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Letter from the Editors

Dear reader,

What you are reading is the culmination of nearly one year of work by many people in
the UBC Anthropology Department. Creating the 2018 edition of the journal required
hard work from editors, reviewers, students, authors, and artists. The Ethnograph is an
annual publication which is sponsored by the UBC Anthropology Students’ Association
and aims to publish and promote excellent student works in anthropology and
archaeology. This is the fourth edition of our publication which we have recently renamed
and rebranded.

We would like to thank all who were involved in the creation of this edition of The
Ethnograph, especially the students of UBC Anthropology and the generous support of
the Anthropology Students’ Association. We would also like to thank the graduate
students and professors in the department who took a special interest in this project — your
time and expertise are greatly appreciated. Lastly, we would like to encourage all who are
reading to become involved with the journal in the future and help us grow and improve
this publication.

Thank you for taking the time to read and support our publication — without the
dedication of our anthropology community, The Ethnograph simply would not exist.

Regards,
Tessa S. Grogan & Helen Wagner

Editors-in-Chief
The Ethnograph
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Honours Student Communication

Digital Ethnography: Activism and the Linguistic Features of Twitter

Isabel Sobotkiewicz

University of British Columbia
i.sobotkiewicz@alumni.ubc.ca

This past year | had the opportunity to pursue research on the subject of digital
activism. This topic was particularly salient following Trump’s election to office
and as the Women’s March emerged as a global demonstration and protest of the
undeniable concerns for human rights. It was during this time that social media
emerged as a critical and dominant factor in the debut and process of such social
movements. In my research, | conducted literature reviews of theories regarding
social movements and | found that there was a strong relationship between the way
social movements developed and the formatting and use of social media sites,
particularly with regards to Twitter. | felt that as the current digital era unfolds and
intersects further with the ways in which individuals conduct their daily lives, it
became increasingly important to explore this dimension further.

In my thesis, | argued that Twitter was an important area of study with regards to
social movements as it is a purposeful digital space, is culturally informed, and
because Twitter acts as host to critical interactions between the individual, the social
group, and opposing populist movements. Specifically, | focused my research on the
linguistic features of Twitter and how these features mobilized collective action. To
study this, | conducted three case studies of relatively recent social movements.
These included the Women’s March, #Ferguson, and #MeToo. From my analysis, |
found that there were common narratives established and written in textual
communities formed through Twitter. Calls to action could be made through the use
of tweets, while hashtags served the purpose of organizing groups and communities.
In turn, individuals established a purpose, a cause, and motivation to take action.

A second aspect of my research focused on the role of surveillance and how it
mediates protest. | found that in the case of these more recent social movements as
they emerged with the in the realm of social media, surveillance created a power
imbalance in which police and affiliated institutions were privileged. | concluded
that the role and impact of surveillance in the context of social movements held
important implications for conceptions of privacy, as it is understood in legal terms
as well as by the individual.

My goal with this research was to further an anthropological understanding of the
nature of social movements as they develop and emerge in the context of social
media sites. Digital ethnography, and by extension, digital activism, often fall under
unfavorable scrutiny as these facets of research and society embody a metaphysical
space. There is often a contestation of research in the domain of the digital as it has
been considered ineffectual or an apathetic form of involvement. I disagree with this
sentiment and hope that through my research | was able to demonstrate how social
media sites such as Twitter can not only elicit active engagement in politics among
individuals, but can also organize and achieve cohesive movement and purpose
among these individuals.
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“You Are What You Eat”: The Genealogy of Stable Isotope
Analysis within Archaeological Dietary Reconstruction

Evangeline Bell

University of British Columbia
emhb2@cam.ac.uk

Abstract

This paper is an overview of stable isotope analysis and focuses on its applications to
the field of archaeology. Isotopic analysis is used in a variety of fields from geography to
biochemistry, and its use in archaeology developed relatively late. After radiocarbon
dating became popular as a reliable means of dating organic materials, it was discovered
that the differences in how plants process carbon isotopes could be used to make
inferences about long term dietary habits. Following the advent of carbon isotope testing
in dietary analysis, some scholars began to explore the use of nitrogen isotopes as a way
of indicating trophic levels within diet. Other isotopes are discussed, such as strontium,
oxygen, and lead which are also used in archaeological analyses.

Introduction

Stable isotope analysis is a biogeochemical method that has quickly become
irreplaceably important in the field of archaeological analysis. Isotopic analysis is used in
a variety of fields from geography to biochemistry, and its use in archaeology developed
relatively late. After radiocarbon dating became popular as a reliable means of dating
organic materials, it was discovered that the differences in how plants process carbon
isotopes could be used to make inferences about long term dietary habits. Stable isotope
analysis of carbon isotopes began in the mid-70’s and has since then improved in
precision and accuracy. Following the advent of carbon isotope testing in dietary analysis,
some scholars began to explore the use of nitrogen isotopes as a way of indicating trophic
levels within diet. Other isotopes, such as strontium, oxygen, and lead, are used in other
archaeological analyses, however these isotopes are more specifically applied to
reconstruction of social geography and location. Carbon and nitrogen allow for several
veins of interpretation. Initially they allow for estimations of proportional dietary inputs,
this in turn allows for a study of individual diets while also serving as a way to explore
dietary varieties within small communities. Finally, carbon and nitrogen can assist in
exploring the mobility of a person when applied with knowledge of seasonal migration or
abundance of certain plants and animals.

Overview of Isotopic Analysis in Archaeological Contexts

Stable isotope analysis is an important method in contemporary archaeological
analysis. The method has been continuously calibrated over the years since its initial use
by Vagel and Van der Merwe in 1977 (Katzenberg 2008). While it was introduced as a
revolutionary technique, it is now part of a wide roster of techniques used to analyze
ancient human remains. Isotopic analysis is considered a strong companion to traditional
archaeological survey and interpretation for recreating paleo diets. By exploring C*2 ratios
archaeologists are able to make inferences about the kind of plant matter eaten by an
individual. C® analysis is especially important in the realm of South American
archaeology as it can be used to definitively illustrate whether a person had begun to eat
maize yet or not. Maize agriculture is a defining moment in South American history and
many archaeological discoveries and assumptions are made in reference to the agricultural
switch. In addition to this N*> samples are extremely useful in determining the kind of diet
eaten by an individual with regards to meat and fish consumption. Due to
bioaccumulation, the process whereby a substance accumulates in an organism’s body
because the rate of intake is greater than the rate excretion or metabolic transformation,
N increases the higher up the food chain it gets (bioaccumulation Oxford English
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Dictionary 2017). This trend is represented isotopically with high trophic level hunters
having comparatively much more N*®° than that of their prey or the grass the prey eats.

Chemical Pathways of C and N*°

Isotopes are atoms of an element with the same number of protons in their nuclei, but
different numbers of neutrons. Stable isotopes do not decay over time, which makes them
ideal biological markers (Reitsema 2015). Isotopes of elements move between substrates
through a variety of reactions including evaporation and metabolism of dietary proteins
and, although stable isotopes do not decay, stable carbon and nitrogen isotope ratios differ
between diet and consumer tissues (Reitsema 2015). This ratio difference is because of a
process known as isotopic fractionation, which occurs because of the differing molecular
weight of certain isotopes. The bonds between lighter isotopes are more easily broken.
Bonds between lighter isotopes can become broken during chemical exchanges which
results in a change in isotopic signature between the original material and its byproduct
(Reitsema 2015). These change in predictable ways, with some exceptions, and therefore
allow us to calculate the values prior to consumption.

