
UvA-DARE is a service provided by the library of the University of Amsterdam (https://dare.uva.nl)

UvA-DARE (Digital Academic Repository)

Mobility and the region: A multi-scalar ethnography of the Vohra Gujarati
community, in India and abroad

Verstappen, S.B.

Publication date
2016
Document Version
Final published version

Link to publication

Citation for published version (APA):
Verstappen, S. B. (2016). Mobility and the region: A multi-scalar ethnography of the Vohra
Gujarati community, in India and abroad. [Thesis, fully internal, Universiteit van Amsterdam].

General rights
It is not permitted to download or to forward/distribute the text or part of it without the consent of the author(s)
and/or copyright holder(s), other than for strictly personal, individual use, unless the work is under an open
content license (like Creative Commons).

Disclaimer/Complaints regulations
If you believe that digital publication of certain material infringes any of your rights or (privacy) interests, please
let the Library know, stating your reasons. In case of a legitimate complaint, the Library will make the material
inaccessible and/or remove it from the website. Please Ask the Library: https://uba.uva.nl/en/contact, or a letter
to: Library of the University of Amsterdam, Secretariat, Singel 425, 1012 WP Amsterdam, The Netherlands. You
will be contacted as soon as possible.

Download date:24 May 2023

https://dare.uva.nl/personal/pure/en/publications/mobility-and-the-region-a-multiscalar-ethnography-of-the-vohra-gujarati-community-in-india-and-abroad(80ea0f96-9159-464c-9401-8f0d03fc8b0f).html


225CONCLUSION | A ‘MUSLIM AREA’ IN A GLOBAL TOWN |

PA
R
T 

3

CONCLUSION 

A ‘Muslim area’ 
in a global town

Several conclusions can be drawn from the empirical chapters, and in this final 
chapter I reflect on these in relation to the theoretical framework introduced in 
Chapter 1 of the thesis. To understand the case study of Charotar Sunni Vohras in 
Anand town, I have built on three distinct discussions: one localised in India, 
about marginalisation and ‘ghettoisation’ of Muslims in Indian cities; one in the 
anthropology of place, on the region and more broadly on locality; and one 
taking place in journals about diaspora, migration and development, about the 
ties transnational migrants maintain with their ‘homeland’. Though different, 
each of these discussions has generated insights relevant to understanding the 
case study. I have integrated these insights by building an analytical framework 
around the notions of mobility and the region, using the notion of ‘pathways’ to 
explore how local, regional and transnational experiences relate. By following 
people along their pathways of travel, I have shown that rather than being 
isolated, the ‘Muslim area’ of Anand town’ is embedded in wider regional and 
transnational networks. Multi-sited fieldwork at different ‘scales’ is needed to 
uncover the social patterns, skills and exchanges that enable these pathways to 
exist. 



226

In this chapter, I first summarise my methodological approach, then my application 
of the notion of pathways, and finally the empirical findings in relation to the 
discussions on Muslims in contemporary India. As the ‘ghettoisation’ of Muslims 
in Indian cities has been contextualised within the spatial framework of cities and 
national political developments, I alter the perspective of this scholarship by 
including the ‘scale’ of the region and of the transnational social field.

Multi-sited and multi-scalar anthropology

In this thesis, I have followed the trend of multi-sited fieldwork in anthropology and 
conceptualised the research at three interconnected ‘scales’ (local, regional, 
transnational) as a way of putting different perspectives to work and of thinking 
through the complexities of a multi-sited ethnography. At the local level, research 
entailed ‘immersion’ in a neighbourhood in Anand town. From there, connections 
that mattered to the people in the neighbourhood to locations elsewhere were 
mapped, and eventually followed up through research in the region of central 
Gujarat, and abroad, in the UK and, briefly, in the USA. 

Many scholars advocate a broadening of the theoretical framework, from the 
national scale of analysis to a transnational perspective (Glick Schiller, Basch, and 
Blanc-Szanton 1992) or a ‘transnational optic’ (Levitt and Khagram 2007). I have 
been particularly inspired by anthropological studies in South Asia that have taken 
a multi-sited ethnographic perspective (Gardner 2001 [1995]; Gardner 2006; Gardner 
2008; Ramji 2006; Rutten and Patel 2002; Taylor, Singh, and Booth 2007; Taylor 
2013), including the perspectives of the migrants and of local actors, paying attention 
to the political, social and economic developments in the context of arrival and 
departure, seeking to know how transnational social networks are being constructed 
and how these are implicated in transformations in migrant-sending regions in 
South Asia. What I have been able to contribute, through focusing on a community 
whose belonging in the region is highly contested and through the multi-scalar 
approach of the study, is how fluid and mobile such homeland attachments can be. 

