Chapter four
Footprints in the mohalla: the social organisation of mass media in Varanasi

The sky was thick with TV.  If you wore special glasses you could see them spinning through the sky… (Arundhati Roy).

Introduction

This predominantly ethnographic chapter is intended to provide readers with an historical and contemporary overview of cable operators and satellite television
 in Varanasi.  It is based on my investigations into modes of service provision by neighbourhood operators and the two programme producing networks in Varanasi.  It explains how programmes transmitted from outside India find their way into the homes of Varanasi via satellites, Indian media companies and neighbourhood operators.  It considers some of the issues and conflicts involved in these transnational and local processes and by so doing charts the complementary and contradictory relationship between television and other media in the city.  In this respect I have focused on cinema and newspapers and by doing so provide a background for understanding domestic television culture and its relationship with extant media in Varanasi. 

As a prelude to later chapters I offer an account of media organisation in the city which stresses the apparent seamlessness between media and life in the city, and between different media.  In common with my general approach to television, I argue that this medium can only be understood, particularly when it is local and non-local, by attention to the entire media space of which it is a constituent part.  Particular importance is attached to the two main satellite networks in the city, Siti Cable and Creative TV (CTV) who provide non-local and their own highly localised channels.  Their arrival (in 1994-5) not only consolidated the organisation of existing satellite services in Varanasi, but also signalled, through local programming, a considerable expansion to the media environment of the city.   

The investigations into the provision of satellite television were, by their very nature, probes into commercial undertakings.  There is considerable conflict and distrust between individual participants in these industries, e.g., between the government and cable operators, and my progress in developing a rounded picture was often hampered, quite reasonably, by individuals uncertain as to my intentions.  Therefore, the nature of this topic limited what information people were happy to provide to me, and restricts what can be described here.  The driving force of television is money, and it should be of little surprise that those involved in the industry should be concerned to protect their commercial interests.  As we shall see, the cable operators of Varanasi live with uncertainty, and interference from outside agencies and competitors.  The inquisitions of a foreign anthropologist were not always welcomed although this suspicion, it seemed to me, was often founded on disbelief that someone would come to Varanasi to study something as mundane as satellite television provision. 

Cable wallahs and the local supply of a global commodity

The arrival of satellite television was more anonymous than the expansion of the DD network.  The pomp and curiosity accompanying the introduction of television to Varanasi arose from the part Indira Gandhi played in the television expansion campaign and from her assassination.  There was no highly publicised tour of India by national leaders to herald the advent of satellite television, and it is reasonable to assume that ‘footprints’ trod on the mohallas below long before most realised what was going on.  To all but the very well informed, the names of global and Indian media moguls remain unknown.

However, some local individuals were ahead of the game and those involved at an early stage were active in Varanasi towards the end of 1991.  They were enterprising individuals who employed a small amount of capital and technological know-how to piece together a small network among the houses in their neighbourhood.  Often this network was no more extensive than 10-15 nearby households and offered films on a single video channel.  These proto-networks were often extensions of private video halls (in which small groups of paying spectators watched films laid on for them), or provided a very limited range of English language channels to more affluent households in the colonies.  

In other neighbourhoods, a handful of channels were being offered from the first satellite dishes of the city.  With networks established, investments were made to extend the number of households served and channels offered.  Growth seems to have been very slow in the early stages because technical knowledge was at a premium and hardware, such as modulators (which pick out and prepare the signal of each channel for amplification), was prohibitively priced.  However, by late 1992-3, these small networks were beginning to grow in size and number and the city landscape, replete with circular aerials since 1984, was slowly becoming marked by the much larger, and usually home-made, satellite dishes.  By October 1992, the local papers were listing the channels available on satellite services: Star Plus (with no Indian programming), BBC, Prime Sports and MTV and the newly launched Zee TV.  The private networks that delivered these channels began to grow in size as the service became more popular (and plentiful), which was contingent on the processes of acceptance and negotiation by the families which form the focus of this thesis.  

The narrow alleys of Varanasi are heavily congested both at ground level and above.  Threaded between electricity poles, telephone cables, and other aerial obstacles lie the discarded remnants of kites abandoned by disappointed children.  It is through this mélange that the job of connecting houses to the burgeoning cable network is conducted.  Outside most cable operation rooms lies a bamboo ladder and, in addition to a reel of cable and a few hand tools, little else is required to relieve viewers of what many represent as the monotony of Doordarshan.  Operators look on as their more nimble assistants thread the cable through the obstacles above, connecting every 100 yards to a signal amplifier before the destination is reached.  A one-off charge is made for the initial connection (Rs. c.250), which covers the cost of the cable.  Hereafter average charges per household connection are in the region of Rs 100 per month, for which households can expect to receive about 30 channels.  Once the television is hooked up, the party returns to base to tweak the signal until all are happy.  One more household and its set is connected to the possibilities of satellite television.

