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 Karchana village 40 years after 
Change and Continuity in a globalising world 

The following document is an attempt to draw up some possible and hopefully fertile lines for 
theorising and re-studying Karchana village 40 years after - from a globalising perspective. The 
document is meant to inspire possible students/researchers who would like to do fieldwork in 
an Indian village and are interested in the research idea Karchana village 40 years after. The 
document can, hopefully and more specifically, serve as a kind of ‘menu’ of possible themes 
and perspectives which can stimulate further development of selected and more concrete 
project plans. Students/researchers who are interested and selected to do fieldwork in 
Karchana village focusing on change and continuity from a globalising perspective, will get 
access to contacts I have in the village as well as all the material collected during my fieldwork 
1985-86. We may cooperate closely or loosely, I may serve as a supervisor, advisor or partner 
in a specific theme. The door is open in most directions.  

Introduction 

The research idea is first of all a re-study of Karchana in Prayag Raj district (previously 

Allahabad district) of Eastern Uttar Pradesh, where I did my fieldwork for my Doctor Philos 

thesis 1985-86. That study was financed by the Norwegian Research Council and the Indo-

Norwegian cultural exchange programme. In India I was affiliated to the Institute of 

Economic Growth, University of Delhi with Professor T.N. Madan as my supervisor. I also 

co-operated with the Allahabad (now Prayag Raj) based G.B. Pant institute. In Norway my 

affiliation was Centre for Environment and Development at the University of Oslo. The 

outcome of this work was published by the Scandinavian University Press 1995:  

Karchana - Lifeworld-ethnography of an Indian village (Jaer 1995) can best be described as 

an anthropological monograph, holistic in its ambition, giving equal attention to economy and 

material conditions as well as the religious life of the people. Although ‘classical’ in its 

attempt to provide an holistic account of the village community, the book also offered what I 

claimed to be an innovative approach to the description and analyses of the village as a micro-

cosmos within a greater setting on the regional, national or even global level. Of importance 

in this regard is the usage of the concept of the lifeworld which, for this purpose, can be 

defined as “the whole within which the day to day life of the villagers of Karchana takes place 

and their lived experiences are formed”. I argue that the concept of the lifeworld enables us to 

grasp the village - the little community and tradition of the Redfieldian approach –as part of 

the great community/tradition and the larger scales of processes (Hylland Eriksen 2008) - 

regional, national and even global - in which they are embedded. 

Karchana village 1985-86 

Karchana (= two administrative units Karchana and Hindupur) is a complex village 

community of 4000 inhabitants organised into 35 different castes. The village is located close to 

the main “artery” of Indian civilisation - the sacred river Ganges and celebrated centres of 

pilgrimage in the economically backward, yet politically and culturally influential Eastern Uttar 

Pradesh. Seen from the trains running up and down between Delhi and Kolkata, Karchana does 

not seem to differ from the "innumerable" other villages of the Ganges plains. But the villagers 

themselves, particularly those belonging to the dominant caste of Thakurs (Kshatriya), will 



boast that Karchana is something special. They will stress that Karchana was an old zamindari 

center (landholder, revenue collecting village) rather famous in the area because of their brave 

forefathers. They will also point to the fact that Karchana since long is a village center with a fast 

growing commercial arena and many public institutions like Development Block, schools, police 

station and tahsil (sub-district) headquarter. But Karchana with its rigid and complex social 

hierarchy, its strong traditions and economic backwardness, is still very much a typical Eastern 

Uttar Pradesh village. A majority of the community (72%) reported to receive the major part of 

their income (in cash and in kind) from agriculture. 

A re-study – Karchana 40 years after 

Studies of social change require a time perspective - a now and then - which enable the 

researcher compare the present with a previous situation and thus identify the significant 

changes and continuities which deserve further analysis. The time perspective selected will be 

from the original fieldwork in 1985-86 and up to the reference year for a new project.  

Fortunately, this time perspective coincides well, I will argue, with the ‘neoliberal’ phase of 

globalisation in India - the beginning of India’s/Rajiv Gandhi’s reform policy from mid 80’ 

onwards. As written in India Today 20.8.2018, Rajiv Gandhi laid the foundation of a modern 

India as the 'Father of Information Technology and Telecom Revolution of India'. He is 

rightfully known as the architect of digital India. A beginning with more clearcut neoliberal 

impacts is 1991 which marks the onset of the economic liberalisation of India guided by then-

Finance Minister Dr. Manmohan Singh. The liberalisation of telecommunication described 

below is one example of the changes implemented with rapid and great impact also on rural 

India like Karchana.  

Mid 80’ was also the time when the rathyatra campaign to mobilise Hindu nationalism and 

Hindu identity politics came through Karchana, more precisely during my fieldwork in 1985. 

The campaign was led by L.K. Advani, previous leader of BJP. The campaign’s more specific 

aim was to fight for the liberation of the Ramjanmabhoomi - Lord Ram’s perceived birthplace 

under the Babri Masjid in Ayodhya. During the same period, the historic Ramayana teleserial 

which has been so important to prepare the ground for the Hindutva movement (Basu et al. 

1993) was screened every Sunday morning. Though televisions were few in Karchana those 

days, the serial was immensely popular and gathered huge groups of villagers of all ages 

around each TV set. I was one of them. 

Researchers on the ‘neoliberal’ phase of globalisation tend to agree: Globalisation and 

religious fundamentalism often appear together. Some argue that these forces provide the two 

strongest engines of social change in contemporary India (Deshpande 1998). 

 

A fast changing world - also in Karchana 

I have been fortunate to have the opportunity to visit Karchana regularly since I did my 

fieldwork in 1985-86. Much have changed, also in Karchana. The village centre has grown 

into a small rural town with shops and workshops and a terrible motorized traffic serving a 

large hinterland of villages as well as the new coal and hydro electrical power plant at the 

Tons river 20 kms away from Karchana. Unfortunately, the electricity generated there does 

not seem to enter the local grid as electricity distribution is still very unstable. The number of 

televisions in Karchana, of which I counted 10 in 1986, has exploded. Many villagers can 

now observe the MTW as teenagers do in Mumbai or Oslo. Telecommunications, which was 

based on morse through the local post office when I did my initial fieldwork, has changed 

dramatically. After the liberalisation of telecommunications in India during the early 90s’, 

small telephone kiosks grew up everywhere - also in Karchana - serving even the overseas 



markets within seconds. Today most of the grownup population have their own mobile phone, 

many of them smart phones with direct access to the global Web. Some of these changes were 

quite inconceivable to our (the villagers and I!) minds in the midst of the 1980s. 

