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About the book

M. N. Srinivas, A. M. Shah and E. A. Ramaswamy. The
Fieldworker and the Field — Problgn?s %g\uﬁ{’Challenges In
Sociological Investigation, OUQ*&@%@%&

O

> & P

.. (%) "

Second edition: 2002 & @& &

_ S 0
Oxford India Paperba&g@g??@ﬁf@"
N\
Third impression: 2©QO§K&5‘ A
&

&



Rural India
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Urban India
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Fleldworkerﬁgﬁethe Field



Year: 1948

Place of stay: Rampura, a village 22 miles from Mysore on the

Mysore-Malavalli Road. o (\oe?
&y o
This chapter refers to Srinivas’oR% \ra experience
P 2
. L 0% Q)Q) (\6
Physical conditions AP
S P
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The accommodation that wﬁ&ﬁfad%,@}ailable to me was the cow-house of
the headman situated a forgy<feet diagonally across the headman’s main
house. | shared my quarters with the headman’s five pairs of plough-bullocks

and one solitary bullock whi¢h was used for drawing a covered cart in which
the headman or his s@fNs occasionally travelled to their fields or to
neighbouring villages. Aae northern portion of the cow-house was separated
by a mud wall from the rest of the building and in it lived a Muslim client of
the headman and his family....The snoring of the servants and villagers, and
byways of the tiled roof provided the backdrop to my sleep at night.




Being a Participant observer

...My bath presented a problem. The cowhouse had no bathroom and
the headman suggested that | take my bath in the gpen courtyard in the
middle of the house. | did not find this %ctica@e, as the headman’s
servants and others were moving abo ‘t\@th\eb@ow—house especially in
the morning when | wanted to f{@%ﬁ@ﬁm@ bath. Once or twice, |
proceeded to my bath after boltin%eﬂw%b‘ﬁgﬁv? and back doors and asking
my cook to stay in the kitchen til gﬁlsbfég. Within a matter of minutes,
there were bangings on the @Q&Q‘c‘\a@@ }g&ck doors, and loud demands
for the doors to be openecL' rag@\q&a‘t\%@ The villagers quizzed me about
my bathing habits...Eveéﬁu@%\g? nd a way out of my problem by
having an enclosure of‘Q\/O\?eQ amboo splits put up in one corner of the
central courtyard. This ingklentally brought me into_contact with the
Medas, hereditary basketworkers, and it enhanced my knowledge of
Medas and of rural lifed®




Caste and factions in village

On my first and ‘scouting’ visit to Rampura, | was told that it as a
‘united’ village unlike neighbouring villagg\éé?/vhicg\‘\’/vere faction-ridden. |
) . QA N1 -
very soon discovered that this was only ap Qﬁfabllshment myth. A day
or two after | had settled down in t{(l}aé\ iffagé, | went to a teashop and
there a young man from the Peza,eqa@dbéc@s e asked me who | was and
what | was doing in the villa{g%".&qﬁjlgff‘@ﬁ already heard about me.)
When | had explained to l‘@%”g@@{%\gﬁbn for my stay in Rampura he
admonished me that if | \@&gf}dgg\mgﬁ’ﬂs of presenting a ‘true picture’ of
village life |1 should n@gsﬁ%\/\&ﬁ one part of the village meeting and

talking with only a few but g© all over the village and talk to everyone...
@{\v




Caste and factions in village

| soon learnt that there were two main factions i, the village: one of
them led by the headman and the other 5§/ two®«§‘r three younger men
who resented the headman’s heqen@@o\@f’ the village. The latter
group avoided the headman’s part @gg@%ge Indeed, many others
also avoided walking past the cgq&m?m or on the headman’s street
for fear that the headman or or;éehg@ s,eﬁsg%vould entrust them with a job
which would take them away‘fosm.¢hei®main work. The headman had
made a fine art of uﬂhzmgé’vgﬁ]gﬁq?ﬂme and energy for his work.
K




Caste and factions in village

During one of my ... field trips to the V|Ilage JBwo brothers, bitter
enemies of the headman Invited me to p{@togragﬂ a portion of the tank
embankment which had been breache@%\@ (I@%ded their banana crop,
and they obtained from me a pro@%e\ gb\send them copies of the
pictures | had taken. When | Iat@@@ﬁ(@%d to the headman’s house |
learnt that the brothers had flléé d?’%g’? ainst the headman and the
village panchayat for thelr L@%xg&\e ich had led to a breach in the
embankment and the respit ISERS E"?the banana crop. The headman
told me that by my action NNQé go\hg to become a witness in a law suit
against him and the paqgﬁayat | felt humiliated and assured the
headman that | had ngb*\knowledge of this matter when | took the
photographs and that Pwould destroy the negatives.



