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Abstract

In an increasingly urban world, the places where anthropologists work and the subjects

they study have undergone significant tranformations. Anthropologists today find them-

selves working in cities and in sites of advanced technological production, studying

urban elites and scientific experts, and pushing the bounds of ethnographic practice

‘‘beyond the human.’’ As a result, the village, once the site par excellence of the

ethnographic encounter, has largely disappeared from view in anthropological writing.

In this introduction, we examine the underlying shifts in modes of anthropological

investigation that have produced this outcome, paying special attention to the emer-

gence of multi-sited ethnography and the reaction against earlier framings of villages as

bounded and coherent social wholes. Along with the other contributors to this Special

Issue we raise the question of what has become of the village as a site of ethnographic

analysis, and argue that we have much to gain from a re-engagement with village worlds.
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Sometime in the middle of the last decade the proportion of the earth’s population
living in cities surpassed that of the rural population (United Nations, 2006). For
many in the scientific community, as well as in popular media, the event marked the
crossing of a significant threshold. Among those heralding the transition was
Stewart Brand, an icon of the 1960s counter-culture, who had captured the
back-to-the-land zeitgeist of that era as the publisher of the Whole Earth
Catalog. Rebranding himself now as a proponent of the vibrancy of the urban,
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in a recent TED talk Brand observed that ‘‘the villages of the world are emptying
out’’ as people ‘‘leave the poverty trap and ecological disaster of subsistence farms
and head to town.’’ Dismissing his own former understanding of rural living as
romantic, in his talk Brand presented a view of life in villages as hidebound by
convention and by patriarchal ‘‘traditional mores.’’ To escape these strictures, he
suggested, people worldwide are ‘‘moving from a village culture that has been the
same for basically thousands of years, and moving into a town where life is differ-
ent one week after another. What’s that like? It must be pretty attractive, because
billions of people are doing it’’ (Brand and Stewart, 2012).

Brand’s disdain for village life is hardly unique. Representations of villages as
stagnant, ahistorical backwaters have probably existed since the founding of the
first cities; the ‘‘idiocy of rural life,’’ in Marx and Engels’ famous phrase, has long
served as a foil for modernist projects. As Raymond Williams (1973: 290) noted,
the field of discourse has been dominated by two contradictory sets of myths.
On the one hand are myths of rural idiocy and the civilizing potential of the
urban, on the other, myths of pastoral innocence and the corrupting influence of
the city. These deeply evocative cultural narratives evidence a remarkable longevity
and help to explain the popularity of grand narratives about urbanization that
circulate in venues like TED talks. Unfortunately, the picture that emerges in
such conversations lacks nuance.

As Tania Li (2014: 3) recently pointed out, the number of people living in rural
areas today ‘‘is bigger than ever, and they will be there for decades to come.’’ For
Li, this fact lends added urgency to efforts to understand why the promise of
modernization has not been realized for rural populations today. The skewed
picture is a product, in part, of the global scale of depictions of rural to urban
transformations, which masks a set of uneven processes. So, while Latin America is
currently ‘‘majority urban,’’ the same will not be true of Asia and Africa for dec-
ades (Montgomery, 2008). Nor are villages ‘‘emptying out,’’ as Stewart Brand
suggests. Erle Ellis and his co-authors found that between 1945 and 2002 village
populations in China nearly doubled, resulting in a 7% increase of the built surface
area of Chinese villages. The amount of this increase alone was equal to three times
the total urban area of China in 2002 (Ellis et al., 2009). Changes such as these belie
depictions of villages as lacking in dynamism.

