Chapter Nine

Children and the adult world of television 

 The most important thing we’ve learned,

So far as children are concerned,

Is never, NEVER, NEVER let

Them near your television set…

In almost every house we’ve been,

We’ve watched them gaping at the screen.

They loll and slop and lounge about, 

And stare until their eyes pop out…

Oh yes, we know it keeps them still,

They don’t climb out the window sill,

They never fight or kick or punch, 

They leave you free to cook the lunch…

“All right!” you’ll cry.  “All right!”  you’ll say, 

“But if we take the set away, 

What shall we do to entertain

Our darling children!  Please explain!”

We’ll answer this by asking you,

“What used the darling ones to do?

How used they keep themselves contented

Before this monster was invented?”

from Advice on Television - Roald Dahl.

Introduction

In 1988, a local journalist writing in Aaj asked “Where is our young generation going?”  (Gupta 1988).  The danger to the impressionable youth was, he suggested, Western culture peddled by media, and television in particular (even in these largely pre-satellite television days).  The influence manifested itself, he argued, in the (non-vegetarian) foreign food and (alcoholic) drink the youth consumed, and the ‘hippycut’ hair and tight jeans they sported, all of which he regarded as antithetical to Indian values.  The dominant tone of his polemic is one of desperation, implying that if the future of the youth cannot be safeguarded, then the future of India will be bleak.

Over the course of the preceding chapters the focus of discussion has moved from public contexts to domestic settings.  By focusing on children I attempt here to draw links between these two different contexts.  Television, because it critically informs perspectives on the home and the world, and because for many it is seen as the prime corrupter of children, is at the centre of the discussion.  The question asked by this journalist was a familiar one that accompanied, explicitly or implicitly, many of the discussions that I had during fieldwork.  I will outline some of the ways in which television is linked to this discourse about corruptible children, but what I will also do is appropriate Gupta’s question in a more literal sense.  The question, ‘Where is our youth going?’, will act as a rhetorical device which frames an account of the relationship between the house and the outside and the place of television in this relationship. 

In this way I use the word ‘outside’ in two distinct yet related senses.  One is the outside in a physical socio-spatial sense, the streets and alleys beyond the house.  The other, in respect of television, is the ‘outside’ as a foreign, external and adult world against which children should be guarded.  In chapter five, I cited a writer in Aaj who, back in 1984, had praised the ability of television to gather the family inside, and by so doing, “save them from the cinema queues”.  Implicit in such a suggestion was that the known and comforting environment of the house was preferable to the disturbing and predatory outside (cf. Kaviraj 1996).  However, as the last two chapters have shown, a joint family may not want to sit down together to watch television and so, although television may save its members from the outside and the cinema queue, what comes inside through the medium of television may be also seen as undesirable.  I want therefore to play on the sense in which a television can be seen to represent a new door into the house, a conduit through which external meanings or influence enters it.  Meyrowitz’s contention that “television...now escorts children across the globe before they even have permission to cross the street” (1985: 238) is entirely suggestive of the dual sense of ‘outside’ which this chapter employs. 

This chapter will therefore consider why parents feel they need to control their children’s access to television, and this necessitates a more general discussion of childhood in contemporary India.  My account will touch on ideas about playing and learning, school and adult views on the changed world of childhood.  In offering an account of ideas about control in television viewing I therefore seek to draw together some of the connections in the material from the preceding chapters. 

Where are the youth of today going?
It became apparent from the very earliest stages of fieldwork that children were a central element in household reactions to satellite television.  My conversations about television invariably touched on children, their schoolwork and upbringing, and the ill-effect of television on their studies and their character.  Evaluations of television in relation to children were predominantly negative and, at best, ambiguous.  The words ‘damage’ (nuksan)
, ‘bad influence’ (kuprabhav) and ‘harm’, (hani or karak) were consistently used.  Children were seen to be under the ‘grip’ of a corrupting and highly influential medium.  The views found in countless households were consonant with those expressed in the newspaper article cited above.  Scanning the newspapers from the time of television’s arrival in Varanasi, I noticed a small story which foretold that the relationship between television and children might well be an uneasy one.  Just nine days after Indira Gandhi’s visit to the city a young boy had been electrocuted whilst attaching a television antenna (Aaj 4. ix. 84).  This was, to be sure, not the danger that most families feared from television, but it intimated that a sense of danger would mark their relationship. 

Thirteen years later, the papers continued to contain references to children and television.  Reports of seminars addressing the need to educate children properly in the face of threats from television, jostled with complaints about how television had led the youth of today astray.  Om Prakash Singh, a local BJP MP, was reported as saying that children need samskarik education, because “only this will counter current social trends and build a healthy society” (Aaj 11. iii. 97).  An angry father wrote to the letters column of Dainik Jagran complaining about contemporary advertisements (7. ix. 97).  He referred to a well-publicised Thumbs-Up commercial in which a man bungey jumps to catch a bottle of cola.  Across North India a spate of ‘copy cat’ deaths occurred; young children tied saris to their ankles and leapt from balconies to their death.  An outcry followed and the advertisement was withdrawn.

Children are typically the focus of most moral panics that emerge in the face of new media technologies, and on a comparative basis there is nothing distinctive about the centrality of children in the discourse surrounding satellite television in India.  Spigel’s (1990; 1992) account of television in 1950s America details the concerns of adults who regarded television as having the power to cause passivity and violence in children, to disturb their minds and their ability to study.  In Britain, the landmark study of Himmelweit et al. (1958) was commissioned because of the fear that television would affect children in a very similar range of ways.  Two bibliographies list over two thousand academic studies on television and children from a much more recent period (Meyer 1979; Muller 1985), and concern about children continues to punctuate popular commentary on television
.  It is therefore little surprise that a small Varanasi newspaper Rambha (17-24. viii. 97) should report that:

From watching more television and playing video games the number of cases of epilepsy in children has greatly increased… Dr. Ashok Uppal, head of the muscle control department at Amritsar medical college reports that since the innumerable satellite channels began, children watch much more television than they did before.  Because they spend hours sitting in front of the television the number of cases of epilepsy in children has increased.  This was the case in Western countries too, but now in India also such cases are beginning to come to light
.

Alarm about the effect of television on children in Varanasi mirrors that of an earlier period in the development of television in the West and therefore should not be seen as unique.  However, children in contemporary Varanasi are the first cohort growing up in a multi-channel environment, and the concerns that parents recount represent more than the repetition of a cross-cultural knee-jerk reaction.  The discourse about television and children in Varanasi provides a framework through which specific ideas about cultural change (and degeneration) are explicated.  As I argue later, although the concerns parents express about the malign influence of television on their children are very real, they can be read less literally as commentaries on the current cultural and socio-economic environment. 