A note to anthropologists

Anthropologists usually write reports which are impggrsonal, abundant in
sketches and charts and, nowadays, ali@é?able\goﬁhis Is the accepted
style of presenting learned reports. Bl{g@ﬁgj{e\‘a’bart from their dullness,
the reports convey an impression ofcobj cgd??ty which they do not, and
In-my opinon, ought not, have,s e In such reports does the
anthropologist make it clear th@ﬁlié” efception could be anything other
than objective, and that hlgcgffgﬁ%%{e\r@’bclass, regional, and religious,
quite apart from his valu@P gn?"c\g\\@m@erament, iInfluence what he sees
and how he sees thefi’ @‘Q\rﬁTarﬁvise, the role that local community
assigns to him is also relei\\(@ﬁt In understanding his perceptions, etc.
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Fieldwork Experleﬁ@éoﬁ’om Rural Uttar
Pradgsh P \@ Joshi



As interplay of theory and fieldwork

If I had no theoretical background, my fieldwork WQH Id hav Been far less exciting and
productive. My theoretical approach favoured @ass % ysis of the agrarian society.
But fieldwork served as a powerful corr §@of e gaps in this approach. It
impressed upon me the hiatus between wfr afnt from class theory and what |
found from direct observation. Field ex cshowed how difficult it was to view
agrarian society as a class society an@ e@ e}}e%ntry as a class in the classical sense.
Q}\ &Q’ \\e

The field view also helped m Q between regions in U.P. having a
landlord-dominated agrarian ste one hand and a peasant-dominated
system on the other. The be\tween landlord and peasant ideologies, the
latter being less fatalistic than theé&)rmer was also revealed to me by fieldwork. These
insights led me to reformulate®my _theoretical positions regarding the institutional
requirements of economic gevelopment. | came to appreciate the potentialities of
peasant economy and peagant ideology for transformation of the rural economy.




The fieldworker and the ‘field’ usually come from entirely different

worlds (worldviews)

@fo

\(\Ob% .\@Qo
The contact between the fieldworker @@r\d\\q&hgeﬁeld IS a contact between
two types of cultures whose categor{é\s,b@? lg}'ﬁerstanding are not identical
and who do not share a commoné&%%@w of values or a common world
view. The investigator obseersQfQé{r%ﬁn ~sided activities and processes
of rural life, and the meani ﬁg&ﬁ ttaches to each of them in terms
of his (or her) values dij;é’rg\.?? /\t@at which different segments of the
rural population attach<d tﬂé{ﬁ‘ln terms of their values. For Instance, the
extortion of rent and forcegﬁabour which he may regard as an index of
feudal exploitation mag@%ave a_different meaning for landlords and
tenants under the sway of the ideology of patronage. Land may be
viewed by landowners more as a source of social status and power rather
than as an economic resource and a source of profit. What the
fieldworker considers ‘conspicuous consumption’ may be viewed as a

necessity for maintaining or enhancing status by groups indulging in it.




The (conflicts) surrounding the Insider-view and the Outsider-view

2
: . : ; & : :
It involves much mental strain for the mves&’o’aton ée(’vvho IS an outsider — to

suspend his meaning system for the time_{&ing Qaﬂ}to understand the people’s
meaning system. His difficulties are enka (ge dPamong the rural poor people
themselves a consciousness of the cefiflieP ofValues has begun to emerge and
the unifying values (e.g., the conqé;f)tb%(f aéﬁt\(onage) sustaining the old social
framework have started breaking ‘ %@%.\Q&%@@ms arise in presenting the insider’s
view of the system when t@)Q ' @O@%e set of actors, the dominant and
articulate group, has to b%q%)@&Q@e\Q\With that of the other set of actors, the

subordinate and inarticulate g?o(L\u@.

\@e

Viewing the social svsta‘gg'&from the outside in terms of categories of social
science, and simultane%uslv from inside in terms of the categories of the
dominant and subordinate groups — this is the dual challenge involved in
fieldwork.




Four phases of the process of fieldwork

Phase I First, | tried to evolve a philosophical and theoretical basis for my
fieldwork through a general study of relevant gEeraturQ, his also helped in a

broad formulation of my problem of inquiry. ~<\ 0\@
@ N Q}O"

Phase II: It marked the beginning of m QQ@@}I’? .characterised by an attempt
on my part to put the facts, as peree @the field situation, in the ready-
made conceptual and analyticak. c\)&’e @(Begtved from my study of social
theory...my mind tended to |gnqq@ l ogk?e nt facts if they were not in accord
with received theory, and to %@5\ c&’ﬁf@%aﬂon rather than refutation.

Aqﬁo 6\\2\ \\

Phase Ill: The complexity of thg&omal reality as revealed through fieldwork had
such an overpowering |mpag$°on my mind that my unquestioning allegiance to
my concepts broke down. Jh the whole course of my investigation this was the
most agonizing phase. Svealization of the inadequacy of uncritically received
theoretical categories to take account of this complexity made me sceptical and
pessimistic about the usefulness of any theoretical construction...this was a
phase of surrender to empiricism as opposed to Phase Il in which | was under
the influence of a doctrinate tendency.



