijras keep their personal matters out of the purview
of the public. The knowledge about the hijras is kept confidential
and only limited information is disclosed to the public. The ‘back
stage interactions’ are mostly kept away from the public gaze
(Goffman 1956). The reason, as Ameena says, is that the hijras
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are thought to be possessing no organ or having ambiguous
genitalia, although that may not be the case always. They are, as
Leena says, mostly born with male sexual organs. A secrecy is
maintained around hijra sexuality, hijras even those who are
working as khajrawalis/sex-workers, mostly keep it a confidential
matter.
The ghettoization of the community happens within certain
spaces; in these spaces the daiyyars/hijra houses are situated and
there are some spaces called ‘queer/gay cruising sites’ in Kolkata
which are confidential areas for milieus. These cruising sites are
confidential and are places where the members of the LGBTIQA+
(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender, Intersexed, Queer, Asexual)
community meet and form connections. The main argument is
that these are spaces where the transwomen and hijras feel freer
and socialize without any outside interference, where even the
state with all its surveillance is non-existent. The ghettoes are secret
spaces which are ‘closets’ where the hijras, transgenders, queers,
homosexuals get together and form a network; these ‘closets are
kept confidential from the public gaze, hence proving the
marginalised position of hijras within the society (Rath 2013).
Jamini says:
I went through a lot of financial crises. I came across more
transgender people like me, among whom were - Babul
and Raju. After meeting them I felt a breath of relief. I
went to wetland park (name changed) opposite a cinema
hall which is a queer/gay cruising site. These cruising sites
are places for sexual intimacy especially in the dark of the
night. I had later done sex-work there quite often. Initially
I was a bit hesitant as I didn’t know how to cross dress
and it was impossible to cross dress in my house and go
out. I feel that the term ‘cross dressing’ is problematic
because I feel that the way I dress is a reflection of the way
I want to carry myself. A man’s clothes were never
comfortable to me. I dressed in women’s houses who stayed
(who were my close acquaintances) in Kalighat and worked
as prostitutes. I still remember that for the first time I decked
up in their house and wore a black, short dress and went
to wetland park. (Jamini)
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2. The ‘front stage’ interaction in the public
The politics of resistance and bargaining is to niche out a space
for itself. The claim of one’s existence in public space - in trains,
traffic signals - is also a struggle for exerting one’s presence and
demands. The politics of putting forward one’s identity against
an intolerant attitude towards transsexuality is the pivotal element
in the everyday struggle of a hijra. For her/hum politics of identity
is always to assert the ambiguity of sexuality. The hijras by
clapping, abusing and lifting skirts exert their existences and this
pattern of behaviour constitutes the ‘front stage interaction’ of
the hijras (to use the phraseology of Goffman 1956). The sexuality
disclosed to the public is only a partial depiction of the hijra
sexuality. The hijras also pretend that they do not possess any
male organ and assert their sterility by virtue of which they can
ask for alms (on the account of proving deformity in the public
consciousness). The pretension of infertility and asexuality
promotes the belief that the hijras are asexual and hence
appropriate to bless people. The hijras promote and execute
through performance the belief that they are celibates having the
power to bless and give ‘dua’ (good wishes) to people. They are
like ‘sanyasis’/ascetics who beg for alms and in return bless those
who give them money. The politics of expressing themselves as
asexual and sterile is promoted to keep the hijra profession going.
The strategic enacting of an identity (hijra identity) to earn entails
the process of ‘bargaining’ (as used by Kandiyoti to describe an
act executed by women by putting forward one’ interests from a
subordinate position) put up by hijras in their interaction with
the mainstream society (Kandiyoti 1988). The politics of sexual
identity entails a deep relation with space. The hijras are very
particular about maintaining an air of secrecy about their inner
sexuality from the public domain when they are interacting with
the outside world as hijras. There is a continuous negotiation of
sexual identity occurring differently in different spaces for the hijra
in their everyday life. Manasi narrates:
When you work as a hijra, it is essential to obey the codes
of conduct pertaining to the hijra culture. It is a profession
which entails a decorum and a set of restrictions when it
comes to display one’s gender in front of the society. I work
as a prostitute but keep it confidential when working as a
hijra. The term ‘hijra’ embarks on a different reputation,
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an esteem of being ascetic but I am not asexual so I
maintain complete sexual abstinence while working as a
hijra. But apart from working as a hijra, I am confident in
displaying my sexuality when working as a ‘launda dancer’
(a dance performance by a hijra or a transwoman in the
festival called logon celebrated in eastern Uttar Pradesh
and western Bihar) and also as a sex-worker. (Manasi)
The hijras in their personal spaces also have restrictions imposed
on their sexuality. Bani says that she has seen many nayaks (the
hijra who heads the hijra daiyyar/house) who had boyfriends and
met them outside the daiyyars/hijra houses and returned late at
nights. She says that these nayaks never disclosed their
relationships in the daiyyar/hijra houses and maintained an air
of secrecy around it. Staying in daiyyar/hijra house prohibits the
chances of having sexual relations to a great extent. Sexuality is
always the domain of contestation for the hijras.

3. Liminal representation of the hijra community
Arvind Narrain (2004) talks about the oppressive measures taken
against non-heterosexual imagery, act, characters, and he talks
about the intolerance of politicised Hindu doctrines against LGBT
(Lesbian, Gay, Bisexual, Transgender) protests and emancipatory
movements. The point of observation of his is that the Indian
literature is full of exemplars of transsexuality, intersexuality and
homo-eroticism. Narrain discusses about the queer identities in
the era where Hindu right wing parties hold noteworthy positions
of power. These political parties concentrate on two strands of
concerns – an identity issue and a health concern. The nationalist
dictates of Hindutva ideology often create emancipation of queer
and hijra ideology difficult. The homosexual behaviour is largely
depicted as criminal and deviant. The article by Narrain (2004)
uses case studies to elucidate on how homoeroticism gets
criminalised highlighting the fact that working on HIV/AIDS and
promoting safer sex are not always connected to determine what
deviant sexual practices are and what are the intrinsic sexual
orientations of people who are pathologized and criminalised. The
penal code of 377 was also used for safeguarding sexual crimes
against children; it was discriminating as carnal intercourse with
a human being was given equal standing with other deviant sexual
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offences. An anal intercourse or oral sex which is consensual was
labelled as a criminal act between two adults. Narrain writes:
There is, however, a valid critique that this compromise
makes a mistake in asking for the decriminalization of
same-sex sex acts in private because this means that Section
377 would still apply in public spaces. This is, on its face,
discriminatory: public same-sex activity should be subject
to the existing panoply of nuisance laws found in the Indian
Penal Code and state Police Acts, which in any case apply
to both heterosexual and homosexual conduct. A further
justified criticism is that if the objective is to decriminalize
oral sex and anal sex so that such behavior is not driven
underground (and thereby intensifying the risk of unsafe
sex), the objective stands defeated by excluding public sex
from the ambit of the reliefs claimed (Narrain 2004: 156).
Narrain emphasizes the work of Naz Foundation in protesting
and legally moving against the penal law of 377. Naz Foundation
received partial success in its attempt as the law was active and
applied in the public space but was relaxed in the private zones.
This was quite a paradox because the liminality and the partial
recognition as coexisting citizens was still very much in the picture
and the struggle against this law continued. The law went against
the very sexual orientation and behaviour of the sexual minority
which denied them legal acceptance and tagged them as
pathological. Moreover, this divide between the public and private
space is questionable and as Narrain says that it equated the samesex, consensual sexual intimacy with that of illegitimate sexual
behaviour done by miscreants in the public space. The law
protected sexual crime against children and prohibited sexual
intercourse among homosexuals and queer people, therefore a law
catering to two different incidents fail to bring clarity and justice.
The existence of the penal code of 377 facilitated the oppression,
violence and intolerance towards hijras. One of my respondents,
Kajal, says that the police often harass the hijras and hijras have
to be cautious enough to not fall prey to the police.
Asha (respondent) who is an untiring activist shares her
encounters with the police as thus:
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I got physical with a guy in a compartment of a train in
the train-shed and the police caught us, I cleverly got up
and said to the policeman that I was now ready to seduce
him. I often made love in the vacant compartments of the
trains garaged in the train-shed and I had to deal with
policemen who were often strict and harsh on me. (Asha)
As stated by the hijras in Kolkata, the police and the state are
very harsh on the hijras and a hijra in reality has no right
whatsoever to exert her existence and protest against the
encroachment into her privacy and rights. The harassments and
oppressive measures in the public space are legitimized due to
their partial representation and marginalized status. Anita Chettiar
(2015) has brought to light the oppressions faced by the hijras in
the hands of the police and doctors in Mumbai. The article deals
with the socio-economic conditions of the hijras, and the
harassment they face because of their marginalised status and
the stigma that surrounds them. Chettiar mentions of one of her
respondents who said: ‘sex is what you are born with, gender is
what you recognize and sexuality is what you discover’ (Chettiar
2015: 752).
Chettiar (2015) further observes that everything in the life of a
hijra centres around the idea of deformed sexuality. She highlights
the structural violence subjected towards the hijras. The police
and the doctors ignore the basic rights of the hijras by not giving
them service. The police especially men in uniform are accused of
raping and harassing the hijras. The hijras in Kolkata stated that
many of them go for surgeries for artificial breast implants and
many other sex-change operations and often end up with quacks.
The main problem, as Chettiar argues, is with public health
institutes as they avoid the treatment of hijras because their transsexuality appears ambiguous to them and they find it difficult to
place them either in a male or female ward. Chettiar says that
hijras prefer female wards as often male wards lead to problems
of harassment by the male patients. The other main observation
made by Chettiar is that the laws are also unfavourable to the
hijras. Stringent laws, like the penal code of 377, act against the
rights of the transgender population. In spite of Article 15 and 14
of the Constitution, the hijras are not counted as registered citizens
and face inequality and coercion in exercising their freedom in
exhibiting their sexuality.
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From the articles discussed above it can be discerned that the hijras
have a shadowed existence. They are by and large debarred from
enjoying their Constitutional right to live as citizens and the
opportunities they are supposed to enjoy as citizens. In reality the
hijras have to fight for every inch of social space are debarred
from even dreaming of a decent life with some kind of dignity. In
the eyes of State, law and administration they constitute a
disenfranchised lot. The mainstream society is not prepared to
accept them as “normal” human beings. Often, the hijras use their
sexuality to appease the oppressors. As Asha (narrative quoted
before) stated that whenever a policeman caught her making love
in the vacant rail compartments, she got up and offered herself to
the policeman. This is one of many survival strategies they resort
to in order to make a living.

4. The spread of HIV/AIDS and the rise of NGOs
The closeted sexual minorities and their practices, especially sexual
interactions, drew the attention of the government officials out of
the rising HIV concerns. Suparna Bhaskaran illustrates the
genealogy of the cases which fell under the jurisdiction of the penal
law of 377 from the colonial times to the post-Independence period.
Bhaskaran observes that sodomy and homosexual groups were
looked at as the high-risk groups that could catch and spread the
HIV infection across the country. Bhaskaran refers to Tihar jail
incident which brought to light the association between HIV/
AIDS and homosexuality. The Tihar jail incident was an instance
where homosexuality was treated as obscene and pathological.
Homosexual activity in the jails compelled the judiciary to
reconsider the penal code of 377, which was partially relaxed in
private domains. Organisations specially Naz, as mentioned by
both Narrain and Bhaskaran, moved to the court to challenge the
penal law of 377, which the organization thought, is
unconstitutional. The struggle was not easy and the members of
Naz foundation were harassed and charged with the offence of
promoting and practicing sodomy.
Narrain’s article highlights the fact that working on HIV/AIDs
and promoting safer sex are main the concerns of the state but
the social stigma experienced by the hijras is not given much
attention by the Indian government (Narrain 2004). The penal
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code of 377 was used for several other sexual crimes, it was
discriminating as anal or oral intercourse with a human being
was given equal standing with deviant penetration with a child
or animal. The argument in the Naz petition is that, there needs
to be different laws for varied sexual crimes. The penal code of
377 incorporates and labels all sorts of non-heterosexual behaviour
even if it is consensual as abhorrent. The homosexual and queer
population were tagged and labelled as criminals and pathological
for their sexual behaviour. The government implemented schemes
which only targeted the non-heterosexual population classifying
them under - MSM (men having sex with men) category, as
homosexual sex was viewed as sodomy and was considered to be
the major source for HIV/AIDs to spread.
The hijra community had always maintained a ‘liminal visibility’
in the public domain and existed as a secluded yet autonomous
culture till date (Roy 2014). The hijra community has an age-old,
traditional structure, so it thrived on the belief system that they
are celibates, asexual and ascetics, thereby capable of blessing
people and begging in return. Transsexuality survived under the
disguise of asexuality as asceticism is linked with asexuality and
is revered and respected in Hinduism. Though seen as ascetics,
hijras are not kept at a pedestal where they receive respect and
importance, the hijras still operate from the vantage point of being
the ambiguous, ‘hybrid’ bodies (Patel 1997). The hijra community
counter the mainstream culture by existing as a separate cultural
arrangement, and negotiating with the larger society at special
junctures of interface.
The issue of representation and normalisation of the nonconforming sexual identity came to light in the year 2000 in
Kolkata as stated by my respondents Bani and Asha. Asha and
all other respondents in my study talked about the initiative of
the NGO named Manosij (name changed). Manosij, as Bani told,
made path-breaking work to represent the sexual minorities. Bani
said:
But with the passage of time, I left the work in the factory
and travelled to Bombay and got a job in a Beer Bar, to
work in a dance group. Later, I joined Manosij. I am now
currently associated with another NGO but it is through
Manosij that I came in contact with hijras. I have worked
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as a hijra but I have never been deeply associated with the
culture or the community. (Bani)
Asha said that her activism became full-fledged after she joined
Manosij and continued the activism in representing the sexual
minority. From there, she moved to the hijra community feeling
that the population of transwomen is mostly concentrated in the
hijra community and their voices are not adequately loud and
articulate. She also said that ‘hijra’ connotes a trade, a business
and emphasized on the fact that her sexual identity is ‘transwoman’ and not ‘hijra’. According to Asha, the terms
‘transwoman/transgender’ as a sexual identity is much more
relevant and the word ‘hijra’ serves better as a profession, which
feeds many. But this distinction between ‘hijra’ and transwoman
or transgender is relative to the individual. Diya told me that there
is a difference between transgender and hijra. She tells that hijras
and transgenders have different esteem and respect, she uses the
word ‘izzat’/respect as the basis of differentiation. Diya said:
I asked her, ‘what is the difference between hijras and
transgenders? She said, ‘transgenders are different, they
wear ‘jeans pant’, meaning trousers, they do dance
performances and other jobs. Hijra is a profession. The
‘izzat’ or respect that hijras and transgenders get are of
different kind. The nature of izzat is different. She clearly
said that transgenders are different from hijras. (Diya)
Diya further explained that transgenders dress up differently, they
wear “jeans, pants” meaning western dresses whereas hijras prefer
traditional attires; somewhere hinting that the meaning of the
word hijra is rooted in tradition unlike that of the transwomen.
The rise of NGOs made a solid ground for the emergence of newer
categories, one of them being transgender specifically transwoman
thereby creating a ground for contestation for the two sexual
identities – ‘hijra’ and ‘transwomen’. The differences do not have
clear cut boundaries and do not have any definite set of
characteristics whereas the conceptualisation of these categories
varies with the subject, context and time.
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5. Cultural Implications in the Significations of Sexual Identity
The hijras do not always get a fair representation of them through
the NGOs. Moreover, the term ‘hijra’ is not just a sexual identity;
many hijras in Kolkata consider it to signify a culture which
encompasses every aspect of hijra life. This culture is based upon
an alternative paradigm to the way the mainstream society looks
at them and treats them. One of my respondents, Anita says that
the transgender activism and awareness often fail to associate with
the virtues and values of the hijra community. She says that many
entrepreneurial trans-leaders have tried to bring the hijras in their
fold by joining the hijra ghar/house, but hijras generally do not
collaborate. Moreover, the entrepreneurs of the NGOs are also
driven by their own interests. Anita also tells me that the recent
Transgender bill (the Transgender Bill of 2018) is also against
bonded labour, the guru-chela relation is based upon some kind
of slave-slave-owner relationship, which demands unconditional
mission to the authorities. The NGOs advocating transgender
freedom and rights often do not comply with the hijra social
structure. The hijras, on the other hand, have been following these
long-standing normative structures, the whole economic institution
of the community works on the structured rules and regulations.
Anita says that ‘transgender’ as a sexual identity receives
prominence in their treatment by the NGOs as the transgender
identity is well known and works fine for obtaining funds from
international doners. The foreign international organisations were
unaware of the hijra culture in India while ‘transgender’ was a
familiar term in the West. Hence the NGOs extracted money in
the name of welfare of the transgender community and do not
use the term hijra. Thus, the hijra identity remains neglected. Being
asked about hijra-HIV connection Anita said: “the connection is
a real concern and seclusion also takes place within the hijra
community as well”. She added: “those (among the hijras) who
disowned her guru are infected with HIV”.
Often funds are provided by foreign organisations which are
completely in the dark about the hijra population in India and
the funding agencies do not have a system to monitor the
utilization of the fund. Asha complains that a hijra’s voice in
scarcely heard, her problems often receive less attention. Majority
of the transwomen population are in the hijra community; their
needs do not get addressed by the NGOs. The projects of promoting
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techniques of safe sex among men did not cover all the concerns
of hijra life. There has always been a requirement for an initiative
to address the issues of the hijras holistically and not just from the
vantage point of health. Bani says that all the queer/ homosexuals
came out of their homes when Manosij (NGO) initiated its
programme to work for the welfare of the sexual minority. But
Manosij got dissolved and disintegrated, which, Asha says,
resulted in competing entrepreneurs to start their projects and
address the needs of certain segments of the sexual minority and
there was competition among different leaders to gain limelight
and power. Hijras were not flexible enough to be part of many
different programmes initiated by the government for improving
the health of the sexual minority.
I have asked Rita that the terms ‘transgender’, and ‘hijra’ often
are overarching categories for the transwomen, so how does she
comprehend the meanings of this two existing, incorporating
terms. The important part that Rita says that transgender and
hijra are umbrella terms, the former is for the literate people and
the later for the uneducated people. Rita narrates:
But the hijra brings with itself not just a sexual connotation
but also a profession, a culture which maintains a structure,
and a way of behaving. This tradition has penetrated
down from the reigns of kings and sultans where eunuchs
were kept in harems besides queens often to protect the
queens and also to serve the kings and courtiers. So, this
structure of hijra community is an age-old system which
has its own laws. The hijras like to dress eloquently, live in
luxury, these ways haven’t changed through time. The
system continues even today. (Rita)
Rita says that the term transgender is a category for sexual identity,
popular and adhered by the literate population while hijra as a
sexual identity stands as an umbrella term for the illiterate
population. This signifies that hijra and transgender/or
transwoman are overlapping terms catering to the same group of
population experiencing transsexuality. There are hijras who
consider ‘hijra’ to indicate a profession but consider ‘transgender/
transwoman’ to be their sexual identity. Krishna worked as a hijra
before and says that as a sexual identity she prefers transwoman,
because the word trans- defines her transition to a woman. To
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her she was a working as a hijra and hijra holistically stands for a
culture. So, the politics here is that any individual with a nonheterosexual identity often has to go through a series of life-long
struggles to become represented in the society. The concerning
issue is even after daily struggles and resistances many segments
of sexual minority are often not socially identified and legally
recognized. In case of the hijras, who already have an existing
structure, face competition with individuals (especially
transwomen) who adhere to newer western terms and start getting
more importance and financial support because often NGOs vouch
for certain categories which are popular in the west to get funds
from foreign organisations. The idea of hijras asserting their sexual
identity as transwomen conflict with the cultural idea of ‘hijra’
sexuality because it proposes its specific connotations of sexuality
as ascetic and asexual constituting an attribute of a continuous
transition towards femininity but not changing completely into a
woman meaning a liminal sexuality, but in reality, not every hijra
follows this and their sexuality does not match to such abstract
constructions of sexuality. There is always a negotiation or a
‘bargaining’ to assert one’s identity both with the mainstream as
well as the hijra culture (Kandiyoti 1988). Asha says that she is
transwoman but her profession is that of a hijra. Similarly,
Ameena says the term ‘transgender’/ ‘transwoman’ are used
interchangeably depending on the context, space and role one
performs. The identity politics is present in every aspect of their
lives, in both personal and public spheres. The hijra culture has
sexual underpinnings as the basic source of its emergence, hence
the politics of sexual identity and its representation and expression
is the major part of a hijra’s life.

