
ix

Acknowledgments

In the early years of  writing this book, I assumed that I would open these 
acknowledgments with a standard warning about the large number of  
people I needed to invoke from over the years of  research. Instead, I 
begin with a story of  lost research materials. As my sixteen-year-old son 
recently reminded me, I have been working on this project almost as long 
as he has been alive. It was meant to have been fi nished years earlier.

In 2001 I had the most remarkable, satisfying, and gratifying set of  
interviews I have ever taken part in, and the pleasure in them was echoed 
by other participants. (This is not how interviewers and interviewees 
always feel about the experience.) The interviews were meant to form 
the core of  a book that would be built around four respondents and their 
families. (Three of  those individuals remain in the “narrative portraits” 
of  chapter 3.) After I fi nished the fi eldwork, however, the recordings of  
ten of  the Tamil-language interviews were lost.

The interviews were amazing. For the fi rst time in over fi fteen years 
of  fi eldwork, I worked with a research associate, a young and savvy man 
from the region, bilingual in Tamil and English, sardonic and insightful, 
and our questions and positions worked off  each other beautifully. 
Because this was 2001, the interviews were recorded on cassette tapes 
rather than in digital fi les. Because of  time pressures, I didn’t take many 
notes about them, as I usually would have; I knew I had the taped record-
ings. (I do have reams of  hand-written notes from the time, but mostly 
they are about doing intensive fi eldwork with an unhappy two-year-old. 
They wrestle with strategies for keeping him content and healthy—
neither of  which I managed completely.) My associate was going to tran-
scribe the interviews after we fi nished them; I would leave him with cop-
ies of  the tapes. The day before I left Madurai, however, I went to make 
tape-to-tape recordings on the only machine I knew of, in a nearby offi  ce. 
The machine was broken. Given the illness of  my son and the related 
stress of  departure preparations, I did not think to do what 
I should have done: take the tapes to the United States, copy them there, 
and send the copies back. But neither did I have any prior reason to doubt 
the soundness of  what I did do: give the tapes to my associate to copy, 
transcribe, and return to me with the transcriptions. The tapes never 
reappeared. I waited for years, by then having no luck in reaching my 
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research associate; at some point I began hoping they would appear in a 
delayed post, and then fi nally I gave up. During the fi rst years, I held off  
work on the book because the material in the interviews was central to 
it; and once I accepted that the tapes were gone, I could not face return-
ing to the “empty” book. Other small projects fi lled the research gap in 
2004 and 2005, and it was not until 2008 and 2009 that I fi nally returned to 
begin fi eldwork devoted directly to this book.

I feel the disappearance of  those tapes and the record of  those inter-
views as a corporeal loss. I also regret the loss of  my relationship with the 
man to whom I entrusted them—and who may have tried to return them 
to me—who remains someone I respect a great deal. But the vigor and 
the energy and the excitement of  the interviews haunts me even now. 
What does it mean to have this sense about a lost moment of  fi eldwork? 
Sometimes, I still dream that they will appear in a battered box, covered 
with stitched muslin and sealed with red wax.

On the other hand, “this” book has become whatever it has become 
in part because of  those extra years. The text is stronger, given the proj-
ect’s focus on long-term change, for having covered a longer stretch of  
time. Both the Indian economy and my friends’ and other informants’ 
lives have changed in signifi cant ways over these years, and this book now 
refl ects those shifts and developments. The analysis has improved as well. 
In any case, I do now have many people and institutions to thank for 
their help.

This research has been generously funded by a National Endowment 
for the Humanities Research Fellowship, two American Institute of  
Indian Studies Senior Fellowships, and several Bowdoin College Leave 
Supplement and Faculty Research Awards. I am fortunate to live in a 
country, and work at an institution, where such funding is available.

Parts of  Anjali’s story in chapters 3 and 7 have appeared in Dickey 
(2010); chapter 4 is a revised and expanded version of  Dickey (2013); and 
chapter 7 is a revised version of  Dickey (2012). I thank Modern Asian 
Studies and Contributions to Indian Sociology for allowing me to use that 
material here.

I have been blessed to have had many readers for the manuscript. 
Those who have read and discussed portions of  the chapters in various 
forms include E. Annamalai, Arjun Appadurai, Barney Bate, Frank Cody, 
Melanie Dean, Deb DeGraff , Assa Doron, Rajinder Dudrah, Punnie 
Edgerton, Joellen Fisherkeller, Celeste Goodridge, Robin Jeff rey, Jim 
Lindholm, Diane Mines, Lisa Mitchell, Costas Nakassis, Kalpana Ram, 
David Rudner, Tulasi Srinivas, Ravi Sriramachandran, Selvaraj 
Velayudham, and Amanda Weidman. Their suggestions and critiques 
have been invaluable in shaping this work. My most thorough and 
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steadfast readers have been Susan Bell, Nancy Riley, and my mother, Fritz 
Dickey, and I am deeply grateful to them. My mother, who used to say 
she was not a reader, has read every word of  the chapter drafts, and 
added perceptive comments and a fresh perspective. (She also encour-
aged me to fi nish.) Susan’s and Nancy’s stamps are all over this work. 
Two anonymous readers provided exceptionally thoughtful and helpful 
reviews, which have shaped the fi nal manuscript in highly productive 
ways. I am also grateful to David Washbrook for a kind and generous 
reading of  an early version of  what is now the second half  of  chapter 2. 
And, ever since he served as a reader for my fi rst book, Chris Fuller has 
complicated my understanding of  the class–caste relationship in the most 
fruitful ways, and provided a model of  scholarship to which I aspire.

