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Statement of Grant Purpose 
Madeline Chera, India, Anthropology 
Local Food for All?: Heritage Discourse, Culinary Practice & Food Culture in South India	
  

Through my dissertation project, I propose to investigate the discourses that different 
groups of consumers and sustainable development organizations employ in relation to foods that 
are viewed as traditional or local in Tamil Nadu, India. Similar to food localization projects 
elsewhere, institutional advocates in Tamil Nadu present foods like millet grains and green 
vegetables as panaceas for environmental, social, and economic ills associated with globalization 
and climate change. However, consumer perception is more ambivalent. My preliminary 
research (conducted Aug.-Sept. 2013) indicates that responses vary based on cultural values that 
correlate with location and class status. For example, while middle-class urbanites speak proudly 
of the healthfulness and connection to cultural heritage that consuming local foods provides them, 
rural residents are reluctant to adopt foods once associated with poverty and provincialism. 
These value differences could prevent the proposed benefits of locally produced 
foods⎯including new livelihoods and improved nutrition⎯from accruing to all in in the region. 

In order to address the potential obstacles that these differences might pose to the goals of 
public health and sustainable development, and to gain further insight into changing food 
cultures in the contemporary Indian context, I will work in and around the city of Madurai, Tamil 
Nadu, with three groups of people: rural, laboring class women; urban, upper and middle class 
women; and non-governmental organizations (NGOs) and businesses promoting local and 
traditional foods. With nine months of support from the Nehru-Fulbright Fellowship, I will 
conduct comparative ethnographic research using methods common in Cultural Anthropology 
and interdisciplinary Food Studies. I will build upon my preliminary fieldwork and existing 
research to analyze the different ways in which urban and rural women understand concepts like 
“traditional,” “modern,” “local,” and “foreign,” in relation to particular foods. I will examine 
how these concepts affect their food-related activities, like shopping and cooking, and how these 
activities relate to messages disseminated through institutions and media. 
 Until now, research analyzing food localization projects in Europe and North America, 
which usually focuses on issues of identity and inclusion, have differed from research 
considering local food systems in other parts of the world, which often centers more on 
quantifiable outcomes like agricultural yield than on qualitative variables like cultural values. 
Recent studies of consumption in India have taken first steps to analyze consumption culture 
there, but almost exclusively in the urban, upper and middle classes. Few anthropologists have 
directly examined food-related values and activities in the homes of rural and lower status people 
in South India. My research will not only document consumption patterns, but also investigate 
cultural symbols and categories that Tamil women use to describe their decision-making in 
regard to food, and put these findings in conversation with more widely extending discourses. 

The study will yield insights about consumer motivation of use to development and 
public health workers who aim to change consumption behaviors across varied populations. In 
addition to the research’s applied value, it will contribute to social science research more broadly. 
I hypothesize that India’s colonial past, historically strict food rules, recent trade liberalization, 
and ongoing struggles between multicultural secularism and Hindu nationalism will have unique 
effects on the ways modernity, heritage, and consumption are discussed. 

My fieldwork focuses on the temple city of Madurai, which is a Hindu pilgrimage site, 
but is now home to American-style shopping malls and fast food chain restaurants as well. This 
juxtaposition of old and new illustrates the very categories I will analyze. Moreover, the presence  
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of organizations and businesses that advocate for local and traditional foods and the network of 
research contacts I have established in the city make Madurai a fitting location for this study. For 
example, the Home Sciences (food science) department at Fatima College in Madurai has offered 
me an academic affiliation, while a development NGO there, the DHAN Foundation, invited me 
to participate in their activities during my preliminary fieldwork and has welcomed me to return. 

My project is comprised of three phases. With support from the Indiana University Office 
of Sustainability, I will begin to collect data over 12 weeks from Oct. to Dec. 2014, primarily for 
Phase 1 of my project, in rural areas near Madurai. However, data collection for the project will 
require an additional nine months (40 weeks) of fieldwork, from July 2015 through March 2016. 
The 12 months of fieldwork (total) is standard for ethnographic dissertation research, and 
necessary to gain the deep cultural understanding that only comes with long-term immersion.  