6. Norms and Sanctions in the hijra community in Kolkata
The rituals, customs and norms of the hijra community were never
laid out in well-documented legal records. The rational-legal
framework of the modern state never accommodates the
traditional normative structure (hijra community) nor does it
negate or reform the existing cultural structure (Weber stated in
Morrison 2006). The hijras have been isolated in their own domains.
The marginalisation occurs in every sphere of a hijra life. The hijras
are confined to their claimed spaces and negotiations and conflicts
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in the society happen when these two cultures meet or collide
over an issue. Rita, one of my informants, refers to an incident of
conflict regarding heirship of the property of a deceased guru in
the community. Rita says that when a hijra dies, her family
members often come to claim her property and wealth that she
had accumulated. The custom in the community is that the
property and wealth pass on to the ‘chelas’ (the disciples of the
deceased hijra who was a guru/master to them) of the deceased
hijra. It is the chelas who look after her in her illness and old age
and stay along with her till her last breath. But the hijra rules of
succession are not written down and are not legitimate, so the
problem that emerges is that the state laws and the police are left
with zero information about the hijra customs. The rule of heirship
follows the family line (nearest relative) and not according to the
hijra norm in the legal system. The rights of the ‘chelas’ (disciples)
do not come within the ambit of the law. But hijras use the power
of their number, voice and gestures to get a hold of the situation.
The hijra go to the police stations clap, argue and voice their claim
over the property of the deceased. The hijras go in groups in police
station, and contest the claims of the deceased’s family. The
contestation between two knowledge systems belonging to two
different cultures occurs in such situations where there is a sharp
conflict of interests.
The same type of marginalisation occurs in the representation of
the hijras in the government identification records. Shahana (one
of my key informants) tells that the UIDS (unique identification
numbers) previously did not have the option of transgender or
third sex, since there was recording of only “male” and “female”
categories. Now that a third option is available, there are immense
hurdles to renew and revise the old identity proofs. The ambiguity
in representing non-heteronormative sexuality stems from a lack
of flexibility and lengthy procedures accessing the government
records.
Rita, in this context, told me that the rules in the community are
not documented but are passed orally through the generations.
The rules, norms, sanctions are embedded in the kinship system
and provide a layout of prescriptions and proscriptions based on
kinship hierarchy. There is a rule of paying a compensatory fine
to the nayak (head of the hijra house) if her chelas (disciples) do
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anything which breaches the rules of the daiyyar (meaning hijra
house). She further told me that in Kolkata, the hijras are less
abusive or aggressive and the gurus (masters) here are not so
coercive in their treatment of the chelas (subordinate disciples)
unlike in other parts of the country. The guru has to pay ‘don’
meaning compensatory amount to the nayak (head of the hijra
house and who is senior to everyone in the house) when a guru
(master) beats up her chela (disciple). Any breach of law is
punished according to the shared norms and sanctions. Fights
and consequent punishments are common in the community. Mala
said:
A breach of any norm, will lead to ‘court kalaam’ (meaning
judgement) and the person identified as the offender has
to pay a “don”/ compensatory amount often ranging
between 30,000 and 40,000 rupees. The junior chelas are
subjected to more oppression and are often victims of
mental and physical abuse. (Mala)
The customs are coercive as appears from Firoza’s articulation:
There were instances of harassment; there are milieus or
meets on particular occasions or when any hijra who used
to be a reputed nayak (head of the hijra house) or mukhiya
(strong leader who is a powerful nayak and selected among
many other nayaks to lead the community) dies. In one
such mileu I went to sit on the bed and my aanchal/ part
of a saree left undraped from the shoulder fell on a hijra
who was senior to me. I had to pay a compensatory amount
(‘don’) for that “offence”. The standing rule is that the
juniors should maintain a distance from the seniors, else,
they have to pay a fine. (Firoza).

Conclusion
The government implemented schemes perceive the nonheterosexual population as carriers of infectious disease (HIV/
AIDs) and incorporate the whole population of the sexual minority
into the category MSM (men having sex with men). The ‘divide of
private and public’ is problematic as it raises the issue as to why
oral or anal sex was prohibited in the public space but allowed in
private domains, thereby questioning the validity of the criminal

The Everyday Life of the Hijras in Kolkata

147

offence ensued after non-heterosexual intimacy (Narrain 2004).
The hijra community had always maintained a ‘liminal visibility’
in the public domain and existed as a secluded yet autonomous
culture till date (Roy 2014). The hijra community follows a
traditional structure and thrives on the belief system rooted in
Hinduism and continues to be that segment of the sexual minority
population who are celibates and ascetics as long as they do not
disclose their sexuality. Transsexuality survives in the disguise of
asexuality.
It is important to assert that there are certain pockets in India
where there is visibility and even celebration of transsexuality.
Koovagam, as mentioned by Roy, is an important festival which
marks the fluidity of sexuality in the Indian culture, which existed
since the ancient and medieval times (Roy 2014). Roy argues that
the criminalization of a non-heterosexual body is a colonial
construct which has existed even in the aftermath of
independence. Roy’s article shows the richness of the Koovagam
festival. Koovagam depicts the sexual fluidity in India’s past, which
contrasts treatment of the transgenders in South Asia today.
Koovagam challenges the gender normativity of the current social
reality and makes way for the celebration of transsexuality. Roy
gives a glimpse of the mythical representations of queerness. The
portrayal and celebration of divine figures (the mythical belief
propagating the story that Lord Krishna transformed himself to a
woman to marry Aravan) in association to non-heteronormative
forms and unions reflect that the marginal status given to
transgenders and hijras was not a reality inherent in the indigenous
Indian tradition. Roy states:
Perhaps the most recognizable gender defying symbol is
Lord Shiva, who is sometimes represented as half-man,
half-woman under the name ‘ardhanarishvara’, which
means; ‘The Lord whose half is a woman (Roy 2014).
Similarly, many hijras and transwomen from Kolkata participate
in the festival called ‘logon’ celebrated in western Bihar and
eastern Uttar Pradesh. Logon is celebrated twice annually and
hijras and transwomen are hired by families and other organisers
to perform as dancers. There is flexibility and acceptance towards
transsexuality and the ‘launda’ dancers - the transwomen and
hijras who perform as dancers are not treated as abhorrent or
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‘abject’ as they are mostly treated in the urban space of India (Butler
as cited in Shildrik 2002). It is important to mention that there are
instances of recognition and acceptance of the traditional and
cultural aspect of the transsexuality but the hijra community has
suffered due to its lack of representation in the Constitution of
India or in the legal frame. Moreover, the modern state fails to
provide much attention to the traditional and cultural norms and
beliefs which are embedded in the structures and institutions of
the hijra community. The hijra community receives liminal
treatment due to inadequate vocabulary denoting categories of
transsexuality. The indigenous terms representing transsexuality
are confined only to the community and are not recognized in
mainstream vocabulary.
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Abstract: This paper is an ethnographic account of children’s
experiences in char areas of Assam from a sociological lens with special
reference to child rights. From the 1970s onwards, social scientists
have begun to consider children as social actors, as opposed to the idea
of children as ‘incompetent and dependent beings’. It is argued that it
is not always enough to make legal policies to solve children’s problems
or see children’s well-being from an adult’s perspective, without
considering them as their own agents. Children are now deemed as
active members of society and they have the same rights as that of an
adult to make their own understanding of the world. It is through the
narrative of five children, selected from the char area, that I have
analyzed various dimensions of their everyday life. The primary
objective of this study has been to understand the everyday life of
children in Bhomoraguri chapori from children’s perspective. Besides,
this paper also explores various issues and challenges associated with
the violation of child rights in the chapori.

Keywords: Child Rights, Children’s Perspective, Sociology of
Childhood, Interdisciplinarity, UNICEF Assam.

Introduction
Till the end of the twentieth century, children’s representation
was mostly through the voices of adults. Children were treated as
different from adults, that is, as ‘incompetent and dependent
creatures’ (Prout and James 1990; Mayall 2000). As Jenks writes:
“The child is familiar to us and yet strange, she/he inhabits our
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world and yet seems to answer to another, she/he is essentially of
ourselves and yet appears to display a different order of being”
(Jenks 2012: 3). In fact, the conventional theories studied childhood
from an adult-centric perspective where children are known for
their ‘lack of visibility and their muteness’ (Hardman 1973) or as
an object of the socialization process. Like women’s representation
in traditional social science theories (Ardener 1975; Moore 1988),
it is argued that children have no control over their own
representation. However, from the 1970s and 1980s, scholars have
begun to develop a new approach to study childhood and to
reconsider the conceptual error that conventional theories made
for a long time (Prout and James 1990). This new approach in
social sciences contends that children can also create their own
understanding of the world and have the same set of rights as
that of an adult; have their own perspective/voice, their social
position, and their own world of experiences. On the one hand,
the social condition can influence the growth and development
of children; on the other hand, children can also influence their
social surroundings through their actions and interaction with
adults around them (Christensen and Prout 2005).
While all children can be seen as vulnerable on account of their
age, some are more vulnerable than others as the circumstances
in which they live or their developmental pathways are more
adverse. According to Skinner et. al. (2004), children experience
vulnerability at three levels: at the individual level, family level,
and community level (Skinner et. al. 2004). However, one has to
admit that vulnerability is a ‘situational state, rather than a
dispositional state’. As Yaqub (2007) has observed: “Children’s
vulnerability is not an absolute state. There are degrees of
vulnerability, depending on the situation of the child” (Yaqub
2007: 6). In her work, Samantha Punch (2010) has argued that
migrant children experience vulnerabilities in different spheres of
their life, determined by different social settings and circumstances
they are in (Punch 2010). In the same way, children in Char areas
of Assam are vulnerable due to various factors, namely,
geographical isolation, socio-economic backwardness, and the
problem of migration. In other words, the socio-economic structure
of Char areas has a negative impact on the growth and
development of children. The socio-economic backwardness,
inadequate infrastructure and relative isolation of the area deprive
children of various rights, such as access to education, healthcare
and nutrition, a safe environment, and so on. This paper makes
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an attempt understand children’s experiences with special reference
to child rights in Char areas of Assam through a sociological lens.

Char areas in Assam: A socio-demographic picture
Char chapori is an integral part of the fluvial process of the
Brahmaputra river. As per the Government of Assam, char area
refers to “the sandy land area extended from Sadiya to Dhubri
within the river Brahmaputra or surrounded by the water of river
Brahmaputra, where people can live and cultivate. It also includes
areas on either side of the river Brahmaputra extended up to
nearby embankment which are recurrently affected by floods and
where people live and cultivate the land” (as cited in Chakraborty
2009: 9). In the pre-colonial period, char areas were part of natural
habitation in Assam. However, it is the British who opened up
the areas for human habitations by encouraging the Muslim
agricultural labourers from East Bengal (Nayak and Panda 2016)
with a view to bring more areas under cultivation.
In order to understand the problem of char areas and work for
their better living conditions, the Government of Assam has
established ‘Assam State Char Areas Development Authority’ in
1983 (it was upgraded to a full-fledged Directorate in 1996). The
char areas cover the geographical areas of almost 14 districts of
Assam. According to the Socio-Economic Survey Report of Char
Areas (2003-04), conducted by the Directorate of Char Areas
Development, there were a total of 2251 Char Villages and a
population of 24, 90,097. In this survey, the highest number of
chars was found in Dhubri District (480) and the lowest in Nalbari
(32). However, no survey has been conducted by the Directorate
of Char Areas Development after 2003-04 on the socio-economic
status of char dwellers in Assam (Times of India Report 2020)1.
Apart from government initiatives and policies, various scholarly
works have been done on the problems of char areas like
population growth, livelihood, education and health status, and
so on. In the report, Brahmaputra and the Socio-Economic Life of the
People of Assam (2016), Nayak and Panda provide a vivid
description of the economy of the char area in Assam. They observe
that the char dwellers of Assam live in an environment of
uncertainty, illiteracy, poverty, and inadequate basic
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infrastructure. Another scholar, Manoj Goswami (2014), has found
that people of the char area are affected by floods and also lack
the desired attention from the state in terms of the creation of
infrastructure. He observed that these areas are detached from
the mainstream population of Assam. By providing a micro detail
of char areas in Barpeta and Kamrup district, Goswami finds that
the high population growth rate in the area is due to higher fertility
rates rather than illegal migration. Ali (2005) discusses the health
conditions of the people living in char areas. He observes that the
people are not aware of the importance of healthy living. Most of
the people drink contaminated water, take food that is often
contaminated, walk barefooted on damp and spend most of their
time in an unclean and unhygienic environment. In a recent article,
“Livelihood of the char Dwellers of Assam” (2019), Balram Kumar
and Debarshi Das present a case study of western char dwellers
of Assam, in order to understand the reasons for seasonal
migration. In examining the effectiveness of government policy
for the development of char area in Barpeta District, Geetali Sarma
(2013) has found that char dwellers (especially the Muslims) are
deprived of various health and education facilities and living a
miserable life. Sarma suggests that to improve the living condition
of char areas, there is a need for educational scholarship, training
on sewing and embroidery, weaving, public health scheme, and
so on. In order to understand the condition of farming in the
char area, Barman and Das have conducted a study on the farmers
of Sonitpur district of Assam. They found that the farmers living
in the area prefer growing crops that can escape the damage by
flood. The char farmers also lack even the bare minimum of
infrastructure such as road and communication networks,
irrigation facilities, storage structures, distribution networks, and
so on.
All these studies bring to light that the char dwellers are
economically poor, culturally backward and many of them live a
kind of nomadic life. Due to heavy and unpredictable bank erosion,
char dwellers are forced to change their settlement site from time
to time (Bhagawati 1990). Scholars have given attention to these
places focusing on the issue of population growth, education, and
livelihood of char dwellers. In recent times, it has also become a
matter of political interest, in view of the problem of illegal
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migration in Assam. However, these studies failed to address the
issue of children and their experiences in char areas.
No doubt, Assam government has taken various initiatives for
the development of char areas, but the implementation of the
programmes is questionable. As students of social sciences we can
point out the failures on part of the state, but the NonGovernmental Agencies (NGOs) also have a key role to play in
connecting the char people to the mainstream population of
Assam. In this regard, UNICEF (the United Nations Children’s
Fund), Assam, has been playing a pivotal role in bringing out the
problems of children to the academic circle and the social media
platforms. In order to understand child-related issues of North
East India, the Centre for Inclusive Development, Tezpur
University, introduced a Post Graduate Diploma Course on Child
rights and Governance in 2017 in partnership with UNICEF,
Assam. Apart from this, the UNICEF, Assam, also conducts
studies to explore the issues of children in char areas. Recently,
two surveys have been done, in 2019 and 2020, in order to examine
“the social protection system for the workforce and their families
from a child’s perspective” (Unpublished UNICEF Assam Report
2019-2020)2. Even though these studies have provided a macro
picture of child-related issues in char areas, they failed to
incorporate various sociological issues like the importance of
agency in the children and their standpoints with respect to the
social protection of children. Thus, this study is an attempt to
understand children’s experiences in char areas of Assam through
a sociological lens with special reference to child rights.

Methodology
This study is an ethnographic account of children’s experiences
in Bhomoraguri Chapori near Bhojkhuwa Chapori Village in
Sonitpur, Assam. I present here five case studies, which have been
gathered from the field. It is through the narrative of these five
children that I have analyzed various dimensions of their everyday
life in the char area. The names of the children have been changed
on ethical considerations; other research ethics have also been
followed in the present research. Although this study primarily
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focuses on children’s points of view3, in some cases, the views of
the parents have also been taken into account.

Children, rights and everyday life: Towards an interdisciplinary
approach
The United Nations Convention on the Rights of the Child
(UNCRC) is the most widely ratified international human rights
treaty in history with a special focus on the rights of children. In
UNCRC, the rights of children have been placed under three
categorized which include: a) survival and developmental rights
(right to life, right to education, etc.), b) protection rights (rights
against exploitation, abuse, etc.) and c) participation rights
(freedom of association, freedom of express opinion, etc.)4. Even
though India ratified UNCRC in 1992, the incidents of violation
of child rights are large in number in the country. India is home to
the largest number of children in the world with approximately
one-fifth of the world’s children living in India. It is estimated
that 40 percent of children in India are vulnerable due to various
reasons such as violence, poverty, lack of healthcare, lack of
education, sexual abuse, and so on (Planning Commission 2012) 5.
Since the char areas are generally backward in terms of health
and education infrastructure, transport network, and
communication facilities, the children living in the area are
adversely affected by their surroundings, resulting in the violation
of various rights of children. Nevertheless, it is not always enough
to make legal policies to solve children’s problems or see children’s
well-being from an adult’s perspective, without considering them
as their own agents. Everyday life of char area is not only about
the adults, their interest or beliefs, but it should also take into
account the perspective of children. As social actors, children have
the equal right as that of the adults to make their own
understanding of the world. Children are also active members of
society. Without a better understanding of their own world, it is
futile to talk about child rights. In this context, Berry Mayall (2000),
an expert on Childhood Studies, writes: we need to give “attention
to certain neglected features of childhood, to provide a better
account of how the social order works; and to use this knowledge
as a basis for righting children’s wrongs” (Mayall 2000: 246).
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Scholars, these days, have been advocating an interdisciplinary
approach to investigate various dimensions of child rights and
the issues and challenges of the childhood period (Moody and
Darbellay 2018). This new approach allows scholars to relook and
reconsider their disciplinary approach towards children/
childhood. Sociology, as a discipline, has started to give attention
to children and see them as active agents of society only from the
end of the twentieth century onwards (James and Prout 1990). In
other words, ‘New Sociology’ on childhood sees: ‘children as social
actors’ and ‘their activity as a source of social change’ (James,
Jenks and Prout 1998). Moreover, with the publication of Berry
Mayall’s Towards a Sociology for Childhood (2002), sociologists have
begun to consider what we term as ‘Children’s Perspective’ or
‘Standpoint of Children’. Not only it has transformed the earlier
conception of a child being an object of research to a subject of
research but it also defies the adult-centric perspective on children.
As social scientists, we should take into account children’s
standpoint, i.e., what a child thinks and how he/she makes his/
her own understanding of the social world, rather than from their
parents’ or teachers’ view on what their children might think. As
Mayall (2013) suggests: “it is important, both socially and
politically, to bring sociological thinking to childhood in order to
give due recognition to children as important members of society,
not as pre-social objects of socialization, but as contributing agents
to the welfare of society” (Mayall 2013: 2).
The children, thus, are no more an object of research to be
understood only in the light of the process of socialization, but
children can also help in constructing a society through their
intentional (or unintentional) actions and interactions, with their
articulations and expressions. Hence, it is worthwhile to
understand what construe their interests and beliefs and how they
navigate their problems in a social setting, and how they exercise
their agency to effect structural changes.

Case Studies
Seema, a 13-year-old girl
Seema, a 13-year-old girl, lives with her mother, father and two
younger brothers (one is 7 years old and another one is one and
half year old). Their house is built of jute, bamboo, and basta, which
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comprises two rooms, one kitchen, and one bedroom cum living
room with a single bed. Her parents built this house four month
back. She does not remember when they started to live in
Bhomoragurichapori. She has completed her 5th standard in L.
P. Government School, Bhojkhowachapori. She can speak Bangla
and can communicate with fragmented Assamese dialect. When
she reached puberty, her parents stopped her schooling and took
her to Tezpur Town to work as a domestic worker. She spent 6
months as a domestic worker doing all the housework (such as
clothing, cooking, and looking after a baby). But one day she came
back to the chapori to live with her own family. Being asked the
reason, she replied: “Malik tu e uliaidise, kaam or pora, poisa ta u
komasiltate” (the owner fired me from work, and I was underpaid).
Her parents go to work every morning and return back in the
evening. Sometimes, her father returns back late around 9-10 pm.
These days, her mother and father are working on the construction
sites in Tezpur town. As an elder sister, she looks after her both
little brothers, also cooks food and washes clothes. She remembers
her playing with her friends mostly in the chapori, and sometimes
her father used to take her for a boat ride to see the other side of
the chapori, sometimes she also goes to market. When she reached
puberty, she stopped playing outdoor games. She spends her leisure
time mostly talking to her best friend, Suhali. Suhali got married
two months back and Seema is also going to be married to a chapori
boy soon. When Seema got her first period, her parents were not
at home; Suhali’s mother helped and taught her to observe certain
cannons or practices. She was advised to be inside the room and
not to go out until her parents arrived from work. She also mentions
that during menstruation time, girls are not allowed to cross the
river. Initially, she found it difficult to manage her periods with
old clothes but nowshe has learnt to manage. She likes her life in
the chapori.

Najma, an 11-year-old girl
Najma is a fair-skinned, thin girl. Bengali is her mother tongue
and she cannot speak Assamese. She is in 3rd standard. She did
not go to school on the day I met her. She said “ami ar amar choto
bhai nije nau chaliye school jai, ajke sonibar tai school jaini” (my little
brother and I go to school by riding the boat on our own, today’s
Saturday that’s why we did not go). She can ride boat and cook. She
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lives with her 6-year-old brother, mother, and grandfather. Her
father died two years back. Najma’s family survives on poultry
and vegetables business. She showed me their vegetables garden.
They have 4 cows, 2 calves, and 2 kids. Her grandfather sells
vegetables in the Sunday market, near Bhomoraguri. Their
neighbours too come to their house to buy vegetables and livestock.
In her free time, she helps her grandfather and mother in looking
after cows and goats. She loves playing khokho, kabadi games
with her chapori friends.

Ashif and Salman, 10 and 13 year-old boys
I met Ashif and Salman in the boat, while I was going to visit
chapori for the next day. They are brothers, Salman is 13 years
and Ashif 10. They could not interact with me on the first day
because they had some other work in the town. I went to their
house the next day; it was a semi-kassa house built of jute and
basta. Salman and Ashif live with their father and mother. Their
mother cannot walk properly due to some foot injury that she
had 6 months back. The brothers stopped going to school two
years back and started to helping their father in his boat-ferry
business. They like to ride the boat and enjoy it. According to
them, most of the youths, including girls in the chapori, are well
versed in boat riding. However, they don’t rely on boat service
activity exclusively. The boat-ferry business is seasonal and pursued
only when tourists come and visit their nearby places. For a single
day, they pay 300 rupees to the boat owner out of their earning.
For chapori people, they take 50 rupees from a single person for
crossing the river, for outsiders they charge more, around 150200 rupees per person. On other days, they find other work for a
living. So, they go to the town with their father to work in
construction sites or as a wage labour. Occasionally, Salman also
works as a helper in a grocery store in Tezpur Town and gets a
payment of 100 rupees a day. At home, they cultivate vegetables
in their own land.

