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Betwixt and Between
Shifting Identities of a Provincial Town

Siddharth Menon

A nn Grodzins Gold’s Shiptown: 
 Between Rural and Urban North 
 India is an ethnography of a small 

town in provincial North India called 
Jahazpur. In this book, Gold carefully 
documents and analyses the familiarity 
and kindness of everyday living practices 
that are derived from close proximity in 
living conditions when devoid of politi-
cal manipulation. This is the larger ar-
gument of the book. Gold contends that 
places like Jahazpur do not have a static, 
fi xed history. Rather, these places come 
into being through quintessential daily 
practices, processes, and patterns. As Gold 
notes, Jahazpur literally translates as 
“shiptown.” She describes shiptown as a 
“town in motion, a town as transport, a 
town providing specifi c form of transport 
linking rural with urban” (p xi). 

In other words, Jahazpur is an in-bet-
ween place. This thread of in-betweenness 
weaves its way throughout the book, 
seamlessly fl owing in and out of pages, 
chapters, and sections, binding them to-
gether. Jahazpur also happens to be a qasba 
(town): a walled and gated one that has 
historically provided mercantilist and 
bureaucratic services in this part of the 
country. Gold argues that the qasba is a 
unique kind of North Indian place with its 
own peculiar characteristics and is often 
diffi cult to categorise. It is somewhere in 
the middle of the rural–urban spectrum, 
it is defi nitely both and not exclusively 
either. Jahazpur is also a market town, 
whose economic activity is kept lively and 
vibrant by this rural–urban interface. 

There are two aims of Gold’s book. 
First is to provide knowledge about 

small-town life in provincial India by 
illustrating the differences between 
Jahazpur and its surrounding rural 
landscape. Gold argues that Jahazpur is 
a local hub where agropastoral farmers 
from the hinterland and traders from 
the town centre interact. These two-way 
relational networks make it a “peopled 
place” (p 1). Second, Gold aims to add to 
the burgeoning literature on ethnographic 
practice. She does this by providing an 
honest, refl exive account of her trials 
and tribulations in the fi eld, and her 
dependence on the kindness of others in 
order to produce knowledge. 

Gold’s story about Jahazpur has eight 
interrelated but distinct chapters that 
have been divided into two complemen-
tary sections. Part I titled “Origins, Gate-
ways, Dwellings, Routes, Histories” aims 
to paint a colorful picture of life in 
Jahazpur through fi ve different brush 
strokes. Each of these chapters adds a 
new intriguing piece to the puzzle of the 
place. Part II with the title “Ecology, Love, 
Money,” begins to piece together this 
puzzle by highlighting various actors of 
the town—people, landscapes, built 
environments, markets, temples, and 
mosques—and how they coalesce to 
form the place Jahazpur. 

Rural–Urban Continuum 

The theme of rural-urban interconnec-
tivity and interdependence bleeds across 
chapters. In Chapter 2, Gold uses the fi ve 

and a half gates of the walled qasba as 
analytical frames of entry into her fi eld 
site. She not only uses these to look within 
her fi eld site but also to refl ect back on 
her own academic career in the United 
States. These material gates become 
metaphoric and refl exive passages that 
intrinsically connect her ethnographic 
object of study with her professional sub-
jectivity, thereby blurring boundaries bet-
ween the two. Each gate offers bidirec-
tional routes and lenses on everyday qasba 
life: the Royal gate refers to commercial 
passages, the Delhi gate to historical ones, 
the Bundi gate to sociological passages, 
the Mosque gate to pluralistic passages, 
the Hanuman gate to ecological passages, 
and the small window gate refers to ethno-
graphic passages. She connects journeys 
through these gates with the quintessential 
passage between the rural and urban 
lives of people in the town. 