At the control room a cable operator or his workers will staff the office for at least twelve hours a day, some workers being supplied with mattresses for the all night shifts that important cricket matches necessitate.  Complaint taking is the primary job and pagers or telephones a necessary adjunct for the task.  One operator noted that the speed of complaints has risen since his involvement, indicative in his opinion of the addiction to television that has gripped households, particularly those of khelpremis, sports fans.  Many complaints require a home visit or a trip to the gullis (alleys) to locate a stolen length of cable or an illicit connection; both of which adversely affect the signal strength and hence the picture quality.

Although the profession has the appearance of one which requires technical expertise, I found no operators with any formal training.  The operators come from a range of backgrounds: computer and carpet salesmen, law graduate, owner of now-defunct video hall, and video cameraman are a few examples.  Some had a natural inclination towards the profession by virtue of their previous jobs, while many saw running a service as no more than a stopgap before finding government service (naukri).  The comments of Rajiv, who had advanced through a series of related businesses, provide an example of a typical career trajectory:

When I was young I was mad for the cinema, always wanted to hear songs and watch films.  My father worried, thinking that I would become an awaara (vagrant or wanderer).  I would always sit at local tape shops and with repairmen.  I wanted to hear music all the time.  I borrowed Rs. 5000 and with another man set up an [audio] tape library.  Then I became interested in video cameras and managed to get hold of one, I trained myself in the house, made films of us all and then of weddings.  I bought some video films too and had a video cassette player (VCP) and I hired that out...but then people started buying them.  Then cable came...we had a few channels and few customers and then I got a loan from the bank…

This account reflects the shifting trends in mass media and entertainment over the course of Rajiv’s career.  He was a participant in the cassette revolution from the late 1970s onwards (cf. Manuel 1993) and was quick to see the potential of video as home entertainment, and of the video camera as an important guest at any wedding.  Rajiv, like most cable operators, moved with the times and the predilections of his neighbourhood clientele.  It is pioneers such as Rajiv who have been responsible for the meteoric uptake of satellite television in Indian homes. 

The hallmark of these small neighbourhood networks was the striking degree of participation by subscribers in their operation.  Requests could be made for particular Hindi films to be shown on the ‘video channel’, and complaints and suggestions easily offered in the nearby control room.  With operators providing services to mohallas in which they had grown up, there was a developed awareness of what customers wanted and what films were acceptable.  Linguistic and regional concerns were made explicit in the channels selected and films aired.  During Ramadan, my operator in Shivala moved Pakistan TV up in the sequence of channels, displacing the TNT/Cartoon Network, allowing Muslims without cable-ready televisions to view these topical programmes.  Operators maintained close links by frequent house calls; some deliver sweets during Diwali, others display a relaxed attitude to overdue payments or allow old friends a discount.  Some were quick to follow up problems or provide connections seasonally (i.e.  during school holidays or cricket series).

Rajiv used the devotional videos of Gulshan Kumar
, a fruit juice vendor turned media magnate, as an example of the flexibility inherent in a localised network.  He had recognised the demand for these religious videos by older household members in the morning and their calls for old films in the evening.  His video channel provided both and, he claimed, thereby placated the more trenchant household critics of satellite television.  Nowadays Rajiv is visited by the Indian representatives of global media groups such as Star, ESPN and TNT who come to negotiate deals for the provision of their channels.  He broadcasts 17 channels, including the additional video channel for religious or other topical videos, to about 350 households.  In a cupboard, as a momento of his entrepreneurial youth, he stores the audio cassette library with which he began his business.  

On his roof top, as elsewhere across the city, home-made satellite dishes are highly visible.  However, Rajiv’s are unusual in that they are still functional.  To understand the contemporary cable scene in Varanasi, it is necessary to appreciate the movement away from small, private operations towards one in which an arm of Zee television (and therefore Rupert Murdoch) is increasingly involved.  This development marks a shift away from private capital investment by individual operators and towards the involvement of regional and global capitalists in the provision of satellite and cable services.  By mid 1996, apart from Rajiv, whose satellite network remains his own, practically all the cable operators in the city were linked to Siti Cable.

Siti Cable and Creative TV: the ‘local tv concept’

Siti Cable, the largest cable television network in India has invaded the local as well as the national market through its excellent signal quality, coverage of exciting local events and the finest entertainment through city specific programmes...coverage that’s not international, national or regional but intimately local.  Neighbourhood happenings.  News.  Tamashas (shows).  Local events
.