Kamil, a 17-year-old boy
Kamil can speak Assamese and Bengali properly. When I
approached Kamil, he was listening to songs on his mobile phone.
He seemed very happy and told me that he bought the phone
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recently with his own earnings, and it cost 1200 rupees. He lives
with his mother, two sisters, and one brother (8 years). His father
died of tuberculosis (TB) when he was 13. Since then, he became
the main bread earner of the family. One of his sisters got married;
the other sister is 11. Initially, he used to work as a handyman in
bus service for 2 years. Sometimes he also works in construction
sites, along with other chapori people. He went to school till he
was 12. He also said that the chapori children are not interested
in school because their parents keep moving from one place to
other. In his words: “ai chapori te lekha porha ke keo buje na.
Enar kaam khali khawa dawa kore jibon kotano. Ai manus gular
besi kisu chai nai, jemne ase sukhei ase” (education is not highly
valued in this chapori as making a living is the prority).

Malka, an 18-year-old girl
Malka got married when she was 13. Her husband is a daily wage
labourer. They have a small poultry and vegetable business which
sustain them. They earn 2000-2500 per month by selling vegetables
and chicken. She is already the mother of 2 children and is 5
months pregnant at present. Malka said that she has faced many
problems because of pregnancy. Only once she got some health
assistance when she went to Kanaklata Civil Hospital (in Tezpur
Town). In her words, “hashptal e onek khorsa. Bina poisa kisu pawa
jai na, sobtai ashakormi niye jai” (Hospital facilities are expensive, and
no basic health assistance is available for free). She said that Asha
workers never come to the chapori and they are deprived of various
facilities provided by the government.

Children’s wellbeing: Limits to agency
Bhomoraguri chapori is situated on the riverbank of Brahmaputra,
near the Kaliabhumura Bridge. One has to take a boat ride to
reach the chapori. I was initially referring to this place as
Bhojkhowa Chapori; however, during interaction with the chapori
people, I was told that they named this chapori as Bhomoraguri
Chapori. Hence, I have used the term ‘Bhomoraguri Chapori’ for
this study. In Bhomoraguri Chapori, people are basically migrants
from nearby places such as Dhekiajuli, Nagaon, and so on. In the
chapori, all people belong to the Muslim community. They mainly
speak the Bangla dialect of Bangladesh. The houses are mostly of
semi kaccha type, made of jute and bamboo and tins on the roof.
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There is no permanent residence; they leave the chapori whenever
required, especially during summer. Therefore, it is not possible
to make an estimate about the population of this chapori. It is
found that more than seventy percent of the families are nuclear
families and the average age of more than sixty percent of parents
is below 30 years. It implies that chapori people get married at a
younger age. Moreover, most of the children in the chapori are
below 10 years.
So far as the rights are concerned, the chapori children are
deprived of various rights, namely, the right to a safe environment,
health and nutritional care, education, leisure, and play. From
the stories of five children and the field observations, I have found
the following hindrances that negatively impact their basic rights,
growth and development.

Livelihood: In the chapori, people draw livelihood from the

cultivation of vegetables, daily wage labour, poultry, fishing, and
boat-ferry business. Both male and female members of the
households are engaged in earning money. The male members
are basically involved in cultivation, daily wage labour, fishing,
and boating business while the females are engaged in poultry
farming. Most of the households earn below Rs.5000 a month.
Children, after a certain age (from around 10-12 years), also start
earning for their family. This is a clear illustration of the subsistence
economy forces the population of an area to optimise the use of
family labour; the males, females, the children are made to work
for their subsistence. This has a direct bearing on the education of
the children and their rights since early engagement in paid work
means massive school dropout, which, in turn, impairs the human
resource development and the development of agency in the
children.

Education, schooling, and play: Bhomoraguri Chapori is
backward in terms of education. Children face various difficulties
in reaching school due to lack of transport and communication
facilities. There is no school and no anganwadi in the chapori. The
children go to L. P. Government School in Bhojkhuwa chapori by
boat. Most of them only took admission in the school but did not
continue after attending one or two days. This is because the
parents of the children keep moving from one place to another;
thereby the children keep changing their schools. The children in
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the chapori basically go to school till they reach the age of 10 or
12. Most of them then drop out of school. After leaving school,
children start earning to support their family. Girls are either
engaged in domestic work or get married at the age of 13 or14,
and the boys start to contribute to their family income by becoming
wage earners. The children belonging to age 4-6 years help their
mother in fetching water from the river and in collection of
firewood.

Health and Sanitation: The chapori is also backward in terms of

health. There is no public health facility in the chapori. Therefore,
the chapori dwellers depend on the Kanaklata Civil Hospital
located in Tezpur, which is 6 kms (approximately) away from the
chapori. Alternatively, they have to rely on the pharmacy which
is located on the other side of the river. They do not use any
homemade medicine. The most common diseases among the people
in the chapori are tuberculosis and diarrhoea. The children often
suffer from skin rash, diarrhoea, and stomach pain. The children
in the chapori look very unhealthy. The people in the chapori are
not aware of the immunization programme. Only a few children
have got the polio vaccine. In the chapori, pregnant women face
various difficulties as well. They do not get any antenatal care.
Because of their poor economic background, they cannot afford
nutritious food. The sanitation facility is not good in this chapori.
Most of the people in the chapori defecate in the open field. Only
a few households have bathrooms, which are made of jute stick
and basta. Women face various difficulties especially at the time
of menstruation because of the deficient sanitation facility.

Transport and Communication: The transport and
communication facilities are very poor in the chapori. There are
no shops in the chapori to buy daily requirements from. Therefore,
the people in the chapori totally depend on the boat, which is the
only means of transportation. The people have to visit the other
side of the river to buy the basic daily items like oil, rice, dal, etc.
This is mainly done by the male members. The female members
rarely go outside of the chapori. As the time of boat services is not
fixed, people have to wait long (approximately 1-2 hours) for the
next boat. Their use of boats also depends on the weather. A boat
costs Rs.50 for one person at a time.
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Flood: Since the chapori is inhabited by migrant people, the
inhabitants leave the place and go to other places during summer.
It is because of the unavoidable annual floods. However, some
people cultivate jute in the chapori during summer. They also build
chang and keep their essential things there and go to the other
side of the river to live. In the month of October, they return to the
chapori, again build houses and live there. Most of the people
also leave the chapori because of eviction drives of the police.
During fieldwork, I found that most of the households in the
chapori were destroyed by police because they suspected that
insurgents can hide in their houses. In earlier days, there were
more than 30 households in the chapori, but nowadays the number
of households has decreased.

Although children in Bhomoraguri chapori are vulnerable due to
adverse socio-economic conditions, here the question is: how do
the parents play a role in protecting their children from harmful
situations, risk, and danger. As per ICPS (Integrated Child
Protection Scheme) guiding principles (Ministry of Women and
Child Development n. d. (c)), “child protection is a primary
responsibility of family, supported by community, government and
civil society” (cited in Chopra 2015: 91)6. In this study, I have
found that the parents of the children are not aware of various
social security schemes, or entitlements in the fields of education,
and healthcare. The UNICEF Assam report (on the social
protection of children in char areas, in the year 2019-2020) states
that no awareness is found among the char dwellers about social
security schemes and programs implemented by the Government.
Although most of the households have ration cards (85%), availing
of the facilities from the Public Distribution system is either very
minimal or difficult to access. A 22 years old lady (wage labourer)
said: “I have not received any benefit during my pregnancy. I did
not have any information regarding that. I have visited the hospital
in my first trimester”(unpublished UNICEF Assam Report 201920) 7 .
Moreover, as migrant population, the families and parents also
live a life of uncertainty and fear of periodic eviction drives initiated
by the police; the chapori dwellers the ‘illegal immigrants’ in the
eyes of the state administration, as Raashid Ali (a 45 years old
man) has stated. It implies that the families and parents
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perpetually live in a state of socio-economic vulnerability in
Bhomoraguri chapori.

Children’s ‘social world’: Experiences and Perspectives
While the structural hindrances constrain children from enjoying
most of their rights I have observed that the chapori children
navigate the ‘given’ and ‘existing’ social world. The socio-economic
structure of Bhomoraguri chapori is detrimental to children’s wellbeing, as they are backward in terms of health and care, lack of
access to schooling, and so forth. This violation of rights is due to
several reasons - poverty, migration, or un-documentation of
population, or what Manoj Goswami has called as ‘remoteness of
the area’ or ‘alienation from the mainstream population’. However,
it is also evident from the case studies that children have their
own understanding or lived experience of the chapori. It is
observed that some of the children in chapori are well adapted to
speaking the Assamese language; they also carry their own
cultural attributes- like speaking their own dialect. It is observed
that being isolated from the mainstream Assamese society they
are at less risk of losing their own language or cultural attributes.
Nevertheless, there are some social evils and practices that infringe
basic human rights (though they have become part and parcel of
their day-to-day existence) such as child marriage, child
pregnancy, working as domestic labour, or as child labour. These
instances obviously have adverse consequences upon the chapori
children such as their access to child care, health and nutrition,
education, leisure, and play activities. We observe, on the one hand,
that these factors impact the development of agency in the children
and on the other, the children learn to arrange their life and
everyday life to confront the constraints. Over the years the
children learn to face the odds and turn out to be the responsible
members of their family. Punch (2003) has argued that in most
migrant families, it is seen that children contribute to their family
economically from an early age. It is through this migration process
they became active members of the family (Punch 2003).
Although the physical, economic and cultural conditions in the
chapori do not allow the healthy growth of the physical and
mental faculties of the children and their rights often stand
infringed into, the children manage to participate in their family
matters and take decisions for themselves and for their family in
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their young age. The drive to survive while facing difficulties help
them mature early in terms of early participation in economic
activities and early marriage. There is no denying that domestic
work can lead to exploitation as we can see in Seema’s story, where
she is dissatisfied with the job as a domestic worker and unhappy
staying away from home. But, on the other hand, Ashif and
Salman enjoy being in the boat business or in helping their family
economically. In fact, they also have an understanding of business
logic, as they can make the difference between charging more
fare from outsiders, and less from their chapori people. These
works (such as construction work, riding a boat) have some
harmful/dangerous effects on children and these activities do not
promise them any secure life to the children yet the children are
constrained to do these activities as a part of their survival strategy.
Alternatively, had the children been given opportunities to
complete education and a normal protected upbringing they
would have secured much better life for themselves. Recent studies
on children and work show that children are mostly engaged with
babysitting jobs, newspaper delivery (as paid employment)
inwestern countries like the UK, USA (Mortimer 2003; Howieson et al.
2006). However, children in Bhomoraguri chapori earn not only
for themselves but for their families as well. Not only it rejects the
conventional notion of children as incompetent and dependent
creatures, but also, it diminishes the adult-child hierarchy to some
extent, as we can see in Kamil’s case, he is the sole bread earner of
the family (even though he is under 18). Nonetheless, most of the
children in Bhomoraguri chapori consider the earning part as their
responsibility, not as a burden.
In the case of leisure and play, chapori children also have their
own time for leisure and play. As Najma said, she plays khokho
and kabadi with her friends in the chapori. In the same way, Seema
also used to play with her friend, though nowadays, in her free
time, she goes to neighbouring houses, to sit and chat with friends
and also with adults. Unlike the 21st century children, where
parents mostly govern their children’s leisure or free time, chapori
children, as being isolated from the mainstream society (also most
of the day time, parents do not stay at home) get to choose what
they want to do with their free time. Although chapori children
do not have many material objects to use for their leisure time
(toy and other children consumer products), it is exceptional to
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find in Kamil’s story where we observe his affinity for his mobile
phone and songs.
The case studies depict the relation between children and society
where children construct their own social world by navigating
the structural hurdles. Moreover, their experiences reflect various
habitual activities that they perform in various phases of their
childhood. It implies, on the one hand, that the children are
exercising agency to choose to do the household chores, help in
their family business, but, on the other hand, it shows their
dissatisfaction with the kind of life they live like marriage at an
early age, working as domestic labour, staying away from home,
and so on. We can also see the elements of gender difference in
the way the girls and a boys spend their free time in chapori and
in their mode of contribution to their family economy.

Conclusion
If we look at the history of child rights, it is understood that children
were earlier constructed as passive recipients of adult protection
and goodwill. The rights-based approach which has evolved over
the years helps understand children as social actors and active
members of our society. The latter approach focuses on the holistic
development of children. Despite the fact that UNCRC and other
policies, along with various provisions for children with different
circumstances, are essential for protecting the rights of children,
it is not sufficient to just make policies8. In fact, children in various
circumstances, especially migrant children rights cannot be
protected only through the legal framework as specified in
UNCRC, but what we lack here is to translate these rights into
social practices. What we need is an understanding of the broader
socio-economic and cultural factors which can influence the nature
and function of various laws/policies for children. Indian
government has introduced policies for the development of
children since the 1970s, but for their best implementation it is
absolutely necessary to understand how the children are positioned
in a certain social-cultural setting and understand their worldview.
Only then, we can treat them as right holders and agents for social
change. In contemporary sociological theory, agency refers to the
capacity to act independently, and it asserts that “while the lives
of individuals are shaped by social structures, nonetheless
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individuals have the capacity to impact on these structures; they
have the ability to think and act in ways that accept, resist,
challenge and transform existing social structures” (Leonard 2016:
80). It is absolutely essential to understand that the children,
alongside the adults, can bring change to a society if they get the
opportunity to exercise their agency, be it at the family or societal
level. Before that it is the responsibility of the state and the larger
society to create conditions and facilities that would ensure the
rights-based upbringing of the children and the complete blooming
of their human resources en route education and skill
developments, nutritious food and proper health. While asked to
grow up with heavy structural constraints and material and
cultural insecurities, as in the case of the chapori children, the
boys and girls will often find their rights infringed upon and their
agency will be active in working out a kind of survival strategy.
Further, we need to develop methodological tools to apply in the
field or in children’s natural settings, not in the closed classroom
or in a laboratory (which dominates the research works in
disciplines like psychology)9. In other words, we have to work
out a flexible and child-friendly method to understand children’s
world, in their everyday life, as we can see the case of Bhomoraguri
Chapori. Lastly, although interdisciplinary research has opened
up certain new areas in childhood studies, it should be the choice
of the individual researcher, research organization/institute to
select the appropriate research methods and apply them in their
research.

Notes
1. Times of India Report, 2020, ‘No survey since 2003 on
status of people living in char areas’,https://
timesofindia.indiatimes.com/city/guwahati/no-surveysince-2003-on-status-of-people-living-in-charareas/
articleshow/79079966.cms (accessed on 30-01-2022)
2. Unpublished Report by UNICEF Assam (2019-2020),
‘Social Protection and workforce to ensure children’s
wellbeing: A Perspective’, presented by Ananya Goswami,
Social Policy Specialist, UNIECEF, Assam Field Office at
Online Workshop on Labour and Globalization, (February
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8 to 12, 2021), organized by V. V. Giri National Labour
Institute Noida and Centre for Public Policy and
Governance, Tezpur University.
3. Children, in the 0-18 age group, are considered for this
study, as per the United Nations Convention on the Rights
of the Child (UNCRC). This study is part of my PG
Diploma Course in Child Rights and Governance, for the
duration of 2016-2017
4. United Nations Convention of the Rights of Children
(UNCRC), 1989, The United Nations General Assembly
5. Planning Commission (2012), Report of the Working Group
on Child Rights for the 12th Five Year Plan. New Delhi:
Planning Commission of India
6. The Integrated Child Protection Scheme is a central
government scheme for protecting children from harmful
and dangerous situations, through government-civil society
partnership
7. Unpublished Report by UNICEF Assam (2019-2020),
‘Social Protection and workforce to ensure children’s
wellbeing: A Perspective’, presented by Ananya Goswami,
Social Policy Specialist, UNIECEF, Assam Field Office at
Online Workshop on Labour and Globalization, (February
8 to 12, 2021), organized by V. V. Giri National Labour
Institute, Noida and Centre for Public Policy and
Governance, Tezpur University.
8. For UNCRC and its limitations, see Stephens 1995.
9. The traditional psychology research works treated children
as an object of various experimental studies in order to
find out their liking or disliking or action, failed to provide
a clear picture of children’s social world (see Clausen 1968;
Skolnick 1975)
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Abstract: Tibetans fled Tibet after the Chinese occupation of the country
in the year 1959. Tibetans have been living in exile for more than six
decades and a large number of Tibetans have been born in host country
India. Refugee hood of the Tibetans in India is a complex issue.
Nonetheless, Tibetans born in India, are allowed to seek citizenship as
per the enactment of the Indian Citizenship Act (Amendment) of 1986,
which allows for acquiring of Indian citizenship by anyone born in India
between January 26, 1950, and July 1, 1987. This has made a large
section of the second and third generation Tibetans eligible for Indian
citizenship. The young Tibetans are showing great interest in taking
up Indian citizenship for many practical reasons; they want to have a
secure livelihood and social existence and get rid of the confusions and
dilemma among them over their sense of belongingness. No group of
people can live with confusions about their identity or belongingness.
This paper, therefore, has made an attempt to understand the Tibetans’
sense of belongingness by recording their personal narratives of their
experiences in their everyday life. The paper locates the Tibetans living
in India in terms of construction and negotiation of their identity vis-àvis Indian citizens in their everyday life.

Keywords: Tibetans, Indian citizenship, identity dilemma, sense
of belongingness, negotiations.
Introduction
Identity and identification are important matters in human life. It
shows who we are and who we are seen to be which greatly
matters for social existence. The question of identity is too complex
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in nature, the discourse and debates on identity have become issues
of theoretical contestations in social science (Haddock &Sutch
2013; Werbner&Modood 2015). Taylor (2015) discussed about the
complexity and the multiplicity of individual identity based on
one’s interactional, situational, socio-historic and cultural
contexts. Identity represents selfhood which is not meaningful in
isolation from the social world of other people (Jenkins 2008).
The selfhood of an individual is socially constructed through
everyday social interactions and is shaped and moulded by society
(Oyserman, Elmore & George 2012). The question of identity
becomes complex when it is linked to migration. The process of
migration is understood as a permanent or semi-permanent change
of residence (Lee 1966) due to various pull and push factors
associated with the area of origin and destination. Migrants have
to deal with challenges of retaining their shared values and norms
(Brinkerhoff 2012) and in the process, acculturation imposes new
values of the host society as culture is not a static entity, fixed in
time and space, it is fluid and in motion (Bhabha 1994). Identity
gets altered in the process while one constructs a new identity
that reflects a fragmented identity leading to confusion about his
or her identity where an individual has to choose between two or
more actions. Negotiations have to be made to have a sense of
balance in everyday life for social existence.
Tibetans are a group of people that fled their country mainly in
the year 1959 and have faced prolonged displacement after the
Chinese invasion of Tibet. Their refugee status is mainly based on
a political status, which also covers the socio-cultural moorings,
which has been supported by Norbu (2001) who argued that a lot
of changes have unfurled among this group through education
and new experiences in the face of dislocation and exile. So in the
process of displacement and resettlement, the issues of cultural
change and formation of identity emerge with the exposure to
the host society. Consequently, various challenges are encountered
and many negotiations are made with time and space.
In this light, the question arises about how the Indian born Tibetans
perceive their situation in India, while being a part of a community
living in exile for more than six decades? This paper attempts to
understand this question by examining the Tibetans’ sense of
belongingness through the personal narratives of their experiences
in their everyday life circumstances. The present paper locates
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the Tibetans in India in terms of construction of identity and
negotiations made in everyday life.
Further, this paper attempts to draw an understanding of the life
of Indian born Tibetans from an ongoing study. The paper will
begin with the brief historical backdrop of Tibetans in exile and
the state policies on subjecthood, followed by the personal
narrations of the respondents to see the kind of negotiations made
if any in the process of identity construction. The primary
information has been drawn from the narratives of young Tibetans
about their personal experiences and the challenges that face them
in their everyday life. However, the study requires deeper
exploration in understanding the nuances of everyday experiences
of Tibetan identity and negotiations both in discourse and practice.
I have used the phenomenological approach, which seeks to
investigate and understand social phenomena as consciously
experienced by humans. So the concept of self is understood to
have an important relation to one’s experiences. According to
Edmund Husserl, humans know about the world only through
experience and mental consciousness which is taken for granted
and this shapes their identity and their actions (Turner 1978).
Jenkins (2008) argued that everyday life is full of real encounters
with small groups and manifests larger groups offering a
sociological framework for answering the questions on identity
and identification which involves social interactions. Therefore, it
can be construed that identity is the outcome of continuous play
of history, culture and power where certain groups and individuals
exercise more influence over the process of representation of identity
than others (Kennedy 2001).

