Preface:  Prologue

After backpacking around South Asia in the early 1980s, Mysore remained in my memory as ‘my favorite city in India.’  My recollections were of a pleasant town with a mild climate, an easy-going atmosphere and congenial inhabitants.  With its oxcarts, bicycle rickshaws and horse-drawn tongas plying the unhurried streets, it had felt more like a large rural village than a city of 500,000.  I remembered the fabulous Indo-Saracenic maharaja’s palace in the centre of town, and the many churches, temples, and mosques scattered throughout the region that attested to Karnataka’s long and complex history.  I had fond memories Mysore’s colorful central market with its sumptuous array of local fruits and vegetables, the government silk farm where I had watched the workers spinning and weaving the gorgeous silk for which Mysore is renowned, and the arts and crafts workshops turning out intricately-carved and inlayed teak and rosewood furniture, fragrant sandalwood statues, oils and incense for which Mysore is also famous.  I remembered climbing the ‘thousand’ steps of Chamundi Hill that wound through the monkey-inhabited forest, past the immense monolithic black granite statue of Nandi, Lord Siva’s sacred bull, where a priest performed pujas
 for Hindu pilgrims who flocked there from all over India.  On the hilltop, the 12th-century temple of the goddess, Chamundeshwari
, commanded a panoramic view of the city below, with its gleaming palaces, its zoo and racecourse, university and college campuses, its lakes, and surrounding farmlands and forests.  Beyond that, one’s eye is drawn for miles out over the green, undulating tree-dotted Maidan, the 600-meter-high Mysore plateau, crisscrossed by the broad river valleys of the Cauvery and its tributaries, and reaching west to the Sahyadri ranges of the Western Ghats, and south to where the Western and Eastern Ghats converge in the Nilgiri Hills.

With these images still vivid in my mind’s eye, I eagerly looked forward to returning to Mysore for Kannada language training in 1995.  But peering from my three-wheeled auto-rickshaw as it bumped and lurched its way from the Mysore train station to my hotel, I quickly realized that things had changed considerably in those intervening years.  No longer the peaceful town of my fond recollections, I was shocked by how much the city had grown.  The cows were still there, nonchalantly weaving in and out of traffic, or lying blissfully in the middle of intersections chewing their cud while bicycles and pushcarts veered around them.  Bangle, spice, and coconut vendors still hawked their wares beside the fortune tellers with their parrots and cards along the uneven walkways.  Oxen still heaved their cart-loads of dry goods, and tongas still clipped along with their blue-uniformed school kids and tourists in tow.  Shirtless men were still hoisting 90-pound sacks of rice and onions on their backs, and sari-clad women were still carrying baskets of fruits, fodder, or cow dung
 on their heads, chatting in the local Kannada dialect.  The roads were still lined with the splendid big trees I remembered, but there was a different kind of movement beneath them now.  