In Chapter 3, Gold offers a particularly 
compelling analysis of the gendered pro-
duction of space in the suburban 
colony of Santosh Nagar in Jahazpur. 
Drawing on the work of feminist eco-
nomic geographer Doreen Massey, Gold 
argues that Jahazpur as a place is not 
made by a focus on a narrow, internal-
ised history of the town. Rather, the 
place is (re)made by coagulation of so-
cial relations, kinships, and ties forming 
together at a given time. It is not a static 
place, but something that is constantly 
forming, relational, and always becom-
ing. What stood out most in this chapter 
was the close relationship Gold devel-
oped with her research participant and 
“friend,” Suman. Gold recognises and 
acknowledges the role Suman played in 
developing a nuanced understanding of 
place, space, community, and gender in 
Jahazpur. She locates this unique rela-
tionship somewhere between friendship 
and intimacy, which she frames as an 
important element of her feminist 
methodological practice. 

Shiptown: Between Rural and Urban North 
India by Ann Grodzins Gold, Philadelphia: University of 
Pennsylvania Press, 2017; pp xiii + 332, ̀ 4,369 hardcover. 
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A striking part of Chapter 4 is Gold’s 
analysis of the use of sound as an 
attempt to fi ll up public space in the 
town. Here, she analyses religious festivals 
and parades as a public celebration of re-
ligion in the town’s streets and squares, 
which is generally a part of the private 
sphere in a secular state. Drawing on Uni 
Wikan’s concept of ethnographic reso-
nance, Gold urges us to analyse meanings 
that are not necessarily embedded in 
language. Rather, she calls on social sci-
entists to move their analysis beyond the 
spoken word by stressing on the impor-
tance of feelings and emotions, and the use 
of one’s own sensibilities to learn non-
verbally. Jahazpur has historically been 
a place of religious pluralism, sustained 
tolerance, and mutual respect between 
the town’s Muslim and Hindu residents. 
Yet, these historic linkages are now 
being challenged and contested by the 
younger generation of the town’s resi-
dents who seem more susceptible to 
sectarian politics. 

In Part II of the book, Chapter 6 stands 
out for its analysis of environmental 
conservation efforts in the town and 
weaving together the religious discourse. 
Gold analyses the case of the town’s con-
taminated Nagdi river. Paradoxically, 
while the Nagdi remains polluted, two 
sacred groves of the town are protected 
and preserved. Findings from this 
chapter push back against romantic no-
tions of close links between religious 
devotion and environmental conserva-
tion. Gold argues that in the case of 
Jahazpur’s sacred hilltops, environ-
mental conservation is a mere side 
effect of religious piety. She draws on 
two points to make her case. First, she 
argues that religious devotion becomes 
an obstacle in preserving the Nagdi. 
Since sacred groves on hillsides belong 
to a unifi ed religious community (Mus-
lim or Hindu), they are easier to man-
age and preserve. But the river is a 
common property that fl ows through 
both communities. Therefore, manag-
ing and preserving it requires coordina-
tion across religious barriers, which has 
been a diffi cult task. Second, the mate-
riality of water, as compared to trees, 
makes its preservation more diffi cult. 
Trees and forests are easier to manage 

and protect while fl owing water proves 
to be a challenge. 

Studying Ordinariness

The book ends with a short epilogue that 
attempts to tie up the loose ends of 
Gold’s ethnography. As Gold suggests, 
this book is not meant to be an exhaustive, 
all-encompassing account of daily life 
and practices in Jahazpur as the place is 
known today. Rather, it is an attempt to 
illustrate paradoxes and anomalies of life 
in a small town in North India that con-
tinues to breathe, live, and celebrate the 
differences of its inhabitants, much like 
the miraculous discovery of buried Jain 
images by Muslims in the town’s centre, 
historically a market space (Chapter 5). 
Gold succeeds in this bold attempt to 
capture the textures and colours of every-
day life in Jahazpur. The interesting thing 
about the town, as an object of ethno-
graphic study, is its ordinariness. There 
is nothing unique or special about Ja-
hazpur. It is an example of one of the 
many small towns scattered across the 
rural Indian landscape which account 
for more than 60% of India’s total popu-
lation (Chandramouli 2011). 