Tibetans in exile
Tibetans fled Tibet after the Chinese occupation of the country in
1959. Since then, they have been living in exile in India and other
countries for more than six decades with a large number of their
descendants who have been born in the host countries.According
toTibet Justice Centre, the estimated number of Tibetans in India
is 111,170 as per 2007 record. 1 However, the population of
Tibetans in exile as per the Demographic Survey of Tibetans in
Exile, 2009, and the Planning Commission of Central Tibetan
Administration (CTA), 2010, is approximately 128,014 worldwide;
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the country-wise distribution is put to 94,203 in India, 13,514 in
Nepal, 1,298 in Bhutan and 18,999 in the rest of the world
(Tibet.net).2 Although Tibetans are spread over various continents
of Asia, America, Europe and Australia they have the largest
presence in India (Ahmad 2012).
The Tibetans have been living in different parts of India over all
these decades as refugees, in a state of statelessness. Refugeehood
of the Tibetans in India is complex matter as they face a
paradoxical situation (McConnell 2013) of being “Tibetan citizens”
for the Tibetan government in exile, “refugees” in the eyes of the
international community and “foreign guests” in the eyes of the
Indian state as India. India is not a party to the 1951 UN
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees or its 1967 Protocol,
and has no specific legislation about refugee rights and therefore
under no obligation to recognize the Tibetans as refugees and
honour their rights. Under the Foreigners Act of 1946 and the
Registration of Foreigners Act of 1939, Tibetans are listed as
“foreigners” in India (Moynihan 2012). The Indian Registration
Certificate “RC” which is the official document provided to
Tibetans is not a “Refugee Card” but it is taken as an identity
card for Tibetans living in India. The Indian Citizenship Act
(Amendment) of 1986 allows acquiring of Indian citizenship by
anyone born in India between January 26, 1950, and July 1, 1987.
Choedon (2018) highlights that the amendment (1986) has made
a large section of the second and third generations of Tibetans
eligible for Indian citizenship. Moynihan argues that after more
than five decades in exile, the Tibetans need citizenship because
without it the young Tibetans cannot claim rights like right to
freedom of expression, or the right to apply for secure government
jobs; being non-citizens they see all the years of hard work in
schools go waste (Moynihan 2012). Tibetans hold seats as ‘foreign
students’ in Indian universities (de Voe 1981) for higher education
while paying higher fees (compared to Indian students). Today,
the Tibetans in exile are stuck between the two polar ends of
foreigners and refugees (Ahmad 2012).
Choedon (2018) mentioned that despite no formal restrictions
imposed by the CTA on Tibetan refugees seeking Indian
citizenship, they are being discouraged from taking the step
because of the fear of social exclusion and the possible accusation
of not being patriotic (Piotrkowska 2016). Notwithstanding all
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these apprehensions many young Tibetans making efforts to take
Indian citizenship for the practical reasons of livelihood and social
existence. This trend has given rise to many difficulties within the
community (Kumar 2018); one such problem being confusions
among the youth over their sense of belonging and identity.
The Tibetan Government in Exile, also known as the Central
Tibetan Administration (CTA), takes care of the rehabilitation of
the Tibetan refugees and works for restoring the freedom of Tibet
by prioritizing education in the rehabilitation agenda. The CTA
has been trying to empower its members socio-economically with
various reform initiatives, simultaneously keeping them intact
by preserving and promoting traditional values and distinct sociocultural, linguistic, religious heritage and their Tibetan identity.
Tibetan citizenship and identity is materialised in the form of
“green book” or the rangzenlagteb introduced by the Tibetan
Government in exile in 1972 to mainly encourage the Tibetans to
support their government and to show their loyalty. It also provides
benefits to the green book holders and thus the rangzenlagteb or
the green book acts as a marker of Tibetan identity (McConnel
2013). However, this document is valued only by the Tibetan
government in exile and not recognised by any other State.
The Government of India followed the policy of creation of separate
settlements for the Tibetan in India for preservation of their culture
and identity, which has been appreciated globally. Choedon (2018),
for example, has observed that the Tibetans living in India have
been able to successfully reconstruct their social, political and
religious institutions in exile with the kind support and assistance
of the government of India. Saklani (1978) has pointed out that
unlike many other displaced communities, the Tibetans exhibit a
very firm pattern of preservation of their culture and identity.
Substantiating this view Mountcastle (2008) has argued that the
Tibetans are one of the most “successful” refugee groups of the
20th century while Anand (2010) regarded it as a model of diasporic
community. However, despite all these accounts of “success” the
Tibetans in India experience many difficulties and challenges
involving their citizenship, identity, livelihoods and rights.
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Identity construction and negotiation
Dealing with the identity question let us begin with the interesting
lines written by Tenzin Tsundue (2006: 13), a young Indian born
Tibetan activist,
I am more of an Indian
Except for my chinky Tibetan face
“Nepali?” “Naga?” “Manipuri?”
But never the question- “Tibetan?”
I am a Tibetan
But I am not from Tibet
Never been there
Yet I dream of dying there.
The lines above express the tragedy of being a person of a lost
country. The Indian-born Tibetans feel the need to keep the notion
of homeland alive on one hand and, on the other hand, they
struggle with different kinds of challenges in dealing with the host
population in their everyday life as a result of being the heirs of
the displaced.
The life processes of the young Tibetans are, to a great extent,
reflective of the complex negotiations of home, identity and
belonging in the everyday experiences of social life. Jenkins (2008)
argues that the questions like who we are and who we are seen to
be greatly matter for social existence as Tibetans in India continue
to experience differential treatments (McConnell 2013) in the host
society as well as within their own community. Considering the
following personal narratives of Tibetans born in exile, few
observations can be made about the Tibetan identity situation and
problems in everyday life.
Tenzing was born and brought up in exile in India. He went to
Central School for Tibetans (CST) in Darjeeling and later pursued
his higher education from South India. His desires to take Indian
citizenship for the practical concerns like livelihood and career
but has not been successful so far due to lack of necessary
documents. His application to the Tibetan Government in Exile
for the green book, which would have helped him with scholarship
for further studies and training, has also been rejected thrice; this
leaves him in a state of confusion and dilemma. He said:
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I am neither a Tibetan nor an Indian since I do not have
any document to proof my identity. My admission in CST
had been possible through the Tibetan document of my
uncle who had adopted me. I finished school education
with good grades which further helped me in getting
admission in college for higher education. After completing
graduation, I have been trying to get an identity document
but failed to acquire one. This statelessness makes me feel
very helpless and frustrated. Failing to get an Indian
document is understandable but rejection from the Tibetan
Government in Exile, despite my pleas is heart-breaking.
Many other young Tibetans like me with no background
to push the application process through are suffering. This
non-recognition and privation of identity leaves us in a
state of insecurity and helplessness.
Tenzing has chosen to negotiate and, at the same time, compromise
with this everyday situation. Now his identity is only that of a
health practitioner and he focuses on his private clinical visits for
livelihood and sustenance. Choedon (2018) has argued that such
statelessness disqualifies the young Tibetans from many jobs while
living in exile.
Further, the Tibetan youths in India seeking admission in Indian
universities have to apply as foreign students and pay higher fees
for their studies. Tshering, a young Tibetan boy, narrates his
experience as thus:
I got admission in an under graduate course in Jawaharlal
Nehru University (JNU) out seats reserved for foreign
students and throughout my study period, I had to face
the question which foreign country do I represent; I was
utterly puzzled searching for an answer. I have only been
in India and visited some parts of India but never been to
any foreign country, yet I had to carry the “foreigner”
identity. Back home in Sikkim, we are labelled as Tibetan
refugees by the host communities and very often, while
interacting with friends and family, I refuse to be called a
refugee. I am an Indian by birth and a Tibetan by blood,
So, I am an Indian Tibetan. At home, I am a Tibetan, in
the community outside I am an Indian Tibetan and for the
State and university I am a foreigner although I was born
in India and have never been to any foreign country. So
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my identity situation is very complex and confusing. In
the university, I had to pay fees in US Dollars, which shook
me terribly as it was very difficult for my family to arrange
such high fees in US currency. I thought of dropping out
many times, but with the support of my relatives and family
members, I managed to complete the course.
He had to pacify his feelings of anxiety, confusions by selfnegotiating the identity situation and make adjustment in his
everyday life. This demonstrates the hurdles encountered by the
young Indian born Tibetans in exile where the youth have to go
through such conflict laden process of identification.
Tsetan, a young man, narrates his experiences and difficulties for
being an heir of displaced community and how the idea of freedom
gets constrained. During the first Covid 19 vaccination drive for
elderly citizens in Sikkim, he ran from pillar to post to get his
mother vaccinated for which Unique Identification Document
(aadhar) number was mandatory to register for the vaccination
process. He says:
Amla, my 70-year-old mother, did not have the aadhar
card as she did not procure one basically to preserve her
identity as Tibetan. However, during Covid pandemic,
when the whole world was struggling, and living with the
fear of death, I ran from pillar to post to arrange
vaccination for my mother. Unable to produce any
identification document I felt so helpless and frustrated.
This highlights the dilemma of Tibetans who, on the one hand,
are keen to preserve their homeland (Tibetan) identity alive and,
on the other hand, suffer and negotiate the challenges in their
everyday life for being the heirs of the displaced and “noncitizens” (Basu 2018). The Tibetans of older generation want to
keep their culture and identity alive while the members of the
younger generation encounter challenges in their search for a
decent life with a stable identity. While living in this dilemma,
they discover themselves being no-body, the people without an
identity, in a state of statelessness. The members of the younger
generation Tibetans in India find themselves in a process of
constant negotiation in their everyday life.
The urge for securing Indian citizenship among the younger
generation of the Tibetans is not unequivocal. On the Indian
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citizenship question also they are divided. Rehnamol (2017), in
this context, has observed that those who are hesitant in applying
for Indian citizenship are driven by the fear of losing their identity
as Tibetans; they also fear at times that if they all turn Indian by
citizenship their struggle for free Tibet will become weak. Thus,
although they can apply for citizenship under CTA the Tibetans
living in India hesitate in taking the step as it would dilute their
freedom movement. The Tibetans living in western countries,
however, take a different position on the point of citizenship. As
Choedon (2018) has observed, the Tibetans living in western
countries are encouraged to take up citizenship and label them as
Tibetan ambassadors. This contradictory positions of the uprooted
Tibetans create division within the community and this is
something that needs to be pondered upon.

Conclusion
Identity for the uprooted Tibetans and their dependents who have
been born in India is, at the same time, a philosophical and
practical question as they live with some serious and probably
unresolvable existential questions in their everyday life. The dream
of a free homeland, Tibet, and the pragmatic real life questions
put them in a perpetual dilemma as to whether to cling to their
Tibetan identity and culture or to be Indianised availing the
provisions of the Citizenship Acts. They have to negotiate between
the homeland land position of the older generation and more
pragmatic approach of the younger generation. This results
sufferings at the psychological level and in the fields of education,
employment, and culture. Being non-citizens instantly
disenfranchise the Tibetans living in India as the Constitutional
rights elude them. The problem is more complex than it appears
at the surface level, as expressed in the narratives used in this
paper. It is therefore important to look into more narratives of
lived experiences of the ordinary Tibetans born in India in order
to grasp the true nature of their identity crisis and negotiations in
everyday life.
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Notes
1. Tibet Justice Center is a non-governmental organization
comprised of Tibetan and Western lawyers, law professors,
and advocates who for over twenty-five years have used
legal action and education to advocate for human rights
and self-determination for the Tibetan people. TJC’s
ongoing mission includes legal scholarship and advocacy
to improve conditions for Tibetans in Tibet and for Tibetans
in exile and to assist Tibetans with immigration and asylum
matters.
2. Tibet in Exile from https://tibet.net as retrieved on 10th
November, 2018
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Abstract: Following the Covid-19 pandemic and the subsequent lock
downs leading to the closure of schools and other forms of institutional
support, the workload of the working mothers has been amplified owing
to the persistence of traditional gender roles and with the blurring of
the private-public sphere division. This has been reflected more in the
life of the women in the teaching profession who had to realign
themselves to learn new technologies to facilitate remote teaching and
learning while simultaneously doing childcare and other domestic
chores. The present paper is based on a study of the women teachers in
Sikkim and their life during the Covid-19 lockdown. The participants
in the study were identified through the snowball sampling. The
qualitative data has been collected through in-depth interviews with
16 mothers engaged in the teaching profession in Sikkim.

Keywords: Education, gender role, pandemic, work/life
balance, women-teachers.

Introduction
The outbreak of the COVID-19 pandemic and the subsequent
lockdowns to manage it has thrown up a host of challenges in
our everyday life (Naeim 2020). From our daily social interactions
to our lifecycle rituals, rules that govern everyday life within a
structured context have all been altered. One such transition has
been in the way we manage paid work wherein many employees
of various sectors had to make adjustments in their daily schedules
and adopt “work from home (WFH)” approach. The education
sector too had to transform itself from the traditional method of
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face to face teaching and learning to distance learning mode
(Augustus 2021).
This sudden shift in the mode of imparting education from the
traditional face to face interaction mode to distance learning
brought new challenges such as technological anxiety,
technological illiteracy and technological accessibility as well as
additional responsibilities and duties (Loziak et al. 2020). Another
challenge posed was the increase in domestic roles and childcare
responsibilities for women alongside the requirements of their
workplace (Augustus 2021; Jakubowski and Sitko-Dominik 2021;
Dogra and Kaushal 2021) leading to what has been termed as the
triple burden. These challenges become more pertinent in a
developing country like ours which is widely identified with
patriarchal values and disproportionate distribution of gender
roles and responsibilities. For instance, women are bound to
perform various roles and duties that include child care, their
education, and household chores etc. in addition to working full
time (Augustus 2021). Therefore, for many working women in
India, the pandemic has upset their work/life balance and affected
their physical and mental health (Rajkumar 2020). Working longer
hours because of the pandemic, juggling extra caregiving
responsibilities as a result of pandemic-related consequences (i.e.,
school closures, caring for relatives etc.) while working full-time
has made the working women struggle to maintain a work/life
balance (Augustus 2021; Jakubowski and Sitko-Dominik 2021;
Kara et al., 2021).
Sikkim, a northeastern state of India, is a multi-cultural society
made up of the Lepchas, Bhutias, Nepalis and a host of other
ethnic communities. The communities largely operate within a
patriarchal structure where the women are given the housework
and caregiving responsibilities. With the increase in female literacy
in the State one can find a rise in women employment. The
education sector in Sikkim which includes schools of all levels and
colleges has a high share of women teachers. In this paper an
attempt has been made to investigate the changes and challenges
experienced by women teachers in their everyday life during the
pandemic and the lockdowns that was imposed in Sikkim since
March 2020.
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The study is qualitative in nature with the narrative analysis being
employed and is based on the semi structured interview with 16
mothers working in different schools and colleges in Sikkim. The
respondents for the study were selected through snowball
sampling with the participants having a minimum of 10 years of
teaching experience and who had school going children. Since
the data collection took place during the lockdown period,
interviews were held online over Google Meet platform. Questions
were designed to delve into the experiences of working from home
alongside other family and personal responsibilities amidst the
lockdown. The consent from the participants was taken before
conducting the interviews in June 2021, when Sikkim was still
under lockdown.

Discussion and analysis
Since the pandemic began several studies have been conducted
focusing on its effects on everyday life. Hjalmsdottir and
Bjarnadottir (2021) in their study in Iceland revealed that the
pandemic exposed the existence and persistence of uneven
domestic division of labour within Icelandic homes despite the
dominant discourse on the country being a global leader in gender
equality. Likewise, Jasrotia and Meena’s (2021) study on working
women in India during the pandemic also states that a significant
percentage of women continued to bear the bulk of household
burden alongside professional work as a result of the stereotyped
gender roles within a patriarchal set up. Associating child care
and household roles to women alone reinforces Butler’s idea that
repetitions of gendered acts determine our notion of masculine or
feminine identities. Therefore, to become signified in society, we
are forced to perform our expected gender identities. In doing so
we shape and perpetuate gender.
Studies (Greenhaus and Beutell (1985), Augustus (2020) and Kara
et al. (2021)) conducted prior to the pandemic have indicated that
the presence and the number of children in a household is a
significant influencer in determining workload and role conflict.
This has been amplified during the pandemic due to the closure
of schools and paid childcare support (Jasrotia and Meena 2021,
Hjalmsdottir and Bjarnadottir 202).
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In light of this empirical study, the following sections will analyze
the challenges as well as the positive impact of the newly
introduced work from home scenario. The data analysis reveals
four major themes: increased domestic responsibilities, realigning
to the new mode of teaching, role conflict and family time.
The Covid-19 lockdown brought the children and parents to learn
and teach from home which had an impact on the women’s daily
routines. Increase in work and familial duties with little or no
support from other family members made it challenging for
respondents to balance work and life. The undiminishing nature
of the same routine being reproduced everyday added to the
emotional and physical stress of the respondents Paranoia was
another factor the respondents spoke about. To illustrate the
paranoia during the pandemic, one of the respondents who is
mother to two primary school going children narrates:
I had to be extra careful as I have young children at home
and my father-in-law is diabetic; I used to disinfect the
door handles, light switches and would wash all items
bought from outside. We were so scared of getting infected.
By bedtime I would be so exhausted doing all the cleaning
and washing through the day. The next day would be the
same. There was no escape from the tight routine.
Unforeseen circumstances of a member falling ill or catching
COVID-19 added stress to an already overburdened routine.
Experiencing this form of mental stress during the COVID-19
pandemic was not only restricted to Sikkim but has also been
addressed in studies by Rajkumar (2020) and Macintyre et al.
(2020).
Furthermore, various studies (Loziak et al. 2020; Jakubowski and
Sitko-Dominik 2021) have shown that the sudden shift to the
“online mode” of teaching during the pandemic added anxiety
and workload on the teachers. In Sikkim too the online mode of
teaching was something completely new for the teacher
respondents with a lot of them lacking the technical knowhow.
This was further hampered by the erratic internet network in the
hilly regions. Therefore, the experimental method with online
teaching especially during the initial months of the lockdown was
taxing and failed to give a sense of satisfaction to the teachers. A
teacher commented:
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Response to queries, confusion about timetable, staying
connected during the class were problems i faced in the
initial months. Some students complained that they did
not have money to buy cell phone and internet.
Preparation for classes also changed because the respondents now
had to create virtual study materials for the students while also
learning and adapting to the new online teaching platform. The
teachers also felt that online teaching failed to create any sort of
enthusiasm or interest among the students as communication was
difficult and one way based. A respondent commented: ‘Students
hid behind reasons like “camera not working” or poor internet
connectivity.’
One teacher recounted her lived experience of the online class
situation saying:
It was as if I was talking to the computer with no
one else around or in the audience. So, taking classes
online came to be monotonous and boring.
The blurring of private and public space and the overlapping of
several gender roles and role differentiation proved to be difficult
to achieve and affected the respondent’s performance both at
work and home. Flexibility associated with online classes in the
study was seen as counterproductive as some of the teachers
mentioned that it led to procrastination leading to work piling
and creating stress for them.
Juggling housework alongside their own schoolwork and their
children’s schoolwork within the confines of one’s home directed
to what could be seen as the ‘triple burden’ for the respondents
(Dogra and Kaushal 2021). Their own children too had to be
monitored during their class hours as the environment at home
lacked well framed regulations and rules regarding class conduct.
Many of the respondents encouraged the children to watch the
television or mobile phones so that they could take their own
classes undisturbed.
Working women often see the workplace as an escape from the
monotony of household drudgery. For many of the respondents
going to work meant catching up and gossiping with friends and
colleagues. On this, a respondent observed:
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The part I miss the most during the
lockdown is chatting and gossiping with my
friends and colleagues in school.
But life became very monotonous with same routine being followed
every day during the lockdown. This monotony often found
manifestation in expression of anger and frequents arguments
among family members.
While studies conducted during the pandemic highlighted
challenges there were many positive aspects that were brought to
light too. Some of the respondents in the study mentioned that
they were able to spend more time with their family members
when they started working from home. Similar findings were also
reported from studies conducted by Saðlam (2020), Adisa,
Aiyenitaju and Adekoya (2021). Another positive outcome of
working from home was the extra money saved by the
respondents, which otherwise would have been spent on travel,
eating out, or shopping. The pandemic and the shift to online
class also helped teachers in adopting software skills. One of the
respondents said:
I had to learn how to make Power Points
and how to create google documents. Now
I have gained some confidence in working
with computers, which was missing earlier.
Thus, the pandemic lockdown did feature certain benefits for the
working mothers despite the increased workload and role conflict.

Conclusion
The pandemic created by COVID-19 virus has affected the life of
the working women as their work burden intensified. The women
teachers in Sikkim, who had to manage domestic work and family,
had to make some severe adjustments at the cost of their physical
and mental wellbeing. The respondents in the study were
encumbered with housework, childcare, care of the elderly
managing studies of their own children. These roles associated
with women are identified as feminine and have been performed
and repeated since such gender identities are suggested,
constructed, internalized, and reproduced through social
mechanisms as well as through normative dominant discourse
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(Yaghoubi-Notash, Mohammad and Soufiani 2019). Women in
these roles are often seen as ‘doing’ their gender correctly leading
to what Butler terms as “cultural survival”. The escalation of the
workload of female employees during the COVID-19 outbreak as
reported in this study finds consistency with studies conducted
by Augustus (2020), and Del Boca et al. (2020) as well as in studies
from Poland, Turkey, and United Kingdom. Work and domestic
roles often overlapped leading to tension and conflict between
the two.
Despite the difficulties faced during the lockdown some of the
respondents highlighted positive outcomes wherein they got to
spend time together as a family which otherwise was not possible
because of the competing demands of paid work hours,
housework, and the children’s school hours. The lockdown also
gave respondents the opportunity to save money which otherwise
would be spent on commuting to work, shopping and eating out
with friends. Some of the teachers in the study enhanced their
computer skills as they learnt how to make power points, create
google documents, virtual classrooms etc. Thus, the COVID-19
pandemic, which emerged as a health issue, impacted peoples’
everyday lives in unexpected ways.
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Abstract: In this paper, I have attempted to make sense of the social
ways in which Bengali women find themselves when they go through
birth giving. Based on ethnographic study of Bengali women in Siliguri
city, this work aims to understand the dynamics of cultural change
and continuity vis-à-vis the practice of birth rituals in contemporary
times. It examines the ways in which birth practices provide both the
context and the medium for the social formation of gender, caste and
community relations. The fieldwork insights demonstrate the decaying
significance of traditional birth rituals and builds on women’s narratives
about the birth as a social event in their personal and family lives. The
work draws upon the conceptual and theoretical insights from the
sociological literature on child birth and social and cultural experiences,
social classification, identity and socialization.

Keywords: Birth rituals, social change, community practices,
cultural experiences, Bengali women, categorization.

