Use of Qualitative Research Methods in Natural
Resources Management Studies: Some Anthropological
Experiences from the Study of Two Indigenous
Irrigation Systems from Western Terai
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1.0 Prelude:

The objective of this paper is to share with the academic and professional
community in general on the use of qualitative research methods for conducting
the empirical study in the domain of natural resources management, particularly
in the sector of indigenously-managed irrigation systems. These were used to
generate the data on the role of embeddedness and structural and cognitive
social capital and their bearing on the sustainable irrigation management in the
rural communities dependent on the agrarian EComomy.

2.0 Introducing the Rescarch Communitics

The author of this paper studied Sorah-Chhattis Mauja indigenous immigation
systems in 2003 in Rupandehi district of western Terai. Following Gilmour and
Fisher (1992), Fisher (1992) and Chhetri (1993/94) about their studies on common
property resources in Nepal, he labeled both systems as the indigenous ones
because they were originally developed by the “local initiatives™ of
autochthonous Tharus, Even though the present organizations have to comply
with the irrigation policies/rules of the government and are occasionally
Supported by the government for their permanent structural development and
maintenance after a long period of their initial construction by the farmers
themselves under the traditional leadership of local landlords/officials of
fevenue collection and administration, they cannot be theorctically called
“sponsored irrigation groups”. Conversely, he would call those i gation groups
a5 “sponsored groups” which have only come into being with the support of
external agencies/people. Hence, “indigenous” in this study means “local
Initiative™ and he would label both irrigation organizations as “indigenous
groups”.

Ithas been revealed that the Chhattis Mauja irrigation system has been studied
by a couple of non-anthropologists associated with International Irrigation
Mﬂﬂﬂgmnent Institute (1IMI1) in the late 1980s and a couple of engineers
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associated with the Department of Irrigation in the 19%0s with focus on the
cnginecring, organizational and institutional as well as agricultural aspects,
The organizational and institutional aspects of the irrigation management have
not been examined by the earlier studies as the cultural aspects of common
property Tesource management with the adoption of the common property
theoretical perspective. The Sorah Mauja irrigation system has, in fact, not
been studied by any social scientist. However, one Canadian engineer has
written his master's thesis in engineering with specific focus on engineering
design of the canal system and its contribution to enhance the agricultural
productivity. The organizational/institutional dimension has barely been
touched. Despite the fact that these systems have been studied, to some extent
in the past, these are non-anthropological studies and this reason helps explam
the rationale of the selection of these two indigenous irrigation systems for the
academic study.

As indicated in the research problem, a substantial portion of the country’s
irrigated area is under farmer-managed irrigation systems (FMISs) scattered
across the country. FMISs account for over 70 percent of irrigation development
in the country. Generally, this national level scenario of irmgation holds true in
the case of Rupandehi disirict also, Tt has heen revealed that of the 50,690
hectares of the irrigable land of this district, 40,693 hectares has been under
any form of 1rigation. It has been revealed by the key informants that more
than two thirds of the irrigated land has been under the FMISs in this district.

Given this context, the command areas of Sorah and Chharis Mawfa mdigenous
irrigation systems located in the plams of Rupandehi district have been selected
as the rescarch sites for this ethnographic research. During the period of the
study in 2003 A.D, the Sorah and Chhattis Muwja irrigation systems had the
command areas of about 1,500 and 3,500 hectares of land, respectively. These
were originally constructed by the Terai autochthonous Tharu people. Initially,
the Serah Mauja irrigation system served a total of 16 Mawjas and Chharris
Mauja irrigation system served a total 36 Mawjas . But the command areas of
both the irrigation systems later expanded— a function of the population growth
triggered by the Hill to Terai migration particularly after 1960.

During the period of fieldwork, the Sorah Mawja irrigation system had a total of
30) Mawjay under its command arca. It was also reported by the key informants
that a couple of years back, it had a total of 33 Mawjas. Similarly, Chharis
Mauja had a total of 56 Maujas under its command arca during the period of the
feldwork. Like in Sorah Mauja, it had a total of 62 Maujas a few years back.
The rationale of the increase and decrease of the number of command Maujas
has been unalyzed in relevant chapters. But it is suffice to say here that the
right to use the water for irrigation as a commeon property by the water users of
a particular Mauja is entirely dependent on whether or not they have contributed
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labor and financial resources to the repair and maintenance as well as operation
of the irTigation systems every year.

Despite the fact that both systems were originally developed in two different
locations by the autochthonous Tharu people acquiring the water from the
same source (that is, Tianu river), they had been sharing water from a single
mega-canal since 1964. Since then, the mega-canal had been jointly managed
up to the point of bifurcation from where water had been divided between the
two systems proportionate to the size of their respective command areas. During
the proposal stage, [ had aimed at studying only the Chhartis Mauja irigation
system only because it was not known to me that they shared the water from
the same canal (because no visit was made to the systems during the proposal
stage). But during the fieldwork period, it came to be known that the study
would be incomplete without the focus on both systems because of the share
of water for irrigation. Hence, a decision was made to focus on both systems.
The rationale behind this decision was that the joint management of the mega-
canal up to the location of bifurcation point would be sufficiently understood
and the research would also gain its completeness.