But as we shall see, there are also some solid pillars which seem to sustain or even reactivate 

the past in the midst of an increasingly fluid and changing world. Such pillars may, as we 

shall see below, also create double binds (Eriksen 2016) for many of the villagers and not 

only those with a more fundamentalistic-conservative attitude.  

Changing forms of inequality 

Social relations with a key focus on inequality was an important topic in my earlier 

monograph on Karchana. I paid attention to the role of age and gender and more particularly 

to caste and class in informing and constraining social action.  

Inequality between castes is a defining characteristic of traditional India, the essence so to say 

of Hindu society – on this theme see Dumont’s classic and very stimulating work Homo 

Hierarchicus (Dumont 1970). Hierarchy is indeed a defining characteristic of Hindu society 

whether we speak of economic inequality or social as well as ritual inequality based on the 

concepts of the pure and the impure. To emphasise his point, Dumont compares two very 

different ‘incarnations’ of Homo Sapiens, namely ‘Homo Hierarchicus’ – the ideal type 

representing Hindu society’ - and ‘Homo Equalis’ – the ideal type representing the liberal 

democratic society. The differences are as we can understand, striking.  

Inequality and differentiation within the caste group as well as caste being progressively 

intermixed with the attributes of a class-based society are indicators of transitional forms of 

social organisation and phenomenons on the increase, also at the time of my first field study. 

My general observation was that class-based forms of social organisation – a defining 

characteristic of modern society - was not yet dominant in Karchana during the mid 80s. I 

arrived in time to observe what was still in many ways a traditional Hindu society when I did 

my fieldwork in 1985-86. 

Changing forms of inequality is an interesting theme in the context of globalization and the 

increasing impact of neoliberal policies towards a market based, less regulated/‘licence based’ 

economy which were emerging in India from the time of my fieldwork onwards. 

Changing forms of ideology 

The complex caste hierarchy of Karchana, as Eastern U.P. in general, encompassed and 

justified by traditional as well as more modern forms of Hinduism, will provide ample 

opportunities for research into the role of ideology (Jaer 1987) in producing and reproducing 

inequality and poverty.  

Of particular interest here are the forces of fundamentalism and Hindu identity politics, 

which, as we have heard, have been steadily on the increase in Karchana as in U.P. and indeed 

India as a whole from roughly 1985 onwards (on fundamentalism in UP, see Hasan 1999). 

Religious fundamentalism is, as noted above, closely linked to globalisation processes and 

together the two processes provide two major engines of social change in contemporary India.  

When I visited Karchana in the beginning of this millennium, the old Congress supporters in 

the village had turned to the BJP. It seems as if the Nehruvian model of a strong and secular 

state was in rapid decline in favour of the market and growing Hindu identity 

politics/fundamentalism (Modi and the market)! 

 

 



Development trends of inequality and poverty in a globalising world 

Given the anecdotal evidence above, our hypothesis is that the changes as well as continuities 

observed in Karchana will, in some way or another, reflect the globalising processes of the 

Global as well as Indian national and regional scenes the last 40 years.  

The late 70’ and early 80’ saw “paradigmatic” changes from Keynesian to monetarist macro-

economic policies, at the outset in OECD countries. These changes were instigated under neo-

liberal leaders like Reagan and Thatcher in the early 80’s and some years later in many 

developing countries through the conditionalities and models of the IMF and the World Bank. 

These changes have had important effects on world inequality and poverty (Stewart and Berry 

1999). 

On development trends in the United States, John Gray in his book False Dawn (1998:114) 

concluded: “Such a growth in economic inequality is historically unprecedented.” If it could 

be shown that there is a trade-off between inequality and economic prosperity for the weaker 

parts of society - then, perhaps, one could argue that the growth in inequality is justified. But 

such, indeed, is not the case. “For most Americans, the ledge of security on which they live 

has not been so narrow since the 1930s” (Gray 1998: 110). The picture today 2021, indeed 

after the Corona epidemic, would be even worse. On this issue, see Piketty’s Capital in the 

twenty-first century. 

UNDP’s Human Development Report 1999 (henceforward HDR), gives a similar picture as 

regards the global trends. Inequality, as the report notes (pages 1-3, 36-39), has been rising in 

many countries since the early 1980s, while inequality between the richest and the poorest 

country has continued to increase steadily the last two centuries; from 3 to 1 in 1820, 44 to 1 

in 1973 and 74 to 1 in 1992. Concentration of wealth in fewer and fewer hands seems to be 

one of the main trends. 

What then was the situation in India and Uttar Pradesh? Rural poverty declined from 49% in 

1983 to 33.7% in 1988-89, and rose again to 41.7% in 1992, reversing the trend of declining 

inequality observed since 1987-88. (See Mishra and Mishra 1999), Dreze and Sen 1995: 211). 

The diversity between Indian states and within states is considerable (cf. Dreze and Sen 

1995). UP which used to be the grain cradle of India and one of its richest states, is today 

close to the bottom of the Indian scale as per most social and economic indicators. Eastern 

Uttar Pradesh, where Karchana is located, is a backward area even within the UP context and 

is regarded as one of India’s most poverty ridden regions. 

The need for micro and field-based studies 

While we have fairly good indications of the Indian as well as global development trends of 

inequality and poverty, though without much empirical support and with aggregated statistical 

figures of varied quality (Dreze 1990), micro and fieldbased studies of social change from a 

globalising perspective – not least re-studies - are scant indeed. We don’t really know where 

and when globalising processes are working for the worse or the better. 

A deduction from macro studies on a complex variety such as India will tell us little about 

local reality. The need for more varied micro and field-based studies on the diverse ways of 

globalization and marginalisation for communities, groups and individuals seem obvious. The 

assumption is that good studies of small places can enlighten big issues. 