Previous inspiring examples of multi-sited ethnography have mainly focused on 
relatively powerful groups within migrant-sending regions. Their informants have 
tended to be landowning families with some capital, of the dominant caste/
community in the home town or village, people who have further enhanced their 
social position in the home region through migration and remittances. As a result, 
the studies have given the impression of a power balance in which the migrants have 
so much agency that they can do what they want in their home region, almost 
without major structural constraints or limitations. Their focus on relatively 
dominant groups in migrant-sending regions raises questions. If the dominant 
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castes have been usually the first in their regions to reap the benefits of transnational 
migration, what are the experiences of other more marginalised groups in such 
regions with long-term histories of migration and transnational exchange? Singh 
(2013, 191–195) suggests that subaltern communities may use transnational 
resources in their own ways, through collective attempts to ‘break hegemonic power 
structures and inequalities’, and to demonstrate a sense of collective achievement. 
Osella and Osella’s work suggests transnational Muslims from Kerala may direct 
their energies at charitable and activist activities for the ‘upliftment’ of Muslims in 
the home region, e.g. through education and attempts to improve morality (Osella 
and Osella 2009, 214).

All this suggests that while migration and migrant transnationalism has the 
potential to reinforce hegemonic power relations, it can also play a role in attacking 
or altering them. However, this raises a number of other questions. Why would 
anyone facing oppression, marginalisation and even violence in a certain place 
maintain an interest there after escaping from it to another country? Why would 
migrants from relatively marginalised groups maintain contact with their home 
region and invest in it emotionally and financially, despite the ‘homeliness’ of the 
homeland being very questionable for them? And, if they do so, what hurdles do 
these relatively marginalised groups face when they attempt to use transnational 
resources to enhance the position of their families and wider communities in the 
home region? How is their agency limited by the power dynamics in the home 
region? In this thesis, I have filled in some of the answers.

In terms of class, I have also described a relatively privileged section of society in 
a migrant-sending region, an urban middle class and those who succeeded in 
acquiring foreign visa. Although the families described in this thesis live in the most 
wealthy housing societies of their neighbourhood, own cars, motorcycles, sometimes 
land, as Muslims they are marginalised at a political and social level, confronted 
with (memories of) discrimination, violence, and displacement. Because of the 
resulting spatial transformations in the region, the case study disrupts the binary 
framework between a (original) home town and a city abroad projected in multi-
sited ethnographies studies which focused on families based in dominant castes/
groups in their home town. To understand the case study of Charotar Sunni Vohras, 
this thesis has paid close attention to localised forms of mobility and more fluid 
attachments to land in addition to transnational migration. While a local/global 
perspective would not have been able to grasp this complexity, this multi-scalar 
ethnography has been able to, because it looks at the actors at the intermediate level 
of the region/homeland in connection to specific localities both at in India and 
abroad. 
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Pathways

In the anthropology of place and region, there has been a shift from a focus on 
processes of ‘imagining’ (in the anthropology of representations) to attempts to 
more fully understand the experiential aspects, the practical and performative 
aspects of locality (within phenomenological approaches). For the case study in 
this thesis, I have used both approaches, studying the self-articulated community 
narratives and the practices of travel through which the region is experienced. 
This reflects a broader trend in anthropology of increasing interest in lived 
experience, perception, and practice (Desjarlais and Throop 2011, 88). My 
understanding of the region has drawn particularly on Ingold’s suggestion of 
understanding the region as it emerges from experience, along pathways of travel, 
through the practical engagements of people with their surroundings (Ingold 
2005 [2000], 229).   

Travel is a crucial feature of the more practical aspects of the regional experience. 
Consequently, drawing on Ingold, I have used the notion of pathways to make 
sense of the regional identities and experiences of Vohras at home and abroad. 
The work of integrating places into a region is the work of the mind and the body, 
which are inseparable when a person moves around attentively from place to place 
and accesses context-specific knowledge: memories of earlier journeys along the 
same path, stories, skills learnt and relevant in that specific place. Knowing, Ingold 
affirms, proceeds along paths of observation: it is cultivated by moving along paths 
(Ingold 2005 [2000], 229). We know as we go, from place to place. Every place is a 
position on a path of movement, and the paths together constitute the region as a 
whole.