Siti Cable operates in 43 cities across India (serving 4.5 million homes), including Noida, Kanpur and Varanasi in Uttar Pradesh.  (Expansion to Lucknow and Allahabad was planned for 1998.)  Siti Cable began services in Varanasi in February 1996 having persuaded, by various means, what were then properly called satellite operators to join their provision service.  A large proportion of their Rs. 250 million investment was spent linking the neighbourhood operators to their studio and broadcasting centre in Kabir Chaura
.  It is clear that not all were quick to see the business or financial advantages that this merger would entail.  Where an operator already enjoyed a competitive advantage over others in the locality the benefits of joining were minimal.  However, in time, nearly all satellite wallahs became cable wallahs, merely amplifying the signal they received from Siti Cable and maintaining the maze of cables above the streets and alleys of their mohalla. 

To date Siti Cable covers 129 mohallas and colonies throughout Varanasi which represents a considerable proportion of the areas covered by the erstwhile independents.  According to the management, 50,000 households are connected through them, which they equate with some 250,000 viewers throughout the city.  Siti Cable use a figure of five per household in their calculations, which might represent a slight underestimate, and it could be said that they provide services to 350,000-400,000.  Certainly if the networks of those operators who have resisted collaboration with Siti Cable are included, this larger figure seems entirely reasonable for Varanasi as a whole.  However, the politics of numbers is distinctly Machiavellian because the pressures under which all parties work mean that few are willing to divulge the number of households they serve.  Therefore, any estimate as to the number of cable connections in the city must be approached with care. 

Siti Cable has consolidated the satellite industry in the city and standardised the price, quality and quantity of services.  However, what is more pertinent to my account is that, in addition to the provision of the standard 32 channel package, Siti Cable also run a local channel.  They produce and commission programmes for this Siti Channel, as well as actively sponsoring new style events which are telecast live to homes around the city.  Since, prior to the emergence of Siti Cable on the scene, households were receiving satellite this development is altogether more significant.  The implications of this are discussed below and in the following chapter.  

If all this suggests that Siti Cable has a total hegemony over television services in the city it should be added that besides Rajiv’s network, and a small clique of private operators determined to hold out against the “bullying tactics” of Siti Cable, one further network provides satellite television to households.  Creative TV (CTV), the first programme-producing outfit in the city, is another player in what might be represented as a ‘media saturated’ city.  It is a similar operation to Siti Cable, although smaller and backed by more limited amounts of capital. 

Predominantly staffed by the young and enthusiastic, CTV has an eye on expansion throughout the eastern belt of Uttar Pradesh (purvanchal) and to working for other international news-gathering organisations.  At present their television service extends to Moghul Serai, Mirzapur, Jaunpur.  Sultanpur is their next target.  The manager talks of a cultural and televisual renaissance in Eastern UP, viewing the area around Varanasi as leader in this televisual resurgence and CTV as leading the way in Varanasi.  Although unequivocally a commercial set up, social causes remain high on their agenda.  Their reports are often controversial in nature informing viewers about police brutality, the failure of Municipal policy and environmental issues.  Commissions have been carried out for NGOs (including a piece on child labour) and links are maintained with Amnesty International.  

In the cramped studio and editing suite at the heart of the CTV offices, a cardboard cut out of the ghats at Varanasi is shuffled into position.  Meanwhile, the young news reader, having changed out of her jeans and into a sari, receives her instructions for the news presentation.  The lights spark into action and the cameras begin filming.  Like their colleagues at Siti Channel, reporters at CTV have spent much of the day filming their ‘visuals’ around the city, while the presenter wrote the news with the aid of the local papers.  The opening sequence begins with shots of the city and their nightly news show, Parikrama (lit.  circumambulation), is underway.  

Television for and of Varanasi

In the Siti Cable offices hangs a picture of Indira Gandhi, a reminder that it was this woman who brought television to the city and whose death so firmly fixed the two events in the minds of the populace.  It also serves as a reminder that the media arm of the Indian state has been slow to react to the changes satellite has brought.  A news report, in late 1997, stated that Doordarshan had finally finished construction work on their Varanasi studio, although enquiries about this in Delhi reached a blank
.  What the politically-minded citizens of the city had been demanding in 1984 had become a reality.  However, in the intervening years Siti (and CTV) had responded to these calls, establishing Siti Channel as a mean to ‘showcase’ local talent and nurture new exponents of the classical musical and artistic traditions for which Varanasi is famed.

The content of Siti Channel is varied with news, views and locally produced programming, in addition to the occasional events which the channel organises and telecasts live.  As the manager noted, Siti is a “local based news, events, talent, information and people based channel whose mission is to report local events and happening, religious festivals and political meetings, inaugural and social gatherings, anything of interest in Varanasi”.  Other local programming is bought from CTV, whilst the staple of Siti channel, like so many others, is Hindi films and filmi shows.  Additionally, during the morning ‘Siti Text’ offers travel information, commodity prices at the various wholesale markets in Varanasi, weather reports, advertisements and news headlines.  