Introduction
This paper provides a brief discussion for understanding the sociocultural perspective based on ethnographic research, concepts,
and the rationale for adopting this approach to interpret women’s
childbirth experiences. Beginning with a description of how
women in Siliguri perceive childbirth in many ways, the paper
continues with a discussion of the cultural context of childbirth in
Bengal. This is followed by a brief analysis of the social perspective
on childbirth, including topics such as change, caste, choice, social
class, institutional births, etc.
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Childbirth is both a significant personal and social experience for
women in all societies. Despite a similar physiological process,
women from various cultures and societies have distinct childbirth
experiences. To comprehend the childbirth experiences of women,
it is necessary to comprehend their culture, tradition, beliefs, and
social values. Consistently, it has been argued that the degree and
nature of women’s choice and control depend on the structure of
the society in which they give birth. Gender, caste, class, power,
social status, geography further influence women’s ability to
choose and control childbirth. These factors, known as social
determinants, have played a crucial role in reducing maternal and
newborn mortality in developing nations. In the majority of South
Asian regions, childbirth is a socially and culturally significant
event with its own traditions and rituals. Even after migrating to
other countries, many women continue their traditional practices
during pregnancy, childbirth, and the postnatal period. Common
factors such as the concept of purity and pollution during and
after childbirth, the use of traditional healers, the belief that health
and illness are related to deities, food-related beliefs, and myths
about what is now accepted and influences pregnancy and
childbirth have been found to have a significant impact on
childbirth experiences.
It is believed that among the Bengali Hindus, spanning all castes
(jati) clans (kula), and regions (desa), there are ten Samskaras
generally followed. Most Bengali Hindus, irrespective of their caste,
clan or place of living, follow rules found in the Sastras (Inden
and Nicholas 1977). Rituals have a shared meaning and form a
part of a non-verbal system of communication. Ritual behaviour
signifies basic cultural themes, and ritual actions are seen
representing cultural values that find verbal expression in
statements about the time, space, being, duty, in a society. Rituals
also relate to beliefs and are expanded in narratives and myths.
The established correlation between the ritual and belief is rooted
in the shared relation to the concerned cultural elements expressed
by both (Fontaine 1972). The paper will try to engage and
understand the contemporary socio-cultural practices related to
birth among Bengalis.
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The context of social and cultural changes in Bengal
To trace the changes in the rituals, the socio-cultural history needs
to be explored. The spread of VaichGavism in Bengal stood to be
the last stage in the evolution of the doctrine of the Bhakti
movement. During the 15th and 16th centuries with Chaitanya as
the prominent figure, Gaudiya VaichGavism, the other name for
Bengal VaichGavism, was the effervescent and principal religious
movement in Bengal. Here we can see how the ideas of Chaitanya
in the VaichGavite movement worked for establishing an egalitarian
society (in terms of religious rights) which had a huge impact on
the upliftment of the status of women. This movement could also
be the reason behind the discontinuation of the rituals that were
mainly devoted to the birth of the male child. VaichGavism is still
considered significant in the geographical area of this study and
the respondents who had adopted the Vaishnavism showed signs
of rituals that gave equal importance to the birth of the girl and
boy child. The period of confinement for the mother of a newborn
baby is still practiced among the Vaishnavites but the duration
has been reduced. The practice of Kirtan (the gathering done for
the collective rejoice of Lord Krishna, mainly in the form of singing
and using few musical instruments) is also prevalent among the
Vaishnavites after the birth of the child.
Another significant event in the history of Bengal, after the
Chaitanya movement, was the Bengal renaissance. The Bengal
renaissance had an immense contribution towards the socioreligious reforms in Bengal. An integral part of the Bengal
renaissance was the Brahmo Samaj movement. Brahmo Samaj was
established by Rammohan Roy in 1828 in Kolkata. Another
organization under Brahmo Samaj was Sadharan Brahmo Samaj.
The social reforms in Sadharan Brahmo Samaj were initiated by
Keshab Chandra Sen. The special contribution of this organization
was the initiative for women’s emancipation in Bengal by
promoting higher education and, at the same time, ensuring
economic freedom for them. Sadharan Brahma Samaj identified
absolute equality of women not just in theory but also in practice
(Das 1958: 479). One of the major contributions of the movement
was to free the Bengalis from Hindu orthodoxy and irrational ritual
practices. Here we can see how the ideas of Chaitanya in VaicGavite
movement worked majorly for an egalitarian society which had a
huge impact on the upliftment of the status of women. This
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movement can also be the reason behind the non-practice of the
rituals that are mainly devoted to the birth of the male child or
after the son is born, for example Pumsavana and Jatakarma.
The 1990s was a time of rapid changes in India. Different urban
centers experienced changes in social, cultural lifestyles and
practices. With the opening of the market to global forces, the
process of migration, urbanization, social, spatial and cultural
changes have happened in Siliguri. With the influx of goods,
media, new job opportunities in industries and the growth of the
service sector, the rise of the consumerist middle class has acquired
certain structural changes and cultural identity formation. Several
members of the middle class enjoy the advantages of these changes
brought by economic reforms. In the context of economic mobilities
and growth of the private sector, the service sector has created
new discourses of medicalized childbirths, kinship and family
roles, the transformation of childbearing and adoption of new
ideas about agency and modernity.
Ogburn (1923) has argued that although it is difficult to pinpoint
the origin of change, historically, breakthroughs in technological
inventions have always left an impact on society and culture.
Civilization is a compound of interrelation between social
institutions and customs on the one hand and technology and
science on the other. He says that the sources of technological
innovation are “demand” and “social valuation” and “cultural
base”. His theory provides insights to understand how technology
helps in shaping the culture and society in a given time and space
(Ogburn 1923). Yogendra Singh too has argued that in the secular
and sacred domain, the folk cultural tradition also changes over
time and that the major reason behind this is the breakthrough in
technologies of communication and production in India (Singh
2012).

Methodology
Ethnographic study has been carried out to understand how
Bengali women experience childbirth in the midst of social and
cultural changes. The research area is located within the Siliguri
Municipal Corporation. The study’s universe is Siliguri, the most
important city in North Bengal. Because of its expanding
geopolitical importance, it features both urban market
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characteristics and a complicated administrative framework. As
a crucial centre of regional market and urban activities, it is
important to investigate the nature of social development and
transition in cultural areas such as customs, rituals, and so on. Indepth interviews with eighty women were carried out to elicit
experience-based narratives regarding the topic. A detailed
questionnaire with open and closed-ended questions was utilised
to conduct the interviews. All of the women interviewed were
married and had childbearing experience. These women, ranging
in age from twenty to eighty-five, were chosen to capture their
lives throughout the decades. The women in the study are mostly
from the middle and lower-middle classes, and they all speak
Bengali. I have used purposive and snowball sampling procedures
to choose the female respondents.
Maushart (1999) observed that in societies dominated by men,
women’s experiences as mothers are frequently omitted from
history. She emphasizes further that while the act of giving birth
is lauded globally, the process of becoming a mother is virtually
neglected. She also notes that, despite the fact that becoming a
mother is a huge personal shift, it is largely socially invisible.
Although this conclusion is generally supported by her expertise
in western society in the United States of America. In India,
maternity is celebrated via numerous rites that are more social
than private in nature. The organization of such activities falls
primarily within the province of women. The ethnographic data
was gathered by aiming to capture the social and cultural
experiences of women and their practice of customs and rituals
in relation to birth.

Changing experiences of birth giving and associated cultural
practices
One of the key rituals of birth among the Hindus is Garbhadhana1.
Surprisingly the existence of the ritual of Garbhadhana on the
ground was rare to find, so much so that even the terminology
was alien among the people. Although few respondents claimed
that Garbhadhana, as a samskara, was taught in the preaching in
Geeta Path (lessons and sermons) in the ISKCON temple by the
Vaishnavite Prabhu, they also informed that they do not practice
the ritual. Bhaktashakti Prabhu, a VaichGavite guru in the ISKCON
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temple, during an interview with me, gave an insightful
information2. He discussed all the methods and purposes involved
in the process of the ritual of Garbhadhana. He started his interview
by describing the process where he asserted that the role of the
husband and the wife is equally important in conception. The
day when both the husband and the wife want to conceive, both
the spouses should chant “Hare Krishna Hare Krishna, Krishna
Krishna Hare Hare, Hare Ram Hare Ram, Ram Ram Hare Hare” not
less than five times before they begin the sacred act of conception.
The mataji(woman) is required to keep fast the entire day, but the
Prabhuji (man) can consume prashad (food offered to God). The
ritual of Garbhadhana Samskar should only take place during the
night and should be avoided during the daytime. Cleaning of the
body is necessary for the spiritual act of producing a child who
will be the complete devotee of god, thus bathing becomes a
compulsory act for both the husband and the wife before
performing the ritual. Adorning of new clothes is also prescribed
for mataji. They should pray to god to send a “sudh bhakta” (pure
devotee) in the form of their offspring, a child who can help in
building a better world.
He explained the purpose of getting married is to have an offspring
who should be a Krishna Bhakta and for this purpose Garbhadhana
is important. The putra (son) received by following Garbhadhana
would save both the mother and father from going to hell. But
when asked about the contribution of the daughter, he answered
“it is only the will of the God whether he would send a girl or a
boy, the gender is not important, but what is important is the
devotion of the child to Krishna”. He narrated by giving several
examples and stories. He explained about a strict disciple of Lord
Krishna named Bhittasur and his views on the importance of
becoming a Krishna Bhakta. According to him, the child who is
not a Krishna bhakta is next to “mutra” (urine), as both the child
and the urine is delivered from the same part of the body. Thus,
the child should be a Krishna Bhakta or they along with their
parents will be granted hell. Bhaktashakti Prabhu showed his
concern for the non-practice of Vedic rules in the present society.
He narrated that because of the non-practice of Vedic rituals like
Garbhadhana Samskara, the present society has high deviants thus
“arajakta” (restlessness) is more prevalent. The child born without
Garbhadhana Samskara results in the birth of those deviants who
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can never contribute as a positive functionary of the society. Thus,
both the mother and father should follow Vedic rules for
“jagatermangal”, (betterment of the society), and “nijer mangal”
(self-betterment).
He further says that Garbhadhana distinguishes humans from
animals. Humans have culture and thus should follow
Garbhadhana, while animals do not have culture, thus cannot
follow the particular Samskara. He said there are different methods
by which a son could be born, one of which begins with the Mataji
being on the right side of Prabhu. Hence with this, we can conclude
that the importance of Garbhadhana samskara as a laukika samskara
has little significance as it is not popularly practiced by the locals.
Although we can find the revival of these rituals among the cult
of Vaishnavism, it would be ignorant to say that only socio-religious
changes bring changes in the ritualistic life of the people. Some
political changes can also bring about changes in the rituals.
The non-existence of this ritual can be understood in functional
terms. People traditionally wanted more children, especially sons
since they were considered assets. The more children, the happier
would be the father will be in heaven. The sons would repay the
debt of the ancestor and carry the lineage forward. These were
the conditions that made the performance of the Garbhadhana ritual
a special one. Over time, however, the beliefs centering on
Garbhadhana changed along with the change in the perception
about the value of number of children and the value of male
children.
Inden and Nicholas (1977) in their research dating back to the
1970s found some similar findings that this ritual is no longer
performed by the Bengali Hindus as a separate ritual. Pumsavana
can simply be understood as a ritual of producing a male child.
Vedic rites recited on this occasion mention Puman or Putran (a
male) favour birth of a son, performed in the third or the fourth
month after pregnancy.
Pumsavana is another scriptural ritual that found no significance
among the people studied in the study. According to Baby Sarkar,
a respondent and a mother of two, referred to the term Pumsavana
as a complete alien term, in her words, “Eta ki ami thik bolte parbo
na, kintu aamra kori na”, (I can’t exactly tell what did this ritual is
but i am sure we don’t do it). Sauromita Devnath, a fifty-two
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years old lady told, “hoyto aager kar log korto, kintu ekhon aamra
kori na”, (maybe the people of previous generations did that but
we don’t do it now).
Panchamittra is an ante-natal laukika ritual: worldly or folk ritual.
This ritual does not find a spot in the scriptural ritual but is very
much present in the lives of the respondents to be specific among
the community of the Brahmins. Litika Bhattacharya, Brahman
by caste and a first-time mother, shared her ideas on this aspect.
She informed that her community conducts the ritual of
Panchamittra in the fifth month of pregnancy. On the day of the
ritual her first task is to take a bath and offer prayers to the Sun.
She wears a new Saree and is fed Panchagarba and only after which
she can eat the special food prepared for her. She told me that
Panchagarba is made by the Purohit (priest) in the temple. The
Panchagarba in her case was made by the mixture of milk, banana,
cow-dung, cow-urine and clarified butter. The content of the
mixture may sometimes be replaced by honey or yogurt although
the total ingredients should always be five. She told me an
interesting fact that before the performance of this ritual in the
fifth month of pregnancy she is not allowed to eat bananas.
Ankita Ghosh, another Brahmin respondent also confirmed that
they do practice the ritual by consuming the panchagarba prepared
by the priest in the temple which is then fed to her by the five
auspicious mothers. But there are also minor variations in the place
of making panchagarba, like in the Case of Manisha Chakraborty,
her panchagarba was made by calling the priest at home. The
flexibility depends on the nature of the familial ties of a person
with the priest.
Mampi Saha, who belongs to the trading caste, informed me that,
“we do not have this ritual”. They have similar events done in the
seventh month together with the main ritual of Sadh. The first
thing that is fed to them is payas (rice pudding) after which they
can eat the special food. Nandita Basak, who herself was a
Brahmin but did not marry the Brahmin person, gave an
interesting description. She told me that she did not do panchagarba
at her mother-in-law’s place but they do in her own maternal
place. Thus, as goes the rule of the society that she is supposed to
follow the rituals of her mother-in-law’s place she did not perform
the ritual. Although among them, the same composition of
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panchagarba is fed at the end of the period of impurity in the
postnatal period.
Simantonnayana is also a ritual of ‘parting of hair’ of the expectant
mother. Inden and Nicholas (1997) found that this ritual is
performed to bring easy delivery of the child. It is supposed to be
performed in the sixth or the eighth month of pregnancy.
Although just like in the case of the Pumsavana, there is no evidence
that this ritual is practiced among Bengali women presently.
The folk ritual of Sadh can also be understood as “gratification of
craving”, which is performed at seventh or eighth month and it
may be repeated on each pregnancy. In the research conducted,
the ritual of Sadh has more engraved details attached to the lives
of the Bengali population. With few narratives we can understand
the importance and variation in the performance of the ritual of
Sadh among different castes and classes in Bengali women. It was
seen that rituals vary in practice even if it is performed by the
people of the same caste and this fact is not different for people of
different ethnic groups. Following a few case studies, we can
elaborate on specificities and similarities at the same time.
Barnali Sen Pal elaborated on how the ritual of Sadh was
conducted in her case. She said it was celebrated at home only.
There are phases of the Sadh. The charge of performing the ritual
first was given to her in-laws in the seventh month. Next day
Sadh was given at her mother’s place and the ritual is called Bashi
Sadh. Barnali described the performance of the ritual, right from
the beginning of performance of this ritual as thus:
When I woke up in the morning I was directed not to
participate in any chores at home. I was asked to take a
bath and offer prayers to Sun God. My birth family gave
me a new saree and blouse to wear on that day. They also
gave things like aalta and sindoor as gifts (red colour paint
and vermillion). When the natal’s family gives us a saree
and blouse on Sadh, we don’t have to cut and sew them.
Instead, we can wear a blouse that is already made.
Among Bengalis, you have to make Payas, which is the
most important part of Sadh. My natal’s family gives my
in-laws a certain amount of rupees to cook Payas. Not only
that, but my natal’s family also gives me the pot and plate
that are used to cook the payas and serve it to me. We
have to keep the fast and only break it when the priest

Changing Birth Practices and Rituals among the...Siliguri

201

says it is a good time and we can eat Payas. The timing is
set by seeing the panchika. Five women bring me the payas.
These women must be “Nikut” (spotless) in every way.
This means that they should all be mothers, that their
husbands should all still be alive, that they shouldn’t have
had any miscarriages, and that all of their children should
still be alive. After I break my fast with payas, they give
me gravy made with Katla fish and prawns and five kinds
of fries. They made sure I ate the whole fish, including the
head. People say that this helps the child’s brain grow and
makes them smarter.
Following this there is a ritual of Basi Sadh that is celebrated just
the next day of Sadh, but there are very few Bengalis among whom
this is not celebrated and the family of Barnali Sen Pal are among
them. Then again in the ninth month, among Bengalis, Sadh is
celebrated. Her ninth month Sadh was celebrated at her mother’s
place where she cooked everything that she loved.
In her research in Tamil Nadu, Cecilia Van Hollen (2003)
discovered a similar practice of gift-giving by the bride’s family.
She identified the bride’s family’s practice of gift-giving as an
occasion to sustain the bride’s standing in her family of procreation,
inflicting a huge economic burden on the pregnant woman’s natal
family. The practice of gift-giving varies from family to family,
depending on factors such as the place of residence at the time of
delivery, the distance between the natal and in-law’s family
residences, the economic status of both families, the nature of the
relationship, and, of course, the interest in performing the ritual.
In the instance of Barnali, the most important ingredient in Sadh
was provided by her natal family. Her natal family fully funded
the two Sadh that followed. The financial burden, however, is not
the same for every natal family.
Despite the fact that both families suffered the financial weight of
the events in the field. It is mostly determined by the location of
residence during pregnancy. Furthermore, Sadh was discovered
to be mostly the responsibility of the spouse’s family or the husband
himself. In the case of Mampi Saha, who had invited approximately
300-350 people to her Sadh, she informed me that all costs were
borne by her in-laws, even the saree she wore on the seventh month
Sadh. It is important to emphasise that this is an issue of customary
gift-giving within a family in one ethnic group. However, rituals
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are altered when a person does not have good relations with their
birth family. In the case of Sampa Pal, the in-laws were responsible
for all gift giving and financial charges associated with the
celebrations. According to her, she was born into a Brahmin family,
and when she married someone from a lower caste than hers, her
family severed all links with her. Thus, the nature of the
relationship within both families influences how we conduct
rituals.
The ritual of Sadh, that has immense importance among the lives
of the Bengalis, differs widely from family to family in terms of
inclusion of certain rites. For instance, Manisha Chakaraborty
narrates the practice of Sadh ritual:
I tied five types of fruits, that is “Nikhut” (spotless and
perfect) fruits are tied at the end of her Saree. My husband
opens the locks the next day. I gave the fruits to my motherin-law who then put them in the water. The fruits that
float are picked and offered to God.
In Sadh there is another rite that is widely in practice and it may
also be called a Bengali version of gender reveal. In the seventh
month Sadh of Paramita Sarkar her mother-in-law placed two
objects, seel (usually made of a cylindrical rock, used for grinding
spices) and deep (small mud lamp) which are representatives of a
male and female child respectively. The rite is initiated by placing
the symbolic objects on the ground. Thereafter these objects are
hidden by a big bowl (patra) separately. Then Paramita was asked
to choose between the two patra. She chooses the patra with Pradip,
so all expected to have a girl child. Their family had also selected
a name for a girl child, but when she had a boy child, they would
have to think of a name for him. Paramita with a blissful mood
asked a pregnant Bengali woman what she had chosen, the
woman replied “Pradip”, to which Paramita replied by giggling
and uttered, “then you will have a girl”. The rite of prediction of
the sex of the child holds different conviction among different
people. Paramita Sarkar describes it elaborately in these terms:
After the completion of this rite, seel was given to me in
my lap and I showed motherly affection to seel and
thereafter it was then passed on to the mothers
participating in the rituals who showed similar affection
to seel pretending it to be the child. Although when showing
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affection to the seel on the lap the seel is not perceived as a
son but simply as a child.
The practice might be related to the theory of James Frazer (1958)
of sympathetic magic; the ‘law of similarity’ which means like
produces like. Imitation usually involves objects like effigies, fetishes
or puppets to incur a particular result to the environment of the
people sometimes on the people themselves (Frazer, 1958). Here
the object which serves to be the puppet is seel which is implicitly
representative of a male child or simply a child. She constantly
focused on the term “Hamare Bengali mein” (among we Bengali
people) while narrating all the rituals that has been practiced by
her, though she also mentioned that they have a specific way of
practicing the rituals in their in-laws as well as in their natal family.
This suggests a strong sense of identity attached with the ritual
that are practiced.
My respondents do not seem to be practising Jatakarma3 ritual as
well. The reason for its non-performance lies in the fact that largely
all deliveries of the mother under the study was conducted in
health institutions. Only five women in their sixties and one
woman in her eighties had their baby at AturGhar. Although,
jatakarma with its exact elaboration was not conducted by the
respondents who had their childbirth at home. Thus, a ritual to
be performed in a separate hut made especially for the delivery of
the male child might have lost its significance due to institutional
birth, although some of its forms still continue. For instance, Tulika
Das’s mother in-law secretly fed her grand-son honey a few hours
after he was born in the hospital, while it can be argued that
symbols and meaning attached to it might have changed, as this
act is performed so that the child is blessed with a charming and
sweet voice. With the difference in the association of the symbols,
there is no preferred gender dependency.
Cha-shasti is also one of the birth rituals that is traditionally
practiced by many Bengalis. This ritual is prevalent among all
Bengalis. Olivia Das narrated how they performed the ritual of
Cha-Sasthi. Olivia described the meaning of the word in the
following way:
Shasti in Bengali culture is the Goddess who is responsible
for the wellbeing and long life of the child. The birth of the
child is followed by the period of confinement in a separate
room. The ritual is carried out irrespective of the gender of
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the child. A feast is arranged for the kith and kin and friends
who are invited. The rite of keeping a mud lamp lit
throughout the night is the responsibility of both spouses.
This is done so that the light from the mud lamp can
provide visibility to the Goddess Sasthi to annul any
possibility of committing any mistake in writing the best
fortune for the child.
According to Sukumari Bhattacharya (1990), women’s vows
related to Sasthi are visibly to increase their fertility, because she is
the supreme deity of children and protect the child from all the
odds. It is always not necessary that all women interviewed had
clear idea about the performance of the ritual. The first-time
mothers were mostly unaware of the conduct of post-natal rituals
and had very vaguely described about how it would be conducted.
Since birth, like death, is one of the most radical assertions of man’s
involvement with the organic processes of life that govern Samskara,
it is consistent with the Hindu world view that birth should create
severe pollution. This pollution, however, affects only the mother.
The infant has not really activated its Karma and entered fully
into Samskara, thus the ordinary rules of purity and pollution do
not apply to them, this is not to say that the infant is without
karma (Bennett 1983).
This period of impurity ends after the performance of the ritual
called Suddhikaran or Surjo Pooja. This entire period is known as
sûtikâúauca. Throughout this period the mother is kept in a special
parturition hut (sûtikâ-g[ha) also known as Atur Ghar in folk
language. Atur-Ghar was constructed to deliver the child although
in the present day they are kept in a separate room which is not
outside the house but inside.
Tanya Karmakar described how the period of confinement works
in their family in following manner: “the period of confinement
depends on the gender of the child. Twenty-one days of
confinement is maintained in the case of a male child and thirty
days of confinement in the case of a girl child.”
Although among the Vaishnavites, the period of confinement
prevails but for a shorter duration of sixteen days. In the field
work done it was found that the belief in pollution caused by
birth is persisted among all sections of the Bengali community.
The concept of such purificatory rituals is prominent among the
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analysis of various cultures. Robert Redfield (1949) in his study in
Tepoztlan, a Mexican village analysed a few rituals of birth where
he explained that after giving birth to the child, the mother is kept
in the separated bed, the new mother along with the other women
who are looking after her should take a ritualistic bath every week.
Pranee Liamputtong (2009) studied Hmong culture in Australia
which also practices the period of confinement for thirty days.
Inden and Nicholas (1977) asserted that sharing the same place
of residence or living together initiates a certain relationship of
kinship in Bengali culture. Thus, the residents maintain a certain
period of impurity.
Few respondents claimed that they received ill-treatment due to
the concept janamasauca (impurity due to birth). They narrated
their experience of refusal to give or continue rent by the landlord
as birth may cause severe pollution. Although few scholars
(Naraindas, 2009) have argued that the simple understanding of
purity and pollution cannot be applied to the analysis of the period
of confinement. There exists a dynamic perspective of health and
hygiene that can be employed. In the analysis of the folk ritual of
Suddhikaran, it was found that the Bengalis were quite firm in
retaining the nuances of confinement. As far as gender
differentiation in the ritual is concerned, a clear distinction was
noticed. The birth of the girl child suggested more days of the
period of confinement in comparison to a male child. The rituals
of postnatal mentioned in the ancient Hindu text as written
extensively by Pandey also found a loose ground in the study.
Some of the post-natal rituals were merged in the folk rituals like
Churakarana (Tonsure ritual), Naamkarana, (ritual of name-giving)
in one ritual i.e., Cha-Sasthi. Some other vaidika post-natal rituals
like Karnavedha (boring of ears), Niskarma (the first outing) are
entirely non-functional and hence are not practiced.
Annaprashana is a Sanskrit name that denotes “grain initiation”
in its literal terms. This Samskara marks the beginning of the child
when they start consuming food grains other than milk. Bengalis
of all castes and classes perform the rituals, though the manner of
practicing it, i.e. material investment in the ceremony, may vary
depending upon the class. Certain respondents claimed that they
celebrated Annaprashana like marriage, while there were other
respondents who performed it by simply visiting a temple and
feeding the child with payas (rice pudding).
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The celebration of birthdays exists in Indian culture in the form of
celebration of Janmastmi (the birthday of Lord Krishna),
celebration of Ramnavami (the birthday of Lord Ram), and even
Buddha Jayanti among Buddhists, although celebrating one’s
birthday as it is celebrated today was hardly visible in Indian
tradition. Among the Bengalis, a birthday is called Janmadin, and
it is celebrated by following their own unique rituals. According
to one of the respondents, Sandharani Sarkar, aged around 88
and grandmother of four, said that in her time when she was a
child the celebration of the birthday was not very prominent and
she never celebrated the birthdays of her children. Remembering
one’s birthday was also not very common. She claimed that
although she did not celebrate the birthdays of the children as it is
celebrated today, she celebrated in some different way. The child
was first made to take bath after he gets up in the morning. After
symbolic cleaning of the body, the deity of the family was
worshipped by them and payas (rice pudding) was offered to the
deity. This proceeded with the touching of the feet of the elders to
take the blessings. Then it was followed by different types of food
that included varieties of vegetables and fish for the family. She
also tried to donate food and clothing to the poor if she could
afford it. According to her the celebration of the birthday of her
grand-daughter was quite different from how it was celebrated
for her sons and daughters when they were young. The first
birthday of her first grand-daughter was celebrated with huge
expenses. At times even when the celebration is not grand, the
mandatory inclusion of a cake on birthdays has become the norm.

