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When Georgetown University in Qatar (GU-Q) Professor Uday Chandra graduated from Grinnell
CollegeinIowa, USA, withaB.A.ineconomics, he neverimagined thathispathtobecominga
professorwould lead deepinto the forests of Jharkhand, India, tolive among tribal communities.
Thisunexpected journey culminated in his first book, Resistance as Negotiation: Making States and
Tribesin the Margins of Modern India, awork that challenges traditional notions of resistance and

state power.

“Iknew thateconomics wasa valuable major,” hereflects, “but myinterestlayin understanding
politics and society using a wider range of techniques.” This realization propelled him towards a

Ph.D.inpolitical science at Yale University, where his curiosity about the dynamics of power and
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resistance beganto take shape.

Professor Chandra’s dissertation, which won the prestigious Sardar Patel Award, focused on
tracing how the notion of “tribe” has co-evolved with modern state-making processes in South
Asiaand beyond. “My specialization emerged fairly organically,” hesays. ‘Iwent torural eastern
Indiato study youthinthe growing Maoistmovementata time when the Indian prime minister
hadlabeled the Maoists the greatestinternal security threatsince independence.Iwanted to
understand why youth from marginalized rural communities took up arms against the
government. Thisproblem-drivenresearchled him to delveinto the history of forest
communities and theirinteractions with colonial and postcolonial states over the pasttwo

centuries.

Living among the Adivasior tribal communities for thirty-six months, Professor Chandra
immersed himselfin theirlives, listening to their songs, stories, and histories. He gained a
profound understanding ofhow they negotiate their rights and entitlements with the state,
leading him to developwhathe callsa “politics of listening,” aresearch approach thatprioritizes

the voices and experiences of ordinary people.Indoingso, heillustrates how writing your history

involves using marginalized voices, shifting perspectives, making one’s mark, and negotiating for

change.
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Four Lessons from the Adivasis on Writing Your History

1.UseYour Voice

Marginalized voices play a crucialrole in shaping history. Tribal communities have shown thatby
speakingup and beingheard, they can assert theiridentities and rights evenin the face of

powerful state structures. Every voice mattersin the narrative of our shared history.
2.Shiftthe Perspective

Break away from binary distinctions between insiders and outsiders. The fluid dynamics
between these groupsreveal howidentities are continuously constructed and reconstructed

throughinteraction. Your perspective canreshape thestory.
3.Make Your Mark

So-called “tribal” societies in India are asmodern as any other, with their unique cultures,
morals, and ideologies. Including these diverse perspectives enriches our understanding of

modernityitself.
4.Negotiate for Change

Resistance should not be seen merely as opposition to state power but as a form of negotiation.
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Professor Chandra’s book, Resistance as Negotiation, redefines resistance as negotiation with power
rather than mere opposition. “Instead of abinary view, I suggest we seeresistance as struggles
where the powerless negotiate with the powerful, extracting concessions,  he explains. His fifteen
yearsofresearchrevealshowmodern Indian states and their tribal subjects have continuously

shaped each other through these negotiations over the past two centuries.

One of the most intriguing aspects of Professor Chandra’s workis his exploration of “tribalism”
andits contemporaryrelevance. Around 2016, henoticed the termstribes and tribalism used to
describe the polarized support for various populistleaders. “As a scholar from the Global South, it
wasstriking because these termshad long been associated with colonialism,” he notes. Professor
Chandra’sbook examines how the notion of tribalism, once primarily used to describe Indigenous
communities as primitive, hasresurfaced in Western political discourse. “That tribalism would
makeitswaybacktothe heartofdebates over the future of Western democraciesis astoundingto

me,” hesays.

Sincejoining GU-Qin 2015, Professor Chandra hasbenefited from a supportive academic
environmentthathasbeeninstrumentalin shaping hiswork. Aworkshop hosted at GU-Qin 2016

marked a crucial turning pointin hisresearch, bringing together scholars from around the world



to critique andrefine his manuscript. “Iamindebted to them and the Center for International and

Regional Studies for making this possible, he says.

Professor Chandra's journey from an economics student to a government professor exemplifies
the transformative power of the politics oflistening, offering new ways to understand the world.
Ashe continuestopush theboundaries of political anthropology, his contributions promise to
inspire scholars and practitioners alike with nuanced and profoundly human insightsinto the

complexities of state-making and resistance.