The command areas had a mosaic of cultural and caste/ethnic diversity,
particularly since 1960s, when the influx of hill migrants got its momentum.
Despite the heterogeneity in the social structure of the beneficiary farmers of
the command areas, both irrigation systems had been effectively functioning
for a relatively long period of history and had become the often-cited references
of the participatory and sustainable irrigation systems in Nepal. Hence, the
author selected these two systems to document the indigenous systems,
knowledge, skills and practices with a view to generating the social learnings
which were worth sharing for the wider academic discourse on developmentalism
(1.2, external intervention vs. indigenous model or the blending of the both?)

for the sustainability of irrigation systems operational in other parts of the
country and world,

[n addition to the above, the sampling of these two irrigation systems not only
provided “what works type of uni-dimensional research perspective” about
FMISs in Nepal but also “what do not work” aspects, These sarmples, on the
one hand, provided the analyses on the “embeddedness™ of the water users,
Qrganizaliuna] and institutional aspects, and social subjectivities with their
implications on the sustained irmigation management (the “what works tvpe of
uni-directional model™) and on the other, they also provided brief :maiv;as on
the problems of social and gender equity in the overall organizatia;'.a] and

mstitutional processes and participatory monitoring and evaluation (“what do
nol work™),
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3.0 Units of Analysis

The overarchingfrentral units of analysis were the waler users’ organizations
and institutions of both imgation systems. The secondary units were waler
users' households and communities given the fact that they occupied an
important place in the ethnographic or anthropological research on the
management of natural resources.

4.0 Design, Size and Selection of Sample

Given the complexity of both irrigation systems, the sample for this ethnographic
rescarch was selected at three levels as presented below,

(i}  Sample at the Level of Location of the Command Area

Since the command areas of the Sorah Maujo and Chhattis Mmlu'u
frmigation systems were 30 Mawjas and 56 Maujas, re.spectivcly, during
the period of the fieldwork, it was well-neigh impossible to study all of
them. Therefore, first of all, the whole command area of both systems was
divided into head, middle and tail locations in consultation with key
informants. Then, one Mauja was randomly selected from each location
of the Sorah Mauja irrigation system, which was a total of three Maujas
(10% of the total 30 Mawjus). Analogously, two Maujas were sel:ut_ed
from each location of Cheattis Maujas, which was a total of six Maujas
(10.7% of the 36 wotal Maujas).

(ii) Water User Household Census in Sample Locations

Since the study needed the household level socio-economic quantitative
information, a water user household level census was conducted in the
nine sample Magas from both systems. A total of 461 and 567 hﬂusehums
from the three and six sample locations of the Sorah and Chhattis Mawja
irrigation systems had been covered respectively in household census.
Omne principal reason of taking census of water user households was that
no data on in-migration were available at the offices of both systems and
the local government offices and it followed as a corollary L!mt census
would be the only tool yielding data on the growth trend of the in-migrant

waler user households.

(iii} Selection of Key Informants
Informants selected for garnering in the qualitative information comprised
all 11 members of the joint management committee (for the mega-system),
all 11 members of the Serah and 15 members of the Chhartis indepen r:}r.-nl
executive committees (at the macro-level) and regional representative/
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chairman of the sample pocket locations of both systems (ie. 3 from
Sorah out of 6 and 3 from Chhartis out of 9 at the meso-level) and the
chairmzn or Gaun Mukihiva (village chief) of each village-level irrigation
commiltee from the nine sample locations ol both systems (i.e, 3 in Sorah
out of 30 and 6 in Chhattis out of 56). Hence, the total number of these
informants comes to be 52. They furnished data on the processual aspects
and overall management of both irrigation systems and their functioning.
Besides these functionaries and members of the nested enterprises
selected for the interview, the researcher, after buildin g the initial rapport
with the study community, purposively sclected 10 other informants for
the interview to generate data and information on the social structure
(such as kinship, caste, ethnic and class relationships) of water users and
I3 participants for the well-ranking in each Mawja of both irrigation
systems and the total of which was 90 informants for the social structure
and 135 participants for well-being ranking. The criteria used for the
selection of key informants comprised the possession of the specialized
knowledge on research varigbles/issues and their willingness and co-
operativeness. Utmost effort was also made to sclect the trustwaorthy,
observant, reflective and articulate informants purposively from the
different cross-sections of water user communities of both migation
syslems to ensure their representativencss in the sample.

3.0 Data Sources: Tools and Techniques Used for Data Collection

Like in other anthropological researches, the author used two types of data,
namely, primary and secondary, However, it was principally based on the primary
data. The secondary data had been garnered in from the office records of the
executive committees of both irrigation sysfms, district level irrigation and
agnicultural development offices (of the research area), District Development
Committee office and published and unpublished studies/ reports. The primary
data had been garnered in by the use of ethnographic method, a traditional
anthropological method, census survey, and a multitude of Participatory Rural
Appraisal (PRA) tools/techniques ( though initizlly used in the community
Studies designed for the developmental works) which have also been
increasingly used by the academic researchers, All this is demonstrative of the

fact that, following Chhetri ( 1990), he used the eclectic approach to garner in
the needed information and data.

The growing emphasis has been on the combination of the qualitative and
quantitative tools and techniques in the cultural anthropological studies.
Showing the academic significance of the blending of these two approaches in
&nthropological researches by referring to a number of anthropologists, Chhetri
(1990, p. 47) asserts that:
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... lam... convinced that a qualitative and quamhfa:tivr mix in m:lhpdclog}' can
always give a better picture of what we examine. That Iant_hrupﬂlagma] research
should invalve a blending of quantitative and qualitative methods Iﬂ:‘rr data
collection and analysis has been receiving increased acknowledgement in recent

YEArs. .,

Such blending of the methods is discernible in the earlier &nduop‘g]ogical_smdtes
of the Ncp;lese communities conduced by both Nepali and forcign
anthropologists. Notable examples among them are Dahal | 1983}, MucFar?anr.:
{1976} and Fricke (1986). However, this is .nm the E}'.hi.lu:\'.l!'-'t list of .1h:,
-.inthropn]ngisus who integrated both quantitative and qualitative m';_'thcﬁ_dh. A
brief discussion and analysis of the tools/techniques used for garnering n the
data and information are terscly presented below.