As I will show in this chapter, some of the ambiguities about cultural change and the present socio-economic environment are played out through children.  Children represent a highly versatile means through which such debate can be substantiated and given voice.  There is nothing unique about India in this respect, and I will attempt to show that children assume this position because ideas about childhood often involve a teleological assumption; they assume a final moral and ontological status towards which children should develop.  

I will also argue, after Wilk (1993: 237), that satellite television provides a “temporal fix” which creates a past and present at dissonance with each other.  Notwithstanding the pre-satellite criticisms of those such as Gupta (1988), contemporary satellite television is pinpointed as underlying contemporary decline and degeneration.  In short, satellite television has become central to a discourse of nostalgia in which the nature of culture, and young people, are judged.  Television leads parents to invoke a mythical, culturally pure past against which the declining present and degenerate future can be projected.  Children, representing both present and future, are central to a discourse which rotates around two issues: what is being transmitted by television, and what ability does this have to hinder the appropriate socialisation of children? 

This discourse of nostalgia was typified by a local newspaper, written for adults and their children.  The editorial of the third edition of The Children’s Times
 offered the following comments on the changed cultural landscape of the present:

Dear Companions.  How the children of today are less innocent than they were in a previous age; their world and its atmosphere has changed.  Once upon a time, stories were inhabited by kings and queens, ghosts and fairies and there was no television, no video games, no television channels.  There were neither robots nor cinema nor battery powered electronic games.  Then, in children’s dreams came more types of characters and their imagination and their dreams were different, their dreams were not so colourful and there were no fearsome or exciting things.  At that time, colour was not so cheap and plentiful and there was no sound of supersonic aeroplanes.  There were no men on earth daring to cross space and search for people on other planets.  Today, children are their own heroes in their dreams and in the adventures of their mind.  Children prepare the material for their dreams because no one knows more about children than themselves.  Through the medium of Children’s Times we are trying to prepare the ground for such children (August 1997).

This statement is pure nostalgia but it should not, for this reason, be dismissed.  It is a distilled and lyrical version of what many adults would tell me in other contexts.  Both types of account construct a mythical past, a monochrome country of simplicity and virtues in which parents could exert control over the lives of their offspring.  Children, in this editorial, are not only regarded as more technologically literate than their parents, they are also seen as more literate in the vocabulary of a culture that is foreign to the household.  One theme that underlies this editorial is the sense that children bridge the past and future, tradition and innovation, but that they are also culturally innovative and responsive to new ways.  Therefore, children become the site of a debate over cultural transmission because the future is seen to lie in their hands, but it is in their hands that this future is most insecure.  The headmaster who edited this paper also airs the possibility that because no one knows children as they know themselves, they might be growing apart from the world of adults but also becoming differentiated themselves.  With a view to exploring some of these ideas in more detail it is now necessary to meet some families, and their children, and the concerns that guide their relationship with television. 

Children in front of the television. 

Sushila, a mother living in the Shivam complex apartment block, expressed in a telling way the difficulties that some parents face in controlling their children in front of the television.  Sushila complained that she was barely allowed to touch the television and remarked that her son, Montu
, could lie on the couch and switch channels or adjust the volume with his feet, without removing his eyes from the screen.  “If he can operate the television set without his hands or eyes”, Sushila asked, “how can I possibly stop him from watching?” The technological dexterity of children is such that mothers like Sushila feel unequal to the task of controlling their children.  She felt a large disparity between her ability to control her children in front of the television and their control over the television set.  To her, as to many others, this necessitated various modes of supervision, suppression, restraint and constraint. 

Montu, it appeared, was usually victorious in these television battles, but not always.  His disobedience was often greeted with a beating, after which he was sent to bed.  However, Sushila complained that this was not enough to deter him from continually watching television.  After a thrashing: 

He doesn’t watch for a few hours, but then he switches it on again.  While he feels the pain of his blows he doesn’t watch television, but when the pain’s gone, he switches it back on...he obeys only the television.

At this point Sushila’s husband joined our conversation, defending his wife’s expressions of concern. 

When there was a [cable] strike, the children gave their mother such trouble, they phoned the cable operator, asked him why there were no programmes, when would the programmes come again.  The problem was the children just could not accept that there was no television [i.e., that there was only DD].

Many households have formal or informal rules for controlling their children in front of the set
.  These rules might include a moratorium on television before homework is completed, or past a certain time at night.  They might be relaxed at the weekend or during the holidays, be lifted for good behaviour or, under duress, when children are particularly persuasive about their need to watch a programme.  Other families instruct a servant to watch over a child who is watching, or if they have a new television, use the ‘child lock’ to block out the prohibited channels. 

Other households expressed a sense of satisfaction that their children were able to police their own viewing, and that in their household there was ‘freedom’ (azaadi or swatantra) in front of the set.  Those with such televisual freedom said that their children knew what and how much to watch, and when television should be set aside for more pressing (and beneficial) pursuits such as schoolwork.   Of course, such freedom is also granted to children with an ability to deceive their parents into believing that they watch only that which is ‘proper’.  The word swatantra literally mean self (swa) control (tantra), but whilst parents may consider their children able to control their viewing, the children may interpret it as freedom to watch what they want.  Those who actively supervise their children’s viewing suggest that those who do not lack moral fibre, and risk letting their children become spoilt.  The fact that some families have neither the time, energy nor inclination to watch over their children in front of the set is interpreted by others as a sign of moral weakness.  Those who controlled their children’s viewing, or who had not taken a cable connection were, according to advocates of laissez faire, backward or simply too incredulous to watch without being swept away by what they saw. 

All those who seek to control what, and how much, is watched do so on the understanding that television can spoil (bigarna) children if they watch too much or watch the wrong things.  By ‘spoil’, elders suggest a number of negative characteristics: that children ‘imbibe’ (a frequently used English word) a foreign and inferior culture, grow up too fast, and learn about things which they cannot, and should not, understand.  The extent to which control is required depends on the age, gender, and educational status of a child. 

An episode which reminded the Mishra family of the need to supervise what their children watched was recounted by Mausiji.  She told how, unbeknown to her, her grandchildren had picked up a popular song from a music channel.  One morning the troupe of girls, none older than twelve years, began to sing a song from the roof of the house.  No non-kin or passers-by were present or in earshot for which Mausiji was thankful, because the children were unwittingly declaring that they were pregnant.  The title and lyrics of the hit song, Meri pav bhari ho gaya
, ‘Oh, my legs have become heavy’, resounded across the roof tops, until the adults of the houses caught wind of what was happening, ordered the girls down and sharply reprimanded them.  Mausiji could see the funny side, but thought it was wholly inappropriate for these young girls to be singing such a song. 