Perhaps because Ingold and others influenced by him have been interested in 
‘indigenous’ people with strongly developed forms of local knowledge, this 
discussion in anthropology has so far not made a significant mark on diaspora 
studies or on studies of migration and development. This thesis has proposed that 
the notion of pathways is helpful not only in understanding the regional experience 
of local residents but also in studying the ‘homeland’ from the perspective of 
transnational migrants. In this thesis I attempted to do this, describing the 
homeland from the viewpoint of imagining (based on interviews and discussions) 
and from the viewpoint of practicing, the ‘place-making practices’ through which 
migrants and local acquaintances engage with a transforming landscape

Both processes, ‘imagining’ and ‘practicing’ the region, are relevant to the case 
study. The Vohra residents of Anand town name their community after the region, 
memorialise ancestry in local villages through the Vohra marriage system, and 
narrate their community history as deeply embedded in the agricultural region of 
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Charotar. When asked to explain the regional community history of the Charotar 
Sunni Vohras, residents referred me to those they considered ‘experts’ on the topic, 
often elderly men. While these experts told the stories with enthusiasm, I have 
shown that women and young men (e.g. Sajiya and Javed in Chapter 4) are equally 
invested in the region, socially and economically. The experiences and knowledge 
of the region of the younger generation and of women were more easily accessible 
to the researcher while traveling along with them. Through their everyday 
practices of rural-urban mobility, through their itineraries, they bind the ‘Muslim 
area’ of Anand together with other places in the ‘matrix of movement’ Ingold calls 
a ‘region’ (2005, 219).

Similarly, among Vohras in the UK, both ‘imagining’ and ‘practicing’ are notions 
relevant to understanding their relation to the ‘homeland’. Vohras in the UK 
described their ‘homeland’ in the interviews as a site where Muslims are attacked 
and discriminated against. This gloomy view of Gujarat was contrasted with that 
of the UK, described as an open society, tolerant of religious minorities.1 Despite 
their criticisms of Gujarat, these migrants do travel to the region, investing 
emotionally and financially in it, for example by spending months on end there in 
their old age, by sending remittances and donations, or by finding spouses for 
their children there. This shows that stories and ‘myths’ of the homeland cannot 
fully capture one’s relation to it. It would be even harder to understand if this 
relation to the homeland were only studied at the scale of the nation, as is common 
in studies that describe migrants as having a ‘double’ or ‘binary’ national identity 
(Biswas 2005; Vertovec 2007). In this thesis, I have shown that the notion of 
pathways is helpful to understanding how these migrants engage with the region. 
These engagements are based not (only) on abstract notions or ideologies of a 
homeland, but on specific kinship networks that connect specific households here 
and there, specific nodes in a matrix of movement spanning India and in the UK. It 
is interpersonal intimacy that paves the pathways. Engagements with the 
homeland are very much linked with the travels and migrations of local 
acquaintances, on whose pathfinding capacities migrants depend. This explains 
their ability to shift attention from an ancestral or original home village to a 
previously insignificant town, Anand, which is actively made into a (new) home in 
the home region.

1  I have explained, in Chapter 5, that this is the story of the first generation, who have little experience with Islamophobia in 
British schools and institutions. A different type of research would be needed to explore the views of the later generations in 
greater depth.
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Ghettoisation

Studies of Muslims in Indian cities have highlighted their increasing 
marginalisation and exclusion, their concerns over safety in response to lethal 
waves of communal violence, and their increasing residential segregation within 
those cities. These developments have led scholars to the guiding notion of 
‘ghettoisation’, highlighting processes of segregation within Indian cities 
(Chaudhury 2007; Gayer and Jaffrelot 2012; Patel 2006a; Jasani 2010; Mahadevia 
2007; Sattar 2012; Shaban 2012). The city that has become an almost emblematic 
case for discussions of ghettoisation in India is Ahmedabad in Gujarat, ‘the most 
blatant illustration of the relegation of Muslims in Indian cities’ (Gayer and 
Jaffrelot 2012, 325), and it has been suggested that the isolation of Muslims in 
Ahmedabad is characteristic of the situation of ‘many other Muslims of Gujarat’ 
(2012, 324).