5.1 Ethnographic Method

Substantiyl amount of the necessary data used in this a{lﬂdE]‘ﬂiC‘ research hi:il'.i
been collected by conducting the cthnographic 1'u:lu:i'-1'.f4:tr.‘t$T which ]%sted tor
ahout six months (at different seasons of the year) bu]_:_-.mnmg from February,
2003 to January, 2004 to comprehend a complete agr:m{hural cycle o1f ':valur
users. Ethnographic method in this research in vc:lvec} thla direct and pml-t:upant
observation and key informant interview as the principal data-gathering tools,

Use of cthnographic method had been a long tradition in the regime of s tructural-
functional anthropology. Elaborating the conceptual ESPECEP and {be
development of the ethnographie fieldwork, Pelto and Pelto (1997, p.243) write

that:

Fieldwork involves living in close contact with a .mman:h
population in order to observe their daily routimes, ritual and
social acts, economic activities, and other aspects of cu]lurlal
behavior. It has assumed the methodological pmminer_:uc mttl
the rise of interest in an ahistorical, “structural-functionahst
study of human social and cultural systems.

Discussing the approaches to the ethnographic T_‘tseﬂrch, F.Il_mT (1993} also
argues that ethnographic fieldwork not only ]31‘0‘;’1!’.11’.:5 the empirical data hasat
of the discipline, but also of the strongly held feeling [a‘]thuulgh not always
fully articulated) that the act of having done the fieldwork 1s a sine qua non for
admission to full professional standing and to the recognition by one's own
peers of the validity of a claim to be anthropologist.

Key informant interview, an important tool within the ethnographic method,
was also used to gamner in the necessary data for this academic research.
Bemnard writes thal,” key informant interviewing 15 an integral part of the
ethnographic research. Good informants are people...who understand the
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mformation you need, and who are glad to give it you or get it for you,.."”
(Bernard, 1994, p. 166).

Through the use of key informant interview under the ethnographic method,
author generated a vast amount of the qualitative data on social structure
(such as kinship tics by caste and ethnic groups, existing caste, ethnic and
class relationships, forms and functions of gifts, holistic approach of the stugly
of economic behavior, implications of the kinship, caste, ethnic and class
relationships on the sustained irrigation management with the focus on the
notion of embeddedness), institutional arrangements for irrigation management
as culture (such as backeround of the institutional armangements, organizational
structure of waler users, organizational cultural activities vis-#-vis decision-
making and planning culture, resource mobilization and management culture,
water allocation and distribution, communication and co-ordination culture,
conflict management culture, culture of maintaining the lransparency and
accountability, culture of maintaining the social equity) and social subjectivities
or cognitive forms of social capital or solter aspects of software (such as social
norms, values and beliefs, social solidarity, ideas, ideals, trust, aspiration and
social enargy, leadership, friendship, etc and theirrole in sustainin o the irrigation
system). In 50 doing, an claborate checklist was used, Data collected by the
use of key informant interviews were mainly presented analytically.

In addition to key informant interviews, informal discussions with the common
water users also helped to understand their views shout various aspects related
to community-managed irrigation systems in their arcas. Such discussions
were held while walking in the sample Mawjas, eating food and drink ing teaat
the local hotels/tea stalls, waiting for a bus/jeep, making the dircet observation
of the annual rehubilitation/maintenance activities, and sitting in the offices of
both irrigation systems. The views gencrated by such informal discussions
were presented in the form of quotations which reinforced the generalized
abstractions.

Field observation is the foundation of anthropological research. Discussing

gbout the importance of the participant observation under the ethnographic
method, Bernard ( |988, p. 145} writes:

... It (participant observation) involves establishing the rapport
with & new community; learning to act so that people go gbout
their business as usual when you show up; and removing yourself
everyday from cultural immersion so you can intellectualize what

you have learned, put it into perspective and write about it
convineingly...

He also shows that it is useful for gathering both qualitative and quantitative
data, reducing the problem of reactivity (from the research population),
formulating the sensible questions, generating the intuitive understanding of
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what is going on in a culture, and allowing the researcher to speak with
confidence about the meaning of the dats, In fact, the participant observation,
in this research, helped to gamner in a substantial amount of qualitative duta
and information on managing water for irmigation as a ‘commons’ (aspects of
information as identifiedabove) and a few guantitative data such as the number
of water user households in each Mauje of both the systems and the pattern of
resource mobilization (both financial and human) over the years,

The author of this paper observed, listencd to and conversed with informants

in as free and natural an atmosphere as possible. The assumption was that the

most important behavior of water users in groups was a dynamic process of
complex interactions for imigation management and consisted of more than 4
set of facts, statistics or even discrete incidents, The sirength of this kind of
method was in the observation of natural behavior of water users in real life
settings. He participated in the meetings of water users’ committee and seasonal,
periodic and annual rehabilitation/maintenance activities, Another assumplion
was that human behavior (i.e. water use behavior) was influenced by the setting
in which it oceurred. He made efforts to understand the setting and the nature
of social structure; its traditions, values and norms of behavior. It has been
important for him to obhserve and interpret the collected facts using etic approach
but emic perspective has also been laken into consideration (Bernard, 1988 and

Best and Kahn, 1992},

There have been the epinions that participant observation, as a form of social
interaction, always involves impression management. Impression management
in the ethnographic research is often an exhausting, nerve-wracking effort on
bath sides, cspecially in the early phases of the contact (Berreman, 1972). Until
the contact with the subjects is not established fully, the ethnographer oblains
only the official view or publicly approved view on the variables under the
study. And afler that, he starts having access to “back-region information™ or
“seerets” of the community.