C3/C4/CAM Fixing Plants

All plants can be divided up into three groups based on their photosynthetic strategies
which produce variations in stable carbon isotopic ranges. These three groups are
classified as C3, C4 and CAM type plants; they are distinguished by distinct
photosynthetic processes/pathways in how they fix and store carbon, which can then
determine carbon isotope ratios. Each of the groups photosynthesize during different
times of the day, subsequently they each extract CO2 using sunlight in different ways.
This results in the different isotopes preferred by different enzymes, storage molecules,
and cell types in plant that use them. The lowest levels are those of C3 plants such as
grasses and most fruits and vegetables, the highest levels are C4 plants such as maize and
sugar, and plants with a mid-range are defined as CAM plants. CAM plants can use either
C3 or C4 type photosynthesis and therefore have a range between the two. The most
common types of CAM plants are pineapples, agave and cacti. Distinguishing between
the type of plants that an individual was eating can be crucial to establishing seasonal
migration patterns or for determining a time frame for crop domestication or staple food
change.

8N Pathways

Put simply, the process of using N*° isotope ratios as an indication of diet simply
involves measuring the 8°N values of an individual and comparing the values to
measured §°N values of animals and plant species from the same spatial and temporal
landscape (Hedges and Reynard 2007). It is generally agreed upon that a difference of 3%o
8'°N can be used as an indication of separate trophic levels (Hedges and Reynard 2007).
There has been recent debate within the academic community as some scholars begin to
suggest that N*® values could be influenced by other factors and that perhaps stable
hydrogen isotopes should be used to analyze trophic level differences instead (Reynard
and Hedges 2008). This research is for the most part unpublished and the archaeological
community continues to use traditional 6N values for the majority of paleodietary
analysis.

Nitrogen Trend Exceptions

The large majority of scholars agree that, on average, a 3%o 5'°N difference indicates a
separate higher trophic level (Coltrain and Leavitt 2002). Generally, terrestrial food
chains will only have three or four distinguishable trophic levels which are then translated
into 8°N values, however marine food chains are not as simple. Marine food systems can
have far more than four trophic levels, which can result in seemingly abnormally high
815N values in individuals if they are reliant on marine foods. This must be taken into
account when examining 3*°N values of humans, especially if they were living in a coastal
area.
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Methodological Approaches

There are a variety of approaches to isotope analysis but all use the same chemical
principles. The main variation depends on the tissues used in analysis, the method used to
extract the isotopes from said tissues, and the process by which the isotope ratios are
measured. Carbon and nitrogen are commonly measured from bone collagen, bone apatite
or from hair. Teeth are more often used for strontium isotope analysis as a way to assess
the potential migratory history of an individual by comparing the strontium ratios of tooth
enamel (formed during childhood), to the strontium ratios found at the burial/death site of
the individual (Bentley 2006). The first tissue to be used in isotope analysis for dietary
reconstruction was bone collagen. This process for extracting collagen was pre-existing
because of its use in radiocarbon dating (Katzenberg 2008). Bone apatite is also used in
isotope analysis, however more recently, when preservation quality allows for it, hair is
used (Reitsema 2015). Hair can offer a view into dietary change over a measurable
amount of time due to the fairly predictable growth rate of hair. In comparison, bone
collagen and apatite offer a view into the average diet of an individual over their lifetime
(Reitsema 2015, Sealy et al. 2014).

Collagen vs. Bone Apatite

Bone collagen is the most commonly used tissue for isotope analysis due to its
tendency for exceptional preservation. Bones must be soaked in an acid solution in order
to demineralize them and leave only the collagen protein (Katzenberg 2008). Bone apatite
and hydroxyapatite can be used for analysis in cases where bone collagen is damaged,
contaminated, or poorly preserved. Bone apatite and hydroxyapatite are carbonate
fractions of mineral bone, most commonly used when analyzing oxygen and strontium
isotopes respectively, however bone apatite can also yield information about carbon and
nitrogen (Katzenberg 2008). It has recently been discovered that analyzing carbon
isotopes from the carbonate fraction of tooth enamel can be used to detect seasonal
variation in diet (Katzenberg 2008). While apatite is a decent substitute for collagen
standard practice in the archaeological sphere, which continues to use collagen as the
primary tissue used in isotopic analysis.

Methods for Retrieving Collagen

One of the largest debates within the field of isotope analysis is the method used to
extract bone collagen from mineralized bone. While there are countless approaches to
demineralizing bone, there appear to be two major styles of approach (Sealy et al. 2014).
On the one hand there is the slightly more simplistic approach, which mimics techniques
used by the earliest isotope analysts in the late 70’s. This technique was observed by
Sealy and colleagues at the University of Cape Town, where it has been used
continuously for almost 30 years with very minimal changes made to the method. The
University of Cape Town method is as follows:

“The surface-cleaned chunks [are] weighed, then placed in glass vials in approximately
0.2 M HCI at room temperature.... The acid [is] changed every other day until the bone
chunks yield ‘pseudomorphs’.... Samples [are] rinsed three times in distilled water,
then treated for 24 h in 0.1 M NaOH to remove base-soluble contaminants such as
humic acids and some lipids. Next, samples [are] soaked in distilled water (changed
regularly) for approximately a week until the pH of the water remained neutral. The
final step [is] to freeze- dry them” (Sealy et al. 2014).

By comparison, the Max Planck Institute technique is a longer process. This method was
also assessed and detailed in the Sealy et al. article, where they describe the process as far
more intricate than the University of Cape Town technique - but begins with essentially
the same process for demineralizing the bone. The samples are then diluted with
deionized water and heated in a box heater for 48hrs. This gelatinizes the samples and
prepares them for ultrafiltration (Sealy et al. 2014). The process involves several rounds
of filtration by centrifuge in order to remove all non-isotopic matter from the samples.
The Max Planck Institute is renowned for their reliable data and intricate analytical
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techniques, however the study by Sealy and colleagues did not reveal any considerable
difference in data based on the difference in collagen preparation technique (Sealy et al
2014).

Accelerator Mass Spectrometry

Isotopes ratios are taken using accelerator mass spectrometry. A variety of analyzing
machines are designed to do so. An example, housed at the University of British
Columbia, is the Vario Micro elemental analyzer coupled with an Isoprime stable isotope
ratio mass spectrometer, which is operated in continuous-flow mode. Historically, these
machines required the combustion of the element being examined so that the resultant
CO; and H,O can be removed before the original CO; is analyzed. However recent
improvements to machinery have allowed “modern instruments [to] interface combustion
furnaces and gas analyzers with mass spectrometers to simplify and ease the conversion
of the sample into the requisite gaseous form” (Katzenberg 2014). Isotope ratio mass
spectrometers have four components: an inlet system, an ion source, a mass analyzer, and
a series of ion detectors as demonstrated by fig. 1. Samples are first deposited into the
source. Then, gas is funneled into the source where the samples are, which allows the
atoms to interact with electromagnetic fields, eventually separating them. Once separated,
ions of different masses are collected where they can then be measured and their ratios
reported (Katzenberg 2014). Analysis often takes place in an external lab and there are
charges per sample, making it important to ensure that all variables surrounding the
samples are recorded and accounted for in order to ensure the accuracy of the laboratory
results.