The present project is, as mentioned up front, first of all a re-study of Karchana paying 

attention to a variety of aspects of village life as lived and perceived by the various strata of 

the population, their situation now and then, their efforts to improve their lot and their outlook 

on the world and their society. 



The fieldwork and data sampling of a re-study should focus on change and continuity - 

Karchana 40 years after. Social change indicating changing forms of inequality in relation to 

age and gender as well as caste and class is indeed an interesting and significant theme. Caste 

as the dominant form of social organisation is a clear indication of what we will define as a 

traditional society while class is the defining form of social organisation of the modern 

society. Thus, we will be dealing with the transition from what we in line with classical 

sociology may label the traditional to the modern, from ‘gemeinschaft’ to ‘gesellschaft’ 

(Tonnies) and from mechanic to organic solidarity (Durkheim). The reference here to the big 

questions of classical social science, is only to indicate that we are operating in an interesting 

landscape. Our focus is Karchana lifeworld 40 years after. 

Karchana is an excellent locality for the study of change and continuity in a globalising 

perspective. Out of the traditional hierarchy of 35 castes in Karchana, 6 are labelled as 

scheduled castes (untouchables) who comprise around ¼ of the village population. Inequality 

was and is a ‘brutal’ social fact and the hierarchic karmic ideology (jaer: 1998, 1983) which 

informs and justifies inequality is strong and heavily grounded in the ancient civilisational 

history of India. The transition from ‘Homo Hierarchicus’ to ‘Homo Equalis’ (Dumont 1970) 

has just started, and will take a long time.   

The changes identified since fieldwork in 1985-86 may also be cast in a comparative context 

with data from rural India, India as a whole and India in a globalizing world. Thus, informing 

the findings of the restudy of Karchana in a broader context and helping us to explore the 

local links to the greater forces of the globalization package. A re-study of Karchana 40 years 

after provides a good case since it will be possible to better understand how global, national 

and regional forces of change are ‘digested’ locally as lived experiences by the Karchana 

villagers.  

 

Some useful concepts for studies of Karchana 40 years after 

Social change 

‘Social change’ will, in the present project be conceived in the light of the concept of social 

action. I refer in this regard to my work Capital and Karma - Hinduism and Capitalism 

compared (Orchid Press 1998) in which the concepts of action and social action have been 

analysed in a comparative perspective. Furthermore, following the holistic ambitions of my 

Karchana study, social change may be conceived as change also in the economic and 

ideological forms in which the realm of the social is always embedded. In short, the study of 

social change covers those changes which have impact upon the course of social action.  

Social change appears in various forms. To identify what is what on the phenomenological, 

level – in the field – is challenging. Fieldworkers will question whether they are observing 

Sanskritisation, Westernisation, Modernisation etc., which were the most common labelling 

of social change used by anthropologists in India when I did my field work 1985-86. Or 

whether they are observing Globalisation – Glokalisation which are the more recent terms to 

label more contemporary phenomena. 

Globalisation 

I follow Roland Robertson (1992) in his culturalistic understanding of globalisation. This 

implies, first of all, that our concern is not so much with the driving forces of globalisation as 

such, but with its impact on local reality. Secondly, globalisation should be conceived as a 

twofold process “...involving the universalisation of particularism and the particularisation 

of universalism...”, as Robertson formulates it (p. 102). The outcome of this twofold process 

is not a trend towards homogeneity (cf. Gray 1998:57). The outcome is an ongoing generation 



of new discontinuities and differences and accordingly new identities (identical with itself-

different from others), which, at the same time, and to an increasing extent, also produces a 

common meaning context under which the differences are exchangeable as “meaning 

currencies” on the global communication market. 

Eriksen, in his books on Globalisation: The key concepts (2008, 2014), Overheating – An 

anthropology of accelerated change (2016) and let us also add Appenes planet – Hvordan 

smarttelefonen forandret verden (‘The Planets of the Apps – How the smartphone changed the 

world’ my translation) 2021), develops a fertile theoretical framework for identification, 

description and analysis of social action - social change from a globalising perspective. Which 

of his concepts, analytical terms and sorting devices which will turn out to be most useful and 

prioritised for a re-study of change and continuity in Karchana, is not smart to decide a priori. 

We have to give ‘field and findings’ a chance to speak for themselves and indicate their 

‘needs’ for theoretical concepts and tools. Eriksen delivers a ‘tasty and indeed healthy menu’ 

from which we will have to choose when we have a more clear picture of the situation in the 

field. Some of his concepts and devices seem, however, obvious at the outset:  

Globalisation, for example Eriksen’s distinction between subjective and objective 

globalisation (2008:24). The re-study of Karchana will have to focus on lived experiences – 

subjective globalisation (more on that below). Eriksen also seems to share his theoretical 

point of departure with Robertson’s dialectics of globalisation “...universalisation of 

particularism and particularisation of universalism...”. Globalisation and glokalisation go 

hand in hand. Globalisation does not lead to homogeneity – the same everywhere. It does lead 

to standardisation – the possibility to share and compare with equal mediums and yardsticks, 

but content, quantity and quality may be very different.   

Neoliberalism is obviously a useful descriptive term (Eriksen 2016:16, 18-21) of the kind of 

political economy which seems to go along with globalising processes, also on the Indian and 

Karchana scene. As indicated above, Rajiv Gandhi’s imprint on modernity from 1984 

onwards, followed 1991 by Manmohan Singh’s accelerated economic liberalisation to 

Narendra Modi’s (2014) ‘less government more decentralisation, market and competition’ 

(Nayyar 2018: Modi and markets) – are indicators of policies which are inspired, more or less, 

by neoliberalism.   

Re-embedding (Eriksen 2008: 168) is one possible outcome of this process of identity and 

difference construction in a globalising-glokalising world, which is highly relevant for the 

Karchana case. Identity politics mainly in the form of religious fundamentalism in the India as 

well as Karchana case, are possible glokalisations of the dialectics of globalisation. 

Fundamentalism appears at first sight to be a contrary tendency to globalisation. But as 

Robertson conceives it, the search for fundamentals and fundamentalism are distinctive 

features of globality: “..the search’ proceeds ....in terms of globally diffused ideas concerning 

tradition, identity, home, indignity, locality, community and so on..” (Robertson op. cit.: 166). 