This happened to me very much during the initial phase. The informants shared
only those facets of information that represented the official view of the
organizations, Information pertaining to the conflicts were not revealed. And
only after the good rapport was established, his associate and himself had to
be always interested, circumspect, uncritical and meticulous to maintain the
trust of water users, and win their confidence for the research endeavor. The
data collected by using the field observation (participant) observation on the
meetings of the water users' committees and seasonal, pertodic and annual
rehabilitation/maintenance activities had been presented analytically in the
sections of the organizational structure of the water users and operation and
maintenance cultural systems together with the data generated from key
informant interviews.
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Direct observation wus instrumental in gamering in the necessary information
and dats on the physical location of the study area, social infrastructures
mpf:-graph}n hydrological systems, natural re-s.uuru:e.'-‘., 5eu1|:men; pam:ms;t
a.gnr:ul_runi] practices, canal maintenanee practices, contrel structure am’vim:l:
vis-a-vis design, construction, water acquisition, operation, drainage, efc Thilf.
tool was enormously useful to cross-check/tr angulate the infnnmms: HT‘S;-Pr'rr.EL
Much of the data collected by using the direct observation merhur:i w:rt:,
presented analytically in sections of location of the irrigation systems, natural
resources, hydrological and structural aspuects of the canals, 5rnciu—ﬂ|;u:1un1jc
aspects and development initiatives and operation and m:zij.nfn:mrn: cultural
system and drainage.

Short relevant few case studies which are termed as the “soeig] microscopes”
had also been collected on social relationships and irrigation management and

had bﬂL‘.!‘I presented in the relevant sections of the chapters to back up the
generalized abstractions,

A household census was also conducted embedded with the ohjective of
collecting the quantitative information on demographic wmpusi;:::un of 1l
households, family structure, land tenurial Rtﬁ[:lﬁ. size of the o cmt'mn'“i
landholdings, and year of in-mi gration. These data were pamnered in b\.'Prc "lrm'lirllJ
local field enumerators {both males and females) who had the Jdugutimlj
back gruu.nd ranging from School Leaving Certificate (SLC) to Bachelor of Arts
(B.A), Prior t.u mobilizing them for garnerin g in the duta and information, a two-
day long orientation was given to them on the general mel:hﬂm'{:slof the
household census and fieldwork. Once the orientation was over, cach nf'timrjlb
was asked to rehearse a couple of interviews with the huuschul:i heads usin1
4 very brief questionnaire. The filled-in questionnaires were mcticu]uuslf:-l
'::hfacked Lo ensure the quality of the data and information sottght, Havin L{I:l[]i:;
this, ll‘hc enumerators were mobilized firstin the six sample Jucﬂ!iﬁln\a of L‘E.i'mm'
Mauja and then in the three sample locations of Sorah Mau_,r'a. The wu.-'hul\T
Process of conducting the houschold census data in the nine -Jur:urians -J:"
Sﬂrrah-{..‘hhmn'x Mauja irrigation systems took a total time of one month. Durine
this p::ﬁudlnf the administration of the questionnaires, the enumeram-rs wer:
Supervised in the field settings. All the filled-in questionnaires were th thi ;
checked for ensuring the consistencies. G

:}ll these_abovt tmis_-"techniques under the ethnographic method helped for
thlm‘]gﬁlutmg the data/information needed for the study. Besides tnangulating
. ; :
& :I ormation, the ?thnugmphlc method was also instrumental in tfinding out
ppropriate key informants, setting venues and dates for the interviews

and building the rapport in the community.
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5.2 Participatory Rural Appraisal Techniques

An array of Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) techniques was also used to
generate necessary data and information from the field. These included well-
being ranking, historical thme-line, focus group discussion and group interview.
Thus, | transcended boundary of my traditional anthropological tools and
techniques for data gathering. A briel discussion of these techniques has been

presented below.

Well-being Ranking

Since one of the objectives of the research aims at investigating the social
structure by analyzing the class relations of water users, well-being ranking, a
popularly practiced Participatory Rural Appraisal (PRA) tool, was used with
the assumption that community members had a good sense of who among
themn was more of less well-off. There were inequalities und dilTerences in wealth
in the community. These differences influenced or determined people’s
behaviors, coping strategies, and views. Well-being ranking allowed the
researcher to investigate the perceptions and inequalities in a community,
discover local indicators/criteria for wealth ranking and establish the relative
position of houssholds in & community (Thesis and Grady, 1991). Once the
relative position of water user households was determined, then qualitative
information on class relations was gathered by using the elaborate checklist.
The well-being runking data have been used only as a basis for the analysis of

class relations at water users’ group level.

Group Interview

Group interviews were primarily conducted to garner in the necessary general

information of water users at the community level. Thesc interviews generated

information on the patterns of in-migration in the command area and concomitant
changes in the social structure and irrigation systemic management,

occupational structure of water users (such as agriculture, service, agricultural
wages, businesses, ctc) and local development initiatives (such as educational
institutions, roles of the governmental and non-governmental institutions, farm
roads, and other social infrastructures of the study locale), etc. A checklist was
used for guiding the group interviews. These group interviews provided access
to a larger body of knowledge, and provided the immediate cross-check on
information as it was received from different people in the group (Thesis and

Grady, 1991).