While the perspective of ‘ghettoisation’ has been helpful to draw attention to 
the processes related to the marginalisation of Muslims in Indian cities, questions 
have been raised about the ‘ghetto mentality’ in the study of Muslims in India, 
which may homogenise and reify Muslims (Gupta 2015). My own concern is with 
the methodological urbanism2 and the methodological nationalism embedded in 
the ghettoisation perspective. This thesis contributes to furthering understanding 
of Muslims in Indian cities in three ways: first by shifting attention from the larger 
cities to a town in a rural area, second by showing how regional involvements and 
rural-urban exchanges can enrich the experience of living in an urban enclave, 
and third by showing how transnational migrants develop ties with and contribute 
to shaping such a neighbourhood. 

With regard to the first contribution, the shift from the larger cities to a town: 
the perspective of ‘ghettoisation’ as a tool to study and discuss experiences of 
exclusion and marginalisation of Muslims in Indian cities has so far been tested 
mainly in larger and metropolitan cities such as Delhi, Mumbai and Ahmedabad. 
This city-centred approach has been justified by the sense that the city occupies a 
central place in the history of Indian Muslims - census records indicate that the 
majority of Indian Muslims are urban-based3 and historical sources show that 
Muslims have contributed significantly to the development of Indian cities (Gayer 
and Jaffrelot 2012, 13-18). However, the towns where many urban residents of India 
live their lives are lost in these discussions. Scholars have, for a long time, argued 
that small and medium-sized towns have been central to development processes in 
2  I use the term ‘methodological urbanism’ in analogy with the discussion of ‘methodological nationalism’ (Wimmer and 
Glick Schiller 2002; Kalir 2013). 
3  In Gujarat, Muslims constitute a minority of 9% of the total population, but the proportion of Muslims in the urban 
population is significantly higher (14%) while the proportion of Muslims in the rural population is significantly smaller (6%). 
Census 2001, C-1 Population by religious community, Gujarat (24).
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India (Corwin 1977; Dahlberg 1974; Rana and Krishan 1981), and more recently 
attention has been paid to the significance of towns as nodal points or ‘hubs’ within 
regional economies and transnational networks (Verstappen and Rutten 2015; 
Koskimaki and Upadhya 2013). To understand social transformations in urban India, 
however, urban studies should look ‘beyond the metropolis’ (Scrase et al. 2015, 216). 
This thesis contributes to adressing this overall ‘metrocentricity’ of urban studies by 
focusing on a town, Anand, that holds special significance for Muslims in central 
Gujarat, who consider it a ‘safe place’ in an otherwise riot-prone region. 

The ‘Muslim area’ of Anand fits the description of an ‘enclave’ (Wacquant 2008; 
in Gayer and Jaffrelot 2012, 21) as it houses residents of various social-economic 
backgrounds, is almost homogeneously composed of Muslims as a result of self-
segregation in response to communal violence, and is the result of a residential 
regrouping of people on the basis of ascribed religious identities as a result of 
social and political constraints. Residents experience difficulties in gaining access 
to good schools and colleges and to decent jobs, and social workers and local 
politicians complain that the state is not providing proper infrastructure. The case 
of Anand thus suggests that the trend of ‘ghettoisation’ of Indian Muslims, 
described so far mainly in larger Indian cities is indeed also taking place in a town 
in a rural region.

If the thesis would have been limited to an urban case study, that would have 
been the conclusion. However, I have gone two steps further, connecting the 
‘Muslim area’ of Anand both to the regional and to the transnational social 
networks in which it is embedded. The neighbourhood is characterised by strong 
affective and economic ties with the surrounding region beyond the town, through 
a wide variety of rural-urban linkages, and this connection is also highlighted in 
the self-narrated community histories of Vohra residents. Moreover, I have shown 
that the neighbourhood can be understood as a transnational space in the sense 
that a section of the residents maintains affective and practical ties with migrants 
and that migrants take active part in the social life of the neighbourhood. These 
two further contributions are discussed next. 

A ‘Muslim area’ in a regional town

In Anand, many urban residents remain embedded in the rural and peri-urban 
economy along with their urban-based residency and occupations. It has been 
described as an example of a town that is intimately connected to the rural 
hinterland through dense economic and social networks (Patel 2006b, 26), and the 
data presented in this thesis confirms that regionally dispersed networks 
encapsulate key relationships for urban residents. At the same time, the content of 
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these relationships and the meanings attached to them have changed in response 
to the recent history of violence and segregation. Muslims in Anand town have 
thus reconfigured a sense of belonging as residents of a fast-growing ‘Muslim area’ 
in a town with strong rural-urban linkages. 