Furthermore, the various trends of fundamentalism which have come to light during this 

neoliberal epoch of Globalisation, creates its force and specificity in reaction to each other.  

Identity is power, as Paglia has noted (1991:2). BJP (Bharatiya Janata Party), not least under 

the current regime of prime minister Modi whose policies are neoliberally inspired and clearly 

Hindu-fundamentalist, is an excellent example of high relevance for the case of Karchana as 

well as India as a whole.   

Interweaving and expanding networks (op.cit.: 90) are other useful terms for what is going 

on with rapid intensity also in Karchana. The villagers are increasingly getting online by 

smart phones, lap tops etc.. It will be interesting to actually count the number of such devices 

and also televisions of which there were ten in 1986. My connection with friends in Karchana 



has been possible on face time the last 5-6 years. Before that, may be e-mails for another 5-6 

years with those having access to job computers or computer cafes, of which there were some 

in Karchana around 2010, but of weak capacity and quality. And before that letters by post 

which took around 14 days. More knowledge on how the villagers use their online 

connections besides connecting friends and relatives, will be interesting. Is there an 

information overload (Eriksen 2016: 117, 2021) ‘colonialising’ the lifeworld also on the 

village scene? ‘Overload’, possibly defined in a relative way as more information than 

required for being a fully competent and innovative actor in the arenas he or she participates?   

Acceleration (Op. cit.: 50) is another obvious term to describe globalisation-glokalisation 

processes in Karchana. I assume that acceleration, for example in the form of a more fast 

moving life, is a part of the lived experiences of an increasing lot of the villagers. But many 

are also marginalised from this kind of feeling, being as they are without work and with 

limited income for a life of consumption. Are they bored where they are standing and sharing 

their paan – betel nuts – in the bazaar centre of the village? Or are they ‘busy without work’ 

as one friend of mine commented when observing some of the more operational villagers in 

action? 

Another question is whether globalisation processes produce a more materialistic and 

actomanic (accelerating, always activity) lifestyle, as is the case in the globalising West. The 

small traditions of the Indian villages, as for example Karchana, have also been influenced by 

the yogic lifestyle for as long as people can remember (see Jaer 1998 and 1999) seeking to 

minimize trsna – thirst and goal-oriented intentionality (cetana) in line with classical Indian 

values and wisdom traditions.  

Runaway processes: Acceleration, which may be healthy from one point to another, may still 

end up in runaway processes (Eriksen 2016: 21) caused, for example, by an overload of 

unintended consequences. One example of relevance for Karchana is most probably treadmill 

competition (op.cit.) informed by the modern actomanic lifestyle on the one hand and the 

traditionbound ‘Idea of the limited good’ on the other – a kind of double bind between 

tradition and modernity. The outcome is a zero-sum game where one person’s loss is the 

other’s gain - a game which may accelerate and end up in runaway processes with endless 

resourceful conflicts and competition without any positive purpose.     

Double bind is another fertile term proposed in Overheating (2016) which may reflect the 

transition between tradition and modernity. A double bind example I would highlight is ‘love 

and marriage’. Hindu marriage, indeed Indian marriages of all brands, are still very carefully 

arranged and organised according to strict traditional rules demanding a lot of resources for its 

completion (Jaer 1995). Caste, horoscope, education, job and money are the main ingredients 

informing the selection of the suitable bridegroom. Father, mother, uncles and brothers are the 

key decision makers on both sides. Tradition stands strong as regards marriage, even among 

the best educated and the Westernised higher castes and classes. But the romantic dream is 

there. Bollywood is riding high on the dreams and phantasies of the people. Things are 

happening I assume, also in the realm of love and marriage. Little, by little, I expect the 

double bind to materialise as a real controversy between the decision makers and the key 

actors of the drama – the girl and the boy. The girl has the most to win for her lot is hard and 

risky in an Indian marriage. Her situation reflects the difficult position of Indian women in 

general. Indeed, the situation and position of Indian women is increasingly a traumatic double 

bind itself – between tradition and modernity, increasingly a civilisational disease in many 

ways.     

Vulnerability (op.cit.: 151) is another obvious term to describe what is happening in 

Karchana. The Corona pandemic is a convincing example. It is global and it impacts very 



glokalised. I assume all villagers are well aware of this crisis as a global as well as an Indian 

crises, still affecting India heavily. Karchana and surrounding region is primo May 2021 not 

heavily affected. Only one of my friends in Karchana reports that several of his family 

members are affected. But the ongoing third round may also reach the interior.  

Another example of the vulnerability experienced by the villagers are marginalising processes 

with impact on the inequality and poverty situation. Some will win and some will loose by the 

globalisation process. Changes of social form and social structure may also be the outcome. 

Marginalisation can, for example, refer to a segment of the population left more or less behind 

by the globalising forces with the result that they are being progressively loosing 

opportunities when compared to significant others. Marginalisation is to some extent 

‘lost/unequal opportunities’ – in Amartya Sen’s thinking ‘capability deprivation’. 

Development as freedom 

Sen defines ‘poverty’ as capability deprivation (Sen 1999). Following Sen, ‘poverty 

alleviation’ could then be defined as capability enhancement. I find these definitions 

promising for inequality and poverty analyses of Karchana, focusing both on the poor and the 

non-poor for a more holistic approach to the matter (cf. CROP 1996:11-12, 24, 59 on the need 

for holism and a new paradigm for poverty research).  

Now, which are the human capabilities against which the trends of inequality and poverty can 

be measured? To develop a list of indicators of capability deprivation and capability 

enhancement will, as part of a more grounded theory, have to await the progress of fieldwork 

itself. The UNDP - HDR might serve as a possible model?  

To what extent has the villagers gained any freedom since 1985-86? Have they been able to 

expand their capabilities and lead the kind of lives they value - and have reason to value, as 

Sen formulates it? 