Focus Group Interview
This technique was used to generate information on the specific issues on the
subjective factors (such as the role of leadership personality and ideas), culiure
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af mmntamm_g transparency and accountability and social equity in m; i

water and their bearing on the sustainabi] ity of irrigation systems Ei’“tl'magm%r
also made to arrive at a consensys on thesc specific issues.-!-n 50 d;.r-in Z‘T WHI‘HI
hungEﬂEﬂ_LLH group of people (six to twelve) who were kno w:!a: d gruf{e L: “'t]ﬂ e
ahnve-spemﬁcd topics were asked for their participation, The inte n-[ewn -'L
cun‘du:r.-th w’.[h persons who had been involved in Managing water rcsuu“ .-fS
fm‘ i gutmr_z in Lh-_a capacity of organizational leaders. A ch }:.I' /A8 ug for
by ecklist was used for

Historical Timeline

T_I-us participatary technique was used to generate dats on the temporal
dimension of [_k.:r .irrt'.guu'on system under study which included the EE;?:':I
dm:l::]u.}pn‘l_lr:nl of irrigation systems, people taking initiation for the development
of 'r.".ga“.ﬂn s}-'s.hzn-:s~ tole of particular ethnic group in their develo .
mb:lnmtlﬂ:: of internal labor and other resources for their developm iyl
different stages, organizational structures of water users and its ?"unii;:n Iﬂiﬁ
the_heg_mmug, mobilization of external resources for its dex's!upn‘cn: Tl' " ait"
major improvementsirehabilitation/expansion of the systems. ete .i'l. "IE 1“:“'-"_0
was used for drawing the historical timeline. ) P

6.0 Maintaining the Ethnographic Notes in the Field

Following B h I :

i 2 !:‘.'].'I]a!“d{l.}l‘!'ﬁl} and Fldr]?:css{l%ii-}, three Lypes of ethnographic field
note Ilj]rve mamtamed which comprised methodological notes deseriptive not
and analytic notes. Methodological n i 1 -

otes contained the sni li i
i o ppets ol information
e overall lieldwork in the selected s [
i renana all fielc selected sample locations
as of both irrigation s
e co d systems through the us
n : use of the
uhipltlifuy of dztfenf:m tools and techniques of data gathering. In addition to
» Mese notes also contained the info i |
¢ ; : rmation on the field probl
Irrltl'mrm | nfo ield problems,
mgl:sslm? fﬂz-ltmgs and Jl'tunu:hv:s. The principal objective of maintaiming these
wasws or ; ; reflection (vis-d-vis the appropriateness of the fieldwork
sumhs;anﬁa,i Eﬁssnilgigngethud_s}. The descriptive notes mainly contained the
mrormation obtained from the interviews wirh inf
iy oun . & mrerviews with informants

s D::*}';.:Tm_n :_n an claborate form. These notes contained the cunrimjn:m

Teco e Sltuztions, events and conversations participated by me

Followi
18 Burgess (1984), these substanti i

: , thes stantive descriptive nutes we ;
of the observartions and interviews . S
documents. In

. arceord
e nm{i]jm.mEd I:ty me upd of the contents of the
e h‘-lms ;_~,f 5 5 Were systematically Tecurded using the
e (o it contents of the checkhist
gy nt, Analytic notes were the preparations o
¥5es on the data that were garnered in the field
Fesearch, these notes contained the discussion and :1;I1

) and categories
f the preliminary
In this ethnographic
alysis looking at the
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relationships between and among a limited number of variables such as the
relationship between the lubor and cash contribution and creation of the property
rights on the irigation canal system, relationship between the structural social
capital and social subjectivities and suslainability of the irrigation systems,
etc.

7.0 Maintaining the Position of the Marginal Native in the
Research Communily

Right from the time of his graduate studies in early 1980s, the author was
always thinking how he could play the role of a * native” during the relatively
prolonged period of his academic research—a function of the perusal of
experiences of the most prominent structural-functional anthropologists of 20"
century. But his fieldwork gave him the impression that the full acceptance of
an anthropologist in the status of a “native” was not feasible in the research
community. He also discovered during the fieldwork process that Pelto and
Pelto (1997) and Berreman (1972) had also the similar experiences. Though he
had the good friendship with most of the key informants and had the unfettered
access to most of the local social activities and immersion on them, (such as
annual repair and maintenance cultural practices, the meelings of water users’
committecs, general asscmblies of water users, household level social events
and other important community gatherings), he could not be fully assimilated
as the “real native” and hence, he had the status of a “marginal native” only
during the period of his academic research. [le had two reasons behind this as
follows: (i) the community always felt that he was therc for sometime to conduct
his fieldwork to earn his Ph. D in anthropology, and (ii) he also had to
intellectualize his field observations and impressions after the participation in
the local social scenes (otherwise he would lose his objectivity in the analysis

of his information).

In fact, as indicated above, the existing literature also supported his stance.
Pelto and Pelto (1997, p. 248) assert thal:

... We should understand clearly at the outset that the fieldworker
does not assume a role that is fully “native™ in all respects. Nor
do the” natives” come to think of anthropologist as a completely
assimilated member of the local social order. The fieldworker is
always a “margimal person”, an outsider who, ifhe is successiul,
is permitted relatively free access to the backstage ares of the
local social scene,
This is also corroborated by Berreman. He writes, ©... few ethnographers can

aspire to full acceptance into the informants’ team in view of the temporary
nature of their residence and their status as aliens...” (1972, p. xxxiv).