Rumors of the village’s demise, then, have been greatly exaggerated. And yet, in
much recent anthropological work, villages have vanished from view. There is an
irony here, given anthropologists’ considerable efforts during the last century to
demonstrate the cultural vitality of rural people, and to dispel stereotypes of them
as backwards and outside of history. In this special issue of CoA, we raise a fun-
damental question for anthropology: what has become of the village as a site of
analysis, and what would an anthropology in and of the village look like in the
twenty first century? Approaching this question requires an engagement with shifts
in anthropological modes of investigation that have taken place over the past sev-
eral decades. These are changes signaled by the embrace of multi-sited approaches,
by the attention paid to flows of capital, objects and people through urban and
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transnational spaces, and by burgeoning literatures on such provocative and pro-
ductive topics as ruins and ruination, infrastructure, online worlds, and multi-
species encounters, just to name a few. These changes in outlook and approach
have had far-reaching effects on ethnographic writing, on the making of anthropo-
logical objects, and on the practice of fieldwork. In the process, the village, once the
site par excellence of the ethnographic encounter, has receded from view. By asking
what has become of the village in an increasingly mobile and urban age, we ask,
too, what has become of anthropology.

To understand the far-reaching nature of the changes that have taken place
within the discipline, consider that it was almost two decades ago that Gupta
and Ferguson (1997) issued a challenge to the reigning orthodoxies of anthropo-
logical fieldwork. Noting the enduring, iconic image of the anthropologist as a
‘‘lone, white, male fieldworker living for a year or more among the native villa-
gers’’, they asserted the existence of a ‘‘hierarchy of purity’’ of anthropological
fieldsites in traditional anthropology. According to this hierarchy, they wrote,
‘‘some places are more anthropological than others (e.g. Africa more than
Europe, southern Europe more than northern Europe, villages more than cities)
according to the degree of Otherness from an archetypal anthropological ‘home’’’
(Gupta and Ferguson, 1997: 11, 13). To read innovative work in the pages of the
discipline’s top publications today is to recognize the powerful influence this
critique has had on subsequent anthropological practice. In our present moment
the hierarchy of purity they identified has been inverted. The places that are today
more easily identifiable with anthropology’s cutting edge are cities more than vil-
lages, sites of consumption more than sites of production, the floors of stock
exchanges and slaughterhouses more than rice fields and rural markets. The
work ethnographers do today takes place not just in cities, but in airports, kennels,
and laboratories, in multilateral institutions and sites of advanced technological
production.

It is not only the places where anthropologists work that have changed, but also
the subjects they study, the questions they are concerned with, and the methods
they use in their research. Ethnographic research today focuses as never before on
urban elites, on scientists, activists, and professionals, on technocrats, specialists,
and experts of all sorts. New and creative modes of anthropological engagement
‘‘beyond the human’’ take seriously the notion that rocks and glaciers listen, that
bees and dogs and forests think, communicate, and act within social worlds
(Cruikshank, 2005; Kohn, 2013; Kosek, 2010; Povinelli, 1995). These new subjects
and new forms of inquiry have emerged from a set of far-reaching critiques of
anthropological practice that began in the 1970s and 80s with interventions by
Asad (1973), Fabian (1983), and Hymes (1972) among others, and found a power-
ful expression in the work of Clifford and Marcus (1986) and their co-authors.
The Writing Culture ‘‘moment’’ marked a critical appraisal of anthropology’s
object of inquiry and its modes of representation. Coupled with newly vibrant
feminist anthropologies (Rosaldo et al., 1974) and engagements with world-systems
and subsequent framings of global interconnectedness (Appadurai, 1990), this
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reframing of anthropology’s understanding of itself and of its forms of represen-
tation has had a lasting effect, reconfiguring the practice of ethnography and
engendering an ongoing inquiry into the meaning and nature of fieldwork.