During Phase 1 (15 weeks proposed through Nehru-Fulbright Fellowship; rural setting; 
laboring class) and Phase 2 (15 weeks; urban setting; middle to upper class) of the project, I will 
live in communities of consumers and work predominantly with women, since they usually 
provide sustenance to the household and maintain local, traditional foods in the diet (if any are 
used). Through participant-observation, semi-structured interview, and collection of a focused 
food frequency questionnaire (all in both phases), I will compare salient themes and observed 
experiences across class and location. In Phase 3 (eight weeks; Madurai) I will focus on NGOs, 
businesses, and other entities that promote local and traditional foods. Through participant-
observation in program events like food festivals and workshops, and through interviews with 
organization staff, I will learn more about the histories of these projects. This work will reveal 
the discursive influences that institutions have on definitions of food categories and consumer 
perceptions. Throughout the study, I will also collect media related to food culture for analysis. 
During the remaining two weeks of fieldwork, I will meet with scholars in Madurai, and in 
Pondicherry and Chennai, where I also have research contacts. At this stage, I will present my 
basic findings, in order to share what I have accomplished with the support of India-based 
scholars and citizens. I will also solicit feedback to be used in the data analysis stage of the 
project, which will continue back in the U.S., in the six to nine months (April-Dec. 2016) 
following fieldwork. I will give back to the local communities with which I work by sharing my 
findings in public presentations and bilingual reports and documenting local food culture with 
recipe booklets and photos for the participants. 

Many of the urban Tamils in Phases 2 and 3 are fluent in English, but my formal study of 
the less commonly taught Tamil language for the equivalent of two academic years⎯including 
in Madurai (June-July 2013)⎯has also prepared me to communicate effectively in the local 
language. Additionally, the short period of Phase 1 study in Fall 2014 will provide the 
opportunity for further immersive language practice and for securing any support I might need 
from native speaking colleagues. This and previous experience in Tamil Nadu (eight months, 
2008 and 2013), other field research and international experience, and successful completion of 
coursework and recognition for scholarship in my field make me confident in the project’s 
feasibility, while equipping me well to complete it. Moreover, these experiences have prepared 
me to act as a helpful colleague to Indian researchers and a gracious representative of the U.S. 
This work will help me earn the Ph.D. in Anthropology, giving me the credentials and firsthand 
expertise to continue in a career of international research, teaching, and collaboration, focused on 
applications in consumer culture, public health, and sustainability. 





	
  

Personal Statement 
Madeline Chera, India, Anthropology 
Local Food for All?: Heritage Discourse, Culinary Practice & Food Culture in South India	
  

It appears that I have always been spending my time thinking about food. I recently found 
proof of this among some childhood memorabilia: an illustrated recipe book I had created in 
elementary school of fanciful, sugar-laden desserts⎯towering sundaes and decadent cakes. 
Although age has not totally discouraged my personal interest in sweets, today my concern with 
food extends beyond my own appetite. It tends instead toward putting the food-related 
preferences, experiences, and aspirations of others into context with critical global issues like 
malnutrition, sustainability, and political sovereignty. I have been pursuing this line of inquiry 
intensely through my undergraduate and graduate study, my extra-curricular activities, and my 
employment for some time now. Despite this abiding interest, I can easily identify the exact 
locus of my decision that food would be not just a hobby, but the bedrock of my career as a 
scholar and my contribution as a citizen; it was my first experiences in India in 2008. As a result, 
I am excited to continue building on this foundation by conducting my dissertation research in 
the cultural anthropology of food in the same region where I made that life-guiding decision. 

I spent the 2008 Spring semester far away from Villanova University, where I was 
pursuing a liberal arts degree and a concentration in Peace & Justice Studies, in a community 
called Auroville, which is on the coast of Tamil Nadu in southeastern India. Auroville is a 
sometimes magical and certainly unusual place, a settlement of foreigners and Indians from 
throughout the country, who have come to practice sustainable and intentional communal living 
based on spiritual teachings. I learned about low-input technologies, renewable resources, 
participatory development, organic farming, and more, through the residents and program 
teachers. However, it was the Tamil women from nearby villages who worked in an Aurovillian 
jam company who made the most lasting impression upon me. These women welcomed me 
generously, fed me liberally, and let me “help” them patiently, while I no doubt increased their 
work⎯as so many hosts of service-learning students have done. Of course, I love them for it, 
and my wonder at their cooking skills and the preliminary understanding of Tamil culture that 
they imparted to me inspired my specific research focus on Tamil foodways and traditions. 