The emergence of a ‘Muslim area’ in Anand town is a response to the riots of 
2002 and is better understood with reference to the wider regional context of the 
emergence of the town as an increasingly important regional centre of education, 
business and residence. Muslims have moved into Anand to seek safety after the 
2002 riots in Gujarat and to achieve social-economic upward mobility by accessing 
secular and religious education, urban professions and an urban middle class 
lifestyle. Immigration has been paired with a process of residential segregation in 
the town in the aftermath of the 2002 riots, which resulted in a ‘partition’ whereby 
Muslims from different towns and villages and from different caste/community 
and class backgrounds settled in the north-eastern part of Anand, sharing the 
space with Christians and poor Hindus, while middle class Hindus settled in the 
western parts of the urban conglomerate. 

In the ‘Muslim area’ of Anand town, Charotar Sunni Vohras have gained 
prominence as the largest and most visible community among the urban middle 
class. The town has thus developed both into an important residential centre for 
Muslims in the region and into a centre of the Vohra community. Rather than 
experiencing their residential area as an ‘open air prison’ (Shaban 2012, 223), 
Anand is described as a ‘centre’ of Muslims in central Gujarat and as the 
‘headquarters’ of the regionally based Vohra community. A regional community 
identity is maintained through community narrative, village-based marriage 
circles, and practical ties to people and places beyond the town. This regional 
belonging is most strongly articulated by the older generation, who still remember 
the recent history of Anand town, but is also lived experience for the younger 
generation for whom the present situation is already normalised. 

During travel, stories of exclusion and belonging are expressed, local knowledge 
and memories are accessed, triggered by the encounter with the landscape. Among 
the stories told during these trips in the wider region are those connected to the 
villages, some of which are marked by the recent history of violence against 
Muslims. In the landscape, specific zones are demarcated as safe and familiar 
while other zones are omitted, ignored, or treated with caution. Some zones have 
become defined as ‘Muslim’ or ‘Hindu’ areas, the latter being perceived as 
potentially unsafe, presenting ‘no investment areas’ but not necessarily ‘no go 
areas’. Pathways into such places are maintained through dispersed social ties and 
a skilful mediation of otherness. 



233CONCLUSION | A ‘MUSLIM AREA’ IN A GLOBAL TOWN |

PA
R
T 

3

Experiences of travel are affected by dynamics of gender and class. For men, 
economically dispersed activities and property are reasons for everyday travel, for 
women travel is not as frequent but is still of vital importance due to the patrilocal 
marriage system, which ensures the dispersal of female kin across different 
villages and towns. Experiences of travel are also affected by dynamics of class and 
social status as there is a difference between those with and those without 
(traditional) capital beyond the town. As I have shown, affirmations of social status 
are crucial in the life of the residents of the ‘Muslim area’: their sense of self-worth 
is related to a whole range of lifestyle strategies based on residential choices, 
educational strategies, and religious outlook. In the context of these status 
negotiations in the town, the village is both devalued as a remnant of a rural past 
and reinvigorated with meaning as a source of wealth and power for a privileged 
group of landowners within the town. 

The divisions of status are quite complicated and I have described them through 
the local idea that there is a class division within the Vohra community, between a 
group of traditionally wealthy business families (associated with the Chaud 
marriage circle of the Vohra community), and a traditionally less privileged group, 
who have achieved wealth and status in town through education and (government) 
service in white collar jobs (associated with the Arsad marriage circle of the Vohra 
community). Some among the first group of traditionally wealthy and propertied 
families maintain ties to villages where they hold on to family-owned property. For 
them, the cultivation of relations and economic activities in places besides Anand 
is important as an economic strategy and in maintaining their social status in 
town. Land can be retained so that relatives in the village can farm and develop it 
and generate profits, and can be rented out to acquaintances or dependents. It is 
important to bear in mind that these connections to land are not necessarily to 
ancestral land in an original home village: land can be bought and sold, as I have 
shown for Javed’s family (in chapter 4), generating a fluid relation to it through real 
estate business. For these business families, skilful management of social relations 
across spatial and community boundaries is indispensable to getting business 
done. Nevertheless, their attention has shifted to the ‘Muslim area’ in town as a 
place for safe and comfortable residence, a place for secular and religious education 
of their children, and a place to expand their economic endeavours and develop 
additional urban-based occupations. In short, they extend or maintain their power 
base by accessing education and urban business while still cultivating social 
relations in other towns and villages. Families who do not have access to such 
traditional capital in nearby villages have followed a different trajectory, using 
education, non-agricultural employment and rural-urban migration to experience 
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a process of economic and social upward mobility.4 Rural-urban connections are 
also important to this group, although in different ways. 