On a daily basis perhaps the most important programme is Siti Halchal
; the most popular of their productions and, according to advertising rates, their most lucrative.  This a ‘news based’ programme (the title ‘News’ would require a government license) covering the daily events of the city.  It is broadcast twice each evening and repeated every morning.  On Sundays, an extended version is broadcast (Siti this Week) with a pick of main stories selected.  High on the agenda of Siti Channel is the city’s civic issues and social problems.

In many respects, the ‘news’ programmes of CTV and Siti Cable show little significant departure from the journalistic style of the local press in the city.  Invitations to attend press conferences, seminars and cultural programmes are accepted by all journalists (print and television) and the commentary on Siti Halchal borrows heavily from what has been published elsewhere.  The video cameramen from Siti Channel are issued with their instructions for the day and collate footage from events as they tour the city on motor scooters.  These might be of high profile visits by political leaders like Kalyan Singh (BJP leader in UP) or more quotidian neighbourhood happenings, filming a procession or protest file past, a strike or activities in a temple or on the ghats.  A news conference at the Press Club might offer a less visually stimulating item in the daily round up of events.  A large religious festival or small mohalla celebration, a murder or a meeting of the Rotary club in the city: any, or all of these, may be included in the fifteen items shown each evening.

Religious festivals receive high levels of attention.  Any noteworthy festival, from those domestic in orientation, such as Rakhi bhandan, to those involving neighbourhood temples and deities receive coverage.  Large ceremonials such as Moharram, and those culminating in the immersion of statues (pratima) in the Ganga, are also granted coverage.  Cameramen are particularly keen to capture the processional nature of such events, and, by standing atop a vacant rickshaw capture the movement of such processions as they beat a path through a locality.

In other ways the news programmes mark the progression of the secular and religious year.  Independence Day (15th August) is celebrated with features on special activities at city schools, and Gandhi Jayanti (2nd October) with reports on seminars organised by disciples of the Mahatma.  Towards the end of August, the news shows the markets of the city selling goods for the occasion of Krishna Janmashtmi with the comment that “according to the customs of the Hindu religion, people are buying those items they need to celebrate”.  A month later, and “on the occasion of Dhan teras” people are shown buying stainless steel items around the city, with a particular focus on Thatheri bazaar, the metalwork market.  Although Hindu festivals and activities dominate the life of the city, there is nothing to suggest that Muslim activities are given less preferential television coverage in proportion to their quantity.
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Plate 4: 1.  Filming the Krishna lila (play) at Tulsi ghat, 3. xi. 97. 

Indeed, the involvement of CTV in the revitalisation of one city event offers further evidence that the city, and the activities of its all constituent communities, are treated with impartiality.  The Burvha Mangal, (cf. Kumar 1988: 126-31), has been resurrected due to the energy of CTV.  This festival of music held on the ghats characterised the mauz and masti (abandonment and insouciance) of pan-Varanasi culture but had declined in the 1920’s: “Anyone who knows anything about Banaras knows that the symbol of the city is the Burvha Mangal” (ibid.: 126).  Attempts to re-establish this event are an indication that the local channels seek to represent both the diverse and unified traditions of Varanasi and, as their staff claim, they exist for the benefit of the entire city. 

Crime constitutes a large proportion of the coverage on Siti and CTV’s news shows.  An unexplained bomb explosion, the theft of thousands of saris, kidnappings and the poisoning of some Shivala residents, are just some that come to mind.  The cameramen all have pagers and are able to move across the city rapidly in response to calls from telephone shops (PCOs) that act as stringers.  The camera often arrives before the police.  

Other output, on both local channels, is strongly centred on children and they figure prominently in quiz shows recorded at their studios (e.g.  Jet Antakshari) and in the coverage given to schools and other events.  Two further shows feature children: Siti Gunganeye (Hum of the Siti) presents children singing their favourite films songs, the other, aptly called Phulwari bachchon ki, Children’s flower garden, the talents and achievements of local children.  The importance of a channel that has a strong editorial policy regarding children is especially significant given the high levels of concern voiced about the effect of television on children.    

In summary, there are very few events that are not filmed, or few that people involved in them would not wish to be filmed.  The role of narcissism (for lack of a less value-laden word) in city media should not be underplayed.  Having watched events that were being filmed, it was always interesting to watch those who had participated in them watching themselves watching the event.  Indeed, this was one of the main reasons cited for watching the local news at all - to catch a glimpse of oneself or a friend.  When the news bulletin began we would expectantly listen to discover what items were being featured and then move closer to the television as each successive item brought the relevant one closer.  A friend, relative or colleague caught on film increased the appreciation of the event.  The use of “we” is intentional, because I was not immune from this narcissism.  Following camera crews around the city and attending events which I suspected would involve Siti or CTV, I too became quite adept at appearing on the Siti screen.  