Yet, it was not just their hospitality or even what they showed me directly that remains 
with me. I also left with an understanding, however loosely formed, that there were fundamental 
disconnections between these village women, the Swedish company owner, and the urban Tamil 
manager, despite the latter two women’s continuous attempts to improve the lives of the lower 
status, rural workers. I observed it in the owner’s frustration that some of her outreach efforts, 
like giving bicycles to the workers or providing special lunches, had not always worked as 
planned, to increase worker wellbeing and autonomy. I learned from firsthand observation of the 
dynamic there, and then from engagement with public health and development scholarship, what 
seem like obvious truths now: cultural values are critically important, and few benefits result 
from interventions to improve people’s livelihoods and quality of life when comprehensive 
consideration of their specific constraints, experiences, and beliefs is absent. 

These realizations fell in line with my background in social justice and my work in food, 
and compelled me to master social research skills through anthropology. Now I have the abilities 
to provide the deep analysis of cultural differences necessary to increase the effectiveness of 
food system development projects in varied and dynamic cultural contexts. I am eager to put 
these skills to use through my dissertation project and to continue to think about food in terms of 
global issues that impact and engage the lives of others, especially in Tamil Nadu. 



 

Madeline Chera 
Department of Anthropology, Indiana University Bloomington 
Student Building 130, 701 E. Kirkwood Avenue, Bloomington, IN 47405 
U.S. Mobile: +1.610.247.3409  E-Mail: mchera@indiana.edu 
 
Education 
M.A. (Feb. 2014) and Ph.D. Candidacy (Aug. 2013)  Indiana University, Bloomington, IN 

Socio-Cultural Anthropology, Concentration in Anthropology of Food 
Inside Minor in Environmental Anthropology, Outside Minor in India Studies 
Dissertation Working Title: “Traditional Food for All?: Heritage and Food Culture in South India” 
Advisory Committee: Richard Wilk, Andrea Wiley, Eduardo Brondizio, Susan Seizer 
Admitted in Fall 2010, expected completion in Spring 2017 

B.A. (double)       Villanova University, Villanova, PA 
Honors and Humanities majors, concentration in Peace & Justice Studies 
Graduated May 2009, summa cum laude 

 
Publications 
2015. “Biopiracy,” in The SAGE Encyclopedia of Food Issues, Ken Albala, ed. Thousand Oaks, CA: 

SAGE. 
2015. “Intellectual Property Rights,” in The SAGE Encyclopedia of Food Issues, Ken Albala, ed. 

Thousand Oaks, CA: SAGE. 
2014. “Environmentalist Food Localization and Ethnographic Accounts of Tamil Hindu Place-Based 

Identities.” In Solutions to Ecological Challenges: Multidimensional Perspectives, S. Geetha, ed. 
Madurai, India: Reflection Books. 

2012. “Ideologies of Fermented Foods,” Indiana Food Review. 
<http://www.indianafoodreview.com/archives/issue-2-bits-and-morsels/ideologies-of-fermented-
foods>. 

2011. “[Film Review:] Eating Alaska Directed by Ellen Frankenstein, 2008, 57 minutes, color. Distributed 
by New Day Films, P.O. Box 1084, Harriman, NY 10926, http://www.newday.com,” Visual 
Anthropology Review, 27(2): 178–179. DOI: 10.1111/j.1548-7458.2011.01101.x 

2010. “Local Foods/Local Cookbooks: Can Local Food Cookbooks Live Up to the Local Food 
Movement?” Indiana Food Review. <http://www.indianafoodreview.com/archives/issue-1/the-
ideologies-of-local-food-cookbooks>. 

 
Conference Presentations 
Nov. 2015 "Granny's Legitimacy: Exploring the Relationship Between Tamil Folk Dietetics and Nutrition 

Science," paper presentation and panel discussion, "Nutritional Practices and Cultural 
Models of Health," Society for the Anthropology of Food and Nutrition-sponsored session, 
Familiar/Strange: 114th Annual Meetings of the American Anthropological Association, 
Denver, CO. 