DOUBLE COLLECTOR STABLE ISOTOPE
MASS SPECTROMETER

SOURCEyY, ‘ /ZCOLLEC'I'OR
/S

N

Fig.1 Diagram of the main components of a mass spectrometer. Gas enters at the source and is
pushed through the analyzer along with the ions. lons of different masses are then distributed to the
collector and separated by mass (Katzenberg 2014).

Methodological Criticisms

Due to the amount of small variations possible in the process of isotope analysis it is
understandable that there are considerable criticisms. These criticisms vary from the
techniques used to create comparative isotope ratios, to the type of elemental isotopes
used in the analysis. The practice has become arguably more reliable in recent years, but it
must be remembered that while early studies were pioneering, they were also often
scientifically faulty. It is therefore important for new or continuing research to ensure the
validity of older isotope analysis before using it in new interpretations.

Baselines

An issue that is often raised with older isotopic analyses is that of baselines. In order
for isotope ratios of an individual to tell us anything about their diet, archaeologists must
be able to reconstruct an isotopic baseline using the faunal and floral remains that would
have made up the paleoclimate inhabited by the individual. It is important that a sufficient
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number of faunal and floral samples are analyzed so that comparisons can be made. In
addition to this the number and type of human remains used must be considered.
Historically, older studies would compare ancient human remains to those of modern
humans in the hopes of using the comparison as a way of evaluating ancient dietary
practices. This is problematic as it does not take into consideration any number of
variabilities including: geographic isotopic variability, environmental variability, and the
effects of modernized agriculture on contemporary human isotope ratios. One case study
that provides an example of poorly planned baselines and comparative samples is the
early isotopic analysis of the Neolithic Iceman known as Otzi (Macko et al. 1999, Rollo et
al. 2002). Macko and colleagues used a miniscule sample number when they carried out
their analyses and as a result came to the conclusion that, based on isotopic evidence, the
man must have been vegetarian, perhaps even vegan. This theory was quickly refuted by
DNA analyses of meat contents in the stomach and the data has ceased to be used in
archaeological research concerning Otzi. This is a clear example of the importance of
context when analyzing any object; without the relevant context a sample is effectively
null in regard to isotopic analysis.

Nitrogen Trophic Level Correlations

Recently some scholars have begun to question the efficacy of using nitrogen as an
indicator of trophic level. There is cause to believe that nitrogen, while stable, may be
outwardly affected by factors such as famine or freshwater fish. This cause for concern
has led to the proposal that perhaps stable hydrogen isotopes would be more precise for
recording trophic levels. The majority of this research is pioneered by L.M Hedges and
R.E.M Reynard, who list a number of potential factors that can affect the reliability of
8N isotopes. These include “variability in the diet/tissue enrichment with protein level,
dietary items, or between species, and difficulties with determination of the appropriate
(herbivore) isotopic baseline. Another problem... is that the measured values in tissue can
be elevated by factors other than animal protein consumption, such as aridity and the
consumption of marine and freshwater fish” (Reynard and Hedges 2008). It has been
proposed by Reynard and Hedges that isotopic hydrogen is far less able to be affected by
anyone of these factors and therefore provides a more reliable illustration of trophic level
based on dietary input. For the analysis to be successful, it is important that the baseline
used is only made up of geographically proximal samples so that the isotopic hydrogen
levels are aligned. This is because the ‘“variation in 8D in water shows a strong
geographical trend due to the underlying changes in 6D in precipitation” (Reynard and
Hedges 2008). While there has been considerable success using this technique, it is still
very sparsely used and further research using a wider selection of plant and animal species
is required in order to confirm the effectiveness of using 8D instead of 3*°N in the field of
dietary reconstruction and trophic level interpretation.

Current Standard of Practice

As mentioned throughout this paper, isotope analysis is a practice that has been slowly
but continuously evolving since its initial use in an archaeological context in the late
1970’s. As it currently stands, the general practice is to use bone collagen and bone
apatite in combination whenever possible. Collagen should, preferably, be taken from
long bones although there should not be drastic variation so long as the preparation and
cleaning is precise and consistent across all samples (Jarkov et al. 2007). There appears to
be no true consensus on which preparation technique is superior although many are now
leaning towards methods that include centrifugal filtration (Sealy et al. 2014). From there
the isotope samples should be placed into an isotope ratio mass spectrometer. There are
several options for how these machines function, which fall broadly under two categories:
continuous flow and dual inlet IRMS. An article written by Sarah Benson and colleagues
found that there is no significant difference in results dependent on the type of isotope
ratio mass spectrometer used (Benson et al. 2006). The most crucial part of isotope
analysis and interpretation is ensuring that the baselines and comparative faunal and floral
samples are from the correct, similar geographic and temporal landscape. Precision in
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baselines will make the data from human individuals much more reliable and
scientifically sound.

Areas for Improvement

After research into the history and nature of isotope analysis, | believe one main area of
improvement stands out: consistency. There is much variety in the way archaeologists
analyze and interpret isotopic ratios and this can lead to a weakened accuracy. The
archaeological community should strive to achieve common practice standards across the
world so that all data is comparable in its accuracy, precision, and reliability. More
research is required into which of the collagen sample preparation methods is the least
destructive and least likely to cause contamination to the isotopes. Similarly, there is the
need for a defined standard in the number and size of samples needed in order to achieve
a scientifically accurate evaluation of isotope ratios. This kind of consistency will make
comparisons much easier as researchers will not have to worry about verifying whether a
past isotopic evaluation was done with an acceptable degree of precision and without risk
of contamination. Another improvement that should be worked towards is the continued
use of stable isotope analysis as one of multiple factors contributing towards dietary
reconstruction. Isotope ratios can only indicate what kinds of plants were being eaten or
what trophic level an individual was eating at, other types of archaeological remains such
as macro remains, faunal and flora remains, and pollen analysis should be used to confirm
and specify the food types being eaten.

Conclusion

In conclusion, stable isotope analysis is one of the forefront techniques for analyzing
human remains in order to reconstruct ancient dietary practices. The technique grew out
of the discoveries that started radiocarbon dating and has since then grown to incorporate
a plethora of other isotopes. Carbon and nitrogen can yield important information about
plant and animal matter eaten over the lifetime of an individual and are two of the most
important isotopes when it comes to dietary analysis. They can be used alongside
strontium and oxygen isotopes in order to recreate seasonal migration patterns, and can be
used to determine whether or not a community or individuals were consuming marine
foods. Isotope analysis used in combination with other archaeological discoveries can be
vital in recreating paleoenvironment and dietary practices. As with all scientific methods,
there will always be a margin of error and room for improvement. Currently, the best
improvement will be made by fostering communication among the archaeological
community and ensuring standards of practice across the world. Research into newly
proposed ideas, such as the use of hydrogen isotopes in place of nitrogen, is promising
and should continue to be encouraged in order for the archaeological community to strive
for the highest level of precision and accuracy achievable. Overall, stable isotope analysis
is a method that continues to strengthen the field of archaeological science and will only
continue to do so as further research perfects the practice’s fine tuning.
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Indigenous Territory in Cyberspace: Exploring the Cultural and
Metaphysical Consequences of Territory Beyond Materiality

Katrina de Haan

University of British Columbia
k.dehaan@alumni.ubc.ca

Abstract
This paper explores the emergence of indigenous determined space and digital
occupation of territory through digital media—a phenomenon attesting to the limitations
and potential of what it means to occupy space beyond land and materiality. The
following case studies are analyzed: The VR project of Running Wolf, Skawennati’s
CyberPowWow, and the Standing Rock Facebook ‘check in’.