Studies in and of villages provided one of the elements of the anthropological
tradition that writers like Clifford and Marcus sought to problematize. George
Stocking, Jr. (1992: 39) has written that the Malinowskian fieldwork tradition
that came to define anthropology in the early twentieth century ‘‘involved a shift
in the primary locus of investigation from the deck of the mission ship or the ver-
andah of the mission station to the teeming center of the village, and a correspond-
ing shift in the conception of the ethnographer’s role.’’ Not only in anthropologies
of ‘‘the primitive’’, but also in studies of peasants and rural society, villages orga-
nized both the practice of field research as well as the presentation of anthropo-
logical writing. An important early text in this regard was Robert Redfield’s (1930)
Tepoztlán, A Mexican Village, an ethnographic study of peasant life and ‘‘folk
culture’’ that marked, if not a turning away from the ‘‘savage slot’’, at least an
effort to broaden anthropology’s concerns beyond the tribal. Ethnographies set in
villages aspired to provide holistic understandings of societies, with individual
chapters dedicated to conventional anthropological concerns such as the village
setting, material culture, kinship, division of labor, religion and ritual, and similar
matters.

In the post-World War II period, decolonization and the emergence of ‘‘new’’
states, with their economies heavily reliant on traditional agricultural sectors,
insured continued attention to rural producers within anthropology. Within the
context of Cold War geopolitics, the problem of the peasantry in the
‘‘Third World’’ came to be perceived of as a critical element in global contestations
(e.g. Moore, 1966). Yet even as ‘‘village studies’’ became a staple of anthropo-
logical practice, the village as a coherent unit of analysis came under scrutiny.
As William Roseberry (1989: 109–110) has pointed out, ‘‘the holistic approach
that drew boundaries around the village itself was inadequate’’ to the complex
social, economic, cultural, and linguistic realities that transcended those bound-
aries. In his well-known restudy of Tepoztlán, Oscar Lewis (1950: 428) accused
Redfield of having presented the village ‘‘as a relatively homogeneous, isolated,
smoothly functioning and well-integrated society’’. Lewis’s position, that villages
had been assigned an analytical and structural integrity they did not actually pos-
sess, was central to the debate over the status of the village that emerged in the
1950s. This debate was perhaps nowhere more heated than in the anthropology and
sociology of India, where a great number of village studies were produced at mid-
century (e.g. Dube, 1955; Marriott, 1955, see Mines and Yazgi 2010). Critics asked
whether the village could serve as a microcosm of the larger society, and sought to
emphasize alternative social orderings as more indicative of where Indian society
might best be understood. Louis Dumont and David Pocock (1957), for instance,
argued that from a sociological perspective India was not made up of villages;
rather, village affiliation in India was secondary in importance to kinship and
caste in structuring peoples’ lives.

238 Critique of Anthropology 35(3)

 at University of Hawaii at Manoa Library on September 3, 2015coa.sagepub.comDownloaded from 

http://coa.sagepub.com/


Where the deficiencies of a lingering functionalism were faulted for producing
synchronic accounts of rural people as ‘‘people without history,’’ anthropologists
proposed a new research program in political economy that emphasized rural
producers’ integration into market economies and larger state societies, and paid
attention to the historical development of global capitalism in structuring rural
lives (Mintz, 1985; Wolf, 1982). These approaches sought to understand local
action as embedded within succeeding layers of larger historical, political, and
economic frames, a conceptualization exemplified by Vayda’s (1983) notion of
‘‘progressive contextualization’’ or Granovetter’s (1985) optic of embeddedness.
As the intensification of postcolonial struggles – especially in the context of the
emerging conflict in Indo-China – raised questions about rural unrest, researchers
in the field of ‘‘peasant studies’’ rediscovered AV Chayanov’s Theory of the Peasant
Economy (which was translated into English for the first time in 1966), and argued
for the existence of a general type of peasant economy that relied on the village as
the unit of economic organization, even as they emphasized the important rela-
tionship between village economies and state policies (Shanin, 1973). Questions
about state domination and peasant resistance came to the fore within these
debates, finding expression in books like James Scott’s (1985) Weapons of the
Weak. A study of the effects of the Green Revolution on rural class relations,
Weapons is also an exemplary village ethnography – one that addresses broad
patterns of historical and economic transformation in order to advance its argu-
ment about the ideological dimensions of class struggle. Today, this tradition of
agrarian ethnography finds expression in a vibrant literature that grapples with
such pressing rural realities as ‘‘global’’ land grabs, transnational agrarian social
movements, and the complexities of ‘‘development’’ in the age of global environ-
mental crises. And yet, owing in part to continued recognition of state, regional,
and global actors in structuring social action in these settings, this work has largely
been undertaken by mobile ethnographers seeking to document social phenomena
on the move.