Mausiji’s favoured object of criticism on television was the dancing girls on the numerous television shows which feature popular Hindi films or clips from them, packaged between gossip from the steamy world of Bollywood.  She singled out the provocative, pelvis-gyrating dancing, which was deftly mimicked by her grandchildren.  She would repeatedly tell them not to dance like those besharm women, telling them that it was gandi, dirty or more strongly harami, wicked. 

Mausiji noted that it was difficult to explain to the girls why they must not sing such songs and why, at their age, they must not watch too many films, without precipitating the need for further explanations.  These children were too young to have the allusion of ‘heavy legs’ explained because they were not ready to be told about sexual reproduction.  Mausiji, herself referring to sexual matters by allusion, noted that “here [in India] the boy-girl thing is kept very quiet...but the problem is that watching television children get caught up in it all”; they find out about things from television which, in the opinion of the parents, they are not ready to learn. 

While many television programmes cause adults distress about children becoming spoilt or corrupted, in other ways television is seen to conflict with the temporal order of the household and the need for schoolwork to be satisfactorily completed.  Many favourite children’s programmes are scheduled late afternoon or early evening, when parents wish their children to be home, concentrating on their homework or having their evening food.  Such is the attraction (and choice) of television that, as Mrs Khanna in Sampurnanand colony put it, “children nowadays run home from school, they know that this or that serial is about to start”. 

In point of fact, children from such comfortable households rarely run home, but instead are taken to and from school by rickshaw or bus.  Although they may try to run, the weighty book-filled school bags under which they stoop are symbolic of the pressures which most middle class parents acknowledge are part of growing up in contemporary India.  In the context of increased competition for places at schools
 in the city, the heavy onus on English coaching and revision courses and the mounting importance of examinations, schoolwork is paramount for any self-respecting or ambitious family.  It is hard to overstate the importance that is attached to schooling and many parents openly admit to feelings of guilt about the pressures they put on their children, and the exacting standards expected of them.  This means that for many households where children are still at school, cable connections are foregone in favour of strict work regimes.  

Everyone knows that we haven’t taken cable because of study.

We haven’t taken it [cable]...the children are studying, it’s very disturbing.

Cable?  No.  How would the children’s study happen?  They would always be sitting in front of it.

Such comments suggest that cable television is often regarded as more than unhelpful in a child’s education.  It may be noted in passing therefore that many parents themselves are willing to go without satellite television so that their children’s study can take precedence.  Cable operators are quite happy to connect houses in the holidays and disconnect them when term begins.  They too have children and know that in the current educational and employment environment, satellite television cannot impinge too far into schoolwork.  The implementation of the Mandal commission report
 has created an atmosphere of considerable anxiety.  School education leads the way to college entrance, good employment, excellent marriage prospects and the socio-economic advance of the family.  The possibility that a family can “move forward” (as Keshav put it) in the future is a responsibility that lies in the hands of children. 

If the pattern of cable television provision to households often mirrors the school year, children’s access to television during the week is often similarly moulded around the demands of homework.  Mrs Khanna explained that she did not outlaw television viewing in after school hours, but rather ensured that it was carefully monitored by dadi ma (HM).  However, come the weekend the children are rewarded, the television is not turned off so rapidly and abruptly: 

Now the children are going to the school in the morning so we turn the television off (literally bhuja deta hai, we extinguish it), but then if it is Saturday or Sunday we give them a free rein (dil de dete hai), we give them some slack (chut dete hai).  
Her use of the word ‘extinguish’ is quite rare in this context
, it is usually employed with reference to a fire and in this sense it is a forceful way of phrasing it.  Yet the expressions which I have glossed as ‘giving some slack’ and ‘giving a free rein’ are usually employed in the world of kite flying, a well developed activity across the city and north India generally.  They mean, literally, ‘letting out the string’ but used here relate a sense of freedom, of loosened controls.  The use of an expression from the world of kiting acts as a significant commentary on the way children, like their kites, simultaneously need control and freedom.  Reined in too hard or allowed too much licence, children, like their kites, will not attain any height.  The apparent ease with which children fly their kites, and the dexterity and deftness needed to do this, further mirrors the difficult balance that parents have to strike when allowing or denying their children access to television.  The reference to kites and children reminds us of the difficulties of raising children, for which there are two contradictory requirements: expressivity and restriction.  Given that such families acknowledge that channels like Discovery or National Geographic can be highly educational, but that others are less salubrious, a delicate balancing act is required.

Kiting is an outdoor activity that children love, and it dominates their spare time (and the skyline) in the cooler and windier months of the year.  However, it is often regarded as a rather dangerous sport, and each year there are a small number of newspaper reports that children have fallen to their death from the roof tops where they were playing.  Although such deaths are few and far between, and although parents recognise the small dangers that kiting may involve, most show pleasure that their children want to play outside where they can get some sun (doop khana) and air (hawa lena).  It is regarded as a wholesome activity which nurtures a sense of competition and friendly rivalry between children
.  

Sushila, bemoaning the fact that her son Montu was a ‘television specimen’ (television ka namuna), said that it was a shame that the pleasures of playing outside held no interest for him.  In Shivam apartments, children could always be seen racing around the compound on improvised vehicles, roller-skates, playing cricket and badminton, or energetically teasing raucous armies of monkeys.  Montu, she said, could be only very rarely coaxed into joining his peers outside, “he cannot turn off the television, he will obey whatever it says”.  While there is more than a trace of nostalgia in parental discourse that laments the passing of traditional games, such comments do reiterate the belief that healthy, well nourished children ‘take air’ and do not spend every non-school hour as slaves to the television.

What these concerns indicate is that ideas about the body are crucial in the development of healthy children, but as Alter (1992; 1993a &b) has shown, a healthy body is more than a physically tuned corporeal entity.  The dietary and physical regimen of wrestlers at their clubs (akharas) in Varanasi is concerned to produce highly moral physical and social persons, capable of withstanding the degenerative forces of contemporary existence.  However, these ideas are not restricted to dedicated wrestling enthusiasts and permeate much everyday discourse about children and their ability to stand firmly against malign influence.  The elder generation of males at Kali’s tea shop often noted how young men used mirrors to check their hair, whilst in the past they had inspected their muscles.  This shift in attention, they lamented, signalled a concern with exterior appearance not inner values and symbolised a general weakness permeating the minds and bodies of the young generation. 