Introduction

Recently, | had the honor of attending a lecture hosted by Northern Cheyenne Tribe of
Montana member and computer scientists, Michael Running Wolf Jr. and his fellow
scholar/wife, Caroline Running Wolf. In a matter of minutes, | was transported to the
indigenous hunting territory of the Madison Buffalo Jump through a virtual reality
headset. Not only was | able to look around the site from my initial vantage point, | was
able to move through various points in the virtual landscape, giving me limited access to
‘explore’ the sitel. The title of the lecture, “Augmented and Virtual Reality for Linguistic
and Cultural Continuity” (Running Wolf Jr. 2017) suggests the project is undergoing
development as a pedagogical tool primarily to be used by indigenous youth. It
establishes an opportunity for its target audience to visit culturally significant locations
from within their classrooms.

While the project holds great potential as an engaging learning tool, the implication of
occupying these sites through virtual reality cannot be limited to a pedagogical context.
Rather, the ability for the headset to instantly transport my presence from a lecture room?
to the traditional hunting grounds of Montana’s Native American tribes demonstrates
something much more profound: the affordances of Internet-enabled digital media
complicating notions of territory—especially in the context of land. These complexities
are made particular by issues of indigenous territory, and through which, Western
definitions of territory have long been challenged before the emergence of the Internet.
Through an examination of how the concept(s) of indigenous territory operates in and
through ‘cyberspace,’ this paper will engage in these consequences of expanding territory
beyond land—revealing territory as something we can understand as both cultural and
metaphysical phenomena.

Territory and Territoriality in Cyberspace

Although never explicitly stated in his preliminary write up concerning the initiative,
Running Wolf’s project contains an element of political action. The park status of
Madison Buffalo Jump has recently been threatened; the future of the site as site for
indigenous cultural practice and learning is nebulous (Running Wolf 2016). As detailed in
a news article, the Bozeman Daily Chronicle — an audit from 2008 conducted by
Montana’s Department of Natural Resources and Conservation — revealed it had not
been collecting a lease for the park, and subsequently demanded the current managers of
the location, ‘Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks’, begin doing so (Pierce 2014). Faced
with budget constraints, the Montana Fish, Wildlife and Parks considered forfeiting their
management, as Bill Goolds, an interviewee of the article, notes: would likely result in the
location being sold for the privatized interests of luxury housing developers or cattle
grazing (Ibid). In light of the location’s precarious state park status—and by extension, the
ambiguous future of the Buffalo Jump’s accessibility—Running Wolf’s project enables
people to experience and appreciate the cultural, historical, and spiritual significance of
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Buffalo Jump in a way which resonates amongst numerous indigenous groups: by
increasing accessibility to the site through Virtual Reality. Running Wolf’s project
therefore facilitates the fortification of ‘cultural ties to land’ while demonstrating how
digital media can strengthen Indigenous claims to territory. This in itself is a form of
enacting territoriality.

While the immateriality of the Buffalo Jump’s digital occupation might be interpreted
by an older generation as both literally and politically ‘insubstantial’, the significance it
carries through digital media are best understood when concepts of territory and
territorialisation are differentiated—the latter of the two is reformed by attributing it to a
behavioural, performative dimension. Drawing on Edward Soja and Stuart Elden, both
refer to territory as “the political organization of space,” and territoriality as “a behavioral
phenomenon associated with the organization of space into spheres of influence... clearly
demarcated territories... made distinctive and considered at least partially exclusive by
their occupants or definers” (Edward Soja 1971: 19 as qtd in Elden 2010: 802). Although
the State Park status of the Madison Buffalo Jump prevents it from being ‘legally
claimed’ as indigenous territory, the ‘behavioral phenomenon’ of its virtual occupation
through Running Wolf’s VR concept can dodge around issues of claiming territory, and
thus, assert an indigenous proprietorship.

There are however, important differences between embodying and occupying place and
the virtual experiences facilitated by Buffalo Jump’s Project is no exception. It reveals
differences which must be acknowledged. We must acknowledge a colonial history of
dispossessing indigenous territories. David Gaertner (2015) writes, land is “...a vital part
of how the indigenous peoples of Turtle Island [...] develop and interpret identity and
community” (55). To suggest that Indigenous communities and their relationship with
territory can be replaced by a simulated experience not only denies this cultural truth, it
contributes to colonialist practices, justifying the dispossession of indigenous lands.
Instead, it grants indigenous communities a mere remnant of what they once occupied (as
per the allocation of indigenous reservations). Respect must be paid to the limitations of
what can be achieved through digital media, yet, the globalized economic and social
environment has necessitated many to people move away from their ancestral territory to
find jobs or to pursue education. A recent study found that approximately two thirds of
Native Americans and Alaskan Natives live in cities (Snippet 2013). Many cultural
practices—at one time requiring an embodied presence—adapt to accommodate this
contemporary reality, thus by extension, complicating definitions of what constitutes
indigenous space.

The Powwow is a prevalent example of how indigenous territoriality has been outside
the geographic. It is an intertribal event consisting of “...a dance or series of dances,
indifferent styles, organized around a designated and consecrated dance arena” (Johnson
2013). The powwow predates digital media but nonetheless contains many features that
are comparable to the digital territoriality example of the Madison Buffalo Jump VR
project. Though powwows were not necessarily a traditional practice for communities
who began to partake in them as they were forced off their ancestral lands, the events
offered opportunities to bolster “culture, community, identity, and belonging with
interconnected relationships across space” (Ramirez 2007 as quoted in Gaertner 2013). As
“First Nations and American Indian peoples began to move—or were forced to move—
into urban centers and away from reserves and reservations, the powwow became a vital
part of promoting unity and indigenous identity within and across urban communities”
(Gaertner 2013).

In 1997, Mohawk artist Tricia Skawennati Fragnito launched the online chat room and
virtual exhibition space project “CyberPowWow,” further extending the powwow outside
traditional indigenous territories. Skawennati worked to “dispel the myth that Native
artists didn’t (or couldn’t?!) use technology in their work”. Furthermore, she describes it
as a way to “claim for ourselves a little corner of cyberspace that we could nurture and
grow in the way we wanted” (Fragnito 2017). Through a graphic interface, users were
able to transcend the distances between themselves, and interact both through text and
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their digital avatars (Gaertner 2013). One artist even coordinated a round dance through
which; “[a]s pixels, the dancers appeared as a tiny constellation of stars, a community of
digital bodies caught up in the translation of traditional practice into a new urban
territory” (63). As Gaertner observes, “‘[klnowledge’ in the sense communicated by
[artist] Blondeau’s Round Dance becomes directly linked to user participation in the
space, rather than emphasizing the space itself, and in doing so redirects the idea of the
Internet away from passive conceptions of space to performative modes of engagement”
(Gaertner 2013). The territorial action of participating in and recreating round dances
through pixilated avatars in CyberPowWow’s chatroom exemplifies how, while land is
inalienable from indigenous territory and cultural identity, acts of indigenous territoriality
contributes to the maintenance and continuity of indigenous cultural practices.

