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Abstract

The thesis undertakes an ethnographic study exploration of democracy, focusing on the
Jaisalmer district in the Thar desert. It’s an exposition of how to study the state
anthropologically without sidelining classical concepts of anthropology. The study inquires
three concepts that are integral to the state in different ways: sovereignty, kingship, and
democracy. Kingship is a central idiom of political judgement. It’s also a normative yardstick
against which people perceive the modern state. The ethnography challenges many of the
myths of Western political and social theory- the opposition of sacred and secular, the
opposition of kingship and democracy, the divine and political sovereignty. It also challenges
the heuristic utility of the idea of ‘sovereignty’. The thesis argues that in the former princely
state of Jaisalmer, the transition to democracy is less than complete. This, however, does not
mean that the transition is ‘imperfect’; instead it generates the particular texture and grain of
democracy in many post-colonial states. Democracy itself is provincialized; there is no one-
size-fits-all. Instead, there are many vernacular forms. The use of ‘swarm’, ‘heat’, ‘animals’,
and ‘gift’ as conceptual lenses to study the state-people relationship is a significant contribution
of this work. The anthropological concept ‘The Gift’ was used to mark the different kinds of
relationships and transactions that occur between the state and the people. The thesis also
highlights the contestation surrounding conservation efforts in the desert ecosystem, revealing
tensions between the idea of a pristine reserve and the area's ancient human habitation. The
thesis shows how local care for nature and global conservatism differ. The loss of access to
land, misplaced care of animals by the government and abandonment of humans are construed

as peculiar characteristics of a modern state.
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