The critical engagements of the 1990s called for a realization that localities were
not fixed and bounded places, but rather sites of transit for increasingly globalized
flows of people, capital, and ideas. The fractured and uneven processes that came
to be called globalization required new modes of ethnographic practice that made
explicit connections between sites and sought to understand flows across discon-
tinuous spaces. Arguing against metaphors of local action that was embedded,
onion-like, within ever-widening economic and social contexts, George Marcus
(1995: 97) noted that ‘‘the world system is not the theoretically constituted holistic
frame that gives context to the contemporary study of peoples or local subjects
closely observed by ethnographers’’ but is, rather, embedded within ‘‘discontinu-
ous, multi-sited objects of study’’. Marcus advocated for a multi-sited ethnographic
practice that would allow ethnographers to follow things, people, metaphors, and
conflicts in pursuit of ‘‘an emergent object of study whose contours, sites and
relationships are not known beforehand’’ (1995: 102). Today, multi-sited
approaches have become normative in anthropology, attesting to ethnographers’
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recognition of a shift in the conditions that structure the ethnographic encounter.
One result has been a proliferation of mobility studies that privilege the study of
movement and displacement at the expense of stability and emplacement (Salazar
and Smart, 2011). This apparent delocalization of research speaks to the increasing
importance of theoretical concerns with globalization, deterritorialization, and
transnationality in an ‘‘overheated world’’ (Eriksen, 2011), in the network society
defined by the ‘‘space of flows’’ (Castells, 2004), or in the multiple ‘‘non-spaces’’
(Augé, 1995) that characterize the social morphology of ‘‘supermodernity.’’ If
‘‘fieldwork is not what it used to be’’, to cite the title of an edited collection that
underscores the changes we describe (Faubion and Marcus, 2009), it is because the
world and the way we understand it have both changed significantly.

A number of recent edited volumes mark the coming-of-age of a delocalized
anthropological practice (see Sorge and Roddick, 2012). In their assessments of the
state of the art of contemporary ethnographic research, the authors in Coleman
and von Hellerman (2011) and in Falzon (2009) examine the implications of the
decentering of locality for anthropological practice. These volumes are equal part
retrospectives on the transformations of praxis that have altered the discipline over
the past two decades, as well as an exploration of the new vistas opened up by the
translocation of research methods. What these have amounted to, according to
George Marcus (2011: 18–19), is a potential shift away from a focus on the con-
ditions of common experience among localized people, and towards the systems of
relations that constitute more globally holistic realities. Multi-sited ethnography is
thus not well suited to the production of the classic ethnographic genre defined by
the trope of ‘‘being there,’’ and this appears to be a consequence of ethnographic
research being increasingly focused within diffuse networks rather than within
emplaced sites, or single locations of observation.

These new modes of practice have triggered sometimes inhospitable reactions
against multi-sited, non-emplaced, ethnographic methods. Such is the case, for
instance, in Peter Metcalf’s (2002: 10) call to ‘‘get on with anthropology’’ in the
wake of postmodernism’s ‘‘distracting effect’’ on ethnographic research. Other
efforts less concerned with trying to put the genie of post-structural critique back
in the bottle nonetheless question the assumptions built into the multi-sited imagin-
ary. For Judith Okely (Marcus and Okely, 2007: 358), the apparently widespread
accusation that anthropologists had long conceived of their field-sites as bounded,
timeless, and unchanging amounts to little more than a straw man ‘‘recreated for
promotional demolition’’. For Jonathan Friedman (2002: 26), the meteoric rise of
anthropological interest in transnationalism represents roundabout endorsement of
cosmopolitan lifeworlds on the part of newly footloose ethnographers who are
really just indulging their prejudicial views of the local and the small-scale as
defined by atavistic communalism and social exclusion.

