Chapter Ten

Conclusions

Some years ago, when the television network was expanded, it seemed as if television would be useful for the betterment of society.  An effort was made to install television in every far off region and provide it to every social class.  There was the hope that with television’s use for the propagation of education, information and healthy education, it would become an agent for the enrichment of our culture.  But just the opposite has happened.  For some time television has presented viewers with a distorted and unrealistic world which exists neither nearby nor far-off (Gupta 1997).

My account of television began at the time of the expansion of the television network in India, and has progressed towards a discussion of the sort of views expressed by this implacable critic of television.  However, I hope that on the way a rather fuller picture of television in Varanasi has emerged, in which its role in the life of the city and some households has been offered.  The title of this critic’s article, “Television is a vision of which society?”, highlights the fact that much of what is seen on television in Varanasi is geographically and morally distant from the world of its viewers.  Especially since the arrival of satellite television services, many have been able to argue that television offers images of a ‘distorted and unrealistic world’.  However, what this writer ignores is the localised perspective that television offers households in Varanasi.  My account has tackled both the distant and local aspects of television in Varanasi. 

At the outset I emphasised the need to consider technology within the social context of its use.  This has the benefit of countering the tendency to see the effects of a technology such as television as preordained and shows that its effects are contingent on how it is employed within any cultural setting.  Moreover, it created the space for an analysis of television which has shown how the organisation of the household, or the media environment of the city, have patterned the uses and meanings of television in Varanasi.  

Indira Gandhi had several uses for television in mind when she began the expansion of the national network in the 1980s.  She saw television as an adhesive to stick together the regions of a disintegrating nation, and as a technology that could simultaneously enhance her visibility, project a modernist image and be employed for developmental objectives.  However, the subsequent development of television in India should be viewed in terms of the resolution of the ambiguities that marked its early life.  The modernist symbol of the television set, and the pedagogic and developmental tenor of its programmes, sat uneasily together.  Concurrent social change in India, notably the growing size and power of the middle class, resulted in television becoming a medium of state entertainment provided within a market structure.  

More recent technological development has enabled global satellite services and also precipitated the development of local services.  Doordarshan has developed a local and regional programming policy and in Varanasi (and elsewhere) “intimately local” programmes have begun to flourish.  As far as an anthropological account of television is concerned, this is of great significance. In describing the mediascape of Varanasi I therefore pursued the connections between households, the life of the city, and media activity within both these settings.  Both in relation to household television viewing, and the relationship of television with other media in Varanasi, I have charted the interaction between pre-existing (and changing) social forms and a new technology.  

In referring to the social organisation of media in the city, I discussed the practical aspects of their organisation, and stressed that this organisation patterns their use.  Watching films at cinemas in Varanasi is, to a large extent, a male activity, but the provision by satellite services of films direct to the home greatly increases women’s access to such filmi entertainment.  In discussing newspapers and the activities that are organised around them, I linked access to newspapers to questions of gender and the spaces of the city.  In this way it was possible to explore the activities of newspaper readers in their own terms, but also to draw out some of the ways in which the televising of the events which newspapers report, or the public activities which newspaper readers are involved in, enter the household.  I have shown that through the televising of the city by CTV and Siti Cable, these spheres of activity are domesticated, or brought home for the consumption of those that are at home.  I argued that such local television allows for the participation by women in this sphere, and therefore offered a corrective to accounts of the public sphere which have stressed the informational separation of men and women, or of the public and private spheres.  

This thesis has discussed in detail public and domestic settings in Varanasi.  Although television is a predominantly domestic medium its uses within the household cannot be divorced from the larger question of its uses in, and interactions with, the world outside the house.  My discussion of the way in which local television provides the ‘nearby’ world of the city to households, argued that the uses and implications of such local television must be seen in light of the nature of public space.  To the extent that television acts as an articulator of these two domains its reception by men and women is different because their relationships with these domains are different.  Therefore, women can claim that local television has increased their access to the world of local politics and events in predominantly male space.  Men can claim to enjoy an enhanced sense of publicness and publicity, through the broadcasting of events which ensures their visibility across the city.