Rituals and their changing cultural importance
Cohen (1985) proposed two essential components for explaining
the meaning of community. To begin, the collection of people
claiming to be a community must have something in common that
they share with one another. Second, the member of the group
distinguishes himself/herself from other members of similar groups
or communities. As a result, the community possesses both
similarity and uniqueness at the same time. We must explore this
understanding in the study of birth rituals and the functions they
play in the lives of the community.
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In other words, the cultural significance of birth rites manifests
itself through the social construction of a community’s relative
similarity and distinctiveness. As a result, while they recognise
the stark differences within their group, such as sects or sub-castes,
they also desire to build on common and shared customs, such as
birth rites, to be more similar to one another in comparison to
others. Scholars have claimed that ritual and symbolism serve as
the foundation upon which cultures order their behavioural
routines and procedures, symbolising their essence of unity and
thereby protecting their society’s identity. The aesthetic frill
expresses their society’s ethical principles. This may be
incomprehensible as the ostensible objective of the act, but it may
be critical for the means by which the participants form a social
reality.
In the backdrop of the fieldwork, rituals of birth are performed
and are used to identify oneself as the member of in-group (local
Bengalis) and the same rituals can be used by some to acquire the
membership into the positive reference group who are identified
as the ‘other’ and member of the out-group. There are multiple
interpretations about the purpose of rituals and it is the abstractness
of the ritual that makes the rituals and its symbols successful
markers of community boundary. Cohen (1985) analyzed Victor
Turner’s idea of ritual and wrote that “some ritual – in particular,
some ritual pilgrimages – have the capacity to create communities,
an identification among members which is so absolute as to be
tantamount to the stripping away of all those social impedimenta
which would otherwise divide and distinguish them” (Cohen
1985: 55). Here we can find that creation of social identity is not
unilateral but a two-way process. To understand this further we
can take into account the analysis of Richard Jenkins (2000) concept
of classification and identity. He says that two processes are
significant for the purpose of classification and identity: those are
similarities and differences. Both of these processes are
interdependent and do not make sense in the absence of the other.
There are two different methods for the manifestation of similarity
and differences in process of interaction.
According to a study conducted by Amit Kumar Sharma (2001),
the function of ritual is not exactly to symbolize or dramatize reality
but the actual function of the ritual is to construct the constituents
of the real. He claims that through ritual, the kinship identity is
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asserted. Here we can also relate the use of the ritual by the Bengalis
to assert the identity and beyond kinship relation, even the identity
of the community. If we look through a sociological lens that
though there have been changes due to advancement in modern
methods of giving birth and other agencies, Bengali community
have altered the way of practicing it. The traditional rituals are
adjusted in line with the modern agencies like hospitals, doctors,
Maasi (ANMs), health centres, schools, markets and many more.
The performance of the ritual helps us in creating a “self-image”
as well as a “public image” which thereby creates an identity
(Jenkins 2000). And this identity received by the performance of
rituals categorizes him different from the others who did not
perform the rituals. For example, during an interview in the field
people from East Bengal who migrated to West Bengal believed
that by performing the rituals of birth by following specific rituals
of the Bengali community, the ritualized child would be the
accepted member of the society and considered one of them.
Siliguri as an emerging city is geographically close to many states,
within India and even shares international borders with Nepal
and Bangladesh. Thus, it constitutes of people with various ethnic
backgrounds and identities. Moreover, the Bengalis themselves
perceive a great difference in society and culture between the
metropolis of Kolkata and the rustic countryside of the other.
Despite this diversity, the Bengalis commonly speak of the single
“Bengali society”. Hindus constitute the majority of the population
in West Bengal on which the study focuses.
The celebration of birthday as an event can be one example that
shows how the performance of the ritual has been shaped through
media, another example could be the selection of names in the
name-giving ritual performed for a child. In my study I have found
that Bengalis generally select names in congruence with Bengali
culture but, at times, they select names that are typical of nonBengali culture, being influenced by the media e.g. Rohan,
Shekhar, Baby, Priyanka, while the same tendency of adopting
more mainstream names is common in other cultures as well.
Technological advancements have also resulted in modifications
in the procedures or technologies of childbirth. According to the
National Family Health Survey-4, the proportion of institutional
births in India increased from 38.7 percent to 78.9 percent between
2005 and 2015. The trend indicates an increase in the rate of
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institutional births over home births. In West Bengal, around 79.2
percent of women in urban areas prefer institutional hospital birth
over homebirth, whereas just 33.8 percent of women in rural
regions do (West Bengal Development Report 2010: 126). This
technological advancement will undoubtedly have an impact on
birth rituals. Take, for example, Jatakarma, whose ritualistic
performance in Atur Ghar is just eroded because the primary
performers and location of performance are simply vanished.
Traditional birth attendants and husbands are not permitted in
the operating room during institutional birth. As a result, the
possibility of ritual delivery is not possible. Aside from the changes
brought about by technology, we may also see certain changes
brought about by urban cultural consequences. The movement in
residence from Atur Ghar to rooms within the home during the
confinement period can also be seen in terms of dwindling urban
areas. With a shrinking urban context and a shift to flats, the Atur
Ghar building is beyond reality.

Changes in the approach towards childbirth over two
generations
In this section, we will examine how childbearing and birth
traditions have changed between the two generations. To examine
the disparities between the two generations, we might examine
the case studies of respondents Manorama Hazra and her
granddaughter Karabi Hazra. Manorama Hazra was born in 1929
and wed at the age of fifteen in 1944.
Her parents orchestrated her marriage. She had eleven children,
four of whom were girls, and seven of them were boys. They were
separated by less than two years. According to her account,
institutional births were uncommon during her lifetime. Having
a baby at home was more prevalent. She observed all birthing
traditions prior to and after delivery. She was aware of the beliefs
that are seen during pregnancy. Her range of physical motion
was limited. She avoided leaving her residence during the night.
She also adhered to her mother-in-law’s advice to remain indoors
during solar eclipses and lunar eclipses. During the lunar eclipse,
she followed certain rites with precision. During the lunar eclipse,
she was not permitted to consume food or water. She was not
even permitted to cut vegetables or fruits, since doing so would
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negatively influence the unborn child, who would be born with
particular cuts or missing organs or body parts. During the duration
of the lunar eclipse, she was not permitted to sit. A thread equal
to her height was attached to the entrance door’s side. This was
done to protect the thread from the evil eye (dushi) caused by the
lunar eclipse, which would not damage the mother or child but
would affect the thread. According to her, she was extremely
obedient to experienced mothers and followed the measures they
recommended. The primary focus of this modification is the
method of childbirth. All of Manorama Hazra’s children were
born in the Atur Ghar. It was constructed prior to her birth on the
house’s Veranda. After consulting with the midwife, she was
typically transported to AturGhar two days prior to the due date.
She was forced to sleep on a bedsheet covered with dried hashes.
Regardless of the season or the weather, the Atur Ghar’s delivery
protocol was followed.
Atur Ghar was constructed with hashes, which are temporary,
and was dismantled when the required number of days had
passed. Every object used within the Atur Ghar was cleansed before
being utilised in daily life. She also followed a number of foodrelated taboos. She abstained from fish, which is considered a
staple diet, for six days and had raw bananas boiled with cumin
seed and garlic paste, which is said to be beneficial for making
breast milk. Following Cha-Shasti, she was permitted to catch fish.
During the whole duration of confinement within the Atur Ghar,
only the midwife and her mother-in-law, who accompanied her
at night, were permitted to enter the home. She laundered her
own clothing and kitchenware. In the event that she was gravely
ill, the midwife and her mother-in-law assisted her with her chores.
After giving birth in the Atur Ghar, the ojhas (traditional healers)
also gave her a black thread to protect her and her kid. During
her pregnancy, she did not consult a physician. All of her
pregnancies were carried out with the aid of a midwife. Some
customs, such as burying the umbilical cord in the ground in the
Atur Ghar’s corner, were also of considerable significance. Karabi
Hazra’s grandma adhered to a different set of ceremonial practices
than those of the current culture. The fieldwork undertaken
revealed that the agency of women was more effective than in
the past. Mothers and pregnant mothers had greater authority to
observe rituals. The notion held by her grandmother regarding
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solar and lunar eclipses was not shared by her. According to
Karabi, these were antiquated views with no relevance to the
current situation. Night time mobility outside the residence was
also not prohibited. The most sociologically significant development
is the older generations’ transmission of their experiences to the
younger generations. If a difficult circumstance arises, the ladies
rely on doctors more than their mothers or mothers-in-law. This
has altered, not only due to an increased understanding of western
birthing practices but also due to the fragmentation of joint or
extended families into nuclear families. The children of Karabi
are a boy and a girl. She was married at the age of twenty-six and
had her first child three years later.
Both of her children were born in Siliguri nursing homes, and she
could not imagine giving birth at home. Thus, the practice of Atur
Ghar has vanished and no longer exists in the current field of
research. However, it cannot be argued that the ceremonies
associated with Atur Ghar have not been substantially altered.
Karabi participated in Atur Ghar-related rites in one form or
another. She was provided with a private room for the duration
of her confinement after leaving the nursing home following her
first and second births. This chamber was not constructed outside
the house, but rather it was an interior space, maintaining the
rituals of untouchability. In the confinement room, she is not
permitted to enter the kitchen or approach the well, as her body
is deemed impure and untouchable throughout the confinement
period. Until Cha-Sashti, only a few older women in the household
were permitted to enter her room. In her first pregnancy, when
she gave birth to a girl, she was confined for thirty days, and in
her second pregnancy, when she gave birth to a son, she was
confined for roughly twenty-one days. The paste of cumin seeds
and garlic is still regarded as highly efficient and was consumed
daily by Karabi. Therefore, we see a social context in which western
and traditional practices are combined and adapted.
As Yogendra Singh has rightly argued, “most these changes do
not as yet have meant the total replacement of the past forms.
The new technology, new middle classes and metropolitanglobalized cultural styles of life that are emerging as an influential
factor do not imply that most people who have excepted it are
totally detached from the traditional religious and ritual moorings
of their culture. Not only is the emergent global culture in India
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linked with the local forms but it is also reshaping several of the
traditional modes and forms of culture towards increasingly
adaptive accommodation.” (Singh 2012: 163). According to Singh,
Similarly, the power of the Internet, the computer, and television
not only extends towards new modes towards the new objective
of modernization, but also celebrates and expands the reach of
religious cultural forms with the newly acquired power of diffusion.
Culture has changed noticeably as a result of the progressive
increase in migration, the increasing strength of the global
diaspora, the increasing strength of the multicultural and
multinational nature of social and cultural contacts, and the
globalisation of the market and work-culture. However, these
instances also demonstrate the adaptability and resilience of
traditional culture by accommodating innovation and change
(Singh, 2012).

Conclusion
What follows from this study is that the rituals of the ‘great
traditions’ or vaidika, such as Garbhadhana, Pumsavana, and
Simantayana, are not commonly practiced among Bengalis today.
However, due to socio-religious changes in the society, the ritual
of Garbhadhana has seen a revival particularly among the
Vaishnavites. However, the question whether these rituals were
ever-present in Bengali ritualistic life or were restricted to the sacred
books of Hindu rituals can never be answered. The current study
clearly shows that even knowledge of the terms was lacking among
the average Bengali Hindus. I could, however, see that as a
mandatory Bengali folk pre-natal ritual they perform pre-natal
rituals such as Sadh extensively. It is, thus, possible to conclude
that among Bengali Hindus, regional folk practices (laukika) are
more prominent than scriptural and textual rituals (vaidika).
In this paper, I attempted to make sense of how rituals serve both
as a context and a medium for the affirmation of a society’s
fundamental organizational principles. I have observed that the
religion-based identities as well as new class-based identities have
altered ideas and practices associated with previous configurations
and social hierarchies. I have examined how the gender ideologies
shape motherhood, birth-giving, medicalized births, and
celebrations of specific rituals construct symbolic and cultural
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community identities. This in-depth examination of birthing
practices would, perhaps, help us understand the ‘Bengali Hindu
middle class’ in the light of their history and a shared lifeworld in
which new markers of community identity coexist with old
sensibilities to produce a newer approach to understanding birth
practices.

Notes
1. Garbhadhana is a ritual through which a man places his semen
(or seed) into a woman. Though there are several views in
different scripts regarding the day of conceptions, scholars
largely agree to the view that the auspicious conception of the
child should take from fourth to sixteenth nights after the
monthly course begins (Pandey 1949). It generally believed
that conceptions held at distance from menstruation would
yield meritorious children. Menstruation, a significant point
to note, is considered to be inauspicious for creating a spiritual
being. The symbolic significance of menstruation has always
altered the course of the performance of ritual.
2. The discussion is based on the interviews conducted in January
2018 in ISKCON temple.
3. The scriptures state that a vaidika ritual called Jatakarma is
performed shortly after a baby is born. One of the most
important vaidika rituals is jatakarma, in which the father
performs the rituals while the child is still inside the mother’s
womb but still attached to her by the umbilical cord. The actual
Jatakarma ritual was performed after the son was born, but
before the mother could give him milk and before the naval
cord was severed. In this ritual, the father performs the rites
while the unborn child is still attached to the mother by the
umbilical cord and inside the womb of the mother. The actual
Jatakarma ritual was performed after the son was born, before
the naval cord was severed, but also before the mother gave
the child milk. The father enters the hut where the child is
born and provides food for his ancestor.
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Abstract: Vendors in Lall Market, Gangtok, come from different socioeconomic backgrounds and places, from different parts of India and
Nepal. A large section of them constitutes the urban poor who make a
living by doing petty trade while being a part of the urban informal
economy. They have found vending as a way of earning their livelihood
for themselves and their family. The right to livelihood is guaranteed
as a Fundamental Right in the Indian Constitution; Article 21
guarantees the Right to Life and Personal Liberty. For the vendors,
however, earning livelihood requires space from where they vend their
goods, which is a contested space in the market place and hard to secure.
The one who owns it and operates on it has to navigate their way
through various social and administrative control and in that effort,
the political participation of vendors plays a very important part in
holding on to the place in the market. The paper aims to highlight the
impact of the political participation of vendors in manoeuvring their
way into the market space in availing the limited assets available.

Keywords: Vendor, market place, right to life and livelihood,
insecurities, political manoeuvre.

Introduction
Vendors in Kanchenjunga Shopping Complex, Lall Market,
Gangtok, come from different socio-economic backgrounds and
places, from different parts of India and Nepal. A large section of
them constitutes the urban poor who make a living by doing petty
trade while being a part of the urban informal economy. The
vendors struggle to establish a stable secure position in this market
place as the structural forces are at work to unsettle them. The
fundamental question concerns their right over life and livelihood,
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which are intertwined. In both political and ethical sense, the basic
human rights of a group of people who struggle to make a living
in the market place assume the central point. Living with risks
and uncertainties the marginalised community of vendors take
recourse to political means to promote, protect and articulate their
importance in creating a better world (Harvey 2008). The present
paper examines how the vendors in Lall Market in Gangtok
mobilise themselves politically to ascertain the Constitutional Rights
as laid down in Article 21 about the Right to Life and Personal
Liberty in securing the right place.
According to the Street Vendors (Protection of Livelihood and
Regulation of Street Vending) Act, 2014, a street vendor is: “a
person engaged in vending of articles, goods, wares, food items
or merchandise of everyday use or offering services to the general
public, in a street, lane, sidewalk, footpath, pavement, public park
or any other public place or private area, from a temporary builtup structure or by moving from place to place and includes
hawker, peddler, squatter and all other synonymous terms which
may be local or region-specific….” (The Street Vendors (Protection
of Livelihood and Regulation of Street Vending) Act, 2014).
When it comes to enforcement of laws and providing legal
protection to street vendors, India is possibly the only country to
do that (Bhowmik 2014). The National Policy on Urban Street
Vendors was adopted in 2004 and later was passed as the ‘Street
Vendors (Protection of Livelihood and Regulation of Street
Vending) Act, 2014’. Despite provisions for legal protection of street
vendors by issuing licenses, there has always been an influx of
new vendors and seasonal vendors and protecting them within
the legal provisions has always been a problem (Falla 2016).
Moreover, mere distribution of licenses does not solve the everyday
practical problems that face the vendors at the ground level
(Mathur 2014).