A Digital Terra Nullius? The Colonial Dimensions of the Internet

Opportunities afforded by the creation of indigenously determined space on and
through the Internet, however, come with a cost. Namely, that virtual spaces are not blank
slates onto which the ideologies of indigenous territoriality can be easily mapped.
Embedded in online spaces and in the phenomenon of the Internet itself exists a multitude
of preexisting cultural constructs, including many of the systems through which
colonialism operates. As such, this was discovered to be the case for Skawennati’s
CyberPowWow project, where efforts to establish an indigenous space online “took place
within an established, colonial, digital infrastructure, marked not only by its Time-Warner
ownership, but in the name of the platform itself: The Palace” (Gaertner 2013). This fact
was not lost on Skawennati, who notes that: “...with its connections to global mass media
and its explicit evocations of empire, The Palace was a fraught platform from which to
carve out a space for indigenous identity” (Gaertner 2013). Establishing the
CyberPowWow project as an indigenously determined online space was not just simply
an effort to build an online indigenous community. It’s aims go beyond such notion. In
addition, it demonstrates an effort to actively expose and work against the processes of
colonialism embedded in the infrastructure of digital space.

Furthermore, Gaertner notes that the possibility to create a space that actively works to
undermine the colonialist processes at play is the customizability of the platform is itself,
allowing “dynamic, real-time interactions between users and producers” of digital content
(2013). In its malleability, The Palace platform demonstrates an essential aspect of social
space that transcends materiality; in Henri Lefebvre’s words, “[t]hese spaces are
produced” (1991). Like the performativity of territoriality, approaching virtual space as
produced social space not only highlights the inherent social (in)equalities of the modes of
production digital media operates within, but, given the relationship between production
and producers equipped with their own cultural constructs and agendas, the production of
space engenders a perspective which encourages political critique of that space on the part
of users. As Lefebvre writes,

“The state and each of its constituent institutions call for spaces — but spaces which
they can then organize according to their specific requirements; there is no sense in
which space can be treated solely as an a priori condition of these institutions and the
state which presides over them” (1991: 85).

The territorializing action undertaken by Skawennati’s CyberPowWow— to produce an
indigenously determined virtual space— goes further than its emphasis as a political
project (i.e. as a process of organizing virtual space according to specific requirements).
As a virtual space, it itself is a direct product of political action, including the acts of
colonization. This must be undone before new political and cultural realities are
generated.

While indigenous digital media sheds light on the colonial processes that underline
virtual spaces, cyberspace simultaneously contains a number of advantageous
characteristics to indigenous cultural continuity. For example, Adam Fish notes that
“[o]ral traditions and the Internet conflate the aural, visual, spatial and corporeal,”
enabling indigenous media producers to reach large audiences without the intervention of
orthographies—which have in many cases, been imposed on them by colonialist invaders
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(2011). Indigenously produced digital media also reframes the ontology of virtual space
on the whole. Reviewing a later iteration of the CyberPowWow project, Jason E. Lewis
observes that:

“Cyberspace has no native population that might contest the notion that it is terra
nullius and thus subject to control by the first immigrants who might claim it. The
resources in cyberspace are not timber, game and gold; they are processing power,
bandwidth, networks and data, which, in dutiful accordance with Moore’s Law,
increase at a dizzying rate. The stakes are not those of survival, but of prosperity. And
we’re not just colonizing the place, we’re making it up as we go,” (2004: 2).

By drawing on these increasingly plentiful and accessible “unnatural resources,” as Lewis
terms them, indigenous digital media not only roots out and disrupts the colonialist
processes inherent to virtual space, but as Skawennati’s CyberPowWow proves, it
contributes to a re-determining of virtual space in indigenous values.

The New Materiality of Political Boundaries

Running Wolf’s VR project presents a unique and contemporary example of how
indigenous digital media facilitates a relationship to territory and terrain. It provides a
means for indigenous youth to be immersed in traditional territory when various
circumstances prevent a physical presence-social agency, an important aspect of the
CyberPowWow, has yet to be included in the Madison Buffalo Jump project. Virtual
Reality does not allow for real-time social interactions in the same manner that social
media allows, but rather places users alone in pre-determined landscapes. To experience
Buffalo Jump is an inherently individual venture. The virtual landscape occurs in real-
time. Comparatively, the social media phenomena of “checking-in™® to Standing Rock via
Facebook, an action purportedly undertaken by 1.4 million Facebook users (BBC US &
Canada 2016), demonstrates that the virtual occupation of a space can make a real
political impact. The action was undertaken when rumors began to spread that local
authorities at Standing Rock had been using Facebook’s ‘location’ feature to track
protesters. This prompted social media calls for online supporters of the protest to have
themselves ‘check-in’ and confuse authorities about who was and was not truly present
(Ibid). Although some media outlets have dismissed the phenomenon as “slacktivism,” an
essentially empty gesture of support (Thomson 2016), the sheer number of Facebook
users who heeded this call brought further media attention to protester efforts to halt the
construction of an oil pipeline through indigenous territory; nonetheless, demonstrating
the power of such a simple action.

The Standing Rock Facebook check-in phenomena captures the heart of complexity
surrounding territory and its definition in the digital age. As political agents, digital bodies
are still often discounted as mere facsimiles or manufactured avatars—rather than the
extensions of real social selves in virtual space, capable of territorializing action both on
and offline. However, as the influence of the Internet over social and political life
worldwide steadily increases, these assumptions are eroding, giving rise to critical inquiry
into the role of material, embodied social agents. Such is the case for New Materialists,
who promote a radical reappraisal of subject objectivity and material reality (Coole and
Frost 2010). According to the New Materialists, “...no adequate political theory can
ignore the importance of bodies in situating empirical actors within a material
environment of nature, other bodies, and socioeconomic structure that dictate where and
how they find sustenance, satisfy their desires, or obtain the resources necessary for
participating in political life” (19). As such, the relationships between bodies and their
environments constitute the site of political action. By placing the body in a network of
relationships of power, Coole and Frost emphasize the “...role played by the body in as a
visceral protagonist within political encounters,” but more specifically, advocate for a
“...more phenomenological approach to embodiment” (Ibid). While the emphasis on
materiality might seem the antithesis of efforts to recognize the political agency of digital
bodies, a phenomenological approach to embodiment allows for critical interventions into
what it means to be embodied; thus, by extension, opportunities to recognize the “virtual’
action of the Facebook check-in as ‘real’ acts and embodies occupation.
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The political significance of Standing Rock’s Facebook check-in signifies the
Cartesian modes of thinking about territory. ‘Matter’ is distinct from ‘symbolic’. This no
longer accurately reflects political reality. As Coole and Frost posit, distinctions between
symbolic and material are unproductive. Instead, analytical emphasis should be placed on
how “phenomena are caught in a multitude of interlocking systems and forces and to
consider anew the location and nature of capacities for agency” (Coole and Frost 2010).
Emerging from such a paradigmatic shift allows for understanding agency in an
approach that privileges neither the material nor immaterial, but instead seeks to
understand how phenomena of either status interact and intertwine. Matthew Wilson
proposes a narrative device to analyze theses relationship—the cyborg. As he states:

“I have underlined the cyborg’s role as a figuration: as a narrative device, to embed and
craft associations, to historicize differently. The purpose is to enter into these
storytellings, to make a mess of fact/fiction, subject/object and mind/body. This sort of
work opens up human geography to new political geographies of contingency,
relationality, and difference within semiotic and material borderlands. The cyborg
embodies these spaces, as a hybrid, to practice the production of knowledges.” (120)

To approach political action as the manifestation of both material and symbolic
phenomena, or, drawing on Matthew Wilson’s narrative device, to consider how the
cyborg citizen relates to space, is to consider this complex new reality and materiality.