Indian children and childhoods

Thus far I have outlined some of the structural elements which frame parents’ concerns about their children’s television viewing; the highly competitive and burdensome nature of schooling, an economy of scarcity and the commercialisation of television.  I have also recounted the widespread and shared nature of ideas about the need to control viewing and have argued that children are central to the cultural discourse which surrounds satellite television.  However, more comment on children and childhoods is now required. 

The study of childhood and children remains caught in a paradoxical position.  Since Aries’s (1962) mould-breaking history of the idea of childhood in Western Europe it has been accepted that childhood is a social construction that varies both historically and cross-culturally.  However, with this acceptance of cross-cultural variability comes the recognition that the dominance of Western conceptualisations of childhood conceals the cultural variability of childhood (James and Prout 1990: 9).  Or, as Jenks puts it, whatever differences there may be between children and their experiences of childhood “children themselves remain enmeshed in the forced commonality of an ideological discourse of childhood” (1996: 122).  The sense that childhood differs cross-culturally is supressed by the dominance of Western ideas about what childhood and children are like. 

What Jenks’s comment also identifies is the fact that children have tended to represent, in the words of Hardman, a “muted group” (in James and Prout 1990: 7).  Like women before them, social research has not been marked by their absence so much as their silence.  Their voices have been missing.  In the language of South Asian studies they are akin to the subalterns whose voices have only recently been resurrected from the annals of history.  Moreover, in the sociology and anthropology of South Asia, children have tended to be silent but also largely absent.  Seymour’s recent book (1999), discussed below, is one of the few works that deals with the issues of children and their upbringing in India.  

As James and Prout (1990) argue, whatever way children are conceived their experiences, behaviour or activities are mostly seen in terms of the adult world, not their own terms.  Although new research and theoretical perspectives seek to rectify this problem I must admit that for two reasons I want to exploit this muteness of children, for my own analytic purposes.  

There is, firstly, the question of material.  James and Prout (ibid.) identify ethnography as crucial to restoring the voice of children, allowing their experiences of childhood to emerge.  Whilst endorsing this objective I find myself without the material that such an approach demands.  My observations and comments were, by default, collected through and from adults.  I rarely sought the opinion of children on these issues, and thereby subscribed to the adult perspective which informs most social research.  

The second reason is that now, and during research, I was eager to examine adult reaction to television as it involved children.  This may obscure the fact that children are not just passive subjects of social structures and processes, but are themselves agents.  However, it has the benefit of illuminating the ground of social control (Jenks 1996: 80) which adults assert over children.  In other words, parents’ ideas about children in front of the television represent significant commentaries on ideas about adult society and its values, and the process of socialisation.  This is the focus of this chapter, but before enlarging on these ideas it is first necessary to retrace some ground.  

Aries’s ‘Centuries of Childhood’ (1962) has been highly influential in casting ideas about childhood within an historical light, and this has, as I noted above, led to the widespread recognition that childhood is a social construct.  His thesis, which refers primarily to France, is that “in medieval society the idea of childhood did not exist” (ibid.: 125).  Through an examination of artistic representations he shows that children were not depicted as children but as miniature adults.  This suggests, he argues, not that biologically immature people did not exist but that their status was not established in terms of age or physical maturity.  In the fifteenth century, children began to appear in the art of Western Europe which reflected, he suggests, their gradual separation from the world of adults.  Attitudes towards children were changing which corresponded with an awareness of the particular nature of childhood.  Through the sixteenth and seventeenth centuries, primarily amongst the economic elite, the ‘pampering’ of children began, and this treatment of children filtered down the social ladder.  By the eighteenth century, the ‘modern’ conception of the (Western) child had been born.  Whereas previously the lives, roles, clothes and leisures of children had barely differed from those of adults, children and adults each enjoyed a different status.  Aries does not attribute a single cause to this sea-change and life expectancy, mortality rates, and the development of formal schooling over extensive periods, all feature in his account.  

Whilst his study of childhood has provided a paradigm in locating children and ideas about childhood in historical and cultural terms, it has also been questioned, notably by Pollock.  

Many...have subscribed to the mistaken belief that if a past society did not possess the contemporary Western concept of childhood, then the society has no such concept...Why should past societies have regarded children in the same ways as Western society today?...If children were regarded differently in the past, this does not mean that they were not regarded as children (cited in James and Prout 1990: 17). 

This criticism of the hegemony of Western ideas about children is important.  However, the ‘new paradigm’ outlined by Prout and James (1990) identifies the need for a further recognition.  This not just that children’s voices should emerge in accounts about them but that childhood should be approached in more pluralistic terms.  Questions about childhood, they advise, might be better framed in terms of childhoods. 

The ‘new paradigm’ contends that within any apparently unitary cultural context ideas about childhood, and the experiences of children, are likely to differ substantially.  Few writers would claim that adults across a ‘unitary’ cultural space were the same. Mortality rates, life expectancy, family organisation, kinship, rural and urban differences, farming techniques, land tenure, education, class, caste, ethnicity, and gender are factors which would be called to account in discussions of adult life.  They are also important in guiding discussions about childhoods (cf. James and Prout 1990: 8-9). 

My experience during fieldwork reiterated to me the likely differences in the experience of children in a single city, or sections of it.  I was always keenly aware of the different lives of children in Varanasi.  At a municipal refuse dump near my house, children in ragged clothes holding younger siblings would help their parents pick out and sort various types of rubbish.  Streaming past in buses or on overloaded rickshaws, would come smartly dressed schoolchildren, in neat blue uniforms.  At Kali’s tea shop, the owner’s youngest son would spend his days surrounded by adult men, or youths raucously discussing the secrets of the male adult world they grew ever closer to.  His world was very different from that of the children whose journeys to and from school were as pampered and supervised as their long passage from childhood to adulthood.  In this cultural setting, childhood should be seen as a luxury which not all parents can afford to allow their children to enjoy.  Some have to cut short study to supplement their family’s income, others never attend school in the first instance.

Clearly profound differences in the experiences of children, and the expectations of their parents, can be assumed in Varanasi, and only a few of the factors listed above have been applied.  As Seymour’s work implies, if we consider the experiences of male and female children in north India, another level of distinction is revealed.  Although, as she argues, patterns of childcare are unlikely to be different for boys and girls in their early years, between the ages of six and ten ‘training’ becomes more gender based, particularly for girls in anticipation of their future marriage (1999: 86).  For boys, she suggests, childhood is somewhat longer.  However, in noting the older age at which people now marry, she suggests that the result is an extended childhood for males and females
.  Increases in the amount families invest in education have also extended the length of ‘childhood’, although as she notes, poor low status families are likely to invest little in education for either boys or girls (ibid.: 170).  Class issues cross cut those of gender in determining the nature of childhood. 

