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city music—a reprise
by pranathi diwakar
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not engaging in menstrual practices when 

she lived for a year with her husband in 

the United States. Upon return to Nepal, 

Rama was asked to sleep on a makeshift 

bed on the floor pallet during her period. 

In refusal, she went to her maternal home 

during her period. Her husband has since 

asked Rama to take the bed, and he sleeps 

on the floor during her periods. Despite 

her negotiated resistance, Rama believes 

menstrual practices do have some ben-

efits, “My husband, he is active when I 

am menstruating. On other days he has 

this mentality where he expects me to give 

him even a glass of water.” Rama values 

the ways menstrual practices challenge 

gender roles for several days each month. 

Women presented a complex pic-

ture of menstrual practices in urban 

Nepal. Women are actively engaging 

in multifaceted efforts to redefine and 

renegotiate menstrual practices to gain 

some personal agency within societal 

constraints. While I do not support men-

strual practices, I observe them when 

I am home to avoid confrontation and 

ensure peaceful stay and family support 

in my academic and research activities. 

My adherence is a sign of respect for my 

mother and her cultural beliefs.

*Pseudonym are used to protect 

confidentiality.

Srijana Karki is a PhD candidate at Oklahoma State 

University. Her research interests are sociology of gen-

der, inequality, education, environment, and disaster, 

with an emphasis on strengthening a third-world 

narrative. 
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Women are actively engaging in multifaceted efforts to redefine and renegotiate 
menstrual practices to gain some personal agency within societal constraints.

It is 8 p.m. on an October evening in 

the southern Indian city of Chennai. A 

Gaana music concert is to take place 

tonight to commemorate the 16th day 

since the death of a community mem-

ber here at Ambedkar Colony, colloqui-

ally called a “slum” area by its residents, 

neighbors, and police. Gaana originated 

as a funeral music in the informal settle-

ments of early 20th century Chennai and 

gained increasing popularity with the 

arrival of the cassette, CD, Bluetooth, and 

YouTube. This music continues to play an 

important role in community events of 

the city’s “slums”—funerals, weddings, 

and temple festivals. At the same time 

that young men sing Gaana at funer-

als, they also use Gaana as a medium 

for self-expression, asserting Dalit and 

north Chennai style, and commenting on 

friendships and their surroundings with 

humor to express solidarity in the face 

of discrimination that they experience 

owing to their caste, class, and address. 

The Gaana concert at Ambedkar 

Colony finally commences only at 10 p.m. 

after a water provision truck maneuvers its 

way out of the narrow street where the 

makeshift stage is erected. Earlier, com-

munity members had secured a “noise” 

permit from the local police to avoid 

complaints from more affluent neighbors 

about the “noise” from the “slum.” At 

the concert, down-tempo and mournful 

numbers are interspersed with humor-

ous, teasing, and upbeat Gaana standards 

intended “to make people laugh and for-

get their grief.” Children and men dance 

by the stage. The concert lasts well past 

2 a.m. and dinner is the musicians’ only 

compensation. Some Gaana singers refuse 

monetary compensation from grieving 

families if they cannot afford to pay for 

the funerary concert because, “everyone 
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Gaana singer, Athiredi Saran.
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deserves to go with dignity”, and other 

young Gaana musicians collect proceeds 

from the funerary performance to create 

YouTube music videos which receive up to 

70 million views. Gaana’s digital presence 

is about disseminating local information, 

storytelling, challenging discrimination, 

and it is sometimes fused with hip-hop, 

all with the intended effect of creating a 

“cool” image. 

A few months later, exclusive music 

halls host the 4,000 concerts comprising 

Chennai’s annual month-long Carnatic 

music in December. When you enter the 

Music Academy, just a five-minute drive 

from Ambedkar Colony, the difference 

between the two spaces could not be 

more stark. Unlike Gaana singers and 

their patrons, who mostly happen to 

be from Dalit backgrounds and live in 

“slum” areas, Carnatic musicians and 

connoisseurs are almost entirely “upper” 

caste and Brahmin, living in elite residen-

tial areas. Families are gathered in the 

foyer of the impressive music hall that can 

seat a thousand people, and women are 

attired in expensive, heirloom silk saris. 