Getting a seat on the dais in the televisual age ensures presence around the city and the mobility of one’s name and credentials.  In many ways the narcissistic tendencies of the visual media in Varanasi are an amplification of the self-publicity to which the print media give expression.  However, whereas events given coverage in the press tend to stress the organisers and the administrative personnel, leaving participants to be described as ‘the people’, ‘residents’ or ‘spectators’, televisual coverage gives more attention to the participants and to their own voices.  

In September 1997, towards the end of the rains, Siti Halchal ran a special report on neighbourhood problems and residents’ responses to them.  A feature on a protest in Shivala, organised in response to perceived inadequacies in cleaning, was followed by a piece that centred on the woes of Shivpur, a predominantly Muslim area.  Pictures of sewage flowing down alleys and into houses and karkhannas (factories, in this case for weaving) were accompanied by the views of the residents themselves.  Voices were raised and pleas made passionately.  Residents implored the authorities to act.  The article ended, poignantly, on the image of a woman sobbing into her sari making an impassioned appeal, directly into the camera.  In terms of content, such news is commonplace.  However, the voice that is given to those concerned marks a clear disjunction from the coverage given in the press, which is usually constructed in a series of passive statements and, in a manner reminiscent of a ‘Court and Social’, devotes more space to listing those presiding than to what actually occurred.

Plate 4: 2 “Towns people agitated by public problems tie-up the Zonal Official”.  The caption reads: At Harishchandra ghat citizens picket in protest against lack of cleaning; in the middle of the street nothing but rubbish.  (Dainik Jagran 24. ix. 97)

This illustration, reporting on the chakka jam in Shivala, demonstrates the continuity between the local television news and the press in Varanasi.  Countless other examples could be offered to suggest the interrelationship between the two media.  Daily, the newspapers and local television report on demonstrations by formal or informal neighbourhood groups against the neglect of their mohalla by municipal agencies.  This reflects the considerable attention given to city administration and politics in tea and pan shops.  The three most publicly discussed of the municipal issues are those of pani, bijli and safai: water, electricity and cleaning.  This trinity of issues, and the dharnas, bhands, hartals, geraos and chakka jams
 that they give rise to, are central in the presentation of the city by the local networks. 

The following chapter will continue this discussion of local affairs and consider the impact of local television on this field of activity.  However, some comment on the scale of the newspaper market and on the presence of radio in Varanasi is necessary to give a fuller picture of the media environment in the city.  According to the Auxiliary Information Department in Sigra there are 12 daily, 34 weekly and 5 monthly papers in Varanasi registered with the state government
.  There are five primary papers with editions published in the city, (circulation, where available, is given in brackets)
: in Hindi, Dainik Jagran (83,088), Aaj (120,982), Swatantra Bharat (90,517) Hindustan Dainik and the popular evening paper, Gandive.  In addition Nav Bharat Times is available, although it is considered more highbrow, whilst there are two primary newspapers in Urdu, Quami Morcha and Aawaz-e-Mulk.  In English, The Times of India (Lucknow and Delhi editions), The Hindustan Times (Lucknow) and The Pioneer (Varanasi) are all available, but have considerably smaller circulation than the Hindi dailies.  Adding to these ‘major’ papers, are countless smaller papers covering a bewildering array of topics, ranging from cinema, the state lotteries, crime and artisanal issues to government employment
. 

Forces of growth, change and regulation

Thus far I have examined the nature and scale of television programme provision and production in Varanasi.  We have seen how Indira Gandhi’s personalised DD expansion drive of the 1980s was overlaid by the more anonymous arrival of global television into India during the early 1990s.  In the process, the nature of provision has changed: independent shoestring operators running extremely localised services were replaced by a controlled web of centrally-fed cable operators.  Free agents became, as one wallah put it, dalals, agents between buyers and sellers, between Siti Cable and householders.

Simultaneously, programme production in the city began, allowing those connected to the city’s cable networks glimpses of the city and its huge range of activities; political, social, religious, musical, criminal and municipal.  The presence of Siti Cable and CTV has fed into an already vibrant ‘newspaper culture’ and thereby enlarged the entire sphere of local information and communicative, cultural and economic activity.  There are continuities, but also tensions, between these media (and their personnel) and those that seek to administer or control their influence.  These are most apparent between cable operators, the Indian government and the cinema industry.

The small scale and unregulated cable wallahs, delivering satellite TV to substantial numbers of urban homes, presented the Indian government with something of a headache.  The popularity of satellite channels was draining advertising revenues from the DD network and creating a regulatory nightmare, in terms of both tax and censorship.  In large part these problems of regulation have been ameliorated by the entry of larger scale operators into the industry, such as Siti Cable. 