As my own reflections on children around my locality in Varanasi implied, work as opposed to education means that the progression of some children to adulthood may be a short one.  However, as James et al. (1997: 137) point out, there is a need to distinguish between assistance and work within the household or on its land, and labour outside of the household.  Therefore, as Seymour points out, depending on their gender or the availability of servants, children may be required to ‘caretake’ younger siblings (1999: 136).  Moreover the expectation of young girls may be greater in terms of household chores.  Labour outside the house, may or may not be apportioned depending on gender, but more likely on the size of the child and the skills required (cf. Banerjee 1979).

It is clear then that we should be talking in terms of childhoods, and be alive to the fact that childhood is as potentially varied as adulthood within any given cultural setting.  However, the dominance of socialisation theory can lead any attempt to stress such variability to become entrenched in ideas about a single end point in the development of children.  Broadly speaking, socialisation theory views child development in terms of a process where adulthood is moulded onto children by adults.  It refers to a process of cultural transmission.  From this perspective children emerge as defective adults and truly social only in their potential to ‘become’, not in their present state.  The new paradigm seeks to counter this view arguing that children are social actors who shape, and are shaped, by their social and cultural environment (cf. James and Prout 1990).  

Whilst endorsing this view of children as active agents rather than passive subjects, I have already acknowledged that available material limits the extent to which I can constructively offer children’s accounts of childhood in Varanasi.  However, an approach more firmly embedded within socialisation theory is not without its benefits.  My adult centred research allowed me to develop an appreciation of how adults (from various positions in the social landscape) viewed children.  The subject of our discussions often, but not always, revolved around television and its ability to disturb the flow of socialisation within the household.  Ideas about culture and tradition which were often connected to such television discussions reinforced my impression that many people in Varanasi subscribed to some version of socialisation theory. It is, for this reason, valuable to discuss children and television in these terms.

Socialisation theory, because it presumes a moral and social endpoint towards which children progress, creates the space for actual child development to be seen in terms of success and failure.  It provides discursive spaces for moral panics about the ability of technology, or other malign influences, to corrupt this process of cultural transmission.  Television in Varanasi is seen in precisely these sorts of terms by adults.  It is viewed as a barrier to the successful creation of cultural and social adults from children.  

From this perspective the views of children about television and its influence over them, although important, are secondary to the manner in which the child becomes central in debates about cultural influence.  Socialisation theory, as the apogee of accounts of children viewed by adults, is academically unfashionable but it does accord with popular ideas about what children are, i.e., pre-social and pre-moral.  It is through an engagement with such adult views that more light can be thrown on how adults view television and children.  The discourse about satellite television encountered in Varanasi is for this reason in accord with socialisation theory: it assumes a preferred cultural state just as socialisation theory presumes a final and preferred ontological state for children. 

Before Doordarshan began to commercialise and thereby surrender control over production, and certainly prior to the advent of satellite television, it was possible to say that the Indian state was in loco parentis when it came to the question of television.  It exerted control over what type of programme was watched and, by limiting the hours of programming, how much television was watched.  At a national and a household level, it no longer controls what, and how much people see.  Television is available twenty four hours a day and state control over what is broadcast is minimal.  The experiences of parents recounted above suggest that they feel it necessary to re-exert this control.  They cannot stop what is being broadcast but they can stop it being watched by their children.  

The non-stop television available was held to be a crucial aspect of the satellite regime and parents suggested they needed to re-impose household temporality onto the continuous flow of television.  Only then could sufficient time be found for homework.  Another critical aspect was that parents suggested that if they did not control their children they would watch programmes which were adult.  The result would be, in the language of socialisation theory, that people of a young chronological age would enter the world of adults sooner than their parents thought was healthy.  

Much of the concern about content revolves around this sense that most television programmes are adult in nature.  In this way, householders express what one researcher has illustrated through content analysis - that most television in India is adult television: “whilst 40 per cent of the television viewing population are children 2.5 per cent of the broadcasting time (in India) is specifically devoted to children” (Agrawal, cited in Goonesekera 1997: 20).  Thus children, when asked, were quick to recount their favourite programmes: Bewitched and I dream of Jeanie, Disney Hour, ‘Cartoon’, Zee Horror Show and films (with fights, mar-dar ki).  However, their parents remained uncertain whether these programmes were specifically for children or merely scheduled at ‘children’s times’.  Bewitched and I dream of Jeanie, with their special effects and canned laughter appear to be designed for children.  Closer examination by parents led them to suggest that they were rather more adult in orientation, with stories of adulterous relationships and deceitful husbands. 

The concerns of Mausiji recounted earlier, about her dislike for her grandchildren watching films and filmi shows concord with those of many other household elders.  During the time I knew the household they had only one combined cinema trip, to see ‘Border’ a film that was by general agreement a ‘family film’.  The result of having a cable connected television is that innumerable films reach the house daily, and given that few are accredited with the label ‘family film’, the effect is to bring the ‘seedy’ world of cinema (minus the crowds and queues) into the house.  Meyrowitz’s comment about children travelling the world before they are allowed to leave the house can be supplemented by the observation that television brings the world of ‘courtesans’, flirting and unrestrained emotion into the house too.  The space of the household may be a ‘safe’ space for the consumption of films, but what television brings into the house may be considered disruptive to this family arena.  Where young children are present, the need to control their viewing arises. 

The sense that emerges from Mausiji’s comments is that what adults keep quiet, television makes explicit.  What adults know will be understood, and contextualised by children as they grow older, television forces them to confront and question at a much earlier age.  It tempts them to run before they can walk.  Using the idiom of food consumption, Mausiji explains to the children that watching certain television programmes before they were ready would damage them: “we can eat these sweets [watch these programmes] but you [the children] cannot eat them.  If we eat them there will be benefit but they will damage you”.  Therefore one element of the concern surrounding satellite television is the fear that children are corrupted by knowledge that they become party to before they are ready for it.  From this perspective, television is an adult medium that speaks to children in a voice for which they are not yet ready.  So, in one sense children are seen to be entering the adult world before their time.  It is to guard against this eventuality, to keep children as children, or to maintain the desired rhythms of socialisation that children need to be controlled in front of the television set.  