Noisy, honking, exhaust-belching cars, motor bikes, buses, lorries, and auto rickshaws
 jostled for position in the tumultuous streets.  Throngs of people – locals, villagers, foreign students and tourists ( jammed the sidewalks in the central market area, swirling in and out of shops whose display windows were festooned not only with the usual Indian cookware, saris, sandals, and sweets, but also with multinational brand-name electronic appliances, jeans and track shoes, cosmetics and sun glasses, music cassettes and videos. On the roads now were new foreign cars, men shouting in English on cell phones, and women on motor bikes, their long scarves whipping in the breeze as they sped toward offices and schools.  What had been open fields were now filled with shops and hotels.  Interspersed between the rustic, kerosene lamp-lit, wooden tea stalls, small street-side temples, and humble thatched-roof houses, were pizza parlors, internet cafes, and modern multi-story apartment buildings, their rooftop satellite dishes gleaming in the sun.   Further from the centre, new suburbs were coming up everywhere on what used to be farmland.  Mysore seemed to have burst its bounds.  Like a cup overfilled, the city spread out in all directions, engulfing surrounding villages, transforming the countryside and the lives of the people in it.  
Taken aback and slightly dismayed at first by the new dimensions of ‘my favorite city,’ I soon became fascinated with this Indian version of the ‘postmodern condition,’ this masala
 of old and new.  Not only were there different kinds of traffic circulating under Mysore’s ancient trees, there were different kinds of women circulating in the economy new and interesting ways, as the city overflowed its boundaries to mix with the broader social and economic currents of the world.  
It was precisely for this reason, this particular collocation of the ‘modern’ and ‘traditional’, that I returned to Mysore in December 1997 to conduct my fieldwork.  I felt that Mysore, a city in many ways socially and economically ‘mid-way’ between the larger metropolis and the village, would be an excellent place to study processes of gender transformation.  I wanted to investigate how economic and social changes occurring in India and the world were being experienced by women of the middle classes in Mysore, and in what ways they might be active participants in this process.  Much of the literature I had read about women in India had concerned poor, working-class or rural village women, or generalized depictions of ‘Indian women’ taken as a monolithic whole.  Except for studies of the small minority involved in the Indian women’s movement, the little I found that had been written about ordinary middle-class women tended for the most part to portray them either as unwitting or frustratingly complacent collaborators in their own and other women’s oppression or, in a few cases, emphasized their roles as active maintainers of the status quo rather than as agents of social change.  For these reasons, I was especially interested in a very small group of women who seemed in some ways to be among the vanguard of transformations taking place in Mysore: women entrepreneurs.
When I returned to Mysore in December of 1997, I was met at the train station by retired Professor V. Chandrashekar, (‘VC’ to his friends), my local Rotary Foundation advisor, and Professor Prakash Padakannaya, Chair of the Psychology Department at Manasa Gangothri, the University of Mysore.  I stayed for a few days at a guest house arranged by VC while we looked for a place for me to live.  During my six months of language training in 1995, I had stayed as a “paying guest” of an elderly couple in their roof-top add-on, which consisted of a room with private bath.  Govinda Raju, a retired engineer, and his wife, Shantha, provided the room, a bed, and two modest vegetarian meals per day, usually consisting of traditional South Indian rice and sambar.
  The Rajus are a fairly orthodox Brahmin family, and I was fortunate to witness and participate in many traditional Hindu rituals and festival celebrations during the course of my stay with them.  Few families continue to keep and perform these rituals to the extent that this family does.  However, upon my return in 1997, I knew that I must have a space of my own.  The relative lack of privacy in an Indian household is perhaps one of the more difficult adjustments for Americans to make, particularly one such as myself, who grew up as an only child with a single, working parent, and who has lived alone most of her life.  The experience of living with the Rajus taught me that, if I were to keep my sanity and focus on the work at hand, it would be necessary to have a safe retreat from the trials and tribulations of coping with the ‘outside’ world.  As a foreigner living in Mysore, one gets a sense of what life must be like as a celebrity.  If you are in public view, even sitting on your own balcony, you will be under scrutiny.

For these reasons, I had to turn down a similar situation that VC found for me in 1997, and instead  contacted a friend whom I’d met during my 1995 sojourn, C. P. Muthanna, (‘Ponnoo’ to his friends), a well-connected gentleman, especially within Mysore’s close-knit Coorg
 community of which he is a member.  A fellow Coorgi whom Ponnoo knew had a very nice, three-bedroom flat for rent in a new four-story, 12-unit building in the pleasant, upper-middle-class neighborhood of Yadavagiri, on the border of a small industrial area on the northwestern side of town.  Ponnoo introduced me to the landlord of my flat and to the landlord’s cousin, Mala Kuncheria, who lived downstairs with her husband, K.K., a Catholic Malayali, and their two teen-aged sons.  Mala was the manager of the building which her nephew owned, and secretary of its tenant’s association.  Mala soon proved to be an invaluable friend and benefactor, who not only provided me with some of her excess furniture, a color television, and a washing machine, but helped me in numerous ways, cooking food for me, providing milk, fruit and other goodies from their farm, helping me with any business that I needed to get done or things I needed to know about.  She also helped with translations of taped interviews, introduced me to informants for my project, and provided valuable insights and information.  We visited regularly, went for walks in the mornings, went shopping together, exchanged gossip, and worked together on various projects for the building.  My time in Mysore was made very much more pleasant and productive and a result of my friendship with Mala.  

With the help of Mala, VC, Prakash, and others, I began setting up what would be my home for the next two years.  This settling in process took some time, mostly because there was work that had to be done in the flat by a carpenter and painter before I could unpack my things and have a clean and quiet space in which to work and live.  After almost two months of fits, starts, and delays, the work was finally completed, and I had acquired the necessary furnishings for my stay: a small one-burner gas stove, a few dishes, some cane furniture, a folding dining table and chairs, a used refrigerator, a water filter, a desk, and some bedding.  

