Introduction
This thesis is a study of satellite and cable television in the city of Varanasi, eastern Uttar Pradesh (U.P).  It explores the place of television in the city, its households and the lives of their members.  Although television, as an institution and medium, is the central focus of this work, I have been concerned to relate television to the wider media environment of the city, particularly newspapers and their readers. 

I have adopted this approach for a number of reasons.  One is the conviction that studies of television that remain confined to programmes, and embrace ‘textual’ analyses, omit the contexts in which viewing occurs, and thereby fail to appreciate that television viewing is a social practice.  This position is hardly a novel one.  Cultural Studies, a discipline which is dominant in television research, now looks to anthropology, and ethnographic methods, to enhance its understandings of television viewing as a social and cultural practice moulded by the social contexts in which it occurs.  But whilst the insights and methodology of anthropology are sought after by students of television from other disciplines, the comments of Gupta and Ferguson (1997: 16), can still be endorsed: “television viewing...has remained until recently largely terra incognita for anthropology”.  By building on the strengths of anthropology, and the best of other television studies, I hope to provide new ways in which to think about television.  

Another closely related reason for this context driven approach is that if we accept that television is about more than programmes, it follows that, to use the words of Raymond Williams (1974), it is a technology and a cultural form.  Television is a technology whose potential is pursued and developed by governments or other institutions, and a technology whose meanings and implications are shaped by human uses.  As a cultural form and a technology, television is enmeshed in pre-existing social and cultural processes, and forms relationships with pre-existing social and cultural institutions.  In this thesis I have sought to describe and examine these interactions.

Television is implicated in many accounts which chart the changing nature of culture today.  Satellite television is most obviously linked to huge increases in ‘cultural flows’ (Hannerz 1993) that now circulate the world.  With increasing anthropological interest in the nature of the relationship between the local and the global (e.g., Miller 1995), satellite television has become an obvious candidate for such discussions.  However, those who seek an analysis cast in terms of a strict global-local dichotomy will be disappointed by this work.  

What became apparent during fieldwork was that the technologies which allow for global television services also create the possibility for local television.  Therefore, although foreign television channels are an important aspect of the contemporary television environment in Varanasi, and are treated as such, I have sought to elucidate the more localised institutions in which television has become implicated. Anthropology is suited towards a study of ‘globalising’ television that retains local bearings.  The idea of global mediascapes (the term is Appadurai’s) and their relationship with local lives is not unimportant.  What I have pursued here, a relatively limited and localised perspective on local mediascapes within a globalising context, will, I hope, be seen as equally vital and interesting in its implications. 

A remark by a character in Don Delillo’s White Noise has been in my thoughts throughout fieldwork and writing-up: “For most people there are only two places in the world - where they live and their television set”.  In the early stages I read this as a justification for my research to focus on the globalising character of satellite television. However, the nature of anthropological fieldwork and my experiences in Varanasi have led me to dwell on the places television is watched, and less the places it shows.  This is because television is a medium that is adept at deterritorialising culture but fieldwork, whatever innovative approaches may offer, is still resolutely tied to a place.  I argue that an anthropology of television can offer insight into the how and why of television through attention to the contexts in which it is watched.  I have sought to highlight the nature of the places where television is watched, the homes of Varanasi and the city in which they are located.  Both the global and local nature of satellite television are central to this account. 

I have sought to locate television in terms of pre-existing media and their uses in Varanasi.  Television forms one element of a media space in which newspapers, radio, cinema, and performative genres all coexist and interact.  To have adopted a textual approach to television, or to have glossed over the relationship between television and other media, would be to ignore the important continuities and discontinuities between these media.  Therefore, as well as discussing the place and use of television within the household, I have drawn out the connections between television and the local world.  To this end, I discuss newspapers and their readers, the local cable operators who deliver satellite programmes to households, and explore the production and implications of “intimately local” television in Varanasi.  