However, there is a danger in overstating the primacy of television in making adults of children, which would be to portray all children as similar in their liability to be corrupted and their parents similarly concerned about the influence of television.  Such concern about early adulthood and disruption of education is something of a luxury. Influences that might cause the ‘adultification’ (Kapur 1998) of middle class children are to be found in other, low status, economically less secure areas.  

Being exposed at an early age to the adult life of brawls, sex, illicit distillation of liquor, and crime - which are typical of slum life in urban India - the slum child grows precocious beyond his years.  When the children are old enough to walk, they are treated as adults (Banerjee 1979: 19-20).

What can be read into these ideas of adult influences is the sense that they are both external.  They lie outside the house and its sense of morality.  Sex, crime, murders and violence might be, as Banerjee claims, a feature of slum life.  They are not, as I suggested in chapter five, so alien to Varanasi once the veneer of the ‘holy city’ has been scratched away.  As Mausiji’s concerns about cinema, a typical ‘outside’ activity, suggested, what television can do is bring this outside inside.  The following section takes up this issue, whilst referring back to the earlier discussion about children’s play.  Through this I want to explore the possibility that television and the ‘outside’ are features of a discourse about the ‘adultification’ of children.  Both represent the unknown, or the unknowable; that which (some) children should not experience, yet. 

Children in and out of the house. 
[image: image1.jpg]



Plate 9: 1.  Cartoon by Bhai Sahab in Dainik Jagran (25. iii. 97). 

Two men are sitting in front of the television, watching scenes of chaos in the Uttar Pradesh legislature assembly in which chairs, and punches were thrown and women MLAs were forced to take refuge under their desks.  In what is quite an accurate omission there are no female viewers present; perhaps they are preparing tea and snacks for the guest?  Perhaps they have no interest in watching yet another display of aggressive and counterproductive excitement by their state representatives.  As I suggested in chapter five, many women, in common with some men at Kali’s tea shop, view politics as a messy, violent and unproductive sphere of activity.

Leaving the room are two boys, whose father is saying to his friend, “I don’t allow my children to watch such programmes; I just cannot tolerate such complete ill-discipline”.  Again there is the sense that politics is an unruly activity from which, as outlined in the preceding section, parents may wish to shield their children until they are capable of understanding or appreciating it.  (It could also be argued that this display by the politicians may shatter the restrained and dignified image of adulthood that parents seek to instil in their young.)  In the world of the tea shop, young men are privy to, but not always total participants in, political discussion.  In this house their father would rather that they did not watch it at all.  Discipline, in this father’s estimation, is crucial in the upbringing of children, which is why he is adamant that they must not be allowed to see such displays of ill-discipline. 

This cartoon represents, in terms of the world of politics, one parental reaction to what television brings into the homes.    Television can therefore be seen to articulate the home and the world.  How then is the television as a link between the home and the outside viewed?  Chapter five suggested that, as far as women are concerned, local television was viewed in a positive light, bringing the world home for safe viewing free from the unruly, uncomfortable and often violent spaces in which it originated.  As far as their children are concerned, parents may give television a rather more uncertain reception. 

The early words of Aaj had been encouraging: “only television gathers the family together and saves them from the cinema queues”.  I have shown in the last chapters that families do watch television together, but the gathering is rarely as unproblematic as this prophetic statement suggested it might be.  Partly this is so because, as the cartoon depicts, television can bring into the house material which adults would prefer to remain outside the house.  In this sense a television represents an additional door to the home which parents have some difficulty keeping shut.  It is necessary therefore to consider some of the ambiguous meanings which the outside holds for parents when they consider the welfare of their children.

We have seen that mothers like Sushila are keen to make sure that their children watch some television but also go outside to play.  But undermining this desire are the often rather ambivalent and ambiguous evaluations of the outside (bahar).  It was typical for people to comment that the advantage of television was that children could be kept inside and that they could therefore be accounted for.  A widow in Assi, whose television was broken when I happened to speak to her, was troubled by the disturbance that the non-functioning television caused because her children needed entertaining during the holidays, and she did not want them roaming the streets.  She needed the television to keep them in the house: “if you want them [your children] to stay in, then you must have a television”.  For herself, television was less something to be watched, rather a means for watching over children who were watching it (bachche ko dekhne ke liye).  Children put in front of the television set could be supervised, and the reassurance felt that “they are in your house”.

Ideas about keeping one’s children in “your house” are underscored by ideas about them roaming the neighbourhood.  We might recall the comments of Mrs Agrawal who had moved away from the old city to Shivam apartments.  She was concerned about the unsuitable types of children that her sons and daughters played with, and with the need for their ceaseless supervision.  At Shivam, mothers would express their satisfaction that if children were in the compound they were in safe hands, if only those of the chowkidar (gateman), whose presence at the entrance to the compound ensured that the space within remained safe.  In the labyrinthine alleys of the old city, the gaze of elders cannot extend very far.  For many mothers the important question is where, and with whom, their children will play.

Singh, writing about “Parks, Playgrounds and Public Meeting Places” in the city, bemoaned the lack of places for children to play and the general lack of open space in the city centre (1955: 95-6), and with the pressures on space in Varanasi intensifying the situation has not improved since.  As the orientational chapter noted, it is the colonies in Varanasi, bastions of middle class existence, which maintain private parks and gardeners to tend them.  Elsewhere in the city, parks have undergone a process of plebeianisation similar to that which Kaviraj (1996) outlines. They do not represent to middle class families a space in which children can be allowed to roam at will.  Those who live in Shivala, close to the one acre Ratnakka Garden (formerly the Silver Jubilee Park), suggested that this was unsuitable as a play area for their children.  It is skirted on one side by a municipal rubbish dump and on another by a cycle rickshaw stand.  It is a popular place for local men to gather in the evening, particularly Muslims, and not considered an appropriate place to send children to play after school.  Indeed, unattended children were notable by their absence from this and similar spaces, though children accompanied by an older brother, father or uncle could always be spotted.  

However, in many ways these views about the dangers of letting unsupervised children play outside are resoundingly middle class.  For my landlord in Shivala, whose garden provided a secure place for his two daughters to play, there was a sense that his children could be outside but not prone to the menaces outside the garden.  Spending large sums on their Convent education and English coaching, he wanted them to avoid excessive contact with Bhojpuri speaking children in the alleys near their house.  The fact they were young girls also heavily influenced his ideas about what were, and were not, suitable places for them to play.  For other, less upwardly mobile families, the fact that their children played in the adjoining alleys with other children, or spent time swimming and playing down by the Ganga was not an issue of any significant concern.  As I have noted, many families cannot afford the luxury of either a school education or letting their children play during the day.  Some children may play in the alleys, others may be barred from doing so by their protective parents.  Others spend their day collecting paper or plastic from these alleys, or serving tea and mopping tables.