However, during my fieldwork, raids by government officials on cable operators were commonplace, and symptomatic of the atmosphere of distrust that surrounded my own research on this aspect of television.  In February 1997, for example, the Additional District Magistrate and Assistant Tax Officer raided several operators, ‘abused’ them and then sealed off their equipment (cf. Dainik Jagran 20. ii. 97).  The Varanasi Dish Antennae Exhibitor’s Association (VDAEA), which had been established to deal with just these types of occasions and issues, called a meeting and concluded that such action was illegal.  That night, the television screens of Varanasi went blank and householders forced to resort to DD were bereft: “Life was halved”, said one.  Another, more melodramatically remarked, “I felt like someone had died”.  The strike lasted for over a week, during which time the state governor was informed and lawyers consulted.  Transmission recommenced with the issues largely unresolved.

With so many operators active in UP, and elsewhere in India, the issue of fiscal regulation was, at some point, going to arise.  That it was pursued so vigorously reflected the concern of government that this unregulated industry should be reined in.  But this was about more than just money.  A phone call to Varanasi in October 1998 revealed that the Uttar Pradesh state government had banned the programme production operations of CTV and Siti Cable in Varanasi, and similar companies elsewhere in UP.  Several motives lay behind this decision: it was a response to the issues of informational regulation, and reflected the growing unease of the government over their inability to control national and local news agendas.  There were also fiscal issues at stake, but most important, the move came in response to pleas by the cinema industry.  This is most pertinent to my work because it signals the growing domestication or privatisation of leisure for those that have the means to take a connection.  


The relationship between cinema and television

Concerted lobbying by the Indian cinema industry in recent years has persuaded the national government that serious economic damage has been inflicted on the industry by the growing popularity of cable television.  The cinema industry in Varanasi has not been immune to the increasingly domestic consumption of films.  Before satellite and cable services began to draw people away from the silver screen, and just three years after the arrival of television in Varanasi, cinema hall owners began a strike.  This closure was called to protest against increases in entertainment tax, though references were made to the impact of home entertainment (Aaj 16. x. 87).  

By the time of fieldwork this issue of competition between cinemas and televisions had become much more pronounced.  A news report on Zee TV (29. xi. 98) considered the attempts of the cinema industry (film makers and theatre owners) to stir the government into action.  Venting their fury over the decline of cinema hall attendance, the claim was made that the country’s 40,000 cable operators were inflicting Rs. 200 million damage on the cinema industry each year.  Door receipts were down because attendance levels had fallen sharply.  Further, the fact that popular Hindi films were available soon after release on video (pirates or otherwise), or were broadcast on satellite channels, acted as a further disincentive to visit the cinema.  The cinema industry has no fear that cinema is any less popular, but its ability to protect revenue has been hampered
.

Personal experience suggests that the increased ownership of video players and the wide availability of films, many of which are pirated, has deflected audiences away from cinemas.  A small video library near my neighbourhood specialised in pirate copies of recently released films.  In tandem with a video repair business, the owner specialised in procuring copies of current films.  Those who cannot, or do not want to take their family to the cinema are his customers, he claimed, stressing the benefits of such a set-up for Muslim families in the locality.  

The booming business in pirate copies of newly released films is, ironically, probably a result of some of the concessions which the cinema industry has wrested from their prime rival, the upstart satellite channels.  Three months must now pass between the release of a film and its premiere on television.  Moreover, in towns and cities which are judged to have a ‘reasonable’ number of cinemas, cable operators are not allowed to run video channels, since these can be used to show current films in competition with local cinemas.  Varanasi is considered to have enough cinemas to ‘enforce’ this regulation.  

People expressed very different opinions about cinema-going in the age of abundant satellite channels.  Some voiced the desire to still see films at the hall when they were released, others said that they could wait.  Women and young girls often suggested that the availability of films in the comfort and safety of their own home was a welcome development, and necessitated fewer trips to the less than luxurious cinema halls of the city.  On the other hand, other mothers said that their daughters went to the cinema more than ever.  

On the basis of personal observation, and following my earlier research into cinema in 1994, I felt that cinemas were less busy than before.  However, such comments were greeted with statements about cinema going being popular in fits and spurts, and seasonal in nature.  I saw plenty of films in near-empty halls and saw the unpopular film changed for an alternative within several days.  I also saw riots outside the rather remote Tuxsal cinema three days before the super-hit Dil to Pagal Hai (Love is crazy) even began, such was the demand for tickets.  Public or religious holidays often occasioned massive crowds of families outside cinemas.  

Since films, filmi shows and film music chart shows (there are close to 30 weekly countdown shows) dominate satellite channels it would be clearly misleading to suggest that popular Hindi film is any less important.  Certainly its very high visibility on the television screen may mean that people know more about films and their soundtracks than before and are in a better position to choose their films in advance.  Whether a filmi excess on television has sated appetites for cinematic expeditions, or made audiences more demanding is a matter of debate.  The increasing availability of Hollywood films in the city’s theatres (Titanic ran for 13 ‘full house’ weeks), and increased awareness of their alternative conventions through satellite television, are factors that also need to be considered.  