Conclusion

In summation, Running Wolf’s VR project, Skawennati’s CyberPowWow, and the
Standing Rock Facebook ‘check-ins’, demonstrate that digital indigenous territories and
territoriality extend beyond land, yet remains entwined in materiality. As Gaertner
recapitulates: “In the movement from forest to highway, from material to digital, from
rural to urban, cyberspace extends traditional city settings into computerized spaces,
throwing into sharp relief conversations on “landless” identity and demonstrating from a
new angle the ways in which indigenous culture persists and flourishes in urban settings”
(56). While the primacy and importance of ancestral land to indigenous identity cannot be
understated, the contemporary reality in which many indigenous individuals live and
create communities within foreign urban space demonstrates that indigenous space is not
limited to its material roots. Rather, the emergence of indigenously determined digital
space and the digital occupation of indigenous territories through digital media, the
pervasiveness of indigenous notions of territory—a phenomenon rooted in, but not limited
to material, geographic locations—exists.

Endnotes
1 As someone of white settler ancestry, | am not the primary target audience of this project; and
therefore, not the intended occupant of this virtual space.
2 In reference to my educational institution: The University of British Columbia, built on the
traditional, ancestral, and unceded territories of the Musqueam people.

3 The act of ‘Checking in’, phrased as ‘check in’, is an interactive, online feature via Facebook
which acts on its metaphorical and literal definitions. If a Facebook user checks in to a given
location, this indicates individual’s presence at said location (i.e. “John Smith checked in at
Standing Rock, ND, USA”). ‘Checking in’ is often accompanied by a small visual icon detailing a
geographical map of the area—a simple interface utilizing Google’s mapping application. The
‘check in’ feature is available to individuals with Facebook settings (i.e. Privacy and Location) set
to minimal intervention/restriction.
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Abstract

The 2002 surge of violence in the Gujarat has remained in the public memory of India
as the bloodiest conflict between Hindus and Muslims since the Partition, and still
constitutes a significant trauma, which has impacted the country’s image on the
international scene. This outburst of communal violence was triggered by the death of
fifty-seven Hindu activists in a train where a fire had been set, a tragedy immediately
labeled as a terrorist attack perpetrated by Muslims by the chief of government. It led to
an unprecedented state-sponsored wave of communal violence targeting Muslims, fueled
by Hindu nationalist activists, which claimed the lives of more than 2000 people, most of
them being Muslims. Besides the sociological analysis which has drawn attention on the
impact of social structures transformation, this paper aims at shedding an
anthropological eye on these riots, to see what the input can be of this discipline in
explaining the region’s ethnic and religious violence. It is analyzed how massacres can be
linked to globalization and the underlying consequences of implemented neoliberal
reforms. The role of population movements, migrations and of the rural-urban dynamics
are also touched on. It is discussed how identity and state-shaped narratives played a role
in promoting hatred and public participation in the massacres.

Introduction

“We feel that we used our full strength to set out to do the right thing” said Narendra
Modi in 2013 (Reuters, 2013). This is how he explained, a few months before being
elected Prime Minister of India, his implied involvement in the 2002 surge of violence in
Gujarat, which has remained in public memory as one of the bloodiest conflicts between
Hindus and Muslims since the 1947 Partition between India and Pakistan. The Hindu
nationalist leader, member of the Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP), was at the time the Chief
Minister of the western India state, where the outbreak of communal violence occurred,
triggering a wave of international condemnation. The United Kingdom, United States, and
several European nations imposed travel bans and denounced state-sponsored anti-
Muslim rhetoric. The triggering incident that prompted this wave of killings and rapes
was the deaths of fifty-seven Hindu activists in a train fire, a tragedy immediately labeled
as a terrorist attack perpetrated by Muslims. It led to an unprecedented level of state-
sponsored communal violence targeting Muslims, fueled by Hindu nationalist activists,
which claimed the lives of more than 2000 people, most of them Muslim. If the post-
Godhra riots, where Hindu women were the primary target, have to be inscribed in a long
tradition of communal violence between Muslims, which account for about 88% of the
population and Hindus, which account for about 9.5% of the population and are therefore
the largest minority group, a few specificities distinguished them from previous riots.
Besides an unforeseen scale of public participation, including middle-class and upper-
caste groups, one of the peculiarities of these riots is that the violence, after initial
concentration in mostly urban areas, spread to rural areas. Significant literature has thus
developed to understand the roots of the bloodbath, generally analyzed as an ethnic-
cleansing pogrom by scholars. It has primarily focused in political science terms on the
role of the state and of the BJP party, given that this pogrom was coordinated at the
highest level, by Modi’s ministers. Besides the sociological analysis which has drawn
attention to the impact of social structure transformation, this paper aims to apply an
anthropological eye on these riots, to see what the input of this discipline can add to
explanations of this ethnic and religious violence. How can one link these massacres to
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globalization and the underlying consequences of the neoliberal reforms being
implemented? What about the role of population movements, migrations, and of the rural-
urban dynamics? How have identity and state-shaped narratives played roles in promoting
hatred and in the high degree of public participation witnessed? How is communalism, the
idea that “India is composed of separate religiously-driven communities or nations that
were opposed to each other” (Kirmani 2013) a colonial construct?

We will thus here argue that the intensity and specificities of the 2002 Guijarat riots,
besides stemming largely from state-sponsored rhetoric associating Islam with terrorism
and from a BJP-led pogrom, planned and coordinated for electoral purposes, lie the roots
they have in broader structural socio-economic processes and state-shaped narratives
drawing on caste, class, and gender. Anthropological studies have indeed shown how the
post-Godhra events cannot be understood without a deep investigation of the impact of
the process of globalization on political structures and religious identities, as this process
is an important factor in the emergence of a quasi-hegemonic Hindu nationalism.