Four phases of the process of fieldwork

Phase IV: It began when, immersed in the mass of cancrete data, | felt the
necessity of tools which would help me in d@guis@iﬁg essential from non-
essential facts. In this way | was led st r%befmulating my theoretical
concepts in the light of the data provide @%‘?‘@quiry. | was now able to use
fact-finding as a stimulus to theoret;@fgé%oﬁcétruction and the latter as a
stimulus to deeper fact-finding. Th@eﬁhﬁz?e,b«éﬁminated the dichotomy between

theoretical abstraction and concr%&zqﬂ@@r\@nq\‘ﬁarmonized the two processes. It

represented for me the peakﬁ,@&@%@? of research. It pulled me out of
Phase lll of research whicgz}(?%o‘?~ n(eca the trough of despair. This phase,
which represented a pro@%s‘?ét\écoﬁ\struction of my field experience, did not
end with the completion@%(é‘my research monograph. | now feel that

reconstructing field experie IS perhaps a life-long affair.
P
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Travails of a Womj@ﬂﬁ ieldworker
A small towpip! War Pradesh

Khad;;fgz,ﬂﬂ@ﬁn Gupta



Personal circumstances of the researcher-investigator

Every attempt of mine to conduct a field invegtigation has been
influenced by three major personal circuomstang\e%. The first is that |
have been a housewife since 1952 — fiys yearsbefore | conducted the
first field study. Secondly, | was bom*av Brought up in a traditional
Muslim family of Lucknow, but am méreed to a Bengali Hindu. His
family has an altogether differerg_ﬁéd%‘é;@und from mine. | come from a
family of Ulemas engaged for@ge@%}}o@‘\in spreading the message of
Islam, and socially entrustegwith the ot&sk of preserving and protecting
Islamic traditions, while r@p (Comes from a family of urbanized,
middle class, Bengali 4findu teﬁ’igentsia devoted to modern higher
education. Those who ar§ acquainted with the complexities and
conflicts inherent In a,?;]ﬁarriage between members of these two
divergent cultures wif} | am sure, realize what a complicated
background | have as field investigator. The third circumstance is that |

amn a woman.




Taking up a subject of research ‘suitable’ to women

After | enrolled as a PhD student at Delhi University | was asked to finalise
the topic for my doctoral thesis in consultation with a senior teacher. My
first meeting with him was a disappointment. %

&
‘(\O @
Throughout the year | had braced myse@%@]r{&é’rtaking a study of small
town politics, a theme which | found ha e¢h adequately dealt with my
Indian sociologists. | knew that the ntaliled not only strenuous field
research but a number of other gem ons as well: the need to stay
away from home alone in an ‘ gwn, establishing rapport with
strangers, meeting and intervigi t regularly for several months

the leaders and supporters ¢t %kdb factions while at the same time
keeping them at a resgg@t bledistance and so on. | was, however,
prepared to face all these difficulttes...My teacher however felt differently.

He appreciated my enthu '\sm, but did not share it. He argued that small
town politics was too tatfgh a subject to be handled by a member of the
weaker sex who had been further spoilt by the comforts of modern urban
living. He suggested that it would be best for me to take up a less
ambitious and safer research project, one suited to my social and personal
limitations. | was not prepared to accept his suggestion, and | eventually
had my way.




Selecting the field

Soon after the topic was finalized | was faced with the problem of selecting
a town — one which suited the scope of the study and was not at the same
time too inconvenient for me to reach, stay ig and gﬂ?dy. Added to this was
the question of how much of my dom%§ﬁc r%s%onsibility | could safely
afford to ignore. My husband, brothewﬁ—l@’%@nd son gallantly offered to
take care of the house, but | did ngt'h g@ﬂwch faith in their ability...the
task of identifying the town, whi@ﬁ%f«'tqﬁéhght would be very difficult and
. N, @ 2.
taxing, actually turned out to gé‘t g&sg@t Because of my knowledge of
the languages spoken in UdR. @ﬁ\y}@ﬁqgﬁr state, | had decided to study a
town there. Qe@qaé\ ARSES
\O
&

Secondly, in view of ~ limited financial means and various other
compulsions, | thought@f’ est to opt for the smallest possible town. | also
wanted it to have an elected municipal body with a continuous history for at
least the last two decades, so that | could study the political processes
which preceded and succeeded the introduction of adult suffrage in the
country.



Selecting the field

To this | had added a personal, non-academic preference: as far as
possible the town should be situated near a large C|ty where | could have a

friend or a relative to bank upon. NG (\é”
@O X
\’0 ©

With these considerations in mind | s@ihra@do&rough the census reports of
U.P. for 1951 and 1961. This engg@@gmglped narrow my choice to six
towns: two situated within 50 %@b@&mtres from Lucknow, my home
town; one each in Azamgarh @?\@ﬁg&w district, both totally unknown to
me; and the remaining twa@g @%{ﬁ? district. My ultimate choice fell on
Ranipur, smaller and theQ?equéto Athgarh city of the two In Aligarh district.





