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Ursula Rao’s book is an important addition to

some anthropologists (Rao included) are ready to

an increasing body of anthropological studies of

admit. It was, after all, James Carey, the famous

journalism and news media. As a discipline, an‐

media and communication scientist who, influ‐

thropology has been a latecomer to the study of

enced by the interpretive anthropology of Clifford

media and news. However, during the last two

Geertz, proclaimed in 1989 that “news is a form of

decades, more and more anthropologists have

culture.” He advocated a ritual view of communi‐

turned their attention to this field of inquiry, ex‐

cation which, in his opinion, would reconceptual‐

amining news as a cultural phenomenon and thus

ize the study of news and newspapers. For Carey,

attempting to depart from the previous approach‐

“News writing, and reading, is a ritual act and

es of sociology, journalism studies, or communica‐

moreover a dramatic one. What is arrayed before

tion studies. Using ethnography as a methodologi‐

the reader is not pure information but a portrayal

cal tool, many media anthropologists aim to liber‐

of the contending forces in the world.”[1]

ate news research from its newsroom and audi‐
ence bias, identifying and documenting multiple
sites of news production, circulation, and con‐
sumption and often rejecting textual approaches
for their failure to acknowledge that communica‐
tion is far from being a linear process of transmis‐
sion.

It is these “contending forces” which shape
the making of political news in contemporary In‐
dia that Rao examines in her book. Her observa‐
tions are based on fieldwork conducted between
1999 and 2002 in the northern part of India, with
a main focus on the city of Lucknow, capital of the
country’s most populous state of Uttar Pradesh.

To be fair, the origins of these attempts to

Through an in-depth examination of journalistic

conceptualize news and journalism as culture and

practices at two Hindi and two English-language

to challenge the transmission view of communica‐

newspapers, occasionally complemented with in‐

tion are more complex and interdisciplinary than

sights from other news outlets, Rao discusses the
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changing contours of political news reporting in

pendence and “flat hierarchies” appear to be the

the aftermath of India’s move towards economic

norm, the working culture of the Hindi newspa‐

liberalization in the early 1990s. Like other au‐

pers emphasizes hierarchy, seniority, and guid‐

thors dealing with this topic (see, for example, Se‐

ance. Furthermore, news coverage in Hindi news‐

vanti Ninan’s Headlines from the Heartland),

papers tends to focus on local experiences and re‐

Rao’s analysis draws on Robin Jeffrey’s pioneering

flects a multiplicity of voices, as opposed to the

work on the Indian-language press. According to

elitist outlook of English-language coverage. Yet,

Jeffrey, the Indian newspaper industry underwent

Rao argues, in recent years the boundaries be‐

“revolutionary” changes since the late 1970s due

tween the vernacular and the English press have

to increasing literacy, improved technologies of

become increasingly blurred as market liberaliza‐

printing and communication, and gradual com‐

tion, especially in the form of infotainment, has

mercialization through advertising, which en‐

forced English-language newspapers to reconsid‐

larged participation in the public sphere.[2]

er their conceptualization of news as a form of ra‐
tional discourse.

Building on this line of argumentation, News
as Culture identifies commercialization and re‐

Chapter 3 continues with a discussion of how

gionalization as the prevailing trends of the con‐

various social actors are empowered through lo‐

temporary newspaper industry in India and docu‐

cal news-making. Based on the examination of

ments these developments in three informative

three case studies, Rao argues that not only aspir‐

chapters which discuss local news-making, politi‐

ing local leaders, but also resource-poor citizens

cal reporting, and infotainment. Faithful to her

such as members of low caste groups use local

pledge to analyze news “as a cultural practice” (p.

news in order to promote their own interests and

10), Rao does a wonderful job of following her

agendas. These findings support her argument

journalist protagonists into the field. She succeeds

that cultivating relations is an essential aspect of

in producing an account which demonstrates

news-making, a point that is reiterated through‐

what she calls the “trans-institutional” character

out the book and that becomes the basis for her

of journalism, as an enterprise which cannot be

conceptualization of the public as a network. One

divorced from political institutions and practices.

of the main merits of Rao’s analysis is that it com‐
plicates the relationship between producers and

The analysis begins with an outline of the

consumers of news, demonstrating how the two

changing relationship between the English and

categories overlap: news, in her account, appears

the vernacular press that draws attention to the

less as the product of exclusive journalistic efforts

impressive growth of the latter since 1979, when

and more as a co-production of various social ac‐

its circulation figures first overtook those of the

tors. Journalists, local leaders, and resource-poor

English newspapers. While highlighting the dis‐

citizens are all empowered through these process‐

tinct roles of the vernacular and English-language

es of news-making.

press in promoting regionalization and commer‐
cialization, respectively, Rao nevertheless insists

The importance of networks for news-making

that such a clear-cut differentiation “understates

is further developed in chapter 4, in which Rao

the complexity of media practices” (p. 7). In chap‐

turns her attention to state reporters and their

ter 2, however, the contrasts between the two sec‐

coverage of political leaders and institutions.

tions of the Indian press resurface, as Rao de‐

News emerges as a commodity that journalists

scribes the organizational structures and work

and their elite informants exchange. According to

routines at the four news outlets examined. Un‐

Rao, journalists invest more time in cultivating re‐

like English-language newspapers, where inde‐

lations with top politicians than in collecting actu‐
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al information and they create the illusion of pro‐

mechanisms of news production in contemporary

fessional independence through carefully enacted

India. Extensive engagement with secondary liter‐

“performances of distance.” In this way journal‐

ature in English and German renders the book

ists reconcile a professional code which insists on

particularly useful to students and specialists of

objectivity and impartiality with a cultural code

the media from various disciplinary backgrounds.

that places leaders at the center of Indian politics

The book might also appeal to readers with a gen‐

and political news reporting.

eral interest in Indian politics and the media.

But, as chapter 5 demonstrates, economic lib‐
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don: Routledge, 2009 [1989]), 16.

mative and entertaining. Increased independence
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made politicians more vulnerable to media criti‐
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vate money has also promoted a type of news re‐
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nomic neoliberalism. Rao’s description of the
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tion again! It has entered every department of

niscent of early twentieth-century lamentations

life. Journalism in India could no more resist the

about the “evil” effects of commercialization on

invasion than journalism in England or elsewhere

Indian journalism.[3] In this respect, many of the

in the British Empire, for it had to be recognized

developments she describes, such as commercial‐

that the modern newspaper depended for its fi‐

ization, the so-called tabloidization of the press,

nancial success primarily upon its receipts from

and the coexistence of various visions of journal‐

advertisements; and blatant puffing, however

ism would have certainly benefited from more

crude in expression, is dearer to the advertiser’s

historical insight. This would have also shown

heart than grace of style.”

that relations and contestations have always been
at the heart of news-making and journalism in In‐
dia. During the colonial period as well, newspa‐
pers in India fulfilled a wider range of functions
than usually acknowledged, a situation which de‐
fied neat correspondences between the language
of publication of a newspaper and a particular vi‐
sion of journalism.
The book is written in an accessible style
marred only by occasional typographical mis‐
takes. The author skilfully navigated a particular‐
ly challenging ethnographic field and has pro‐
duced a work demonstrating thorough, firsthand
knowledge of the complex and often hidden
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