This question will take its point of departure from social change in all areas of inquiry, i.e. in 

broad terms economy, social relations and ideology, culture. This can give a broader picture 

of deprivations or enhancements which are intrinsically and not only instrumentally (as low 

income) significant (cf. Sen 1999: 87). In this regard we should remember that “..relative 

deprivation in terms of incomes, can yield absolute deprivation in terms of capabilities.” (Sen 

op. cit.: 89)   

Scale and lifeworld 

How can anthropologists study and describe large-scale social systems without losing sight of 
real people and their life situations? …. How can they delimit a ‘convenient area’ as an object 
of study without isolating it from all those events and circumstances outside the area which 
are major determinants of life within it? How can they relate the actions of a person….to the 
global realities that actually impinge on him? (Barth 1978) 

Barth’s answer is scale (1978). I suggest scale and lifeworld.   

Lifeworld: I refer to my earlier Karchana study (1995:156) for a proper presentation of the 

lifeworld-ethnography approach, being the term I gave to the way I conceived and described 

Karchana and its people, trying to answer Barth’s challenges above. I also refer to the 

Karchana study for discussions regarding the lifeworld concept and the societal structure 

appropriate for a typical U.P. village like Karchana.   

I argued (Jaer 1995: 155-160) that lifeworld ethnography could be an innovative approach to 

handle the Great and Little aspects (community, tradition) of a Civilisation, which were key 

theoretical challenges for Indian sociology and anthropology in the 70-80’. (Jaer 1995, 1998). 

‘Great and little’, ‘global, national and local’ are objective empirical realities. They are also, 



from the epistemological point of view, perspectives like micro, meso, macro and also in 

many ways analogous to levels of scale, as in the formulation of Barth above. The lifeworld, 

being so to say a glokalised mixture of ‘world, nation and locality’ to be described and 

analysed from ‘macro-meso and micro perspective’, appears to be a fertile unit of study for 

anthropology studying social change in a globalising-glokalising perspective. 

The concept of the lifeworld, as I used it in my earlier study on Karchana, refers to the 

‘whole’, to ‘their world’ - that unit which so to say constitute the classical holism of the 

anthropological project. Furthermore, the lifeworld ethnography approach is anthropology in 

the emic mode, focusing on the villagers’ point of view - of how they understand their 

situation and perceive their world. The ‘content’ of an ideal typical lifeworld is lived 

experiences of day to day life. 

Scale and the lifeworld ethnography approach: I did not explore the analytical value of scale 

for my Karchana study 1985-86. It would obviously have been a useful device, not only for 

sorting purposes, as is one mode suggested by Eriksen in his Overheating (2016:28-29) – but 

also as terms referring to different levels of reality, for example little and great 

tradition/community which, as we have heard, were typical of the Redfieldian approach at the 

time of my first field work. Institutions like State Bank of India, Development Block, 

commune/tahsil hospital and police station to take some examples of higher scale realities, 

were also operating in Karchana 1985-86.  

Villagers in present day Karchana are increasingly participating in a globalising world 

whether through mobility, remittances, television, mobiles, internet, face time with ‘older 

brother’ Jaer in Oslo and not least Corona pandemic – to take some examples. Degree of 

participation will differ depending on gender, caste, class and certainly individual resources 

and initiative.  

Thus, ‘Scale’ seems to be even more valuable in a globalising context, which indeed is the 

context of Overheating. In this book, Eriksen elaborates the concept of scale to a promising 

device for description and analysis of Karchana lifeworld in a globalising perspective.  

I find Eriksen’s distinction between social scale (the reach of your networks), cognitive scale 

(the size of your perceived world) and temporal scale (the time horizon you imagine, forward 

and backwards, when taking decisions and making plans) useful (op.cit.: 29). These 

distinctions seem to harmonise well with my conception of the lifeworld which I will 

elaborate below. Physical scale (op.cit.) is also useful, but I will probably prefer to use the 

term socio-economic scale referring to levels of infrastructural systems hereunder also 

institutions like State Bank, Development Block etc. 

Scale as a sorting device (op.cit.: 16) is promising with reference to levels of reality (socio-

economic scale) and levels of abstraction (cognitive scale). ‘Levels’ must not be understood 

in any Scholastic manner as grading of reality in relation to degree of ‘Being’ or good – evil 

dichotomy. Little is as real as Great. Good as real as bad. But Little traditions/community are 

‘here and now and face to face’ and indeed concrete – both in thought and experience. Great 

traditions/community are more abstract, more history, more distant, but can to some extent be 

a lived experience through pilgrimage – mobility – to a centre of the Great tradition like a 

temple and a Kumbh mela (the great Hindu bathing festivals – see Jaer 1995). Thus, scale 

may also reflect territorial distinctions like centre and peripheries, great and little, urban and 

rural. My distinction between internal and external arenas in relation to the territory of 

Karchana village, but both being arenas of Karchana lifeworld, are exampels of scales having 

relevance in relation to territory as well as levels of reality.  



Channels of communication is another element in the societal structure of Karchana 

lifeworld used in my Karchana study 1985-86. Channels of communication like mobiles or 

Internett, may bring global news of top level scale, like Corona pandemic information, to 

Karchana villagers. In this manner the global and the local are interconnected and villagers 

know they are dealing with a global phenomenon of global scale. But the living experience of 

the pandemic is local and glokalised with its own unique presence and being for the Karchana 

villagers.   

Clashing of scales (op.cit.: 131-156) is also a promising analytical term for description and 

analysis of globalisation processes in Karchana. Clashing of scales may be experienced in 

Karchana as forms of doble binds between, for example, traditional practices upheld by senior 

generations and modern practices and trends displayed in Bollywood films, on television and 

internet and appealing to the younger generation. Generational conflicts may be the outcome 

– conflicts which draw upon the cognitive time scale from past via present to the future. A 

double bind between tradition and modernity is experienced by the actors in focus, for 

example a young couple in love, but of different caste affiliation and background, being 

forced by their families to an arranged marriage with partners selected by the family. Such 

events may be extremely painful for the young persons involved and suicides have happened 

also in Karchana because of such double binds. In abstract terms, this double bind is, as 

mentioned above, an example of a clash between tradition and modernity, between mechanic 

and organic solidarity to use Durkheim’s dichotomy. Clashing of scales seems to be an 

excellent empirical entry to the greater more abstract tasks of classical social science, defining 

modernity so to speak (Giddens 1991) and explaining the growth of the last from the first.       

Blaming is another fertile empirical entry point to the clashing of scales of different levels. 