It is in this sense that I propose that this study is an account of a local mediascape based on multi-sited fieldwork.  My research activities involved more than television watching in households.  I soon established that tea shops, as arenas of male sociality and newspaper consumption, could feed my desire to know what was ‘going on’ in the city.  Cities often present a challenge because they fail to provide a central point of focus for research. Tea shops, as places for catching up with news, issues, opinions, organisers of events and networks of community acted as a personal anchor.  But as their role within the mediascape of the city became increasingly apparent they became more than just a good place to ‘hang out’.  These shops represent a nexus between the city and households; communicative hubs through which pass the worlds of men and women.  Having discerned what part these arenas play in the life of the city, it was possible to investigate the possible impact the televising of the city might have on those, especially women, who are excluded from this sphere.  

It was in these tea shops that friendships were made which led me to television mechanics, satellite/cable operators, a secretive television network owner, local (neighbourhood) politicians, festival organisers, and to households where I watched television. If there were any ‘gatekeepers’ who enabled my research activities to acquire breadth and focus, it was those who befriended me at their local tea shops and showed me the way from there.  These sites formed the starting point for my investigations into the mediascape of Varanasi.  

Lutgendorf (1991: 45) has referred to Banarsi culture as “a way of speaking” and this is a particularly apt means to describe tea shops and their verbal culture.  Comprehending daily speech was a slow process.  The Hindi spoken in Varanasi can range from a Sanskritic form in religious or ‘high’ cultural settings, to the regional dialect of Hindi, Bhojpuri.  More often one might encounter kari boli, a hybrid of Bhojpuri, Hindi and Urdu.  To understand various genres of television programme, and to read the newspapers, significantly different lexicons and skills were required.  Sustained effort provided me with a constant source of conversational gambits as I set out each morning to a tea shop to begin my day’s work.  

Varanasi and purvanchal
Varanasi (also known as Banaras, Benares or Kashi), was not, as far as most people were concerned, the obvious city for a study of satellite television.  As a city that tends to attract superlatives, ‘the oldest living city on earth’, the “living text of Hinduism” (Eck 1983: 9), a place of importance for Hindus, Jains and Buddhists and a pre-eminent centre of pilgrimage in the subcontinent, many people considered my research locale and topic rather contradictory.  

I was mindful, and often made painfully aware, that Varanasi was not the obvious place to be  However, an earlier (and briefer) period of research on cinema had taught me several things. Whatever the age, religious and academic nature of the city people enjoyed films and television. Contrary to what others would have me believe, there was no need to conduct fieldwork in Bombay.  Secondly, I knew that Varanasi would offer a huge array of activities and no lack of ‘experts’ to aid research.  I knew that there would be no shortage of grist for the mill.  Thirdly, I had become familiar with, and attached to the city.  I regarded these three factors as highly valuable for a lengthy period of fieldwork.  

Varanasi is at the heart of the Bhojpuri region, an area of linguistic and cultural continuity spanning eastern U.P and western Bihar.  This region is known as purvanchal, the eastern zone, in which Bhojpuri
, the dialect of Hindi common to the area, and regional folk genres (e.g., biraha), are active elements in a local identity.  The region displays a sense of cultural distinctness, but other indicators reveal that it has much in common with the state of U.P as a whole.  

Eastern Uttar Pradesh is on the Gangetic plain, and is a highly fertile area.  Uttar Pradesh itself is dominantly agricultural with 70 per cent of its 140 million population employed in agriculture (Govt. of India 1998: 647).  According to Pant (1979: 32), Eastern U.P can be characterised by its high population density, weak infrastructure, low per capita income and limited natural resources.  Hasan, writing about U.P as a whole in the 1980s, draws attention to the fact that opportunities for employment were confined to agriculture and government, that power, transport, irrigation, and industry that generate employment remain underdeveloped: “according to the Seventh Five Year Plan, the physical quality of life index in U.P was at an ‘abysmal lowest’ level” (1996: 85).  This applies to the Varanasi region but residents are likely to stress other criteria for assessing the wealth of the city.

As a centre of orthodox Hinduism, and home to a substantial Brahman population, Varanasi has a conservative feel.  It is a centre of religious practices enjoined by Sanskrit texts and overseen by Brahman practitioners.  In this environment I frequently felt that people resented my determination to study television.  For those who questioned my work it was an insult to ignore the artistic, literary, religious and cultural pedigree of Varanasi.  What of the culture that Varanasi had given the world, they suggested, not that which the world was inflicting on Varanasi?