What these and other criticisms have in common is their unease with the per-
ceived misrepresentation of ‘‘classic,’’ sited, ethnography. Thus, in his introduction
to Ethnographic Practice in the Present, Jon Mitchell (2010: 7) notes a general
dissatisfaction with a model of the ‘‘village study’’ that apparently long assumed
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cultures and societies to be ‘‘bounded, homogeneous and static units.’’ Yet, the
apparent anxiety reaction is more importantly motivated by a concern with what
may have been lost with the shift in focus away from locality. While a new meth-
odological pluralism that decenters ethnographic fieldwork may open up new hori-
zons of research and offer a possibility of greater analytical breadth, it can also
sacrifice a certain depth. As James Ferguson (2011) candidly notes, this is nowhere
more evident than on the linguistic plane, where dispensing with deep cultural
immersion in locales may well lead to a loss of linguistic competence in indigenous
languages. ‘‘How do Africanist anthropologists learn African languages in the
newer, less-localized forms of fieldwork that they are often engaged in?’’ he asks.
‘‘The disturbing fact is that, very often, they don’t’’ (Ferguson, 2011: 203).

Recognizing the vitality of anthropology’s multiple theoretical commitments in
the present moment, we are less interested in what has been lost during the trans-
formation of the discipline than we are in raising the question of what might be
gained from a re-engagement with village worlds. Indeed, the very question of what
a village is remains a provocative one. On the one hand, villages may be understood
as rural, localized, face-to-face communities. On the other, the village itself stands
as a sort of question. Not only those who live in villages, but also urbanites,
migrants, scholars and others who represent ‘‘village life’’ hold differing attach-
ments to villages and to what they mean, and it is these different meanings assigned
to villages that provide a point of entry for understanding their relevance.

This special issue considers the ontological status of the village today as a cat-
egory of analysis in light of the reconfiguration of anthropological practice that we
examine above. The authors proceed on the basis of the recognition that, for a
large part of humanity, ‘‘the village,’’ in all of its global diversity, remains a site
that is laden with meaning on multiple levels. Their contributions examine how
village-emplacement is experienced and imagined within a range of ethnographic
contexts in which sacrificing long term cultural immersion would sacrifice an ability
to achieve, as Margaret Rodman (2003: 207) puts it, a ‘‘rounded understanding of
places as culturally and socially constructed in space.’’ As localized sites for the
negotiation of meanings, as well as sites that respond to the changes wrought by
late modernity and to the myriad political, economic, and cultural forces that
operate on a global scale, villages are historically contingent processes, never
inert but always becoming (see Pred, 1984). They are marked by openness
and change, and may be constituted by an alternative – or non-legible (Scott,
1998) – structuring of space and time that challenges, rejects, or is anyhow self-
consciously distinct from the abstract space (Lefebvre, 1991 [1974]) of capitalism
governed by the logic of accumulation. Villages are also social spaces inflected by
their distinct habitus (Bourdieu, 1977 [1972]) and sites for the defense of place-
based cultures against neoliberal forces (Escobar, 2008). They may alternatively
maintain their distinct senses of locality imbued with social, cultural, and moral
forces that are often stoutly resistant to change (Basso, 1996: 87), bringing to the
fore Appadurai’s (1996: 184) claims regarding the creation of locality as counter-
poised to and defined against multiple nonlocal flows. They are also the places
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populated by the billions of people who are effectively stay-at-homes, who envision
no displacement (Mintz, 2000: 176). Whether conceptualized in spatial or social
terms, villages are also the constant whose presence embodies the possibility of
return, enabling radically mobile lifestyles for many millions more. In sum – and to
paraphrase Charles Piot (1999) – the contributors to this special issue attempt to re-
theorize classic out-of-the-way places in order to underscore their relevance to an
anthropology of the twenty-first century.