For example, several of my friends in Karchana village is reporting about the Corona 

epidemic in India and Karchana. They are blaming politicians representing higher levels of 

scale for the current crises. The prime minister himself, Mr. Modi, is increasingly receiving a 

major part of the blame. Blaming can very well also be a very local phenomenon – a local 

scale operation - for example between neighbours who are still often close relatives as male 

first cousins who may fight about inheritance with devices as, for example, bhut prets - evil 

spirits causing possession (‘witchcraft operations’, see jaer 1995), violence or court cases. 

  Some promising areas of inquiry 

I will now present some, hopefully, promising areas of inquiry which I expect will generate 

valuable data on change and continuity from a globalising perspective. Obviously, the areas 

selected are also those where I have reliable and interesting data from my original fieldwork 

1985-86. Given the need for anthropological fieldwork to be open ended at the outset to 

enable the field - the villagers - to come into being on its own terms, what follows here is 

more like a ‘menu’ of possible areas of inquiry deduced through the first study and the 

observations made during my many visits to Karchana since 1986. More specific hypotheses 

together with more detailed specifications of the themes and topics to be investigated, will 

have to be developed when we know more about change and continuity in Karchana the last 

40 years. Too rigid frameworks set a priori are not conducive to good anthropological 

research. 

Physical and material environment 

If we start with the more gross observations of the physical and material environment, the 

most apparent change is from mud houses to brick houses. In 1985-86 the majority of houses 

were built of mud, today of bricks. How do the villagers experience this change of housing 

material – esthetically, existentially, otherwise? What are the environmental implications? 



And what are the implications for the labourers and landowners finding a livelihood in 

providing the new building material for house construction?  

Another ‘material area’ where changes are easily observable is agriculture. For example, the 

ox cart is rarely seen any longer. Tractors have become the preferred technology, something 

which set new material/socio-economic conditions for work and work relations.  

The traffic of cars, lorries, buses, motorcycles have increased manifold since mid 80’. Ox 

carts, horse driven ekkas, camels which were a part of the landscape during my fieldwork 

times, are now, so to say, completely out of the picture. The roads, not least in the centre of 

the village, in short the infrastructure, is in no way built to cope with this tremendous increase 

in motorised traffic. Construction work is going on, but slowly. And the alleys of mango trees 

as well as the houses of Karchana centre are cut down to cope with the challenges. Obviously, 

the pollution in air, noise, smell, space etc. is huge. For the ‘romantic’ anthropologist who has 

followed the changing of times, this is a sad and destructive side of development. But do the 

villagers perceive it differently? And what is the impact of this obvious pollution on those for 

whom it is a lived experience?   

Socio-economic change  

Survey data: As may be seen in my monograph on Karchana, I have data sets on a broad 

range of socio-economic indicators as: ownership of land, kinds of work and participation rate 

in the workforce, agricultural performance, commercial performance, per capita economic 

product, composition of house and household, household income and expenditure, literacy, 

demography, female - male ratio etc. These data are differentiated according to caste and 

classes/categorisations of castes, as well as sex in relevant cases. A new survey covering 

roughly the same areas, but also new themes, will quantify the changing trends in selected 

areas.  

Changing economic opportunities, mobility etc.: Karchana’s rapid growth as a commercial 

centre, with a hinterland of at least 100 villages as well as its location fairly close to the large 

industrial and commercial areas of Naini (10 kms) and Prayag Raj/Allahabad (20 kms), will 

provide interesting material for analyses; of the changing patterns of labour migration; new 

opportunities; entrepreneurial activity and on the situation of the poor. Focus may also be 

directed towards individual entrepreneurship and progress and to which extent individuals and 

individual families have been able to improve their lot through their own means, and by new 

jobs and opportunities.  

Development programmes: The presence of the Development Block and other public 

institutions which implement State run development programmes in Karchana as well as 

Karchana tahsil (commune), makes Karchana a fertile field for observation and analyses of 

development and poverty alleviation programmes. What impact do these programmes have on 

socio-economic change among the scheduled castes and the poor in general. What happens 

with those – individuals, families, caste groups - being marginalised into poverty and 

vulnerability? Are trends of marginalisation - of capability deprivation - changing? 

Poverty alleviation programmes may be studied and compared with my data from 1985-86. 

Comparative data will provide a better fundament for explorations into the workings, 

appropriateness, efficiency and effects of these programmes. Main focus could be to which 

extent these programmes enable poor people to lift themselves and their families out of 

poverty and to which extent the patterns of marginalisation are changing. 

Social relations 

Social relations with a key focus on inequality, was, as earlier stated, an important topic in my 

earlier monograph on Karchana. I paid particular attention to the role of age, gender and 



caste-class in informing and constraining social action. My general observation was that class 

based forms of social organisation mediated through the market was still not dominant during 

the mid 80s. 

Given the dominant role of the market and more individualistic oriented forms of social 

organisation in present day India, it is to be expected that the forms of inequality are changing 

also in Karchana. But in which directions and with which consequences for the situation of 

the rich and poor, women and men? What effects changing forms of inequality have had on 

the broader set up of social relations as well as the poverty situation, are relevant and 

promising questions in a re-study of Karchana village. To exemplify: 

Age: I will expect that seniority based on age will be more questioned now than in the mid 

80s. Likewise, the frequency of generational conflicts will probably be on the increase. This 

might lead to change in the patterns of family and household/house organisation towards more 

nuclear units at the expense of the joint family. The way in which such organisational changes 

have impact on social safety net and the situation of the poor, could be explored. 

Gender: What about the gender gap and the “missing women”? Is the male-female ratio still 

growing in a negative direction as it apparently has done in Karchana, as many places in 

India, since the 19th century? What happens with the relationship between the sexes when the 

economic situation of the family is changing? Will, for example, rising middle and lower 

castes continue to Sanskritise themselves (as was the common norm in Karchana 1985-86) by 

withdrawing their women from outside work into the traditional purdah situation of higher 

caste women? Or will the rising castes and families convert their economic gain into new 

modes of social change with different implications for gender inequality. Likewise, what 

happens to the situation of women in loosing families? At which point will higher caste 

women start working in the field or enter the labour market? 