Television in Varanasi is both local and global and I have explored this dual facet of it in relation to the geography of the city.  I do not claim to have added to the global-local debate to any significant extent.  However, in chapter three, in which I orientated the reader to Varanasi, I was concerned to look at the ways in which residents map ideas about culture onto the spaces of the city.  I argued that this dialogue about culture and place is representative of larger debates about the value of ‘Banarsi’ as opposed to foreign ways.  Television is one of the mechanisms seen to lie behind this delinking of some residents from Varanasi, and although it is a medium largely watched indoors, it is the spaces of the city which are used to locate residents according to their cultural attachments.  The idea of suburb, whatever its dissonance with the flavour of Varanasi, is valuable because it draws together many of the issues which this discussion of geography and identity raised: domesticity, cultural inactivity, isolation, as well as spatial distance from the hub of the city.  Tensions between culture and place are at the heart of experiences of modernity in Varanasi and to the extent that globalising television is involved in such dislocations (and their experience) I have sought to lay emphasis on the ‘place’ where television is watched: the homes of Varanasi.

When outlining theoretical and practical approaches to the study of television I argued that the social contexts in which media use occurs are an analytic priority because they shape the nature of its use.  Current trends in the study of television have moved attention away from the programmes (texts) and stressed that media use is a social practice.  Within the household spatial, temporal and socio-organisational features have all been shown to impact significantly on the ways in which television is used by different members of the household.  

In particular, family relationships have been shown to be a central element in patterning the viewing of television.  This is not a novel point, but there are certain organisational features of the north Indian joint family, particularly the relationships between brothers and their wives, which have been shown as of fundamental importance in patterning the uses of television.  Family relationships are a central attribute of many popular television shows, and the nature of these relationships are a dominant feature of everyday reaction to television.  In this sense, I have argued for the importance of approaching the content of television in terms of the context of its use.

For some joint families, which now gather around a single television, avoidance relationships are held in abeyance during television viewing.  For many others, additional sets placed in bedrooms allow for the maintenance of such avoidance relationships, and engender a mode of viewing which tends towards household segmentation.  In part, therefore, household television viewing reflects the pre-existing social relationships of family members, but in other ways it would seem to allow for the transcendence of these relationships.  Television viewing is an activity that both reiterates social relations and allows for changes in the social relations of the joint family.   

As my suggestions for anthropological approaches to television argued, it is fruitful to consider television viewing as akin to other household practice, such as eating or cooking.  In framing my analysis of television within the joint family, I have provided the space to consider what parallels might be drawn between these activities, and how they are used by people in thinking about the joint family.  The primary parallel that has been drawn is between the hearth (chulha) and the television set.  Both these objects, and the practices they support, are at the heart of commonsense definitions of what a joint family means and how its member interact.  For, as one woman put it, “the joint family has come to mean that everyone sits down in front of the television”.   In her estimation the extent to which a household set united a family in front of it made it similar to the shared hearth of a household.   However, she noted that watching together was not always possible, because of the types of programmes on satellite channels.  Additional sets (usually given in dowry) in bedrooms, like additional hearths, symbolise, and generate, forces of segmentation within the household.

Around these dowry sets a whole series of issues coalesce, and in line with my determination to view television, as an object and medium, in social perspective I have outlined and discussed these issues.  Televisions sets are telling components of dowry in contemporary Varanasi, and elsewhere in north India.  They can be viewed in terms of prestation in an emergent consumer society, as objects which inform relations between husband and wife and the wife and her affines, and given that shared viewing is often regarded as problematic, in terms of the viewing that they allow or precipitate.  Dowry sets in conjugal bedrooms help couples carve out a space of their own in the house, and enable conjugal bonds to be articulated.  Dowry sets are not just about watching programmes in the bedroom but inform perspectives on the nature of the joint family; they are a feature of, and a statement about, the nature of the contemporary joint family.  By drawing parallels between incoming women who bring sets and their televisions, I suggested that television is not only another, but also the ‘other’ (i.e., affinal) of the family.  