A wave of terrorist attacks inspiring anti-Muslim rhetoric to the Indian state
First of all, it should be noted that this episode of violence occurred in a particularly
sensitive context, that of a wave of terrorist attacks that inspired the Indian state to adopt a
highly anti-Muslim rhetoric, stressing Muslim fundamentalism and its threat. Between
2001 and 2008, India faced a series of terrorist attacks triggered for the most part by
Islamist groups and nationalist Hindus. If initially the Indian state held the Pakistani state,
and to a lesser extent, Bangladesh, responsible for these attacks, it became increasingly
interested in the role played by Indian Muslims. Thus, as Jaffrelot writes, “diffusing the
conclusions of the police, the Indian press described these local terrorists as being
constituted in networks and as working in a close collaboration with foreign
organizations, without playing solely a role of informer and facilitators” (Jaffrelot 2010).
If the reality of fundamentalist Islamic terrorism at this period cannot be denied, with a
few of these terrorists having met through the Students Islamic Movement of India, a
particularly politicized student union, it was nevertheless highly instrumentalized by the
government, which made spurious associations between Muslims and terrorists. This was
for instance the case following the September 11 attacks, where Narendra Modi, Gujarat's
chief minister, declared on the TV that "all Muslims are not terrorists but all terrorists are
Muslims" (Sundar 2004). Thus, following the burning of the train, without any further
investigation, “the BJP government immediately issued a press release calling the fire a
‘pre-planned terrorist attack’” (Dhattiwala & Biggs 2002) — a claim which was later made
null and void, as the central government’s Ministry of Railways concluded that the fire
was accidental. As Dhattiwala and Biggs claim, “in a state where trivial incidents had
previously triggered large-scale violence, this was a trigger of immense magnitude, its
impact further heightened by inflammatory headlines in the vernacular press” (Ibid.).
Then, during the whole period of violence, the state and the BJP played on a wider public
narrative of Muslim anti-nationalism, due to which they were able to secure public
support for the acts of violence. Sundar claims that “they were able to tap into ongoing
RSS and BJP propaganda on Indian Muslims as fifth columnists, which, in turn, reflects
those organizations' wider vision of religious minorities as foreigners and aliens” (Sundar
2004). Such rhetoric accusing a religious minority of having intrinsic fundamentalist and
terrorist roots is however not new in the history of the Indian state. Indeed, the Sikhs were
for instance labeled as terrorists during the violence in Punjab in the 1980s and during the
1984 massacres. Besides, one should also note that such rhetoric, which, “by transforming
ordinary Muslims into potential terrorists, both dehumanizes them and makes them
culpable for their own victimhood” (Sundar 2004), was later entrenched in judiciary
applications. The Prevention of Terrorism Act (POTA), passed by the Parliament of India
in March 2002, a few months before the riots, was indeed applied in a very partial and
problematic way following this pogrom. As an example, among the hundred suspects
arrested, all but one identified as Muslims. These people were held in detention pending
trial for seven years, before an intervention by the Supreme Court. As Sundar emphasizes,
such political use of the judiciary power is “equally powerful [to the public discourse on
Muslim terrorism] in that it enables the long, drawn-out, silent incarceration of those
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accused. Under such draconian legislation, the reversal of the burden of proof (denial of
bail until the court is satisfied of a person's innocence), the lowering of the threshold for
acceptable evidence (including accepting confessions made to a notoriously corrupt and
brutal police), and the media-promoted notion of a public baying for retribution against
terrorist acts make it that much harder for anyone accused to prove his or her innocence”
(Ibid.).

The role of the state and the BJP in the planning and execution of the attacks

Behind such rhetoric lies the importance of the Gujarat state and of the BJP in the
planning and execution of the attacks following the burning of the train — a point of
consensus among all scholars, who insist that the post-Godhra must be understood as a
“planned, one-sided, state-sponsored violence against the Muslims” (Ahmad 2002). Such
state implication, though not new in Indian politics, was nonetheless brought to an
unprecedented level, making Jaffrelot argue that “the violence of 2002 in Gujarat is
unique, due to the level of implication of political actors and to the government of that
particular State” (Jaffrelot 2003). It seems that, whereas public authorities sought to make
these events appear to be a spontaneous reaction of an angry and threatened population,
they were in fact organized, scrutinized, and coordinated at the highest level of the state.
A major aspect of this is, besides the state rhetoric of Muslim terrorism, the overall play
on identity politics, through discourse, and on notions of majority and minority. Brass
conceptualized this through the notion of an institutionalized riot system, a “network of
actors and organization whose objective is to keep a town or city in a permanent state of
awareness of religious conflict” which “eventually culminates into violence that is framed
as legitimate self-defense, by a “weak” state, against minority aggression” (Dhattiwala &
Biggs 2002). Among these actors, the police played a particularly important role,
accompanying the mobs who attacked settlements, welcoming local BJP leaders in its
control rooms to monitor the situation, but also, in the post-killings period, “in not
recording or in misrecording first information reports and to the appointment of VHP
members as public prosecutors by the state” (Sundar 2004). Such a system thus implies a
division of tasks between actors — certain media or columnists writing incendiary
pamphlets, certain actors managing the material resources (cooking gas, etc.) needed,
certain actors promoting measures aiming at easing the killings (asking the inhabitants to
stay indoors, to create easy targets). As Ahmad argues, “the leaders of the rioting mobs
had detailed information about the homes and business establishments of the Muslims,
that they had mobile phones to contact one another as well as their leaders, that the BJP,
the VHP and the Bajrang Dal leaders were constantly monitoring the situation, all point to
an informal organizational network of persons and forces” (Ahmad 2002). The high
number of victims — these events hold the “highest annual death toll in any event of
Hindu-Muslim violence in a single state in the history of independent India” (Dhattiwala
& Biggs 2002) — is thus to be explained in part by the fact that the crime perpetrators
“were armed with computer printouts listing names and addresses of Muslims, which
enabled specific targeting, often leaving Hindu houses or shops on either side of the
targets untouched” (Sundar 2004). Therefore, and contrary both to the BJP rhetoric and to
the colonial construct, which viewed riots as symptomatic of Indians as fanatical, caught
up in religious fervor and removed from norms of civil behavior, as Pandey (1992)
famously argued, the riots were highly disciplined and organized. The clear underlying
objective was for the BJP to secure its grip on the state, as it was beginning to erode. State
elections were to be held at the end of the year, and, after poor scores in the 2000 district
elections, under criticism for its response to a massive earthquake, the BJP’s hold on
Gujarat was increasingly being questioned. Such events were a way for the party both to
mobilize its troops on an easy focal point, while not having to make too many electoral
gifts or promises. As Dhattiwala and Biggs stress, “the cost of mobilizing voters on an
issue that is symbolic is lower than if the voter is mobilized on a material issue, such as
employment of an ethnic group wherein the party needs to deliver results if victorious”
(Dhattiwala & Biggs 2002).
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Globalization, authoritarianism, and the killings