What is clear in this rather uncertain picture is that there has been a certain relocation of mass-mediated entertainment over the thirteen years between the arrival of television in the city and the period of fieldwork.  There are eighteen cinemas in Varanasi and one, the Ganga Palace was opened as late as 1991.  However, others have now fallen into a state of disrepair and several have been closed in the period between 1984-97.  During my fieldwork, the Lalita cinema in Bhelupura shut down, although it was unclear if this was a permanent development.  At the same time the growth of video rental shops and the widespread popularity of satellite services, suggests a further domestication of the Hindi film12.  

Operators and their customers

The most consistent disagreements between all these players hinge on each others’ place on the media landscape.  Cable operators fight battles amongst themselves as they try to maintain a physical presence in their neighbourhood, and their discussions are replete with the vocabulary of territorial disagreements.  Respect for each others’ ‘boundaries’ and the primacy of ‘borders’ which demarcate the ‘area’ (ksetr) which each operator oversees, are the major points of disagreements between these local vendors of a deterritorialised commodity.  Some groups of operators continue to operate in small groups sharing information, technical knowledge, and occasionally, hardware.  But since neighbourhoods flow into each other and the particular patch of an operator is often fixed only by oral or even unspoken agreement, each individual has to guard his territory very closely.  The close contact that they try to maintain with connected households reflects the need to nurture good relations lest their rival poaches valuable customers.  Therefore, although there is some camaraderie and a sense of common interest amongst operators, each protects his business very warily.  

The comments that cable wallahs make about their customers display a keen sense of cultural differentiation across different areas of the city, in a way consistent with that explored in the previous chapter.  The accounts of their business raises the issue of the cultural and economic capital involved in the connection of a house to cable television.  Those who provide cable services in the old city talk of duplicitous customers who are unwilling to provide their subscription on time, of thieves who steal cable or use safety pins to hook themselves into the network.  They also complain that, when compared to their fellow operators in the colonies, their catchment area is more socially ‘backward’, that households are slower to see the benefits of taking a connection and that their business is hampered as a result.  Those in the more spacious colonies have few complaints about their customers and it is here, they argued, that the demand for the services first arose.  Houses are too far apart, and the cable too inaccessible for anyone to be able to scratch off the plastic coating of the cable and hook themselves up.  This approach, colony cable wallahs suggest, is the preserve of the cunning (chaturai) inhabitants of the old city.  

My early assumptions about the class-based nature of cable and satellite television were quickly amended and rendered problematic.  The cost of satellite television per month, Rs. 100, should be compared to the cost of a daily newspaper over a similar period (Aaj Rs. 64 or Dainik Jagran Rs. 94) or to the price of cinema tickets (cheapest about Rs. 15).  For very many families a newspaper is not affordable or considered necessary and can be read by men in the course of their daily duties.  Family trips to the cinema may be reserved for a festival holiday that coincides with the screening of a ‘family film’ at a local cinema or pocket money dispensed to well-behaved children to visit a film on their own.  

However, although cable television is acknowledged as relatively good value in comparison with these other media there are plenty of families who cannot afford it.  But to my mind there are significant numbers of households which have the economic wherewithal to connect up but have resisted doing so.  Later sections of this work will outline in more detail what concerns guide resistance to cable television and how families that have decided to hook up organise their viewing so that the dangers they originally considered as an inescapable aspect of cable can be avoided or minimised.  For now it will suffice to say that children, and their possible corruption are the dominant concern, but that they are emblematic of a more general disquiet about the pollution of Indian values.  As we shall see, the relative social identities of the household viewing community are a prime concern in patterning access to the set and in decisions about what certain combinations of viewers will watch.  The significance of the locally-based cable operators is that they allow considerable flexibility: connections are often taken during school holidays and terminated as soon as school begins again, or for the duration of a cricket series.  

Cable operators in contrasting areas of the city made revealing comments about their customers in ways which created not just a ‘landscape of taste’ (Brunsdon 1991) but also of understanding.  The colony operators reported that the issue of children did not present a barrier to increasing the number of connections they could make in an area.  With their good education they were able to understand (samajhdar) and their parents were more willing to leave them unsupervised in front of the television.  In the accounts of a (Hindu) operator in a predominantly Muslim mohalla, his non customers were homologous to children who were unable to approach what they saw with understanding, or simply too traditionally minded to accept the ideas presented by satellite television.  Unsurprisingly, residents rejected this categorisation declaring instead that they were poorer, and more hard working (mehenti) than their Hindu counterparts, and therefore did not watch satellite television.  These accounts point to the complexity and range of opinions about satellite television in Varanasi which will be developed in more detail in remainder of this work.  