My third-floor flat was bright, spacious and comfortable, and my location in Yadavagiri proved to be advantageous in several ways.  While considerably quieter than more central areas, it was convenient to a number of services. The small street in front of my building was quiet except for the occasional vehicle, pushcart vendor, or pedestrian, and the pigs, cows, dogs, crows, and sheep that foraged in the cement garbage bin or along the grassy sides.  Down this street on the corner was a small dry goods shop, and three blocks further, the railroad tracks that run north to Bangalore and south about one kilometer to the Mysore Station.  To the north were small factories and shops, including the now-defunct Jawa motor cycle factory, which at one time was one of the three largest motor cycle companies in India, and after which the traffic circle at the west end of the building was named.  


Arrayed around Jawa Circle clockwise from its west side, were a small wooden stall where a man with an ancient coal-heated iron would smooth the wrinkles from your clothes for about five cents per item, and beside him an apartment building for government factory workers.  Behind them was the several-acre walled compound of the Vivekananda school, and behind that, the huge gopuram
 of a Hindu temple protruded above the canopy of palm trees.  On the north side of the circle were two small tea stalls where local factory workers came for their morning tea, or a cheap, rice and sambar lunch.  Auto rickshaw drivers would stop here for short breaks, catching up on local gossip or discussing world events, such as the Clinton/Monica Lewitsky affair, or the escalating conflict with Pakistan over Kashmir, while sipping tea and puffing on bidis
.  It was here that I and other residents of my building would hope to catch one of these auto drivers when we needed transport around town.  The tea stall was also where many of us obtained our morning packets of milk for making tea and yogurt, two essentials of the Indian diet.  On the east side of the circle just across the street from our building, was a sheet metal factory where a neighborhood monkey troop would occasionally cause a bit of a ruckus in the tall trees of the factory compound, only to be chased away with sticks and curses by the workers.   


Across the street that ran along the south side of our building was a small Montessori school run by an elderly widow, also a Coorgi, who became one of my informants.  Every afternoon I would be treated to 30 preschoolers singing ‘Frere Jacques,’ ‘Found a Peanut,’ and other familiar childhood songs.  Bordering the east side of our building’s compound was an ashram
 from which the pleasant strains of bhajans
 would occasionally waft.  To the south were quiet, well-kept, tree-lined streets with large, often new, upper-middle-class homes.  Scattered among the 30 or so blocks of this upscale neighborhood were a church, a nursing home, a medical clinic, two small bank branches, a government produce stand, a small drug store, a street where cows were milked, and a nice hotel where I could occasionally avail myself of a tasty, hygienic, reasonably-priced vegetarian meal, and a cold beer.  About two blocks further up the hill going south was the Vanivilasapuram shopping area.   With its ox carts, chickens, stacked firewood and tethered sheep in front of thatched houses, this area still resembled the independent village it had once been.  Here I could find almost everything I needed for meals, as well as everything necessary to cook them with, or even to wear while cooking.  At the small shops and open-air produce stands I purchased my weekly supplies of lentils, rice, freshly killed chicken, fish, eggs, fruits, vegetables, yogurt, tea and spices.  There were also banks, a post office, a utilities office, and two large temples where music concerts were occasionally featured.  One kilometer further south, was the University of Mysore campus (Manasagangothri), and three kilometers east was the center of town.

During the course of my project, I came to appreciate the resourcefulness and quiet power of these women and of their tremendous potential which is just beginning to be tapped in new ways.   These are the stories of self-described “ordinary” women who, drawing on both their inner resources as well as those made available in India’s globalizing political economy, have, through determination and perseverance, sometimes with the help of others, sometimes alone and  in the face of almost overwhelming odds, transformed their own lives, and in the process, their families and their society.  

� Hindu prayer rituals


� Another name for the goddess Durga.


� Dried cow dung is used for cooking fuel throughout India.


� Inexpensive three-wheeled “taxis.”


� Mixture


� A spicy lentil and vegetable dish that forms the basis of South Indian home cuisine.


� The Coorgs were originally a martial tribal group who lived in Kodagu (or Coorg), the hilly region about 130 kilometers west of Mysore, which was a separate state until 1956.  They are today a well-respected, prosperous, educated minority in the area.  Many of them own coffee and teak estates in Coorg, and many have property and business interests in Mysore.  They are often described as Hindu, however, their customs and religion are distinct from the majority Hindu population.  See Srinivas 1952, for further information about the Coorgs.


� Gate tower, symbolic of the celestial mountain.


� Small, rolled-leaf cigarettes.


� Hindu meditation center.


� Hindu devotional songs.
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