Contested market place
For the vendors, earning livelihood requires a ‘space’ from where
they can vend their goods. But the idea of ‘space’ in the marketplace
is contested. It is perceived to be an important but limited physical
asset and hence, hard to secure. It is an essential component of
livelihood for the urban poor.
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Borrowing from Lefebvre’s perception of urban space Elden
observed: “Much spatial language deals with contestation, struggle
and productivity. This is precisely because it mirrors the actual
uses and experiences of space…. Space is a social and political
product” (Elden 2007: 107). According to him, Lefebvre perceived
‘Space’ in three ways - perceived, conceived and lived. The first
view of space is perceived as material form, actual space which is
produced and utilized. The second view of space is conceived of
the mental form, of knowledge, logic, and imaginary space of social
engineers and urban planners. The final view of space is generated
and altered with use over a period of time with the lived
experience of everyday life into a space which is both real and
imaginary (ibid: 110-111). In accordance with this view, market
‘space’ is conceived, planned, and constructed using labour,
machinery and various institutions of the state but the meaning
of the market ‘space’, and the market ‘space’ itself, undergo change
and transformation as it is perceived and lived by the vendors
and other groups. The market ‘space’ will not only refer to the
urban planner’s model of space made to fit into the urban
beautification idea nor does it only signify the concrete table or
stall for the purpose of vending. As this space is lived by the active
social actors (vendors and consumers) and passive actors (tourists,
authorities) in their everyday life, this space will assume a new
meaning for them – of their struggle, achieved security and
memories. The space for vending thus assumes an existential and
emotive meaning, centering around the question of the identity of
the vendor and the question of rights in a liberal-market order
that works on the Darwinian principles: the struggle for existence
and the survival of the fittest.

Formalisation and scarcity of space in the market
The Street Vendors (Protection of Livelihood and Regulation of
Street Vending) Act, 2014, recognises the need to preserve “natural
markets” in urban areas; such markets are usually the areas where
vendors are concentrated as they perform important tasks for the
common people (Bhowmik 2014: 1). Lall market started as a
natural open-air market many years back. With the growth of the
tourism industry in the state, it became the most feasible way of
making Sikkim a self-sufficient economy (Chakrabarti 2009).
Consequently, keeping in demand with time the State authorities
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developed and redeveloped Lall market as a space of tourist
attraction; a place to visit for tourists coming from diverse parts
of the world, to have a different marketing experience (Gonzalez
2018). With the redevelopment, over the years, the open-air market
was elevated to a multi-level complex, a regulated and formalized
market ‘space’ named Kanchenjunga Shopping Complex, Lall
Market.
Formalization includes regulation of licenses, markets, or areas
that permits the vendors to work legally. It is often projected as
an agency that creates empowerment and works for the overall
improvement of the poor (Falla 2016). However, the formalisation
of the market and the construction of physical structure means
the space has already been allotted to the long-standing vendors
and leaves little space for the new vendors trying to find a place.
The easy entry and access to the informal economy of which
vending forms an important part means there is a constant influx
of new vendors looking for space to operate in the marketplace.
This means that the limited formalised space cannot accommodate
vendors in excess of its capacity legally.
Although “social capital” plays a very important part in having
an access to the market space; the aspiring vendors are engaged
in competition and use all possible means to convince the power
that allots market place, rented or free access through license.
Regularization of space occupancy through license gives protection
and security; it, in actuality, means ownership, which can be
transferred to the legal heir. These vendors operate to earn their
livelihood by encroaching upon the spaces near the stairs and
corners of the market - spaces many of which are concealed,
congested and hinder the movement of the customers and, as a
consequence, do not generate the desired level of income and
clientele. The already settled vendors doing a particular trade also
lose business when there is a sudden hike of new vendors in the
same trade. Those operating without the license also mean they
will be under constant threat of being evicted. In that sense, the
need for the allotment of the license becomes paramount as it
removes the uncertainty and constant pressure of being raided by
the local authorities and falling prey to harassment. The license
gives them the legitimate and legal ground to operate without
having fear of a sudden raid by them and losing their chance of
earning a livelihood.
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Political participation and the right to market space
Political participation can be defined as “those actions of private
citizens by which they seek to influence or to support government
and politics…it includes not only active roles that people pursue
in order to influence political outcomes but also ceremonial and
support activities…. some focus their attention on what the system
demands from them, while others focus on the benefits they derive
from the system” (Milbrath 1981: 198). This informs that there is
a mutual relationship between the participants and the
government to extract beneficial outcomes for both sides.
According to Lefebvre, “There is a politics of space because space
is political” as he maintains that space is an important site and
agency of struggle and as such a vital political issue (Elden 2007:
107). In the marketplace, ‘space’ is a double-edged sword. Access
to space requires political participation, negotiation with the local
authorities and changing governments to maintain somewhat
informal recognition. And once, space is allotted to a vendor with
formal recognition in the form of a license, it often means secure
access to earning a livelihood and socio-economic and political
benefit.
This paper focuses on the issue of allotment of space and license
to 43 vendors who were already doing business in Lall market for
years. The space consists of the long passage inside the first floor
of the complex - a prime location as it is visible to the customers as
they enter the market. The current state of affairs regarding these
vendors and their quest for market ‘space’ has a long period of
struggle – of dialogue, negotiation, financial investment,
bureaucratic process and troubling legal issues. These vendors
were kept in the loop by the government for an extended period
and were not given recognition or security in any form. This
changed when the vendors were provided with the allotment letter
in the year 2018. The journey from the requisition for the license
to the provision of the allotment certificate is ripe with many
instances which show the importance of political participation in
the vendors’ journey from the illegal occupation of space to legal
recognition in the form of a license.
By virtue of their position in their quest for legal recognition, these
vendors have organised themselves into an informal pressure
group determined to fight for their rights. According to their need
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and feasibility of time, they organised meetings with specific agenda
in mind. It is during such meetings as per the government notice
that they decided to financially invest in building their own stalls
similar to the ones available to the old vendors.
It is also fascinating to see vendors’ change in allegiance to different
political parties while lobbying for getting their demands mitigated.
The vendors went through the experience of working out the
licensing procedure and received the allotment certificate from
the political party that was previously in power, namely, the SDF
(Sikkim Democratic Front) government but with the change of
guard in the 2019 election, when the SKM (Sikkim Krantikari
Morcha) came to power, these vendors’ position became uncertain.
Following the logic of pragmatism, the vendors’ group changed
their affiliation to the newly elected party to secure their formal
recognition.
Many informal meetings and dialogues took place between these
vendors and the local elected political leader regarding their issue.
In such gatherings, vendors expressed how they started their
business as vendors, their daily struggles and how they trust the
current government for justice. They wanted a secure holdover of
the place in the market for vending, which for them, was a
livelihood question. The vendors’ group reiterated that their
families’ well-being depends so much on their secure hold over
the place and that by granting them license the party in power
would secure their unconditional support. They further argued
that not only they but their family members and close kin will
ever remain grateful to the party. Demonstration of vendors’
numerical strength through movements and in meetings also put
across a political message to the party in power. The vendors’
group reminded the political representatives about their livelihood
rights enshrined in the Indian Constitution to clinch the issue in
their favour.
In the meetings with the political leaders regarding the case of
new vendors as well as the workers of the previous party filing
for RTI (Right to Information) came up. However, the vendors
claiming licenses often sought the patronage of the ruling party
for their protection and recognition of their ownership of the space.
In returning the favour the vendors’ group made it a point to
attend all the meetings organized by the party in power and
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showed their loyalty and allegiance to the party. The negotiations
with power yielded results as the members of the group managed
to obtain the allotment certificate. The acquisition of an allotment
certificate is, however, not equivalent to a license. The vendors
are of the opinion that obtaining the allotment certificate in itself
is half the battle won; they are optimistic that the procurement of
the license is no longer a distant dream. Therefore, with renewed
vigour, the vendors have resolved to carry on the final task of the
bureaucratic process of licensing.

Conclusion
From the above discussion, we can draw home the point that in a
liberal economy the people have little control over different forms
of capital (economic, social, cultural) and find it difficult to have
secure livelihoods. Those who are made to find living in the urban
market, in its informal sector, struggle for a secure place. The right
over the space in the urban market is fundamental for their
survival. The vendors doing trade for years develop natural rights
over the place in the market, the small place where they put up
their shops. When they live with the relentless threat of eviction,
they mobilise themselves into pressure groups and negotiate with
the power for securing their legitimate right over the place. In
exchange, they trade their support for the party in power. In a
democracy, the political parties negotiate with the organized vote
blocs for their support while giving them some concessions in the
process. The distressed vendors use their collective agency in
negotiations for a rightful place guaranteed in the Indian
Constitution.
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Abstract: The spread modern technology and global flow of ideas and
practices expedited by globalization, transnational capitalism and social
media platforms have generated new discourses on human body. Under
the spell of new body discourses modern men and women look for new
identities and new ways of presentation of self in their everyday life.
This paper reflects on how the university going women students of
Sikkim perceive and negotiate with diverse body images in their
everyday life. The first section of paper identifies the agents that influence
construction of ideas on body and beauty. It also attempts to trace how
far the socio-economic background of the students determines their
perceptions of body and beauty. The second section attempts to unravel
the various determining factors relating to the body discourse. It also
traces the revolutionized social and cultural construction of body
discourse based on the lived experiences and close observations within
the family. The final section of this paper situates the empirical findings
in the light of theoretical arguments and present the body discourse
from a sociological standpoint.

Keywords: Body Image, presentation of Self, capitalism and body,
self-identity, globalization and body.

Introduction
The current interest in the discourse of body has largely focused
on addressing the immediate response to the impacting social
changes that has been witnessed in the field of body discourse.
The somatic society (Turner 1992) marked by technological
innovations and postmodern conditions have led women to no
choice but to live in a virtual reality (Varga 2005) where the realness
or the naturalness of body can be questioned on the basis of its
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rejuvenation and manipulation. This study of university going
women students has focused largely on the discourse in terms of
conflict and negotiation on self-identity, consumption pattern of
individuals, body image and self-esteem. The field for the study
was chosen to be Sikkim University situated in Gangtok, Sikkim.
One can notice huge impact of emerging consumer society and
prevailing discourses on body image and beautification practices
among the younger generation of the Sikkimese society. The
emerging trend combining marketing and consumption of beauty
products, mushroom growth of body fitness training centers, gyms,
beauty parlors/ salons and craze for online shopping has widely
affected the presentation of self and body care and this is fast
emerging as homogenized Sikkimese youth culture and this finds
reflection among young students of Sikkim University, Gangtok.
Gangtok is the capital of the State of Sikkim, which falls in the
East district and has several markets in and around the town
namely, Naya Bazar, Lall Bazar, Mahatma Gandhi Marg, Deorali
Bazar and many more. The contemporary period “marks the
upsurge and influence of the Western culture in terms of dress
especially in the urban areas among the younger population while
the earlier worn traditional dresses has been kept aside for festive
use” as pointed out in the Gazetteer of Sikkim (Rai 2016: 149).
Sikkim Central University situated in the heart of Gangtok acts as
a hub of diverse culture, ethnicity, religion, language and
communities. The University, with its central library, facilities of
residence, health center, transportation and gym create an
ambience for students to express themselves with all their sense
of fashion. Besides class room and students’ association meetings,
the university students gather in large number to celebrate their
annual fest Ramailo SU-Khim with sports, social, academic and
cultural events. The cultural event is usually witnessed to be the
most allied one where days of grand celebration including events
like prom night, DJ Night, Battle of the Bands, Haute Couture are
held which bear the imprint of Western culture. The university,
therefore, seems adaptive to the global popular culture, which
comes as a mark of the process called Westernisation. The Ramailo
SU-Khim was designed to make the students (mostly female
students) present themselves as beautiful, in trendy fashionable
attire in the events. For some events dress codes were fixed like
‘Gowns for Ladies in Prom’. Such dress codes fix the standards
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for the young girls and push them towards a particular mode of
consumption; modern capitalist market thus creates cultural space
to promote a particular type of consumer culture.
Against this backdrop, the paper makes an effort to record the
daily practices of body care, the construction of the idea of beauty
and body and the body perceptions of young university going
women students. It discusses the changes found in the social and
cultural construction of body discourse over time. By exploring
the epistemological background of body this paper attempts to
enhance the body discourse through empirical observations. In
this disposition, the factors examined are religion (Hinduism,
Buddhism, Christianity, Others), culture, socio-economic
background (parents’ income from 10,000-15,000/ month to
50,000 and above), the courses taken (Science, Humanities,
Professional) and body weight (least being 42kg and the highest
being 98kg) of the respondents. The students were selected from
different geographical (from different states of India), cultural
(having diverse acquired cultures), religious and socio-economic
groups using purposive sampling and snowball sampling method.

Body image, self esteem and identity
An awakening upsurge on the question of self-identity is often
closely associated with the notion of self-esteem among the young
women in the contemporary time. Body image, self-esteem and
self-identity are intertwined to construct one’s sense of beauty.
Body and beauty is often associated together for several reasons
especially when pointed at external/physical characteristics of
body. Also because the body by virtue consist a part i.e. face which
today is highly marketised, commodified and stigmatised. Peer
influence and the impact of media also contribute to shape body
image of the young women. Following that, the media projections
and public perceptions, the male gaze, the desire to be liked and
loved, the desire to have a boyfriend, the desire for appreciation
make the young women conscious about their body and beauty.
Bodies in this line remains an open arena of discourse as they
open up to influences of external forces and agents marked by an
era prone to judgments and informal competition with the visual
(as projected in the dominant media culture) reference group. The
heightened role of both the influences and opinion, judgment of
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others on one’s body conditions the way bodies are perceived and
the idea(s) of beauty is constructed. A twenty-four-year-old student
pursuing post-graduation who weighs 59 Kgs commented:
I am very happy with the body I have because I receive a
lot of appreciation from others saying I have a toned body.
My stomach does not gain fat no matter what and how
much I eat; I am lucky in that case. I love my body but my
calves…During school days I was teased for having really
fat calves, the boys used to tease me as I had to wear skirt
as my uniform. Also my friends back then suggested me
not to wear skirts while going out. I never wore a dress or
a skirt that revealed my calves back then. However, my
friends in the university are different and they encourage
me to wear dresses and compliments me when I do which
really boosts my confidence.
The young women’s bodies in the contemporary time under the
influences of modernity demands some form of management and
the presentation of bodies become evident in carrying the modern
self and identity. In this line, bodies (especially women bodies)
fall prey to consumerism and transnational capitalism. A constant
dilemma between the theoretical notion on body conflicting the
dominant ideas on body and beauty that is projected by media
and as reported by the women students being “inner beauty,
personality, character” and their practical engagement in body
management practices becomes apparent. Women students in
majority indulged in beauty and body care including visits to
beauty salons/parlor for shaping their eyebrows, hair spas, cut
and coloring, facial cleansings, waxing of body hairs, buying and
using body and beauty products from market, exercising at home
to getting gym memberships as routinized practice or indulging
in these practices occasionally indicates ‘hegemony of beauty
politics’. Consumerist ideas drawing upon the factor of
marketization of beauty and body care practices therefore, cannot
be refuted. Using of basic and minimal beauty products on hair,
body and face such that of SPF (sun protection factors) face creams
and body lotions, moisturizing creams, hair conditioners and
serums as routinized practice, to eventually using full-fledged
cosmetics and following body care regimes in terms of situational
demands concerning presentation of self in public has been
institutionalized. The basic products depend upon each individual
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and the needs addressing their skin/body care schedules. There
are innumerable beauty and body care products available in the
market at different price ranges suiting to one’s affordability and
easy accessibility. The advent of globalization has extended wide
scope of choices and preferences to several beauty and body
products, practices. With regard to body and beauty care practices
the women students narrates:
Being presentable, beautiful and receiving compliments
makes me feel good about myself. It makes me happier
and confident. And as an adult I think I should take care
of my skin and body. I rarely use make up/ cosmetic
products but I use tan-removal face packs and peel of masks
to get rid of my blackheads twice a month. This is a routine.
Similarly, another student remarks:
I started using makeup products since 2015 when I joined
college. I started because I saw girls in Sikkim using makeup every day and all look beautiful. Though I use minimal
like lipstick, eyeliner and necessary skin care including use
of facial cleanser, toner and creams regularly but I like to
take extra effort and do full make-up during events and
occasions like parties, events of University like fest, festivals.
The prominent role of modernization, westernization,
advertisements, media, internet, consumer culture can be situated
in terms of internalizing the body and beauty management
practices. The mentioned factors also irrefutably remain influential
to the way young women in the contemporary time are perceiving
their body and constructing their ideas on body, beauty. However,
the interplay of cultural and religious influence in everyday lived
experiences also play an important role in how one constructs
idea(s) on beauty and body and thereby purpose their presentation
of self.
A twenty-five years old post graduate student drawing on the
cultural influence on her desired body image and self-presentation
states:
My role model is Illena D-Cruz (a Bollywood actress). She
has a very good figure with curves. I often dream of having
that curves when I wear sari as I am a Bengali and I think
culturally we have it in us that we have to wear Sari, which
I don’t mind as I like to wear it.
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Another twenty-eight years old research scholar perusing her
PhD from the university with regard to her religion commented,
I like simple clothes and mostly ‘kurtis’ and that is exactly
how I feel I should be dressing. I go to church every Sunday
wearing the same and everywhere else. I feel comfortable
and simple. My religion teaches me not to dress in a manner
that is too loud or overdress but to be unadorned, simple
and that is how I want to carry myself.
The other influential agents or sources that affects the perception
on body and beauty is the geographical or regional factor. Gangtok
having the cosmopolitan flavor remains highly adaptive to fashion
and beauty culture. It is through these globalized adaptations in
the light of neo-liberalism the internalization of practices
associated with beauty and body takes place. This argument can
be traced from the narrative presented below:
In my state Assam, I can wear slippers and go to market.
But when I came to Sikkim for my studies I noticed that
even from young to old women they are always well
dressed. They maintain themselves and even in the streets
they look very presentable. I also observed that when I go
to the market to buy clothes if I am wearing good clothes
here, the attendant welcomes me and attends me well.
The heightened role of transnational capitalism also accentuates
the way young women are shaping their perception on ideal or
‘perfect’ body and thereby constructing ideas on body and beauty.
The ‘size availability and trendy clothes’ have now been a marker
to a beautiful body among women irrespective of their size and
body shape. The role of capitalist industrial management does
not only manifest into accelerating consumerism but in latency
helps in internalization of the set standard size for body. Modern
clothes comprise of variety but the ‘trendy clothes’ are made so to
fit only into the standard body size. Since all young women do
not fit into this dominant body image often a crisis is felt largely
among the women who do not fit into the set standards of body
size and beauty. In this way clothes being sold in the market makes
one conscious of their body and arouses a feeling of deprivation
regarding one’s body. Capitalism in this regard provides easy and
structured solution to the crisis deliberately created by marketing
and fashion-beauty industry. To substantiate, if you’re lean you

230

Sunaina Rai

have food supplements in the market, if fat, there are fitness
regimes, if dark in complexion fairness products are easily available
in the market and if too fair of a complexion tanning creams are
made available. Hinting on the role of capitalism, the students
narrates:
I would like to have a body which is very fit. I want to be
able to go to any store, pick up any cloth item and wear it.
It is like my dream. I usually wear XXXL sized clothes and
the easily available sizes in the market are small, medium,
large and XL. I find it very difficult to get clothes of my
size, especially the ones of my choice.
I am very thin as you can see and I find it very difficult to
find undergarments of my size. I also get constantly
commented on my hands as it looks very thin. Friends say
that it looks like a man’s hand.
The solutions provided by capitalism in form of commodities,
however, thrives on the exchange value and therefore, it becomes
important to explore if the dominant concept of beauty and
idealized body is class specific. The empirical study by taking socioeconomic background attempted to explore the role of economy
in body care and beauty management practices. Interestingly, it
can be inferred that class of young women do not manifest
dominance on adaptation of mainstream beauty and body care
practices but however it delimits the degree of involvement in
practices and the brand of products being used. The notion that
processes of ‘governing the body’ does not manifest social
inequality as Bourdieu’s theorization on body points out. One’s
social location which for Bourdieu is the economic capital of class
based condition therefore, does not bring inequality in the
contemporary time due to easy availability and wide range of
affordability of products in the market. Also negotiations on part
of the women students of Sikkim University plays an important
role which makes everyone look equal in physical presentation of
self and by appearance it becomes difficult to differentiate who
comes under which class strata in society. Habitus on the other
hand is solely dependent on their encounters to larger structural
forces and educational awakening depending on the field as the
field if taken as being that of academic, the women students carried
a notion that it was normal to look average and not overdo with

Body Image and Presentation of Self among...in Sikkim

231

their body image and presentation of self because that is “how
majority of academicians look”. Bringing in the element of taste,
among the women students it is often based on the field of
academia but a fluctuation on minor basis becomes observable in
terms of situational demands like for instance, the annual fest of
the University, Ramailo SU-Khim. The negotiations in this regard
is observable however the complete resistance to the modern,
dominant body image and beauty cease to prevail. The socioeconomic background on the other does not have a major role to
play because young women today are coming up with different
alternatives in order to negotiate on their maintenance and
management of body and self. The alternatives can be traced from
following narratives presented below:
A 23 years old student persuing Bachelor’s degree states,
As I am a student and adult simultaneously it becomes
hard for me to waste my parent’s money so I buy and use
Patanjali beauty care products which I find very reasonable,
both quality and price wise. I also stay in a hostel and
sometimes we circulate clothes amongst us (friends). When
we shop some beauty products and clothes online, we
together place orders and Dutch the money. This way we
all use the beauty products and avoid repetition of clothes
every day.
Another 25 years old post-graduate student remarks,
I am a student but also an agent of the beauty brand
Oriflame which gives me beauty and body care products
as gifts based on points earned through sale of their
products. My family members are agents too and we
choose to take the products as credit points instead of
money and that way I hardly have to buy anything.
In the similar line a 29 years old research scholar perusing her
PhD degree said,
I along with my hostel mates play ‘sorrow’ where eight of
us in the beginning of the month contribute Rs.500 each.
At the end of each month one amongst us takes all money
collected which makes Rs.4000 and in that way we circulate
and distribute the total amount. I also give home tuition to
one kid who pays me Rs.2000 every month. Therefore, I
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don’t find difficult in fulfilling my needs including body
care and beauty needs.
The alternatives and the ways of negotiation in everyday life
profoundly determines that new innovative means are designed
by women students to maintain a balance between their student
life and demands of beauty standards. The research scholars also
pointed out managing budgets with the fellowship granted by
the University and UGC. While for some others their pocket money
was quite considerable and sufficient to meet the body and beauty
demands. The online shopping through discounts and sale offered
on various types and brands ranging from high to low prices also
serves purpose of affordability of the products. However, if the
role of class and economy has to be situated in this context the
only dominant concept of beauty that is class specific may be
relevant in terms of top global and luxury brands which makes
the prices of beauty and body care products beyond the reach to
middle class and lower class strata.