To explore to which extent the trends and norms are changing from a more caste based 

Sanskritised mode of behaviour to something which might possibly be defined as more 

modern and globalised - will provide interesting data which reveal changing forms of gender 

inequality and its relevance for capability deprivation or enhancement (see ‘Development as 

freedom’ below) on the part of the women. Changing practises, in for example the dowry 

systems, will also have significant economic consequences for most families. 

I will also expect that the increasing flow and spread of information which reaches Karchana 

through globalised media channels like television etc. will have impact upon traditional 

gender models. How, for example, does the spread of more egalitarian, individualistic and 

more romantic oriented ideals affect the relationship between the sexes? What impact, if any, 

does it have on the marriage practises, dowry systems etc. 

Caste - Class: To explore the relative significance of each - as interactive modes of social 

organisation identified according to ideal typical criteria in which caste represents an instance 

of traditional society and class the modern society - see Jaer 1997 - will reveal much about the 

changing forms of inequality in present day Karchana. 

Data on the changing patterns of agrarian production relations and on the changing trends of 

agricultural performance, will, I assume, be pregnant with information for inequality and 

poverty analyses. I would, for example, expect to find that relatively more high caste 

landowners will be managing their own land today than in the mid 80s and accordingly, that 

the numbers of agricultural day labourers with whom these landowners relate will also have 

increased in relative figures. Such a change of production relations away from share cropping 

arrangements and more caste based, semi-feudal forms like bonded labour (which were few 

already in 1985-86), reveal, first of all, a strengthening of the agricultural labour market at the 

expense of more personal and paternal forms of social relations. 



If the expectation is confirmed, then I would assume that such changes of behaviour among 

higher caste landowners also reveal a stronger and wider distribution of economic forms of 

rationality at the expense of the earlier more caste based forms of thinking and behaving. 

Given such changes, we may expect to find an improving agricultural performance among the 

high caste landowners, which lagged behind the middle caste peasant proprietors in 1985-86. 

On the other hand, I also expect to find an increasing differentiation within caste groups. 

Growing differentiation within caste, as well as changing patterns of performance between 

castes, can both, as I would argue, be read as indicators of changing forms of rationality.  

Another possible indicator of the relative significance of caste versus class would be the size 

of the capitalised rent. The situation was such in 1985-86 that the capitalised rent of the value 

of agricultural land far exceeded the income to be expected from agricultural production even 

under the most favourable conditions. The explanations given by the landowners revealed 

what I would define as a caste based peasant rationality (Jaer 1995: 67). I would expect that 

this mode of rationality is changing, towards a more market based rationality - towards what I 

call Class, in a globalising India. But to which extent and in which way? 

Another area which I expect will reveal interesting information on the caste – class dimension 

is related to village politics. My conclusion from the earlier study was that caste based 

thinking and behaviour was a major determinant in the generation of alliances and factions in 

village politics. I expect that quite a lot will have happened in this field during the last 40 

years, not least due to the changing political regimes which have been in power in UP (see for 

example Hasan 1999). And how does changing forms of inequality and perceptions of each 

other affect political mobilisation? To which extent can alliances be formed along class lines 

and across the barriers set by the logic of caste and other primordial loyalities? 

 A new set of data will facilitate interesting comparisons of the situation now and then.  

“Gastro-politics” (see Jaer 1995:43) who can eat with whom, who can relate to whom, was, 

and indeed probably still is, an important aspect of village life. This kind of caste based, pure-

impure logic counteracts alliances across the lines of demarcation as they are defined at any 

given moment. I expect that a study of gastro-politics in a time perspective will generate data 

on the relative strength of the gastro-political logic as such. It will also provide data on the 

changing patterns of inclusion-exclusion as well as the changing images of who are poor and 

impure and who are rich and pure (see CROP 1996:11-12 on the role of the “...the non-poor 

...in creating and sustaining poverty).  

What impacts the above changes may have on the inequality and poverty situation and on the 

social security nets between the caste based paternal forms of social relations – patron and 

client – is an interesting and relevant area to explore. 

Ideology and Hindu fundamentalism:  

As indicated up front, the caste hierarchy of Karchana justified by traditional as well as more 

modern forms of Hinduism will provide ample opportunities for research into the role of 

ideology (Jaer 1987) in producing and reproducing the form and content of social relations. 

Of particular interest here are, as earlier noted, the forces of fundamentalism, which have been 

steadily on the increase in Karchana as in U.P. from roughly 1985 onwards (on 

fundamentalism in UP, see Hasan 1999). 

Hindu fundamentalism, as other forms of fundamentalism, puts emphasis on ‘our whole’ – 

our community - at the expense of internal differentiating units like caste, class and gender, 

and the Hindu community as such against other religious communities. In short, Hindu 

fundamentalism stresses unity instead of internal differentiation (Basu et al. 1993; Hasan 

1998). On this background I would expect Hindu fundamentalism to have a significant impact 

upon identity construction and social relations, for example how the different castes perceive 



each other and justify differences. I also expect that such changes will have consequences for 

the situation of the poor and that more data on the role of fundamentalism in relation to 

inequality formation is interesting for a broader understanding of poverty. The growing 

impact of fundamentalism the last 40 years may also be a fertile entrance to the question of 

‘development as freedom’ as the communalism of Hindu fundamentalism, as other 

fundamentalisms, may include the lower castes as members of a more considerate 

brotherhood with growing equality between the believers. But while there is a stress on less 

internal differentiation, external differentiation to Muslims, Christians etc. is growing. 

Fundamentalism, not least in India with 200 million Muslims, is dangerous. 

What effects growing religious fundamentalism has on inequality and poverty formation as 

well as local conceptions of justice are largely unexplored issues. 