The views of more ‘middling’ families about where their children play are informed by concerns about who they will play with, and this is very often framed in terms of social class.  What emerges in this context is a theme that was discussed in more general terms in chapter three.  This is the manner in which evaluations of the outside are shot through with evaluations of the people that inhabit such space in Varanasi.  Dr Das’ concern about his daughters playing in the alley was framed around their gender.  However, it was also linked quite explicitly to notions of education and class status.  Social contamination is at stake and control becomes a major issue because not everyone they might play with would enjoy the Convent education they were receiving.  

Kapur has written about a waning “common children’s culture” (1998: 392), in which middle and low class children in towns and cities both participated on equal terms.  The children of servants would, she suggests, have played with their employer’s children and their games were informed by themes from “adult life, sports and local cinema” (393).  In other words, children from different class backgrounds interacted in a public children’s culture that was more or less orientated towards the world of children. Her argument is essentially twofold: children of differing social standing played together and they did so using a repertoire which was less tied to an exclusively children’s world. 

Whilst Kapur admits that this interaction between children of different class backgrounds was always limited she suggests that it is now much reduced.  Kapur identifies television as central to this shift through its creation of “a global children’s culture [which] has intensified the class distinctions among children by introducing themes and objects accessible only to the middle class” (ibid.: 392).  The result is, she argues, that children are increasingly differentiated by class.  Kapur’s paper suggests that the global ‘Disney’ discourse of contemporary television and the toys and images create distinctions between children.  Some have more or less constant access to television, others do not.  Likewise some can watch the satellite channels, and the real Superman cartoons, others have to settle for Doordarshan’s homegrown Shaktiman (powerful one).

I would broadly concur with the television aspect of her argument and by doing so admit that this thesis has not examined in any depth those without television or satellite connections.  However, there is not sufficient evidence to conclude that all children’s activities are so strictly divided by class as she maintains.  In my experience some outdoor activities remain popular with children of all social classes.  I would suggest that kite flying in Varanasi represents just one such activity.  This said, as I noted above, some mothers worried that because it is highly competitive it can lead to brawls: an unhealthy over-interaction between children.  It also has a certain reputation as an activity which ‘vagrant’ children (awaaras) spend too much (wasted) time enjoying.  

Moreover I would argue that television is not the only force behind such class differentiation of children and parent’s evaluations of others’ children.  Education and the class standing which parents seek to ensure through their children’s education is also an important factor.  Ideas about the ‘outside’ as a space in Varanasi have evolved so that it is increasingly seen in terms of the masses, and therefore unsuitable for children from middle class backgrounds.  Television may feed into this process, but as Kumar (1988) showed, it predated the arrival of television.

The intensity of schoolwork, and the ways in which this is embedded within an ethos of competitiveness and social mobility are also crucial in enhancing strong ideas about one’s own children vis a vis those of others.  It might be argued that children of both middling and low status families are labourers, the former in schools and the latter to support their families (cf. Banerjee 1979; Kapur 1998).  But (school) labour in pursuance of mobility is not something parents want to jeopardise with ill-advised activity with street children.  The increasing educational pressures on children, combined with clear ideas about what types of social interaction may benefit their development, result in the outside and television being viewed as similarly liable to corrupt them.  

In this light, attempts to encourage schoolwork to be performed before television, and parental attempts to turn the television into a “home based teaching machine” (Zhao 1996: 644) may be undone if children are visiting the homes of others and watching (inappropriate) television there.  

We did not take our connection immediately.  First it was in the houses of all our neighbours.  The children would leave their schoolwork [unfinished] and go to these houses to watch it [cable].  I did not like it that they were in other peoples’ houses watching cable television, especially because they had not done their work… So I went to a neighbour’s house and watched it for three or four days, accepted it and took a connection.

Children are unwilling to be alienated from discussions about television in the playground and streets.  Therefore, households without a connection risk losing their children to houses where it is available, and when they are elsewhere their viewing cannot be adequately controlled.  Narratives about viewing practice and the decision to take a cable connection reveal that people measure their televisual standards against those of others, especially where they are particularly concerned about the education of their children.  Those who were slow to take a connection went to their neighbours houses to “see what it was about”, what programmes were available and if what people said about foreign television was accurate.  The investigation into cable television at a friend’s house would allow people to determine, through observation and discussion, where the boundaries of suitable and unsuitable were drawn within each others’ homes.  In the course of discussions it was possible for them to come to conclusions with others as to what is proper for children of a similar age.  Then they would be able to conclude that if their children were in ‘aunty’s’ house they would be watching something acceptable, because ‘aunty’ has the same ideas of what is suitable, her judgement can be trusted.

Television can draw children to others’ houses, and it can help keep them within the home; either way it attracts children.  This attraction can have negative implications though, as this mother’s comments suggest.  Satellite television can draw children out of their house and into the homes of those that have taken a connection and then the principal concern is that they will watch programmes outlawed in their own home.  On the perceived benefit of supervising one’s own children’s viewing there is similarity between households.  This became most apparent to me when, in the space of a few days, Mangal the rickshaw puller and a wealthy family in Ravindrapuri colony outlined the same benefit of owning a television, rather than one’s children watching it elsewhere. 

Mangal had said that he felt a sense of shame that his kids had to watch through others’ windows or doors, without permission and liable to a clip around the ear.  He wanted to provide for his children as others did.  More significantly, since he was happy for the children to play on the streets under quite general supervision, he expressed concern that his children would be spoilt if they were to watch programmes which he did not allow them to see at home.  The elder male of the household in Ravindrapuri colony, although he had been resistant to satellite television, reasoned that “even if you don’t take cable they will find out what’s on and watch it somewhere, better that you take it [cable] and teach them about what they see properly”.  A household suspicious about the utility of satellite television weighed this against the expectation that children will seek out what is forbidden elsewhere. 

Conclusions

This chapter began with the reflections of parents about the need to control the quantity and quality of their children’s viewing.  Alongside these concerns were ideas about the necessity for appropriate television viewing to be complemented by outside exercise as well as schoolwork.  At the same time I have been concerned to consider the ways in which an ambivalence about the nature of the ‘outside’ pervades both these sets of considerations.  Parents have fears about the nature of programmes, which are seen as foreign or in some way exogenous to the household.  Furthermore parents, particularly when they are more middle class in outlook, do not consider the outside of the house, the streets and alleys, to be an entirely appropriate space for their children to play.  In this dual sense, the ‘outside’, is regarded with some degree of suspicion and fear.  