12 Nepalese Journal of Qualitative Ressarch Meihods L. P. Uprety

8.0 DataAnalysis and Interpretation

Drata analysis, being a continuous process of reviewing the information as it is
collected, classifving it, formulating additional questions, verifying information
and drawing conclusions, is crucially important in the research praccSﬁ {Thesis
and Grady, 1991). Discussing the principle of analysis, Kerlinger [ 1983) wri;f:s
that analysis means the calegorizing, ordering, manipulating, and summarizing
of data to obtain answers to research questions. The purpuse of analysis is 13
reduce data to small-scale business intelligible and interpretable forms so that
relations of the research problems can be studied.

Since the study is predominantly based on the qualitative data generaled
through the anthropological instruments, they have been analyzed by searching
for patlerns in data and for ideas that have helped to cxplah'\ the existence of
those patterns (Bernard, 1988). In so doing, the qualitative data on social
structure, social subjectivities and organizational and mstitutional arran gements
have been analyzed by first perusing all the original texts of the field descriptive/
substantive notes and then identifving and listing all conceprual catezories/
patterns in data. Then, second order categories of data/patterns of dsta were
prapa:re:j in an analogous fashion by verifying the context of original
descriptions. The relationship between the categories or patterns of data was
also worked out by coulescing or separating them us appropriate. Finally, third
order categories were made by developing generalizations. i

A few quantitative data on demographic composition of the houscholds family
sIrElcrurF'.s, land tenurial status, size of the operational landholdings, EI.:‘].EI. yeur
of m—lmagrdtinn generated from the field work by using the household census
lc.r:‘rulnqur had been manually summarized in the tabular forms using frequency
distributions, percentages and means. ‘

hﬂcr, the analysis of the data, interpretations of the findings had been made by
fnnk}ng at the relationships between and among the variables under
consideration. Apropos of this, Parel, et.al. ( 19749) write that interpretation uses
the re_sults of duta analysis for making inferences relevant to the res::a.rcl-a
qu:StIIDn& and drawing conclusions about these questions. It sceks a broader
nrlt:ﬂ‘nmg of the research relations obtained, as well as their implications, thus
linking them to other relevant available knowledge. 4

9.0 Ficld Research as a Personal Experience

Tﬁuu_gh t.]1r: author had gained the field experience for the last 20 years while
::Tkmg in the capacity of a development consultant, the ficld ex perience gained
ini;:Iga;h:.perjud Iui'his acnd&mi_c research was very unique, For him, gaining

eptance in the community of water users was always a matter of great
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concern. This was primarily so because of lwo reasons: (1) the study location i3
increasingly being modernized and people have lirtle or no time for interviews
and discussions with the outside researchers, and (ii) the system, in the past,
had been studied by a few indigenous and foreign scholars, mainly the
development consultants, for the last 5 years or so with a view to demonstrating
the example of sustainability of it for relatively long period of time and he was
told by a couple of colleagues of consuliing firms that the polential key
informants, when approached for information, show a tendency to give
references of a couple of consultancy studies for the information sought and
thereby minimizing the possibility of the potential co-operation for the academic
research.

But ever since the author had known aboul the system from a couple of seminars
in early 19905, with examples of the organizational strengths for sustaining the
system, he had made a firm decision to study it one day. And when he began to
ponder over writing the academic research proposal, he made a plan to study it
And once his adviser approved his elaborate field methodology, he started
looking for the avenues to enter into the community, But he always had the
recollection of a person from Chhartis Mawja whom he had met ina international
seminar on 1 8-19 April 2002,organized by the Farmer-Managed [rrigation System
(FMIS) Trust at Hotel De Annapurna in Kathmandu. The seminar was attended
by internationally renowned scholars working in the regime of common property
such as Prof. Norman UphofT (Cornell University), Profl. Elinor Ostrom (Indiana
University), Dr. Bob Yoder (Free- lance American consultant who had conducted
a lot of studies on the indigenous frrigation systems in Nepal), Prof. Prachanda
Pradhan (who resigned from the Tribhuvan University and is a poneer social
scientist to conduct the empirical researches on farmer-managed irrigation
systems) and Dr. Upendra Gautam (who also resigned from Tribhuvan University
from the position of Associate Professor and has done a lot of empirical
researches on both the farmer-managed and government-managed irrigation
systems). And FMIS trust had also generously provided him an opportunity to
present his academic research proposal in this august gathering to get the
insightful comments from the eminent scholars. So did he.

The person from Chharttis Mawja had also been one of the listeners to author’s
presentation who was the ex-chariman of Chharris Mauja for two terms. After
the presentation, there were a number of suggestions for the research. And
during the tea break, the author approached him to be introduced and take a
hint of his imminent support for the fieldwaork. During the brief introduction, he
told him that he was the university teacher planning to write his doctoral
dissertation on their irrigation system, His teaching position in the university
definitely created a space for the imminent co-operation. He was also generous
to give him his residence telephone number. He agreed to support for the
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initiation and implementation of the fieldwork. He suggested him that the
appropriate time for the initation of the feldwork would be February-March.