Gold’s work has been successful in 
highlighting the creativity, plurality, and 
ideas of quotidian life in such a place. 
This is especially relevant today with 
the onslaught of radical and divisive 
Hindutva political ideologies devised 
to break and polarise the religious plu-
rality of places like Jahazpur. In this 
regard, the book makes a signifi cant 
contribution to the growing literature 
on geographies of peace and religious 
cohabitation in places around the world, 
which remain scantly theorised in the 
social sciences. How provincial towns 
like Jahazpur and Varanasi respond to 
these malevolent, pseudo-religious politi-
cal manoeuvring (Williams 2015), will 
prove crucial in deciding where the 
Indian republic’s tryst with secular 
democracy turns to next. 

However, Gold’s book would have bene-
fi ted tremendously had it been a few pages 
shorter. In particular, Chapter 7, that en-
gaged with the wedding ceremonies of 
Bhoju Ram Gujjar’s (her research collabo-
rator) three daughters, could have been 
more succinct. Here, Gold practised a mode 

of immersive participant observation in 
the wedding activities of the household 
where she is both a keen observer of rit-
uals and ceremonies, as well as joyful 
participant in the proceedings. Her nar-
rative style experimented with three 
modes of ethnographic representation: 
experience, which dealt with raw fi rst 
impression fi eld notes; chronicle, a re-
counting of selected rituals and events 
from fi eld notes and interviews; and in-
terpretation, where she provided ana-
lytical commentary on different aspects 
of the weddings. The thick ethnographic 
descriptions and diverse representation-
al styles made it diffi cult to keep track of 
the main argument of the book. Addi-
tionally, a more robust epilogue or con-
clusion would have helped situate the 
chapters of the book by highlighting its 
connections with its core argument. 

In conclusion, Gold provides a rich, 
textured account of ethnographic practice, 
deeply situated in the peculiarities of 
Jahazpur without ever prescribing any 
specifi c methodological template. Ship-
town is a book fi lled with juicy vignettes, 
captivating narratives, and colourful con-
versations as Gold documents, analyses, 
and produces knowledge about life in 
Jahazpur in close partnership with her 
research collaborators, Bhoju Ram Gujjar, 
and his daughters. The book draws the 
reader into the heady, intoxicating mix of 
sights, sounds, smells, tastes, and mate-
rials that make up the town of Jahazpur, 
which sometimes feel overwhelming, 
but warm and welcoming nonetheless. 
Gold has been able to bring Jahazpur to 
life on the pages through lucid prose 
and a seamless fl ow of the text. The 
book will benefi t young scholars in the 
humanistic social sciences, particularly 
those interested in situated, refl exive 
ethnographic practice. 

Siddharth Menon (sidmen@gmail.com) is a 
doctoral student, Department of Geography, 
University of Wisconsin-Madison, United States.
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This short introduction to Nehru traces his personal–political journey from being a rich, 
westernized young man to a radical leader of the Indian National Congress. Mukherjee 
provides a glimpse of his relationship with Gandhi—fraught with major ideological 
differences but steeped in mutual love and respect. This book examines his role in the birth 
of a fledgling nation and his contribution as the first prime minister of the country.

The book that questions the notion of 
‘monolithic’ idea of ‘nonalignment’ at the heart 
of India’s engagement with the world that lays 
India’s regional state craft during the Nehru 
and Indira Gandhi years—it strikes at the heart 
of contemporary debates on India’s unfolding 
foreign policy.

The book offers a historical perspective on fiscal federalism, in particular the interplay and 
overlap of institutional mechanisms. In doing so, it examines persistent, immediate 
concerns, and offers a way forward. A contemporary, timely, and comprehensive analysis of 
fiscal federalism in India, this practitioners’ perspective is a must-read for all those 
interested in the subject.

The book offers an integrated understanding of the importance of capabilities, freedoms, 
and human flourishing in the process of development. It deals with the 21st century 
challenges of unstable economic growth and sustainability and the re-emergence of 
deprivations and inequalities in multiple realms and argues that the broader perspective of 
human development is most suited in reorienting development towards a more equitable, 
sustainable, and empowering world.

The book examines the policies, strategies, and tactics followed by the Indian state and the 
‘client’ governments in Srinagar to manage the conflicted state of Jammu and Kashmir during 
1948–89. It shows how the policies deployed to ‘create order in disorder’ functioned inversely 
and turned Kashmir into a smoldering volcano that erupted in 1989–90.