Overall, when comparing themselves to their relatives in the village, the Vohra 
families that have established themselves in Anand find themselves privileged: 
modern, educated, religiously reformed, and internationally connected. They 
comment on the village as less developed, less forward, less educated, and as 
unsafe for living. The village is where they locate the past, the town is where they 
locate the present, while the future of their children in many cases is imagined to 
be abroad. Here, the village is imagined as a place to be shaken off and left behind. 
Thus, the village holds ambiguous meanings for the townspeople: on the one 
hand, it is a source of wealth and power for a privileged group of families within 
the town, on the other hand, it is devalued as a remnant of a rural past.

This raises questions about how our understanding of Muslims in Indian cities 
might change if we revisit the earlier case studies of Muslims in the larger cities 
through the lens of ‘pathways’ based on Ingold’s understanding of the region as a 
network of ‘coming and going’ (Ingold 2005 [2000], 235) emerging alongside 
‘paths of observation’ (Ingold 2005 [2000], 229). Studying the position of these 
Muslims through a regional lens may allow us to better see the continuing 
engagements of urban residents with different places beyond their direct 
neighbourhood, for example, through geographically dispersed kinship ties and 
business engagements. The purpose of this is not draw attention away from the 
realities of violence, segregation, marginalisation and exclusion that crucially 
shape the position of Muslims in India today, but to better understand how Muslims 
in Indian cities and towns have come to reshape their sense of space and belonging 
in response to these processes.

A ‘Muslim area’ in a global town

Most discussions about marginalisation and ‘ghettoisation’ of Muslims in Indian 
cities have taken place at the scale of the city and the nation: they have been 
localised within the geography of the city and contextualised analytically within 
political, social and economic developments in India. The lack of systematic 
attention to the implication of transnational processes and networks in such 
neighbourhoods is remarkable, and needs correction. 

A transnational perspective is needed in the study of Muslims in Indian cities 
for two reasons. First, India has been embedded in transregional and transnational 
migration for a long time (Jain 1993; Jain 2007; Kapur 2010; Oonk 2007; Oonk 

4  For descriptions of the educational experiences of Muslims and Dalits, see the work of Jeffrey, Jeffery and Jeffery 
(e.g. Jeffrey, Jeffery, and Jeffery 2004a; 2004b).
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2013; Parekh, Singh and Vertovec 2003) and the profound impact of migration and 
migrant transnationalism on India’s economic development is unmistakable, 
evoking discussions and political dilemmas (Lessinger 1992; Walton-Roberts 
2004a; Walton-Roberts 2004b; Xavier 2011). Recognising this, Spodek (2013, 12) 
argued that urban history must attend fully to the global frameworks in which 
cities function. Second, the literature on ‘Muslim areas’ in Indian cities already 
suggests that residents are very interested in transnational migration (Thomas 
2015, 7) and that transnational migrants sometimes visit or contribute financially 
to the development of such neighbourhoods (Jasani 2008, 445, 449–450). To my 
knowledge, these observations have so far not led to studies that systematically 
analyse transnational migrants’ ideas and practices in connection with these 
neighbourhoods. In contrast, ethnographies of Indian Muslims living along the 
coasts of Kerala and Kutch have specifically highlighted the significance of 
cosmopolitanism, travel, and systems of social exchange in maritime trade and 
migration across the Indian Ocean (Osella and Osella 2007; Simpson and Kresse 
2007, 1–27; Simpson 2006a). 