In sum, we are not calling for a return to an earlier moment in anthropology,
but rather want to inquire into the implications of the changes that have taken
place in the discipline, as well as in the villages that once served as exemplary
sites of ethnographic investigation. The critique of anthropology that came to
fruition by the mid-1990s questioned the assumptions of a discipline perceived as
unduly preoccupied with cultural others in exotic settings. In this sense it took
part in the larger project of questioning the narratives of progress that informed
such diverse domains as citizenship and belonging, international development,
and natural resource politics. These new concerns prompted anthropologists to
search elsewhere for the sites of encounter characteristic of modernity, neoliberal-
ism, urbanity, the work of capital, and the exercise of power. This special issue
suggests that villages are in fact ideal sites for the investigation of these themes,
and propose novel ways of re-embedding villages as sites that can generate ethno-
graphic knowledge that is indispensable to current disciplinary foci and theoret-
ical concerns. Each of the articles in this special issue recasts villages not as
bounded units, but rather as places enmeshed within amorphous realities signifi-
cantly characterized by a circulation of people, goods, images and ideas not
moored to any single place. Villages have not remained stagnant, nor have
they been abandoned, and their particular modernities yield unique insights
into the experience of the contemporary world and its various transformations
over the past decades.

For Ester Gallo, recognition of the utility in re-embedding villages within multi-
sited research agendas permits a redirection of analytical concerns onto lifeworlds
that are frequently bypassed by a focus on transnational processes and the kinds of
movements and flows they entail. Her study of Malayali migrants in Rome reveals
a significant emergent style of engagement with the faraway locality that is based
on a new dynamics of remittances, material exchange, and memory work.
Furthermore, Southern Indian villages themselves are not inert entities, but
rather dynamically reflect changing configurations in religious identification as
well as in relations of caste, class, and gender. The centrality of the Keralan village
of Krishnapuram within a wider network of locations to which their inhabitants
have migrated permit Gallo to access a range of people who would otherwise have
been inaccessible. A reconsideration of villages permits an appreciation of their
relevance to transnational migrants, both as sites of nostalgia as well as sites of
cultural orientation across vast distances.

A perspective on villages that recognizes the idiosyncrasy of locality as defined
against the non-local is expressed in both Antonio Sorge’s and Millie Creighton’s
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contributions, both of which highlight the dialectic between villages and their
encompassing orders. Sorge’s examination of Orgosolo, a village in highland
Sardinia, situates an emplaced locality within the flux of larger processes that are
forcing a redefinition of lifestyle orientations across the rural landscape. As a clas-
sic ‘‘shepherd village,’’ Orgosolo today only nominally subsists on a pastoral econ-
omy. Shepherds are a minority, and yet symbolic representatives of an ‘‘authentic’’
Sardinian rural identity which they self-consciously propagate through a cultural
performance geared to contrast with urban styles and orientations. Furthermore,
the shepherd’s traditionalism is accompanied by an historical awareness
of the aggressions committed by the state and its agents of law enforcement against
the central highlands, exemplifying a dissident ethos that is associated with a stead-
fast attachment to place, and a vision of the village as a conceptual fortress against
the depredations of the outside world. It is a view that contrasts with those of
an ascendant generation of younger, urbane, cosmopolitans who feel limited
attachment to the village, and in fact aspire to life away from the locality.