I have also benefi ted greatly from being part of  two writing work-
shops, a Travel Writing course taught by Susan Conley at the Telling 
Room in 2010, and a Stonecoast Writers’ Conference workshop on mem-
oir led by Ann Hood in 2014. While I attended both for work on other 
forms of  writing, the feedback from leaders and participants alike has had 
a notable impact on the writing for this book. None of  them are fans of  
discursive footnotes!

In India, I have had help from scholars and community activists that 
propelled me in my thinking and understanding. I am grateful for forma-
tive discussions with Dr. R. P. Nair of  SCILET in American College, 
Dr. Venkatratnam of  the Sociology Department at Madurai Kamaraj 
University, Belinda Bennett, Dr. Taj, and Dr. C. Rajeswari. I will always 
remember the delightful conversation in Koshy’s in Bangalore with 
Dr. Anand Inbanathan, of  the Institute for Social and Economic Change. 
J. Rajasekaran and Dr. V. A. Vidya have provided numerous forms of  
assistance with research in the fi eld, and I am awed by their talents. 
A. Dinakar went above and beyond to help me at diff erent times in 
diff erent ways.

Many other people have assisted with the research in both India and 
the United States. V. Kirushnasamy, N. Prakash, and G. Sara transcribed 
Tamil-language interviews in the 1990s and 2000s. Elango, Arun Ram 
Kumar, V. Velraj, R. Revathi, R. Rohini, and V. A. Vidya have provided 
fi rst translations of  some interviews, or helped me untangle translation 
knots. Employees at the CMCentre in Madurai have also contributed 
these types of  assistance. Sarah Brant, Lauren Weiss, and Sarah Wilke 
transcribed some of  the English-language interviews from my 1991–1992 
project on domestic workers, portions of  which appear in this book. 
Christine Olmsted, of  Before and After Photo, made prints and scans of  
old photos and slides on a moment’s notice, one of  which is now in the 
book thanks to her quick and beautiful work. My good friends Dharni 
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Vasudevan, Rachel Sturman, and Jayanthi Selinger have given invaluable 
support at key moments. Sudhakar Selwyn, whom I was lucky to meet in 
2011, has taught me things about Madurai I would never have learned 
otherwise. He, his wife, Chrishanthi, and their children have been gra-
cious hosts in Chennai. Danica Loucks, sleuth extraordinaire, was a won-
der at the end of  this process (she’s always a wonder), helping with the 
fi ne details of  formatting, bibliography, proofreading, and generally 
excellent advice. And I am deeply grateful to the library staff  in numer-
ous institutions who have helped to procure the many off site sources I 
depend on. At Bowdoin, this includes especially Guy Saldanha and Jaime 
Jones, who are unfailingly resourceful and gracious.

For many wonderful conversations and a great deal of  laughter over 
the years, I thank dear friends Kathleen Adams, Joellen Fisherkeller, 
Ernestine McHugh, and Carla Petievich.

I also wish to recognize the many teachers who have inspired me with 
their “aha!” ideas and pedagogical excellence over the years, most espe-
cially (and in chronological order) Steve Harrell, Val Daniel, John Atkins, 
V. Arokianathan, Carol Eastman, Freddy Bailey, Guenther Roth, and 
Michael Shapiro.

Thanks to Marlie Wasserman, who generously helped me understand 
publishing many years ago, and with whom I have been honored to 
work now.

All my life I will be grateful to those people in India who have taken 
in my families and me: starting in 1985, V. Natarajan and N. Gomati, and 
V. Arumukattay and M. Velu; in 1986, V. A. Vidya and J. Rajasekaran, and 
N. R. Chendur, Malathi Chendur, and Saradambal; in 1991, S. Thangam 
and G. Srinivasan; in 1999, Arun Rajaselvan and A. Nirmala, G. Gobi and 
G. Gandhimathi, Babu and Hasina, Premila Paul, and R. P. Nair and 
Shanta Nair; in 2004, Bhanumathy Vasudevan and A. S. Vasudevan; in 
2009, Suneetha Saggurti. I have always been touched that my current 
family unit, a somewhat unlikely family in India—two middle-aged 
women and a boy—have been treated precisely as what we are: family. 
While there are “rules” about what normative families look like in South 
India, many people don’t live in one, and the standards for constituting 
real families are ultimately based on mutual responsibilities rather than 
necessarily on fi tting those rules. The ways that people “really” behave, 
often contrary to social rules, are also a theme in this book.

My American family—parents, siblings, spouse, son, and all the 
affi  nes—have been exceptional in their support of  this research, and some 
of  them have been present during my fi eldwork as well. In September and 
October 1999, my parents spent a memorable month in Madurai, 
Chennai, and Bangalore with my infant son and me (their second visit 
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during a fi eldwork trip), helping us to settle and begin this project. The 
following March, my sister Stephanie and my mother came to help me 
prepare to leave, and then traveled partway home with us. My mother 
returned in 2008 to attend the marriage of  my friend Anjali’s brother (my 
parents too have known Anjali since her childhood). Stephanie helped 
solve technical problems with photographs, Matthew visited once many 
years ago and has returned on his own, and I look forward to Jennifer and 
Susan joining us in Madurai someday. All have read parts of  these chap-
ters, willingly. And my parents-in-law Honour and Starr Edgerton were 
the best. I am blessed.

Punnie and Daniel. What can I say? You have supported, endured, 
applauded, and suff ered the course of  this project. You have kept me 
rooted and made me laugh, often uproariously. In immense and immea-
surable ways, you have made this work possible. I am so grateful for all 
my family. 