The absence of systematic research on the transnational character of Muslim 
enclaves and ghettos in Indian cities is also problematic because of the hostile 
imaginaries about this subject that circulate in popular discourse. Simpson wrote: 
‘In India, Muslims are widely thought of as being disloyal to the country and as 
fostering political allegiances through religious networks with Pakistan and Saudi 
Arabia. They are said to be isolationist and conspiratorial while seeking political 
dominance through strategic terrorism and the creation of an electoral majority 
through high birth rates’ (Simpson 2006b, 335). During my research, I have often 
been confronted with people for whom this kind of othering of Muslims was taken 
for granted, people who have described the supposedly dangerous character of 
Muslims as fact, to such an extent that townspeople of Anand called me brave for 
simply entering the ‘Muslim area’ of their town. In government rhetoric of the 
‘Indian diaspora’ (Bal and Sinha-Kerkhoff 2005), Indian Muslims living abroad are 
more likely to be portrayed as foreign forces than as overseas Indians. 

The least social scientists can do is to cast light on the fact that these assumptions 
are based on political ideologies rather than empirical data, and to nuance the 
discussion through research. When a professor at Sardar Patel University said my 
research among Muslims in Anand was a good idea because it would uncover that 
that ‘they get loads of money from Pakistan’ and that ‘they are preparing for 
Pakistan’, I could not argue with that, not at the beginning of my fieldwork period, 
but I can now, on the basis of my research findings. My research shows that links to 
Pakistan are almost impossible to maintain in the neighbourhood under study, 
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precisely because the relation with Pakistan is so politically contentious. Moreover, 
it is not in Pakistan but in Anand in central Gujarat, India, that local Muslims and 
their relatives abroad find a sense of home and belonging. 

What is absent in the literature on Muslim areas in Indian cities is a 
methodological effort to follow the migrants to their countries of residence and 
then back to their home regions to see how they see themselves and their 
transnational engagements. To do so requires engagement with the large body of 
scholarship on migration and development, which provides several insights on 
which I have drawn. This work has pointed to the increasing importance of 
household remittances, diaspora philanthropy, and transnational investments in 
migrant-sending regions, in India as elsewhere in Asia, Africa and Latin America. 
Anthropologists have contributed to the discussion by analysing flows and 
resource transfers in relation to social and political processes (Taylor, Singh, and 
Booth 2007; Upadhya and Rutten 2012).

In this thesis, I have explored how identity is negotiated and reformulated by 
migrants in the UK, during the active and dynamic process of ‘group-making’ 
(Brubaker 2002). Vohras in the UK have (re)invented themselves as a group in two 
ways: as a ‘community’ and as a family. The attempts to unite themselves as a 
community association have resulted in the establishment of a formal association 
with a board, a bank account and a list of members, but these efforts to ‘get the 
community together’ have only been successful at specific moments, particularly 
during the period of 2002, when the community in Gujarat was under attack and 
there was a sense of urgency. The attempts to maintain or reinvent Vohras as a 
‘family’ have been more effective, and this has occurred through the active 
maintenance of close family ties across national borders, through community 
endogamy and ensuing family obligations. The Vohra parents I spoke to prefer to 
marry their children within a specific group of Vohra families and, through these 
marriage practices, produce a kind of ‘diaspora’ - not a national diaspora but a 
regionally specific diaspora built on the emotional and social work of reproducing 
a kinship-based social network. 

Through the preference for endogamous marriage practices, a transnational 
Vohra family network is produced as a group of spatially dispersed interconnected 
families, all derived from one small area in Gujarat: Charotar. Marriage within the 
community entails the intertwining of (chain) migration and kin alliances in 
which care, support in the migration process and (inter)dependency are key to the 
reproduction of the family. Through this process, migrants reproduce a 
transnational social field that takes shape within their households in the UK, with 
reference to relatives in India and with a flow of incoming visitors who temporarily 
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or permanently take part in the migrant household. These findings are important 
to understanding how migrants reformulate identity and reshape social networks, 
and partly explain why they maintain a sense of belonging to the home region. 
While marriage practices are changing under conditions of migration, they also 
produce a transnational social field (Charsley and Shaw 2006).

Next, I have followed the migrants back to the home region to see how they 
engage with local residents and with socio-spatial and political developments in 
central Gujarat, showing that local actors actively participate in transnational 
networks and often are indispensable brokers to make the homeland relations of 
migrants possible. I have highlighted in particular that transnational social 
processes are not only affecting but are also strongly affected by socio-spatial 
transformations, community dynamics and politics in migrant-sending regions. 