Besides these electoral dynamics, sociologists and political scientists have also pointed
out the intersection of globalization and authoritarianism in fostering the killings. The
state of Gujarat, and in particular its textile industry, had been suffering significantly due
to globalization, causing many factories to close and leaving thousands of people
unemployed. As Ahmad explains, the deep economic crisis of the last two decades, which
globalization strengthened, “has led to the closure of over 50 textile mills only in
Ahmedabad, resulting in at least one lakh workers becoming unemployed. [...] With no
regular source of income and without any regular job, they, exceptions apart, have been
swept by a wave of lumpenisation” (Ahmad 2002). Such lumpenisation made them way
more vulnerable to communal politics. The unemployment rate, especially that of youth,
seems to have had a positive correlation with the outburst of violence, as Dhattiwala and
Biggs’s quantitative analysis found. They argue that “where competition for jobs is more
severe, Hindus are more likely to blame Muslims for their plight. Even if the urban
middle classes take the lead in planning and coordinating violence, they often depend on a
reserve of unemployed and underemployed people to do the actual killing—perpetrators
are often paid in money, liquor, or kerosene” (Dhattiwala & Biggs 2002). But besides
unemployment, the globalization process brought structural socio-economic and socio-
cultural changes to India and to the state of Gujarat, which seems to have had an impact
on communal violence. Among these, social transformations, namely the fragmentation of
the working class and the rise of the middle class, as well as an overall decrease in the
meaning and reliance on caste as a main marker of identity, discontent and fears linked to
the supposed alienation brought by globalization, have all contributed, along with
increasing economic inequities and a pauperization of a portion of the population, to a
political crisis. One way Hindu nationalism has handled this crisis has been by increasing
religious polarization. As a result of these processes, “ideologically and linguistically,
Hindu nationalism has become mainstream as the vocabulary of politics and culture has
been transformed through concerted will” (Simpson 2017). Moreover, globalization has
had a major impact on migrations, in part due to a growing rural exodus, which has led to
major demographic shifts in rural areas. These patterns of “population movement,
displacement and forced migration” (Ibid.) might serve as an explanation for the spread of
this violence to rural areas. One of the remarkable features of these events was that
violence, after being concentrated mostly in urban areas, spread into rural areas, in about
1200 villages which had never experienced such communal violence and where only a
few Muslims were actually living. As Dhattiwala and Biggs remark, “this was unique and
contrary to established literature that treated ethnic violence as an urban phenomenon
rooted among the petty bourgeoisie” (Dhattiwala & Biggs 2002). It seems for instance
that violence “increased with demographic threat, as indicated by the size of the Muslim
population and the rate of Muslim in-migration” (Ibid.), that is that the greater the size of
the Muslim community that had grown in rural areas, the more entrenched fears and
hatred about this minority were, and thus the more likely killings were. Finally, this
economic, social and political crisis has been used by public authorities as a way to
strengthen the communalization of the society, presumably as a way not to address the
actual structural socio-economic problems. As Ahmad emphasizes, “the economic and
political contradictions have been manipulated to promote communalism so that it serves
as an escape route for the brewing tensions among people, provides a breathing space to
certain sections of the ruling elite and ensures the victory of some of them in the number
game of electoral politics” (Ahmad 2002). These processes, while deeply endangering the
values of peace, pluralism and secularism entrenched in the post-independence
Constitution, therefore not only make “Gujarat violence presenting a synoptic view of the
convergence of the processes of globalization, authoritarianism and communalism”
(Ahmad 2002), but also seem to be reminiscent of the colonial narrative. Indeed, as
Kirmani argues, communalism was “a discourse that came to represent Indian society’s
fundamentally irrational character and that, for colonialists in particular, stood for
everything that Western society was not. The view of Hindus and Muslims as separate,
fundamentally opposed, and driven primarily by primordial religious loyalties guided the
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colonial administration’s strategy for imposing law and order on Indian society” (Kirmani
2013).

The gendered dimension of the killings

One of the major contributions of anthropology has been to shed a light on the
gendered dimension of the killings. As Jaffrelot argues, the “privileged target of the
Hindu activists were Muslim women who were raped and assassinated at a massive scale.
At Naroda Patiya, a Muslim neighborhood of Ahmedadbad, one of the leaders of Bajrang
Dal [an extremist and militant Hindu organisation that forms the youth wing of the Vishva
Hindu Parishad] disemboweled a 9-month pregnant woman, before throwing in the fire
the foetus and burning her alive” (Jaffrelot 2007), becoming thereby the “hero of Naroda
Patiya” for Hindu activists. Such large-scale crimes can but remind us of the 75,000
women who were raped and abducted during Partition and whose later restoration became
a matter of national honor for both the Indian and the Pakistani governments, as both
states which had to reconstruct showed deep interest in their reproductive and sexual role.
Displaying a patriarchal masculine state and a public anxiety over these fragile bodies, the
future of the nation was indeed considered at stake. During the pogrom, women were at
the heart of the discourses and representations in a highly gendered manner. The news
coverage of the first days of the events particularly, in particular that of pro-BJP
newspapers, like Sandesh or Gujarat Samachar, conveyed rumors of abduction of young
women — papers explained for instance that women had not been burnt in the train, but
rather abducted alive from the burning train. For instance, a report displayed on the front
page of Sandesh on March 1st accused: “As part of a cruel inhuman act that would make
even a devil weep, the breasts of both the dead bodies had been cut. Seeing the dead
bodies one knows that the girls had been raped again and again, perhaps many times.
There is a speculation that during this act itself the girls might have died.... Is there no
limit to the lust?" (Sandesh 2002). Through such discourses, “women inevitably become
the object of "national," "ethnic," or "religious" honor even as war and chauvinism
increasingly circumscribe their everyday lives within their communities of birth” (Sundar
2004). Ghassem-Fachandi shows how such media representations clearly impacted the
behaviors of the mobs, with young men referring to such rapes to justify why they were
throwing stones at Muslim shops. Here, he notes that these Hindu women — often referred
to as “Hindu girls” or “missing girls” — were said to have been used for enjoi — a word
having connotations of sexual relations for the sake of pleasure (and therefore of pure
enjoyment, as opposed to reproductive purposes). As he claims, “tied to an imagery of
excessive expenditure, this enjoi of the abduction of young Hindu girls accesses secret
sexual fantasies. With this entrance into a complex emotional register a generation of
young men are able to relate their experience of violence to conceptions of sacrificial
expenditure” (Ghassem-Fachandi 2010). Besides, what is striking is that though
denouncing such horrifying acts, Hindu activists replicated the same logic for the sake of
revenge on Muslim women, the female body being considered as a “weapon to humiliate
a whole community” (Ibid.). As Ghassem-Fachandi points out, “the tale of the invisible
women expressed sexual fantasies that were later to be acted out, not on invisible women
but on actual Muslim women of flesh and blood, who in turn were made ‘invisible’. The
evidence of raped and mutilated female Muslim bodies was subsequently systematically
destroyed with a disturbing thoroughness” (Ibid.). Few activists were later condemned for
these rapes, an exemplary exception of this being the recent decision of the Bombay
Court, in May 2017, to uphold the life sentences of 11 men convicted in the gang rape of
Bilkis Bano, a 19-year-old pregnant woman, during the post-Godhra events.

Gender and caste-specific narratives

This importance of tales and rumors brings to our attention the overall role played by
the construction of narratives both by media and public authorities. As Ahmad remarks,
“dissemination of knowledge about all cases of collective violence is a function of
narratives about them” (Ahmad 2002). This construction of narratives, which is “an
exercise in focalization, contextualization and representation of facts”, is to be considered
as a “function performed by the elite” (Ibid.) and not by the great masses, who however
contribute to a large part to their massive circulation and amplification. Here, Ghassem-
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Fachandi’s ethnographic work is of particular relevance. His starting point is to question
why people “explained the violence as an extralegal collective punishment of a
recalcitrant Muslim minority by the Hindu majority, conceived of as ‘the people™
(Ghassem-Fachandi 2010) and not by “politics”, which they used to refer to as the main
explanation in previous instances of collective violence. For him, what is at stake here is
an evocative imaginary, displayed in particular by vernacular media, which, besides the
reference to the abduction of women, relied on “an unusually evocative terminology for
killing, the circulation of images of corpses whose identities remain unstated, and visual
imagery drawn directly from the widely viewed 2001 Bollywood feature film Gadar, ek
prem katha providing a screen memory of Partition” (Ibid.). He here particularly
emphasizes the resort to a sacrificial jargon, which was nothing but insignificant in terms
of reasserting the boundaries between Muslim and Hindus and in terms of particular
references to dietary metaphors, in what is India’s most vegetarian state, and where, more
than everywhere else, dietary habits regarding meat are of crucial importance in terms of
class and caste. As he shows, “Sandesh newspaper, for example, surpassed even the
V