The ‘colonisation’/globalisation of Karchana lifeworld 

To explore the changing societal structure i.e. the time and space arenas of social action and 

the networks and channels of communication (see Jaer 1995:165) of the Karchana lifeworld, 

is one ‘entrance’ to discuss the colonisation/globalisation of the lifeworld. I use Habermas’ 

formulation ‘Colonisation of the lifeworld’ more or less as a synonym to ‘Globalisation of the 

lifeworld’ to reflect the many conservative and fundamentalist Hindus who indeed conceives 

many aspects of globalisation as harmful imports from the west, destructive cultural 

imperialism so to speak. Whether we call it colonisation or globalisation thus depends on 

perspective  

The ‘Asian values’ policy of Malaysian prime minister Mahatir of the 1990’ is a more broad 

example from our time period of a ‘fight’ against what we may label the neoliberal 

colonisation of Asian lifeworlds, It could be seen as an innovative Asian identity policy trying 

to mobilise a ganging up against what was perceived by Mahatir and his friends as a more 

‘neoliberal’ form of Western imperialism.   

Examples of interesting indicators of globalising/colonialising impacts on Karchana lifeworld 

are changes in the societal structure of the lifeworld (i.e. arenas, networks, channels of 

communication, and how these are interlinked); frequency and range of labour migration and 

other forms of mobility (as for example pilgrimage, cf. Jaer xx); the influx and impact of 

modern media as television, internet, smart phones etc. Another ‘entrance’ is to study the 

changing ‘horizons’ and size of the Karchana lifeworld – the outlook of people beyond the 

more traditional area of operations for mind and body. Corresponding roughly, as noted 

above, to what Eriksen termed ‘cognitive scale’. 

Changing perceptions, ideas and values due to the influx of modern media, new channels of 

communication, labour migration and changing patterns of mobility may be one promising 

area of inquiry. Here fundamentalist oriented modes of thinking and behaving (Hindutva-BJP) 

linked to a globalising India will probably appear as the more dominant and thus an area 

which deserves attention. 

Here enters also the question whether globalisation/glokalisation has produced more or less 

freedom for the individuals and groups studied as well as for the Karchana community as a 

whole?  

An overarching question:  

An overarching question I would like to ask ‘the material – the findings’ - is to what extent 

change and continuity observed in Karchana 40 years after, should be labelled development 

which has led to a better life for how many and whom in Karchana - as assessed not least also 

by the villagers’ themselves? I suggest, as mentioned, to follow Amartya Sen in his book 

Development as Freedom (1999: 4-5, 157, 18) when he defines ‘development’ as a process of 



expanding the “capabilities of persons to lead the kind of lives they value - and have reason to 

value.“ As we all know, the lives that people value - and have reasons to value - may differ 

dramatically. Participatory research into the perceptions and opinions of the poor themselves 

as well as of the non-poor will, I assume, provide good sources of data generation. 

Changes in gender relations and the social relations of the caste–class continuum, will 

probably be fertile entrances to explore changes in forms of authority and power and thus also 

the question of ‘Development as freedom’. To inquire into the workings of the system of local 

government - the Panchayat Raj, will be another area where I expect one will find interesting 

data on the question of ‘Development as freedom’. Data on participation and influence in 

local government and comparisons of the situation between now and then, will indicate 

whether the influence of the poorer sections have increased or decreased and to which extent 

this resulted in capability enhancement or deprivation. 

Actomania, which we mentioned above, namely the question to which extent a more 

materialistic and actomanic lifestyle (‘always action, always work, always accumulation’ – in 

short aspects of ‘overheating’ as Eriksen has called it - emerge at the expense of a more yogic 

influenced lifestyle (see Jaer 1998 and 1999) seeking to minimize ‘trsna – thirst’ and goal 

oriented intentionality (cetana) in line with classical Indian values and wisdom traditions. 

Indeed, the non-materialist, poor yogi is an Indian symbol of freedom itself. The question of 

actomania has relevance for the question of the feeling and experience of capability change – 

the intrinsic measure - since the distance between perceived needs/ideals and actual reality 

will be widening in an actomanic lifeworld. 

Possible objectives of a re-study 

Possible objectives for a re-study of Karchana in a comparative and globalising perspective 

may be formulated as follows: 

 To document change and continuity in Karchana village (U.P.) from the time of the first 

study in 1985-86 up to the reference year of a re-study. A particular focus on the lower 

castes, women and girls and the poor from all strata of the population may be particularly 

warranted, since their lot is the most difficult and challenging.  

 To explore how the changes and continuities observed is assessed by different groups of 

the population and discuss to which extent these changes can be labelled ‘development’ as 

defined by Amartya Sen in his book Development as freedom (1999). 

 To make a comparative exercise seeking to place the situation in Karchana in a broader 

regional and national perspective and identify the changes and continuities which can be 

labelled as outcomes of globalising-glokalising processes. 

 To further develop the Lifeworld-Ethnography Approach (Jaer 1995) and the broader 

question of the globalisation of a North-Indian rural lifeworld. 

 An inquiry into the globalisation of a peoples’ lifeworld - in my case the Karchana 

lifeworld - is in many ways an unexplored area. I expect that the comparative exploration 

between now and then will provide fertile findings on change and continuity in Karchana 

of relevance to the bigger questions in a globalising world. 

Thoughts on methodology 

A re-study of Karchana with main focus on change and continuity from a globalising 

perspective, could be based on anthropological holism and on grounded theory (Strauss and 

Corbin 1998). Attention will then have to be paid to a variety of aspects of rural life as lived 

and perceived by the various strata of the population. Data will be generated through 

participant observation, surveys and comparisons between the situation now and then. 

Qualitative and quantitative sources of information will be pursued.  



Identifying, for example, to which extent changes and continuities observed are outcomes of 

globalising- glokalising processes and assessing whether these changes can be labelled 

‘development,’ will probably also have to be based on participatory research in which the 

information, and reasoning of the villagers themselves, poor as well as non-poor, will play a 

major role. 

It is also suggested that Karchana 40 years after should preferably include a comparative 

study along a fairly wide range of variables derived, for example, from themes and topics 

elaborated in this paper. A comparative exercise will seek to place Karchana in a broader 

perspective, primarily between villages in Eastern and Western U.P. and also against the 

background of average regional and national figures. The striking differences between 

Western U.P with its ‘small republics’ and industrious peasant proprietors on the one hand, 

and Eastern U.P. with its complex hierarchies and less effective ‘Brahmin-Thakur’ agriculture 

on the other, has been noted already by the British Raj (See for example Etienne 1984).  

What is the situation today? A comparative exercise will open up for a discussion which may 

bring the globalising diversity of India to the forefront. 
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