What emerges in this case study is a transnational Vohra family network that 
spans households, connecting specific households in central Gujarat to specific 
households in London or Leicester. The pathways between these specific places 
along which people travel are produced by durable social ties and by a skilful 
management of social relations. It is through close affinitive ties that practical 
engagements with the ‘homeland’ take shape: a British maulana distributing zakat 
in central Gujarat relies on the regional networks of a cousin in Anand, an 
American philanthropist starting a health clinic in his hometown relies on the 
friends he went to school with, and an elderly couple investing in real estate in the 
home region buy their house in the town where their family is now, not in the 
ancestral home village. 

If these developments are shaped ‘from the bottom up’ by migrants, they are 
also constrained ‘from above’ by government policies and localised power 
dynamics. When migrants act as ‘agents of development’ and use their wealth to 
engage with social-economic transformations in Gujarat, they feel their 
contributions are perceived ‘differently’, as potentially dangerous, because they 
are Muslim. They counter the fear of the Muslim other and prevent ‘intrusions’ 
with an inclusive definition of community, by actively maintaining contacts with 
Hindu friends and acquaintances, and/or by operating somewhat ‘under the radar’, 
not flaunting their contributions as much as migrants of more socially and 
politically dominant groups have done in their home region (Dekkers and Rutten 
2011; Taylor, Singh, and Booth 2007; Taylor 2013).

In response to the political and spatial transformations in Gujarat, migrants are 
making their home in a previously insignificant town, as a base from which to 
undertake activities in other places in the region and elsewhere in India. This town 
is not historically fixed in time, not is it an ancestral home town. Anand has only 
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recently become a centre of the Vohra community, in response to a violent event 
that led to large-scale displacement. For Vohras in the UK, their sense of belonging 
is, in a sense, being carved onto the town, and this is an active and reflective 
process. Their place-making practices are not limited to the town per se, but the 
town has become an important node in their transnational family network and a 
place where they feel comfortable among a dense network of acquaintances living 
within a short (walking) distance of each other. This development is a response to 
the fact that Anand has become a central town for their relatives and acquaintances 
in Gujarat: as a result, the town has become a crucial node in the Vohras’ 
transnational family networks. 

Through their investments, business endeavours and charitable projects in the 
town, migrants have also contributed to the spatial transformations of the town 
itself. While these spatial interventions constitute neither a ‘political movement’ 
nor a collective strategy to ‘break hegemonic power structures and inequalities’ (as 
described by Singh 2013), the material and emotional investments in Anand town 
do have a very subtle political meaning: they provide local Muslims with resources 
and moral support to assert their presence in the area, claiming space in the town, 
thereby contributing to a sense of self-worth. 

Transnational place-making

There has been increasing interest in the study of place and place-making in the 
context of migration and migrant transnationalism, and it is to this discussion on 
the ‘placial turn’ in studies of transnational migration that I have contributed in 
this thesis. Gielis (2009, 278-280, building on Appadurai 2002, 35, and Massey 
1994, 156) has argued that scholars of transnationalism need to ‘break open’ the 
places in which migrants are involved: ‘only with an open, global and progressive 
idea of these migrant places are we able to observe the various crosscutting social 
networks in which transmigrants are involved in these places’ (Gielis 2009, 278). 
This is precisely what I have attempted to do in this thesis, to have ‘opened’ the 
enclave, studying it both in its regional and transnational contexts, thus 
contributing to a cross-fertilisation of the localised literature on Muslims in Indian 
cities and the transnational literature on transnational migration and development. 

The question all of this raises is whether the rural and transnational 
connectedness of Anand town is unique, and, if it is not, what that means for 
studies of other Indian cities. The ‘Muslim areas’ within other cities may also not 
be as isolated as they are thought to be: they may also be centres of regional 
communities and/or anchors of transnational networking, and their 
interconnectedness may contribute to shaping spatial transformations and the 



239CONCLUSION | A ‘MUSLIM AREA’ IN A GLOBAL TOWN |

PA
R
T 

3

social life and economic strategies of the residents. I therefore end with an 
invitation to other scholars in this field to explore how neighbourhoods and their 
wider surroundings and networks are important in the lives of urban residents. 
This needs a methodological shift in the scale of attention of the research, from the 
neighbourhood-in-a-city to the neighbourhood-in-a-region and the neighbourhood-
in-a-transnational-network while still holding on to a research methodology 
grounded in a micro-locality of everyday life. Although ethnographic research 
with multiple scales is methodologically challenging, and might not always be 
feasible for short-term research projects, this thesis has illustrated how it can be 
done, through localised field research that implicates the neighbourhood and the 
pathways that connect the neighbourhood to what lies beyond.