My thesis can therefore be read as either an account of the Indian joint family in the television age or an account of television viewing within the joint family.  Television watching is a good way to understand family life and by the same token, household life is an essential context for understanding television watching within the home.  The value of pursuing an investigation that simultaneously explores both family life and television is, I hope, borne out by this thesis.  

As the Mishra household seemed to realise, the impact of television on family life is a matter of its uses.  They preferred to retain a single set and loosen the relationships which mitigated against them all watching it together.  Others tell a story in which additional sets allow for more segemented approaches to viewing in their household.  Since August 1984, most households in Varanasi have been engaged in an active process of negotiation with their television sets.  The title of the thesis, the statement from a woman about her television, strikes at the heart of this ongoing process of accommodation with television by a household, and the manner in which I have treated this process.  As an object and as a medium, television is enmeshed within the web of social relationships of the household.  As I have shown, access and reaction to the set and its programmes are patterned above all by the gendered, generational and kinship identities of the family members.  When the television has become “another member of the family” it has become a socially constituted technology whose role within the family circle has been cast in terms of the social identities enduring within the household.  

Of all the members of the family, children are central in any household’s accommodation with satellite television.  They are symbolic of viewers who are coming to terms with what they often represent as an intrusive and disturbing medium.  If, as I suggested, the female body is one site over which the nature of contemporary television is measured or criticised, the child is where the effects of satellite is discursively located.  Children, by provoking in adults nostalgic views of the past and concern about the future, occupy a central space in which the nature of culture is debated.  However, there is a real dearth of literature on children and childhood in India, and there is plenty of scope for more research on experiences of childhood, beyond work on schooling.  

In drawing this study to a close it may be as well to point out other areas of study and unexplored issues that would help produce a clearer picture of television in Varanasi.  The most notable omission is that of Muslim households.  A study of their uses and reaction to satellite television would be useful in its own right and for comparative purposes.  Moreover, since Varanasi is home to many other communities which have access to programming from their linguistic regions, research on matters of identity in such a television environment would be welcome.   A more general omission, which I admitted in the preceding chapter, is analysis of those without television or satellite television who might be considered the information poor of contemporary India.   In what I have described as a highly saturated media environment more attention to those falling outside the world of media would create a more balanced picture. 

I have noted that the newspaper industry in India is growing at an unprecedented rate, and also shown that local and national coverage of political events and issues is expanding in qualitative and quantitative terms.  There is room for more investigation into the relationship between the media and politics in India, from the perspective of tea shops such as Kali’s to the broader national stage.  This would be valuable in increasing understandings about the generation of public opinion, the nature of political affiliation and the wider issue of political culture.  

****

Towards the end of my stay in Varanasi, in the month of Kartik (October-November), women made figures along the ghats from the mud exposed as the Ganga receded.  These were of Bhima, the God of wind and the father of King Divodasa of Kashi.  Next to one a girl had etched out her own figure and was preparing mud with which to make the body.  This was especially noticeable because it appeared to me to derive more from Disney than any mythological source, and when I enquired my suspicions were confirmed; it was a giant Mickey Mouse.  

I liked this obvious juxtaposition and thought it fitting that a hallowed substance was being moulded into a more novel form by a child of the television age.  However, before I had time to return to photograph the artist and her creation, highly unusual and unseasonal flooding had caused the Ganga to rise almost to street level.  Something which had struck me as a telling symbol of cultural change had been washed away in a flash.  This episode reminded me that whatever I, or anyone else, thought about television and the nature of change in Varanasi, any conclusions about the permanence of television related change should be made with caution.
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