Changing socio-cultural connotation of body discourse
The modern somatic society supplemented by scientific
development, technological advancement, innovations in
biomedical fields, mushrooming beauty industries has contributed
in human bodies becoming “exceedingly malleable” (Giddens
1991). The lager victim of these bodies are female bodies by the
virtue that it is often expected to be well kept, maintained and
treated accordingly as to fit into both the societal ideals of beauty
and the dominant body image. Beauvoir makes it explicit that the
somatic modern society and culture constantly associates women
with their bodies. Therefore, starting from the earlier existent
traditional society to present day modern complex society, women
feels the need to present themselves as a fit to the expected
standard of beauty. Be it from older days of oiling and keeping
long hair and using home-made beauty products to the current
day innumerable practices associated with beauty and body.
Practices related to body management and presentation of self in
this regard is not a neo process but over the time, the body care
and maintenance practices has evolved and become complex. In
the contemporary time, a constant struggle to meet the dominant
idea(s) of body and beauty and negotiations in daily life with
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regard to the same, can be observed among women irrespective
of their age. However, the factor of time and space do play a vital
role. With time there has been noticeable changes and
developments in relation to varied methods and ways in which
body management can be achieved today. It is observed that the
cultural and traditional practices associated with beauty, body
care and presentation of self has changed significantly. The age
old traditional practices though cannot easily wither away but
the upsurge of modernity has allowed people to negotiate and
mold the traditional cultural body and beauty practices in
numerous ways. Such that of, wearing traditional attires and
vermillion/’sindoor’ only during festivals and occasions, getting
body tattoos of cultural and religious symbols which is not likely
to be questioned, opting for designer blouses and sari that matches
with and/or enhances the body shape and many more.
Nonetheless, the notion that women has to present themselves in
a particular manner in her childhood, adulthood, before and after
marriage and in old age is often seen as being depicted by the
societal norms. On one hand, the hotbed of patriarchy within the
family and in the society remains crucial in terms of how female
bodies are compelled to follow the practices related to body that
suits the norms of the patriarchal system. While on the other, the
capitalist propaganda backed up by the globalization policies have
made stereotyping of beauty and body profoundly prominent by
making practices of body management an accessible necessity.
The normalization of these two factors in the modern society makes
it an objectified reality that more emphasis is laid on finding a fit
between the norms and set beauty standard. And in this regard,
the larger part of negotiation in the daily presentation of self and
carrying a body image that fits the societal ideals thus gets reflected.

Conclusion
The body discourse may be viewed as an evolutionary process
that endures and manifests itself over a course of time. The
empirical study and its analysis has found out that the earlier
existing culturally specific notion of body and beauty has now
evolved into a homogenized concept. In the wake of modernity
and its forces of globalization, consumer culture, transnational
capitalism, media, internet and so on the body image demands
enhanced and modified projection in the modern somatic society.
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The role of several variables like economy, culture, religion,
ethnicity comes to play in understanding how bodies mobilise and
to what extent in undergoing the process of modification,
management and presentation as demanded by the dominant
beauty culture. The modern conditions of somatic society provide
concepts of ‘modern bodies’, ‘trendy bodies’ and ‘unvarnished
bodies’ as a useful catalyst for the body discourse. If on one hand,
the somatic society is leading body to consumerist site then on the
other hand, body has become a prime site of accelerating
confidence and self-esteem among young women. However, the
dominant role of globalization, advertisements, mass media and
social media leads the young women into discontentment and
dissatisfaction regarding their own bodies. The consumerist culture
also leads to growing uncertainty in terms of body embodiment
along the lines of arousing material (commodities available for
consumption) and immaterial (natural bodies without any
manipulation) scarcity. However, these scarcities are likely to be
a relative rather than an absolute one i.e. created due to the wider
exposure that invokes the desire to have a body like that of the
created reference group as projected in dominant media.
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Abstract: Technology has positively changed the educational system
in which we live. Digitalisation has enhanced the educational process,
making it even more charming. Today, technology plays a crucial part
in education. Traditional procedures have been supplanted by new
modes of teaching and learning in education. Digital technology can
assist students in gaining massive amounts of information, providing
them with the ability to be self-directed and access to educational assets.
But the positive effects that go along with the negative ones should not
be overlooked. This paper discusses how diverse methods of teaching
and learning could be suitable for students with the usage of digital
technology; the importance of technology in the educational sector; and
how the use of technology could open up new opportunities and bring
challenges in the field of education.

Keywords : Digital technology, education, opportunities,
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Introduction
Technology is essential across every part of the world. The
educational segment is one such area where it is tremendously
significant. With the development of technology, education has
been made simpler, more interesting, and more accessible
(Budhwar 2017). The utilisation of technological knowledge in
education has fundamentally modified many aspects of modern
life. It facilitates students to access vital information in a short
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period of time (Quarshie et al. 2012). It provides a variety of
modernisations that will be used for flexible exercises such as
research, educational practices, and assignments (Dutta and
Chabra 2019). It can easily access all the time, whenever and
wherever it needs, ease of access to diverse required educational
resources, online-based education, and eventually measure the
prospect of the teaching segment for the last few decades (Verma
2020). Furthermore, images, animation, music, and video enable
us to empower the students in different ways. Every single category
has its own specific appearance and fulfils diverse needs; the visual
impact of animation is to link the learning process, while sound
encompasses all forms of spoken communication (Wikramanayake
2005). There are several technological elements accessible to make
information-managing methods in connection to everyday life
activities, but the way it influences students’ education may be a
significant theme in the present phase.
Despite the reality that technology may help students learn massive
volumes of information, certain adverse consequences shouldn’t
be overlooked (Alghamdi 2016). Technological gadgets and social
networking sites are often used to have a detrimental influence
on students’ ability to acquire knowledge. Spending more time on
social media, such as Facebook, Twitter, YouTube, etc., distracts
them from academic tasks (Gok 2015). Apart from that, one of
the most neglected communities that have been alienated from
the concept of digital technology is the indigenous
people. Sometimes the dialect used on the digital platform becomes
a burden for them as they cannot understand it as their mother
tongue is different. Furthermore, due to the poor infrastructure
and societal concerns, it will be more challenging to make digital
education more accessible to all the categories of students,
especially to the tribal community that has been living near the
hill area (Aneesh et al. 2021). As a result, this paper attempts to
emphasise how traditional and contemporary educational
practices can be effective; what obstacles may various student
groups confront while using digital tools; the implications of
technology in education in connection to today’s scenario; and
eventually, how the use of existing technologies can build
something new and address a wide variety of educational concerns
in students’ daily lives.
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Sociological perspectives on education
According to Pierre Bourdieu, “cultural capital” is an assortment
of representative components such as abilities, desires, appearance,
attitudes, practices, and so on, that one receives by being a part of
a given social class. He discussed that the children of the upper
class are likely to partake in cultural possessions such as
knowledge, manners, attitudes, and cultural involvement, which
means they get ahead in education as compare to the lower class
children (Agin 2018). This idea is pertinent within the
contemporary-day scenario for the higher and lower class groups
of our society. Students from the upper class can easily get all the
facilities to access technology. Due to the several socio-economic
levels, upper-class students effectively advance in all technological
substances that can support in their education. They obtain direct
or indirect assistance in their education by examining various
internet sources. On the other hand, dominating class students
are unable to comprehend technology and hardly ever define such
possibilities in their daily life due to a lack of cultural capital.
Functional perspective reflects education has massive inferences
for students in connection to their daily lives. Education enhances
coherence, confidence, and has a positive impact on society. It
prepares students to work well in progress throughout their
lifespan and imparts vital skills and techniques to boost their
knowledge. Education, for example, is used in the process of
socialization; it is the process through which the next generation
obtains information, methods, and morals as a form of learning
platform (Welch 1985). In today’s situation, digital technology
enables students to encompass their knowledge in a diverse way
by utilising digital tools. It allows students to accomplish
educational activities in much less time, apply for jobs from home,
and retrieve educational content from a variety of sources. It assists
students in becoming familiar with extra-curricular activities and,
ultimately, improves their knowledge of various easy strategies
for obtaining a quick answer. Thus, technology is regarded as one
of the most effective teaching tools available for students.

Educational practices in India
Since independence, substantial advancement has been made in
several aspects of the education field. Learning has shifted from a
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monologue to a dialogue process. It has made important
contributions at all levels of educational attainment: primary,
secondary, and higher. However, there are extensive breaks in
our learning systems, such as the new technical infrastructure in
certain academic institutions could not be accessible as per the
needs of the students (Dogra and Gulati 2006). Technology is
rapidly expanding in the modern period, and it carries over into
the existing educational system, modernising it as well. In modern
times, learners only study at institutions by competing to be the
first; there is no intensive study to gain practical knowledge. Thus,
it is indeed a massive strain, as well as a lot of work pressure on
them. Due to this, it forces students to commit suicide. Our system
of education must learn from ancient and mediaeval educational
practises in terms of its practical knowledge acquisition, learning
environments, student lifestyles at that time, and much more
(Ghonge et al. 2021). After going through several stages of
education, it is seen that the education sector in ancient times did
not have a wide variety of sources and modern technology. Yet
they attempted to drive a better structured learning framework
for the students to get suitable knowledge regarding their subject
matter. However, the predominance of the caste system in
schooling was indeed the main concern at that time. After the
British arrived in India, they proceeded to modify the education
system for their own gain. In the existing educational system, the
government is spending a lot of money on education and major
initiatives are being taken to eliminate educational barriers (Kumar
2012). Technology is primarily used as a good example at several
institutions, such as teaching; using a projector or smart board to
show the presentation; displaying motivational clips to encourage
the students. Furthermore, numerous articles, reports, virtual
learning platforms, and web sources help the students get new
and extensive information regarding their subject theme.
The educational situation in India has been perceived from a diverse
viewpoint after the traditional period to this current era. Both
traditional and digital methods of the teaching-learning process
are important and have their relevance in various ways. Traditional
methods of teaching and learning have given way to new and
emerging technologies. It has a significant impact on all areas of
educational programs, such as techniques for school, classroom
learning (Bhakta 2016) and so on. Technology is making
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information more accessible and highly contagious to all types of
people from anywhere. It is hard to derive which mode of
education is best because both have their significance. However,
due to modern education, traditional education is gradually being
lessened and replaced with new ways of teaching that make use
of technological gadgets. The following key points highlight the
methods and importance of both traditional and modern teachinglearning processes.

Traditional scenario
Prior to the digital age, most students couldn’t gather sufficient
data in a short amount of time. There were no schools for children;
they obtained their education or information in gurukuls from their
masters, who essentially focused on the ceremonies or customs
instead of this leading-edge education (Budhwar 2017). In
addition, a few more critical characteristics have been noticed in
the traditional situation; during class, the teacher usually persists
longer than the learners, class time is used for group work and
cooperation, and textbooks have been broadly used as there is no
alternative for this. If teachers focus on conveying the content in
the best way and the students truly demonstrate attention and
engage with what they study, this mode of education assists them
more to gain more knowledge (Sharma 2018). In the traditional
teaching technique, the teacher explains the concept to the students
using chalk and blackboards. The students can take significant
points from the blackboard which have been highlighted by the
teacher. Students evaluate their records following class and
attempt to remember the notes. The traditional teaching strategy
is much less expensive than the modern way of teaching (Sharma
2018). Traditional teaching strategies involve more interaction
between students and teachers than modern teaching methods
(Dimitrios et al. 2013). The class is more disciplined and interesting
in the traditional way of teaching. Its approaches do not require
any special technical abilities from the instructor, so it can allow
him to focus only on his topic and provide the best information to
the learners.

Digital Technology in Education: An Assessment

241

Education in the contemporary era
Technology has drastically altered the way we educate, and its
impact is grasped strongly among the students of all category (Raja
and Nagasubramani 2018). Utilizing technology in education
demonstrates a great, even an unpleasant, connection between
learning and technology (Sigdel 2017). Inside the school sector,
technology demonstrates that students are becoming progressively
sociable, enthusiastic, active, and intellectually better. It encourages
it through expanded productivity and adequacy (Courville 2011).
With the help of the internet, it has more potential influenced on
their education, helping to enhance their brains and grasp new
thoughts and opportunities simultaneously (Bremer 2005). With
the assistance of technological gadgets, children can now
participate in learning networks all over the world. With the use
of digital learning tools, it enables students to use share information
and help with their academic tasks. Also, with the use of
enchanting graphics and visuals, modern technology-based
education captures learners’ attention in a varied way. Using visible
elements during class teaching allows learners to become close to
the subject and hold the belief for a prolonged period (Brooks and
Brooks 1999). Advanced teaching frameworks are made up of
more focused videos and animations than traditional blackboard
tactics. Thus, as long as someone can manage to pay for the
gadgets, this type of education is tremendously flexible and
convenient. During this period, the barrier of societal alienation
can be overcome by forming study groups online or offline and
simply interacting with them.

Technology-driven education: New opportunities
There are such a large number of favourable circumstances in
technology that assist in improving the educational process. It
appears that across the planet, there is an active relationship
between children and technology. They realise they will use
technology more effectively and more normally than their parents.
They realise they are the computer generation, “as seen by
Seymour Papert, a prestigious master within the field of computers
and man-made intelligence” (Papert 1996). The impact of
technology on learning is exceptionally massive. Technology
within the classroom is progressively improving learning with the
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help of technological equipments (Paul 2014). With the help of
technological gadgets, it improves new ways of learning as well
as their enthusiasm, imagination, and enlightenment. It promotes
cognitive development because the cerebrum is the most precious
reserve of a student. It works best when an individual employs it.
Also, it assists in building up the psyches of students through access
to a boundless expanse of knowledge online. It encourages
students to stay engaged with the learning environment, approach
advanced information with self-guided learning, easy access to
information through different sites, and virtual recreation. It is
also integrated into the classroom in several ways; teachers can
find new ways to present the subject theme and also have ideas
to lead new procedures. Through the use of various tasks by
utilising digital tools, it can be able to make education become
more interesting (Reddy and Bubonia 2020). Furthermore, it
accesses learning information by using digital resources in a variety
of ways to support learning, such as electronic grade books,
accessing websites to gather information, reading e-papers,
knowing the weather forecast, and visiting several sites to gather
assignments based on the subject matter.
The Corona virus pandemic had a global impact on all elements
of human life, as well as the different sectors of our society like;
education, research field, sports, entertainment, transportation,
religion, social events, the economy, and commerce. The truth of
the situation has been tough to face, and the education sector
continues to be one of the most affected sectors by the coronavirus
pandemic (Onyema 2020). Students were unable to leave their
homes for fear of the spread of this virus. Due to the shutdown,
schools, colleges, and other institutions use online education as
the primary mode of instruction. Home learning always provides
a pleasant place to focus, as students can determine the best
environment for themselves. Because of the shutdown, all
educational institutions remained closed. However, to continue
the teaching-learning process, most institutions adopted a virtual
method of education during the Corona virus pandemic, utilising
different internet technologies such as Google Meet, Zoom, and
others (Adeoye et al. 2020). The teachers steadily organise online
webinars and meetings to get in touch with the students and their
faculty members. The requirement for online teaching and learning
has seen a massive explosion since the pandemic. This represents
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a huge and growing demand for online learning. The online
teaching method only requires a reliable internet connection and
a laptop or smartphone to conduct smoothly. Also, students do
not have to move from one place to another, so it saves their travel
time and they can attend the class by sitting at home (Mathivanan
et al. 2021). During this pandemic time, this is the only way
through which a teacher can connect with the students for the
teaching-learning process. Thus, digital technology is one way in
which it can be able to help students as well as students in
education.

Technology in education: Some concerns
Even though digitalisation over media and electronic devices helps
students obtain vast amounts of information, teaches them how
to be creative, and provides them with access to technical resources,
some negative consequences should not be overlooked (Alghamdi
2017). Children’s creative minds are being influenced, but
simultaneously, their reasoning capacity is being condensed, which
kills the creativity of the students. Students nowadays are
completely reliant on technology. They cannot accomplish basic
tasks by themselves. Due to technology, they are becoming
unenergetic and exhausted. They spent the entire day on
smartphone and computer, not attending any events or going for
a walk. Furthermore, using computers in the classroom has a
negative influence on students since they are overstimulated and
divert their attention away from the classroom teaching (Raja and
Nagasubramani 2018). Furthermore, it negatively impacts on
reducing imagination; it indirectly develops factual approaches
to deal with frustration, anger, fear, and struggles with time
management in education when using technology (Padmanabhan
2020). Nowadays, children operate computers, play games, run
different applications on smartphones, and spend more time on
this digital platform. These conditions do exclude children from
their education. Sometimes it leads to harm the eyes. Students who
use screen-based technologies for extended periods of time for
studying are at a risk of developing vision syndrome. Even though
many students nowadays carry a smartphone in their compact.
They, however, find a means to unfairly observe their texts and
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emails and see who likes their most recent picture on social
platform throughout the class.
During the coronavirus pandemic, the use of and transition to elearning may prompt teachers to include more online elements in
the classroom. Moreover, there are some real-world issues and
limitations associated with the convenience of digital tools for
education. As a result, there is a digital divide between students
from different socioeconomic backgrounds, although not even all
students and faculty may have internet connectivity or reliable
internet connections. It also implies that obtaining e-learning is
now the most affordable. As a result, students from
underprivileged backgrounds face more hurdles than other
students group (Rashid and Yadav 2020). Due to the Corona virus
pandemic, many students are forced to study from home. In
addition to the cost of an online education, a number of further
challenges, such as network problems, improper electricity supply,
low digital literacy, poor access and unavailability, contribute to
making education challenging (Onyema 2020). Although
individuals may learn using a variety of online tools and
techniques, it does not always facilitate proper learner performance
(Sangma 2021) due to lack of proper concentration in online
education. On the one hand, students from urban centers have
access to all kinds of facilities from their homes due to their high
social profile, while majority of the tribal and rural students do
not have easy access to network connectivity. They often come to
the hill area to get network connections for the online sessions. In
addition, due to the lack of technological skills and low
socioeconomic status, it is impossible for a person to buy a
smartphone.

Critical remarks
Digital technology promotes many advantageous things for
students in the educational field as well as in their everyday lives.
Everyday life includes how people conduct all of their activities
from day to night, and most of these activities are gradually
becoming linked with digital technology. Technology offers
numerous benefits, but it also has many drawbacks for learners.
Nowadays, the use of the internet has the benefit of providing
students with a broad grasp of their daily life activities. They now
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obtain global knowledge in fractions of a second while working
from home. But at the same time, some students cannot profit
from it owing to different constraints, such as connectivity issues
and weak infrastructure (Selwyn 2010). Moreover, their ability to
focus on educational activities is found to be disrupted by YouTube,
Facebook, or Twitter (Raut and Patil 2016). They do not want to
use their smartphones exclusively for educational purposes, but
they do customise them to make calls, watch movies, and browse
the internet. Moreover, they like to access and use different sources
like messaging, online mail, and operating social networking sites
rather than researching library online resources (Alfawareh and
Jusoh 2014). Also, due to the large advancement in technology,
teachers facilitate students with various online apparatuses instead
of genuinely speaking with them. Numerous websites feature
incorrect data on many issues, which may have been pasted or
copied from several repositories without confirming the legitimacy
of the content. As a result of this misinformation, students regularly
make mistakes that can have a substantial impact on their
educational growth (Hanson 2011). Students are not learning with
the help of these gadgets. Instead, they are interested in monitoring
their loved ones’ postings, status updates, and other information.
Ultimately, it disconnects students from the real world. Most of
them prefer to text or converse on social networks instead of inperson contact with one another in reality. Even though students
devote lots of time face-to-face altogether, they like to spend that
significant time communicating on their smartphones instead of
in-person interaction.

Conclusion
Digital technology could provide students with a better
understanding and knowledge of subjects, and also allow them
to participate in a variety of academic activities through an online
mode. It provides enormous potential for enhancing students’
education and makes it even more suitable to utilise diverse sources
concerning their subject needs. It also meets several of the
educational burdens and expectations of today’s students. Science
and technology have the potential to hasten the transition from
offline to online teaching and learning processes. During the
coronavirus pandemic, despite the obstacles in education during
the lockdown period, there has been a new paradigm from offline
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classroom teaching to online teaching. Teachers and students were
less aware of several online learning modalities and virtual
classrooms in the initial stages of technology adoption. Ultimately,
after using it frequently, the teachers as well as students have
adapted to different educational abilities and capabilities that
necessitate online education, which is finally help to maintain
contact between the teachers and students during the crucial time.
Digital technology positively impacts students in the field of
education, but simultaneously has some negative impacts on them.
Students’ excessive use of technology can result in a number of
social, psychological, and physical problems. Thus, students
should take advantage of the opportunities and eliminate the
drawbacks so that they can be prepared to face the current reality
while avoiding the negative aspects of digital technology.
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