What emerges from this material is the sense of pollution, contamination and therefore of boundaries.  Children, sometimes wholly unintentionally, transgress these boundaries and parents try to control or maintain them.  Given the attention that I have just paid to the control of children inside and outside the house there is a clear sense in which one boundary can be identified as that between the house and world outside.  For reasons concerning schoolwork, social contact with the appropriate types of children, and maintenance of a specific linguistic register, parents attempt to control the boundary between the house and the world.  However, television, because it brings the world inside and represents in this way a new door into the home, is a technology that can threaten these boundaries.  It creates a certain permeability to the home.  

I have shown how television can threaten the informational boundaries that separate childhood from adulthood, and how adults try to re-exert control over these boundaries by controlling what their young watch on television.  In this way the actions of parents can be interpreted as the policing of the boundary between adulthood and childhood.  It is for this reason that I chose to highlight socialisation theory because it is underpinned by ideas about a structured and orderly progression of children towards adulthood.  I sought to highlight adult views about children, although recent work has stressed the need to incorporate children’s voices into such research, because I have wanted to explore the discourses through which children are constituted in the current climate.  This climate is one of contradictions in which satellite television conflicts with education which can secure the upward mobility and the rewards this promises. 

I have also argued that in this environment children are themselves becoming more highly differentiated.  Not just because of television, and the themes and objects it peddles, but because parents feel the need to protect their children from children who are rather more adult, or live more adult lives than their own.  In this sense, the process in which, through their different use of public space, populations in Varanasi are becoming differentiated is a process that also profoundly affects children.  Indeed, because children are so central to ideas about cultural influence and contagion it is through them that these ideas are most clearly articulated. 

I have stressed that from a wider historical and cross-cultural perspective there is nothing unique about the centrality of children in adult discourse about television.  Children are often central to the moral panic that accompanies technological change.  What is significant in this particular ethnographic context is the symbolic importance that children assume when the recent and rapid change in the television environment has led to more widespread cultural debate about ‘Indianness’.  Debate about their corruption, and the pollution of their minds and bodies is, in household contexts, a very real concern of their elders.  However, from a wider perspective the child is used in a variety of ways to represent key concerns of the cultural debate that satellite television has precipitated.

In chapter seven, I discussed the way in which the Indian female body has become an icon for the modesty and propriety of India, and how women are the ground over which it takes place (cf. Mani 1989).  The values of which they are held to be safeguarders became central in the articulation of cultural values.  Instead of being viewed as the upholders or repositories of tradition children are seen as essentially vulnerable to corruption.  They become the site over which debates about cultural degeneration are framed.  Children represent the potential corruptibility of Indian culture, its vulnerability in the face of an assault by foreign values.  It is in this way that the comments of Gupta (1988), with which I began this chapter, were employing children: the error of their ways, the transgressions that they make, can be used as signposts to identify the ideal cultural state.  For Gupta this meant eschewing jeans and non-vegetarian food in favour of more Indian clothes and diet.   

In another sense, the attempts by households to control the viewing of their children can be seen as representative of a country coming to terms with the rapidly changing medium of television.  The reframing of media legislation and the frequent debates in national and sub-national forums centre on one issue: the re-imposition of control by India over what those within its borders watch.  The language used in these debates is that of ‘corruption’, ‘pollution’ and ‘cultural terrorism’ which is entirely appropriate because it shows a regard for maintaining and securing boundaries (Foster 1991: 239-40).   The members of the committee, whose views were cited in chapter seven, suggested that the ‘civilisational integrity’ of the country would be endangered if people did not wake up to the damage that television was inflicting on its cultural values.  They chose the female body to represent one central aspect of the civilisation, many others used children when their accounts stressed the fact that damage had already been done.  The female body is used to represent ideal Indian values.  However, the minds and bodies of children represents the effect of polluting attitudes and practices; the result of corruption.

�








�The word nuksan was often used in other contexts to refer to monetary expense, as in “what’s the damage?”.  This led me to suspect that when parents talked of television causing ‘damage’ to their children’s study they were referring to money wasted on school fees.  


�“TV a threat to toddlers, doctors say.  Younger children should be limited to two hours viewing a day”, in The Times (5. viii.  99).


�Large’s (1980) book, written in strong opposition to television, cites British research on the question of epilepsy caused by viewing (cf. p130). 


�The Children’s Times, like many of the numerous small newspapers in Varanasi, is far from a mass-circulation publication.  I chanced upon this particular copy, and located only one more edition.  Its editor suggested its circulation was in the region of one thousand. 


�This was his house (ghar ka nam) or nickname.  Many children have a house name such as this which is used at home and by intimates.  It may be superseded by the other name when the child goes to school.  The names are derived from, amongst others things, physical characteristics, the first sounds a baby makes or from a Hindi film character.  Nowadays it seems cartoons may influence the choice of a ghar ka nam: Montu’s sister was known as Minny (cf.  Vatuk 1982: 75).


�A very useful comparative perspective from China can be found in Zhao (1996).  She notes a similar imposition of rules and identifies comparable ideas that underlie them to those discussed here.  The analysis points to the connection between economic changes, state dictates about family size and the consequent pressures on children.


�Jeffery et al (1989: 72) note that this euphemism is deployed by women to refer to their, or other’s pregnancy in an acceptable way, one that is not a matter of shame (sharm ki baat).  This said, children employing the phrase can still, as I make clear, embarrass others.


�Kapur describes this situation well: “Schools are the choosers and parents and children go as supplicants” (1998: 395).


�The Mandal commission, which reported in 1982 and whose recommendations were implemented by VP Singh in 1990, required that 27 per cent of all jobs under direct control or the influence of the central government be reserved for backward castes.  This raised the total of reserved positions, including those of scheduled castes and tribes, to nearly 50 per cent (cf.  Brass 1990).  In Varanasi, which has a considerable high-caste population, the force of these changes has been felt by large numbers of people.  The upshot is scarcer employment opportunities for them and enmity for those included within the quota.  During my fieldwork, in many different social arenas, discussions about education and employment centred on Mandal.


�Dr Bina Mishra, personal communication.


�Kites are not simply flown.  The paper kites are attached to a fine, glass coated line and flown into the airspace of another.  When the lines are engaged the flyers attempt to sever the line of the other.  When one kite floats away children follow with an eye to capturing it.  The accidents usually involve children who are chasing kites with undue attention.


�Seymour’s (1999) book is based on a longitudinal study conducted over thirty years in Bubhaneshwar, Orissa.
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