Together with his former anthropology student who had lent his generous
helping hand for the garnering in the data and information in the capacity of his
field assocrate,  the author reached Bhairshawa, the capital of Rupandehi
district in western Terai, He then phoned the ex-chairman of the Chhartis Mauja
(the key informant) ubout his arrival for the fieldwork and the following day
was the beginning of the annual repair and maintenance of the main canal of
Chhattis Mauja by dividing the portion of the canal proportionate to the size
of the command area of each Maufa. The key informant assured him that he
would inform the Meth Mukthiyar about the arrival to study the system. The
Meth Mukthiyar was also informed by him that the author would start observing
the annual repair and maintenance work from the following day. The following
day, the author and his associate directly went to the tail-end site of the canal
{instead of visiting the community first) from where the work of measuri ng the
main canal and assigning the measured portion of it to each Mauja began. The
Meth Mukthiyar, being a close friend of the ex-chairman, was very positive for
the support of his research work. And he had already informed the farmers
gbout the author’s arrival for the observation to learn sbout the syslem.

By the time the author and his associate reached the site, everyone was
forthcoming. They greeted all those present there and presented their
introduction. He had a brieftalk to the Medh Mukthivar about how he maintains
the records of the labor contribution and then, seeing his busy work of keeping
the record of measurement of the portion of the canal and its assignment to the
functionaries of each Mauja level committee proportionate to the size of the
command area, he stopped talking to him. And he only observed the approach
of canal measurement system and took the photographs of the repair and
mamtenance begun by the farmers of each Mauja,

Towards the close of the day, the Meth Mukthiyar came to the author where he
Was standing and gave him the friendly assurance for the co-operation in the
fieldwork. During the daytime, he had also made fricndship with a number of
People from most of the Maujas and his associate also prepared a list of the
Contact persons of each Mauja. This was a great day for the author because
ﬂ'fc big community of farmers accepted him very easily on the very first day of
his fieldwork. Needless to say, it is one of the rure opportunities an anthropolo gist
£e15 for the ethnographic ficldwork. Had the ex-chairman not been so supportive
nﬁlhlfmm the very beginning, it would have taken him more than 15 days to
build the initial rapport with the farmers. On the very first day of the fieldwork,

stcretary of the executive committee also showed the unexpected co-
OPerative attitude. He said, “If a son of a Nepali wants to pursue Ph.D by
Writing about our indigenous irrigation system, it is a matter of great prestige
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for us. Why not to support him in every possible way?” Thus, the positive role
of the ex-chairman was very instrumental in building my rappert with the
community anon. What is suggestive from my ancedote is that an
anthropologist should always be effortful to enter the research community
with the support of the right person of it.

After a couple days later, the Merh Muktiyar of Chhaitis Mauja asked the
author to come to the office for the first formal interview with the functionaries
of the executive committee, On that day of the formal interview, he also presented
a formal letter of the Central Department of Seciology and Anthropology with
his designation and request for the assistance in his fieldwork of Ph.D at the
office of the exceutive committee of the system. The functionaries present ut
the mecting looked it carefully and were convinced about his identity and
fieldwork (though they had believed him when he had himself introduced with
the farmers on the first day).

The teaching position of the author in the university became a symbol of
respect in the research community, The letter, in fact, gave him the legitimacy to
conduct his fieldwork for his academic pursuit. Had he not been uble to produce
the formal letter, some people might have doubted him about his real
identification. Finally, the Meth Mukthivar filed the letter for the future reference.
And there was a positive response of co-operation from the Meth Mukthivar
and the functienaries of the executive committee, In this context, Berreman
writes that, “the initial response to an cthnographer by his subjects is probably
always an attempt to identify him in familiar terms; to identify him as the
performer of a familiar role. The impression he makes will determine how he is
identified™ (1972: xxxvi). In fact, despite his respectiul teaching position at the
Tribhuvan University, he tried to give the impression to the subjects that he
was g student for some time and was there to learn about their community and
the irmigation systems.

After a week of the fieldwork, the author also came to know that the irmigation
system that e planned to study was only one system of the mega-system.
There was another system getting a fair share of water from the mega-system
sharing the sume source of water, Then, he wanted to learn something about
the other system also. But he still did not have the intention to give similar
emphasis on it in the research process.

With difficulty, the author had an appointment with the chairman of another
system. He introduced himself as a university teacher and produced a copy of
the identification letter to legitimize his presence. He looked at the title of his
proposed dissertation and saw that only Chhartis Mauja was written. All this
miade him very furious and started to criticize the author for failing to have a fair
knowledge to call the system “Sorah- Chhattis". He also said, “Researchers
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have been discriminating against our system for long and making cffort to
p,upularize only Chhattis Mauja, Your present study would never get its
completeness unless you also focus on our system simply because we jointly
share the water through the formation of a joint committee for the operation
and repair and maintenance of the mega-system from just above the location of
bifurcation of the main canal for distribution of water proportionate to the size
of command areas of both imigation systems. Of course, we are also legally
recognized independent organizational entities, But our collaborative
gontribution to the megu-system has hitherto made two systems operational,
Therefore, your study has o focus on Sorah and Chharis. If you do so, any
assistance you require would be offered™, , -

Having said this emotionally, he stared at the author and kept mum. He realized
that the chairman of Sorah Mauja was night and he was wrong. Instantly, he
also shared his realization with his associate and he had also the similar
realization. Then, he made the immediate decision to focus on both Sorah and
Chliartis Mauja irrigation systems to make his academic research more
comprehensive. But all this had the implications on his financial and human
resources and time. But he was ready to accept these challenges. Then, the
chairman of Sorah Mauja fully supported him in gamering in the daia from his
system. The point the author is making is that while finalizing the selection of
the study area, one should not be rigid right from the beginnin g. A flexible mind
always helps to open the better avenues for the research to be undertaken
more comprehensively and gain the trust of the larger rescarch community.