Many of these families know each other 

from over generations. Some have flown 

in from around the world, particularly 

North America, to be at the festival and 

socialize their children into the art form. 

The “premium” seats are for families 

with lifetime membership only, and the 

waitlist to become a premium member is 

interminably long. A large clock reminds 

people to take their seats because, as the 

secretary of the institution once boasted, 

“concerts at the Music Academy never 

start even a minute late.” 

If Gaana music is about lyrical impro-

visation and this-worldly concerns, then 

Carnatic claims “classical music” status 

for its codified structure of melodic impro-

visation and 17th-19th century religious 

compositions. Whereas Gaana is intended 

to bring people to their feet and get their 

bodies moving, appreciation for Carnatic 

music is shown in restrained and codified 

ways such as nodding or keeping time 

with a pattern of hand movements, and 

the music is sometimes fused with other 

high-status Western styles like jazz. While 

Carnatic musicians publicly disavow any 

political concerns, despite musical or spo-

ken endorsements of the reigning Hindu 

majoritarian political regime, Gaana musi-

cians are often overtly political in their lyr-

ics and style. They seek and demand social 

legitimacy for an art form that has long 

been stigmatized in the city for its social 

origins. The practitioners and participants 

in Gaana and Carnatic worlds are not 

only separated by divisions of caste, class, 

and address in the city, but the aesthetic 

sensibilities of these art forms serve as 

parameters for symbolic boundaries that 

fortify existing social boundaries. These 

are the boundaries that Gaana musicians 

subvert in proudly proclaiming their social 

and spatial origins by embracing Gaana’s 

unique style and sensibility, in a bid to 

demand dignity for the aesthetics, rep-

resentation, and politics of marginalized 

urban residents.

recommended readings
See this playlist for a compilation of Gaana 
songs and scenes: https://www.youtube.
com/playlist?list=PLsgRq2wxPd9wWxhRTy
oZDhs0mSh8viqKs

See this playlist for a compilation of Car-
natic songs and scenes: https://www.you-
tube.com/playlist?list=PLsgRq2wxPd9yOL
0X2Dht0CawnNHhcRus3

See this montage of videos from ethno-
graphic fieldwork undertaken over 12 
months between December 2018 and 
March 2020: https://www.youtube.com/
watch?v=OaIAnKtyEwE

Pranathi Diwakar is a PhD candidate in Sociology 

at the University of Chicago. Her research focuses on 

music, caste and urban politics, inequality, and social 

movements. 
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nightly rhythms of global work
by a. aneesh

In the dead of night, GoCom’s cafeteria 

was all bustle and hum. Spicy aromas 

wafted through the air. In short queues, 

men and women fetched food on steel 

plates with sections for lentils, rice, 

bread, and vegetables. Kitchen manag-

ers checked food coupons, making sure 

no one took more dessert than the cou-

pon’s worth. There was nothing striking 

except for the fact that agents were hav-

ing lunch after midnight. They slept dur-

ing the day at home and worked nights 

at GoCom, an international call center 

in Gurgaon, India, where I worked for 

several months for research.

“I can’t take it,” Geeta lamented 

nightwork, “Number one, as I told you, 

in the day I can’t sleep properly. Then, so 

much of that coffee, smoking . . . ginger 

tea, elaichee tea.” Geeta made 200-250 

calls a night to her customers abroad 

like thousands of other workers while 

Gurgaon slept quietly outside the busi-

ness district. “We also have these [coffee] 

counters, GE has Barista,” Geeta contin-

ued, “but basically it’s the heavy food, 

and sedentary job, just sitting.” Aware of 

her weight gain, she was already experi-

encing nightwork’s adverse effects. 

If sleep and fitness were the bio-

logical casualties of nightwork, family 

and friendships were the social ones. 

One rain-washed Sunday afternoon, I 

was chatting with Vikas whose cool and 

carefree personality masked his doubts 

about call center work. 

“For the last two or three days my 

father has been asking why don’t you 

go for an MBA or something… Okay, 

in place

Contexts, Vol. 20, Issue 1, p. 64-65. ISSN 1536-5042. © American Sociological Association. 
http://contexts.sagepub.com.10.1177/1536504221997874.