There is no obvious parallel to the high brow/low brow distinction that exists between terrestrial and satellite television, as identified by Brunsdon (1991) for Britain.  What is common in both contexts is the way that matters of taste, about what television it is better to like or watch, have very distinctive public and private aspects.  Cable as supplied in Varanasi, unlike satellite in Britain, enters the house in quite an anonymous way, hidden by an aerial jumble of wires.  There is nothing that obviously marks out a house in Varanasi as one that receives cable, so it is possible to receive what are seen as sometimes questionable programmes and maintain, if necessary, the façade of disinterest in satellite television.  

The social organisation of a media space.

This chapter has illustrated that Varanasi represents a very rich and varied media space, and that there are significant continuities and discontinuities between the various media in the city.  On the one hand, global television services emanating from outside the city (and the country) were originally provided by satellite operators who had control over what they provided to households in their neighbourhood.  The arrival of Siti Cable precipitated a standardisation in services (and prices), but a remnant of neighbourhood control remains, and particularistic ties between operator and customers have been retained.  Siti Cable (and CTV) have started to produce “intimately local” programming but at the same time broadened the number of international, national and regional channels available within the household.  Local programme production is allied with the delivery of global television services. 

However, disputes between operators, the government, the cinema industry and global media companies suggest a certain degree of discontinuity, competition and therefore friction between these agencies.  Local programme production concerns the government which is unable to control the media agenda in the way it was previously able.  The cinema industry is reeling from the widespread availability of Hindi films within the home and what appears to be the growing privatisation of Hindi film consumption.  Cable operators, representing a highly unregulated ‘cottage industry’, are facing attempts at regulation from the government and from global media corporations who need to safeguard their revenues.  These tensions highlight what each party feels to be at stake.  The territorial vocabulary that operators use in defining and defending their customer base is symptomatic of the larger picture.  The players involved in these ‘media wars’ are fighting to control their share of the media cake, to maximise profits or maintain control of the agenda.

However, the nature of locally produced programmes has been shown to have a clear continuity with extant print media in the city.  It has been argued that local television is operating within an entirely familiar framework, and in this sense represents an extension and amplification of an existing sphere of media activity.  The following chapter takes this as a central theme; it seeks to cast the use of print media and local television in a perspective that highlights the gendered nature of its use and implications and the relationship of these media to the spaces of the city.  

�








� Throughout this chapter, and beyond, I refer to cable operators and satellite television. This follows, on the whole, local usage. It also points out the fact that operators who formerly owned and used their own satellite dishes are now served by a central provider. They are therefore properly called cable operators.


� Gulshan Kumar is an icon of the cassette and television culture that swept India during the 1980s and 1990s.  His violent murder, in 1997, was testament to the highly competitive nature of the tape and television industry, and indicative of the ‘threat’ to their interests that major corporations feel private entrepreneurs represent.  This conflict between individuals and corporations is a marked feature of the satellite television industry throughout the towns and cities of India.  See below.


� Promotional brochure of the Essel Group of Companies.  This group also owns Zee, Zee Cinema and EL TV (renamed Zee India TV in Jan.  1998).


� Throughout India, Siti Cable have connected their city transmissions and broadcasting centres to cable operators with over 8000km of cable. They are aware that this cable can be used for two way transmissions and that this infrastructure will provide the foundation from which to launch their ‘forthcoming’ Internet business, and in future, telephone services. 


� On a return visit to Varanasi at the end of 1998 the broadcasting centre had yet to open, although the staff had been recruited.


� Halchal in popular talk means ‘condition’ but its semantic range extends from bustle, stir and commotion to confusion and anarchy.  The variety in any single episode of Siti Halchal is suggestive of any of these connotations, especially the sense of busyness in the city.


� These are all varieties of protests available to activists.  They are, respectively, pickets, closure, strikes, besieging an official (to press for demands) and the closure of a road passing through the area for which attention, or action is sought.  


� In Uttar Pradesh, there are 3,680 newspapers of which 354 are dailies (Govt. of India 1994).


� These figure are from Govt. of India (1994: 142).  As the next chapter will make clear, circulation figures give only the barest indication of readership.  A single paper in a tea shop will be read by a significant proportion of its customers.


� Newspapers in India are growing at unprecedented rates.  Jeffrey (1993: 18) has noted that “the circulation of daily newspapers in all languages trebled between 1977 and 1992 - from 9.3 million to 28.1 million and the dailies per thousand people ratio doubled - from 15 daily newspapers per 1000 people to 32 per 1000”.


� As a result of lower revenues, the ‘black’ money which has traditionally funded most Hindi film productions in Bollywood has begun to dry up.  The Mafia are looking for more certain returns on their investments.
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