When the bond of friendship grew stronger gradually, the chairman of Sorah
Mauja started saying, *| am extremely glad to have the history of our system
writien by a university teacher during my tenure of the chairmanship. Probably,
my history would also be written.” His these remarks, though made naively,
made the author very alert to maintain the balance on the objective and subiecti'-:e
realitics of the system in totality by eschewing the biasness ::Ti:pingl in the
Fesearch while focusing on the personal fuctor. This is primarily so because
People with leadership background have a proclivity to fmphu_l;tré more on the
P“E’.ﬂm_'lds:mnt influence of the personal factor (i.e. self) and thereby minimize
the complexity of the multiplicity of social forces impacting upon the function
?f irrigation system. But this does not mean that personal factors are less
tmportant (given the fact that the good personality of the leader as subjective

factor has the potential of impacting upon the better operation of irrigation
Syslem), B

+Th_e author had also a unique experience of a key informant interview. A local
‘ﬂhd?l_genuus landed elite, despite his acceptunce for the interview, did not allow
his interview to be tape recorded at the outsct of interviewing process. He said
that the author and his associate could record it latter which made them very
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puzzled. The interview continued for an hour without any jotting or recording,
The author had a sense of humiliation too. Then, we (mysell and my associate)
were provided local [ood with reasonable degree of hospitality. After that, he
said, "Now vou can record my interview in the tape.” The author was again
surprised. He asked him politely, “Yes, brother! Why did vou not allaw us o
have our conversation with you tape recorded at the besinning? You have to
speak now twice for the same information.” He retorted,” 1t is no good to allow
the interview to be recorded at the beginning. A lorof people come to interview
me about the indigenous Tharu cultural practices, even from Europe. It is
always good to record the interview after the short rehearsal.”

Of course, the author and his associate interviewed him and got him tape-
recorded. But during the interview, the author had a full sense that the landed
clite was used to a chorcographed type of interview, thereby minimizing the
possibility of obtaining the minute details of the information, which may be
insignificant for him but vital for the research. He was always cautious to
furnish the information that is worth presenting formally like in the media. For
the author, such highly formalized interviews reveal only one aspect of the
social reality by masking the bitter but vital aspect of it. But during the fieldwork
process, the interview with the landed elite was always taken by the author as
a reference point to make the fuller investigation by a meticulous probing
technique, Here the author was reminded of the opinion of Berreman (1972)
who had experienced his ficldwork as impression management even from the
part of the informants,

| always made a serupulous effort to eschew the inopportune intrusions in the
households and community meetings. All meetings were arranged in advance
as per the convenience of farmers. In some of the community level interviews,
a few people, by virtue of their higher economic and social status, always
tended to dominate the discussions and other informants were nof in a position
to disagree with them then and there, But the author had to hear the voices of
the poorer and marginalized people, including the women on a particular issue
of irTigation management for triangulating the information. During such
circumstance, the only option left for him was the “audience segregation”
which he did without hurting them by saying, *Yes, your opinion seems valid
and very important. But | have to listen to other people also. Would you pleass
allow me to talk to other people for some time? [ will talk to you after a while."
This method of segregition became very effective in generating the information
from the different types of the informants.

In fact, the role of the author’s associate was very instrumental in making his
fieldwork easier to be conducted, He was a friendly, tactful and trustworthy
young Brahmin man. With his congeniality and wit, he made the effort to trace
the relationships between the migrant water users of the middle location of the
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command area of Soraf Mauwja and himself on the basis of the traditional
Jajmani (2 kind of the patron-client relationship) practiced by his grandfather
in their village of ongin ( i.2 in the hill) where he used to reside with his family.
His acceptance by the migrant community of water users as an acquaintance in
the village of origin also contributed to building author’s rapport because the
associate introduced the author as his revered guru in front of the potential
key informants and stated that he was there to help his gurx in gathering the
data for his academic research. The approach of introducing the author as a
giru succeeded in winning the favor of the potential key informants and they
assured him to extend their helping hand whenever necessary. This wasa Erﬁ.‘;r.
support for his fieldwork. In fact, following Berreman (1972), it was also a kind
of impression management to solicit the imminent co-operation in pursuit of
the academic research. The author and his associate also avoided jottings in
the groups with a view not to distract the attenlion of the informants and let the
flow of dialogue continue (which was basically done immediately after ammiving
at the residence) but they did the jottings of key informant interviews assuming
that they would not distract their attention. They got the interview tape-recorded
and took the photographs only with the permission of the informants. Though
the author was a social drinker at the time of the fieldwork (but traditionally I
was tabooed 1o do su), | gave the impression to the high caste informants that
he always abstained from drinking the aleoholic drinks. There was appreciation
from them in this regard because for them the author was still conforming to the
traditional Brahminic ethical values related to food and drinks. Realistically, ail
this was done for the impression management in the pursuit of his academic
Tesearch.

9.0 Closing Remarks

There has been a bourgeoning trend of the use of qualitative research in the
contemporary world. What is written in the paper above is the not the full
prescoiption but rather the accumulation of personal expeniences which may be
useful for the novice of qualitative researchers (both graduate students and
young ressarch professionuls). In other words, this article may be guidepost
for both graduate students and young research professionals for designing
fmd implementing the ficldwork and writing the methodological section/chapter
n the report. Indeed, qualitative research and quantitative research have to be
Supplementary to each other for gaining the integrated picture of the socio-
cultural reality being investigated.
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