Creighton’s exploration of Pai Tau Village in the Shatin District of Hong Kong
reveals a relationship between city and country that is comparably more fluid,
yielding an image of a locality that appears to be seamlessly integrated with the
megalopolis on its doorstep. This initial sense is all the more evident as a result of
the fact that Pai Tau Village sits at the end of a Hong Kong mega mall, providing
easy access to the delights of the modern consumer economy. From this, we learn
that far from being closed to the outside world, residents of Pai Tau readily pur-
chase and make use of any and all consumer goods, including technological gadg-
etry, to which they have easy access. Here, global influences interlace with local
lifestyles, but a generational divide is to be noted between younger and older resi-
dents, with youth more enthusiastically embracing cultural elements from without,
particularly those material trappings of Japanese popular culture, including the
ubiquitous Hello Kitty designs and the broader kawaii (‘‘cute’’) style, exemplified,
for example, by anime and manga illustration. Additionally, Pai Tau is a trans-
national space, home to numerous outsiders from mainland China, Taiwan, and
Singapore who work in Hong Kong. In sum, Pai Tau exhibits a tension between
traditionalism and openness, at once a designated ancestral village but subject to a
highly amplified set of what Creighton calls ‘‘transzonal’’ flows that pass through it
without hindrance.

In her piece on the role of advocacy in research within lowland Maya commu-
nities in Belize and Guatemala, Liza Grandia extols the benefits of what she calls
‘‘slow ethnography,’’ understood as a style of ethnographic engagement that ref-
uses to cut loose from the local, but instead buckles down to acquire an intimate
knowledge of people by way of establishing collaborative relationships at the grass-
roots. An intimate acquaintance with local-level actors on the social, political, and
economic margins of global capitalism constitutes a kind of professional obligation
toward peoples who today face intensified pressures from the forces of global
capitalism. Specifically, the ‘‘slow’’ methods of participant observation help to
foster alliances that are valuable both in helping to obtain complex insights into
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local life, as well as in facilitating anthropologists’ roles as advocates for indigenous
struggles. Grandia’s assessment of multi-sited approaches recognizes their utility in
the pursuit of research agendas that follow Laura Nader’s dictum of studying ‘‘up,
down, and sideways,’’ but remains critical of the tendency of multi-sited
approaches, in practice, to distance research from emplaced rural people, and as
such bypass a deep understanding of the subaltern experience precisely at a time
when such understanding is most urgently needed.

Sara Shneiderman, co-editor of this volume, sums up a number of the key issues
our collective effort seeks to raise, and brings these concerns to her treatment of
villages in Nepal. Himalayan villages are crucial nodes within transnational space
that effectively anchor a wide network of labor migrants throughout India, who, in
their displaced conditions, recreate the communal identities that tie them to their
places of origin. Shneiderman notes that villages are highly transnationalized
localities, to be conceived as fields of social relations that, rather than necessarily
physically mooring people to place, serve as a primary organizing principle in social
life. Here, villages remain a significant referent that permits a coherence of associ-
ation under diasporic conditions. The role of nostalgia for the village among
Nepalese migrants becomes clearest through a composite approach to ethno-
graphic practice that proceeds on the basis of participant observation within the
face-to-face village sites, but that is also accompanied by a more mobile approach
that follows villagers’ peregrinations in their condition as mobile transnationals.
Such re-embedding of the ethnographic gaze within the locality aims to explicitly
keep sight of the bigger picture.

An overview of the contributions to this special issue reveals that none of the
authors first approached their field-sites with the intention of examining village
identity, village lifeways, or ‘‘villageness,’’ explicitly conceived. Rather, the salience
of villages to people’s lived experiences effectively spurred the authors to consider
village spaces and relations as data within more wide-ranging sets of research
interests. They all seek the general in the particular, and succeed in offering a
view from the village of processes centering on the dynamics of cosmopolitanism
and traditionalism, emplacement and mobility, and urbanity and rurality. They
remind us of the utility of garnering place-based understandings for what they can
teach us about the politics of subaltern opposition to neoliberal capitalism, just as
they can offer glimpses into rural life-worlds that are experiencing late modernity in
a markedly different way than their urban counterparts. Finally, when considered
comparatively, readers will note that the collected articles in this special issue make
apparent several convergences that speak to a universal reality that is shared
among a large swath of humanity, irrespective of vast differences of ethnographic
context.
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