Therefore one difficulty of working in Varanasi was that I was researching television in a setting which represents the centre, par excellence, of the ‘Great Tradition’ of India.  Satellite television was considered by some to be marginal to, and also deeply antagonistic towards this ‘tradition’. Another difficulty was that Varanasi has attracted a large number of scholars throughout its history.  I had to find a foothold amongst the multitude of scholars whose work represents the other ‘Great tradition’ of the city.  

The Great Tradition in the sizeable world of Varanasi studies has been, as Alter puts it (1993b: 127), to write of the city as having an ethos all of its own and to do so by concentrating on what makes Varanasi an incomparable environment: the old city, pan
, bahri alang
, the annual cycle of pilgrimage and worship, ascetic sects, performative genres such as the Ramlila and the distinctiveness of Banarsi joie de vivre.  This tradition of scholarship has outlined features of the city that give it ‘all India’ importance, but also on more local cultural forms and ideas.  It is in this sense that Varanasi emerges as an Indian city of singular significance and significant singularity. 

Given the attention that all these features of Varanasi have been given, one could be forgiven for thinking that Banarsis (the term used for residents of the city) do not watch television, listen to pop music, eat ‘fast food’ or enjoy trips to the cinema.  In short, it would be easy to assume that Varanasi swims outside the current of ‘popular culture’ which dominates contemporary academic discourse about India (cf. Appadurai 1997; Breckenridge 1996; Dickey 1993: Manuel 1993), and that it is disconnected from larger social, economic and cultural processes.

Therefore, I have needed to navigate between the aura of timelessness, longevity and uniqueness of Varanasi and the tenor of life in contemporary Indian society.  During fieldwork I experienced no doubt about the need to consider both. Banarsis are immensely proud of the place of their city in Indian (and world) civilisation but they are also acutely aware that India is undergoing rapid change. There was no shortage of opinions about both these aspects of life in Varanasi.  Perhaps there is a temptation for every fieldworker to quietly assume that the period in which they are working is one of great significance.  Nowhere is this notion, however appealing it is to adopt, more dangerous than in Varanasi.  The task of discussing social change in a city that was already old when the Buddha was young (as Salman Rushdie put it) is not one to be taken lightly. 

Whatever the much discussed and debated significance of satellite television (and consumerism) in Varanasi,  I have been wary of claiming that I can know the full measure of what confronted me between August 1996 and December 1997.  What I have been concerned to do is put both the ancient and modern in perspective by exploring the debate between the two as I saw it.  As Alter helpfully suggests, it might be best to see generic modernism and commercialism, and the more ‘enchanted’ sides of city life, as backdrops against which both are often consciously played out (1993b: 128).  My aim has been to highlight the sense that there is marked cultural debate within the city about, or over, the nature of culture today.  I suggest that an active debate exists about television and its associated cultures which concerns wider socio-economic changes.  

Whether people own a television or have a cable connection or not, satellite television constitutes the most powerful metaphor in discourses about the nature of contemporary Indian society and the changes occurring within it.  Satellite television represents a potent symbol of liberalisation and globalisation because it provides the most sustained, intimate and compelling contact with a global cultural economy.  Moreover, because it is ‘foreign’ it is a clear symbol of external and corrupting influence.  Satellite television is central in a discourse of degeneration and because it is exogenous it is all the more compelling (cf. Wilk 1993).

In the opening to a later chapter I consider a protest by young politicians against the ‘stripping of Indian modesty’ by these channels.  In the same way that Indian nationalism uses the idiom of female shame to signify the honour of the nation (cf.  Mankekar 1993b), they used satellite television’s depiction of women to represent the insulting of Indian values.  At the levels of daily domestic life, and of national political debate, foreign media have become clear symbols of faltering cultural integrity.  In both contexts the terms of the debate are conspicuously similar: the representation of women, malign and foreign influence by un-Indian ideas about interpersonal relationships.  In the chapters concerned with television and household life, this thesis attempts to place ideas about, and uses of, satellite television within the context of domestic life where the power of parliamentary edicts does not reach.  Here the politics of the household, and its members, is key to a more ongoing and indeterminate process of negotiation.
My first task was a household survey which sought to discern ‘media use’ in a broad sense.  The survey helped to delineate some of the issues.  However, this was not the format best suited to developing a better understanding of the social context of viewing.  Thereafter I nurtured contacts with families that had been welcoming on the interview round and I tried to visit each family at least once weekly.  Often television failed to impinge on these encounters, but I remained convinced that it was better to wait than force my hand because I wanted to get a feel for the general patterns of household life.
Many of these households were ‘middle class’: their male (and sometimes female) members were employed as teachers, clerks, office workers, or as professionals of some sort.  Many owned shops, large or small.  Their houses, although physically different, displayed a certain conformity to a ‘middling’ (Freitag 1989b: 178) repertoire (discussed in Chapter 6).  My Hindi teacher made introductions to other households.  However, additional contacts were less clearly middle class in a strict socio-economic sense. As will become apparent I have been interested to discuss these ‘midlding’ repertoires isolated from strict judgements of class status.  Discussions about children, their education and television, or on house making strategies suggest a general concern with status stability and advancement that is clearly linked to television and the current social environment and not limited to those households who might be traditionally labelled ‘middle class’. 

In a large city, with diverse regional-linguistic communities and a significant Muslim population I had intended to avoid an account that reproduced stereotypes of Varanasi as, above all, Hindu.  I should admit now that I had less success nurturing contact with Muslim families than I did with Hindu ones.  Why this turned out to be the case is unclear, since I spent considerable amounts of time in a tea shop with a predominantly Muslim clientele.  The result is that the chapters which focus on the home and television are entirely focused on Hindu households.  However, in common with Nita Kumar (1988), I would argue that a pan-Varanasi consciousness, if not identity, exists and the painting of a sharp distinction between Muslim and Hindu communities in Varanasi is not without its own dangers. 

I begin the thesis in 1984, when Indira Gandhi inaugurated the Doordarshan transmitter in the city.  I then outline the subsequent development of television in India.  This is followed by an overview of the many theoretical and practical debates concerning studies of television. I argue for a context based appreciation of television’s place in household life.  

Chapters three, four and five progress from an account of the city in historical and geographical terms to a more detailed consideration of how the spaces of the city and media use are related.  Chapter three is intended to orientate the reader to Varanasi, and to map out some of the complex social and cultural organisation of the city.  Chapter four describes the media in the city, with particular reference to satellite television provision and local television services.  Chapter five is focused on the public sphere, on newspaper readers and local television as links between the house and the city.  

Chapter six, is the first of three chapters concerned with television from a more domestic perspective.  It comments on the nature of joint family life and connects this discussion to household space and the place of television in relations between people. Chapters eight and nine consider the interaction between satellite television and the organisation of the joint family.  Household relationships are observed as central in patterning television viewing.  The phenomenon of ‘dowry sets’, televisions given in dowry, is used to illustrate this claim and to provide a case study for using television viewing as an entrance into an examination of ideas about joint family life.  Chapter nine focuses on children and their centrality in the debates that have emerged around satellite television.  It draws out some of the themes which have emerged throughout the thesis with the aim of linking the material on the domestic and public spheres.
�Bhojpuri is also spoken in Fiji, Mauritius and Trinidad (Aaj 26. iii. 97); for a perspective on the Bhojpuri literary renaissance (cf.  Aaj 17. iii. 97). 


�Pan is a condiment chewed in the mouth.  A betel leaf is filled with an areca nut and slaked lime. Varieties include tobacco pan, sweet or plain pan.  Varanasi is famed both for the unique quality of its pan and for the quantity its residents consume.


�Bahri alang, literally ‘the outer side’, is a term for a specific male leisure activity and the location which it occurs, cf. Kumar (1988).  To allow readers to refer back to Hindi words, a glossary is included at the end of the thesis.  Vernacular words are defined the first time they appear.  
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