June 2015 “Between Meals and Meanings: Notes on Snack Culture in South India,” paper presentation 
and panel discussion, "Place, Consumption, and Health," Association for the Study of Food 
and Society and Agriculture, Food, and Human Values Society joint annual meetings and 
conference, Chatham University, Pittsburgh, PA. 

June 2015 "After Grad School: Strategies for Academic and Non-academic Paths," co-organizer of 
roundtable discussion with practitioners, Association for the Study of Food and Society and 
Agriculture, Food, and Human Values Society joint annual meetings and conference, 
Chatham University, Pittsburgh, PA. 
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June 2015 “Between Meals and Meanings: Notes on Snack Culture in South India” paper presentation 
and panel discussion, Place, Consumption, and Health, Association for the Study of Food 
and Society and Agriculture, Food, and Human Values Society joint annual meetings and 
conference, Pittsburgh, PA. 

Dec. 2014 “Millet Madness: Health in Heritage or Food to Leave in the Past?” paper presentation and 
panel discussion, Less Palatable, Still Valuable: Taste, Agrobiodiversity, and Culinary 
Heritage, Executive Session, American Anthropological Association 113th Annual Meeting, 
Washington, D.C. 

Dec. 2014 “Environmentalist Food Localization and Ethnographic Accounts of Tamil Hindu Place-
Based Identities,” paper presentation, Solutions to Ecological Challenges: Multidimensional 
Perspectives International Conference, Fatima College, Madurai, India. 

Nov. 2012 “Variety As the Spice of Life: Considering Delight In Dietary Diversity As Potential 
Contributor to Health,” paper presentation and panel discussion, Pleased to Eat You: 
Exploring the Scope of Pleasure in the Foodscape, American Anthropological Association 
111th Annual Meeting, San Francisco. 

Nov. 2011 “Ideologies of Fermented Foods,” paper presentation, Food for Thought, Eighth Biennial 
Graduate Group Symposium, Bryn Mawr College. 

 
University Teaching Experience 
Fall 2015 Instructor, ANTH1100: Introduction to Cultural Anthropology. Department of 

Sociology & Anthropology, Fordham University, Rose Hill. 
Spring 2014 Instructor, CLLC-L230: Valuing Variety: Agrobiodiversity (original course). 

Collins Living-Learning Center, Indiana University. 
Spring 2012 – Spring 2013 Assistant Instructor, ANTH-E105: Introduction to Socio-Cultural 

Anthropology. Department of Anthropology, Indiana University. 
Fall 2011 Assistant Instructor, ANTH-E101: Ecology & Society. Department of 

Anthropology, Indiana University. 
 
Fieldwork 
Oct. 2014 – May 2015 Researcher, “Traditional Food for All?: Heritage and Food Culture in South 

India,” Phase I Dissertation Research through Indiana University. 
May 2014 – Sept. 2014 Graduate Research Assistant, “Evaluating the Outcomes of Neighborhood 

Urban Forestry,” Bloomington Urban Forestry Research Group, Center for the 
Study of Institutions, Population, and Environmental Change, Indiana 
University, in Philadelphia, PA. 

June 2013 – Sept. 2013 Researcher, “Food Culture, Diet, and Relationships with the Environment in 
Tamil Nadu, India,” Preliminary Dissertation Research through Indiana 
University. 

June 2011 – July 2011 Researcher, “Investigating Local Food Economies in Stann Creek District, 
Belize,” Ethnographic Field School in the Anthropology of Food, through 
Indiana University. 

Spring 2011 Researcher, “An Investigation of Vendor Satisfaction in the Bloomington Winter 
Farmers’ Market,” Ethnographic Methods course project, Indiana University. 

 
Honors, Grants, and Awards 
2015-2016 Fulbright-Nehru Fellowship, US-India Educational Foundation (USIEF) 
Spring 2015 Mellon Innovating International Research, Teaching, and Collaboration (MIIRT) 

Graduate Dissertation Fellowship, Office of the Vice President for Research 
(OVPR), Indiana University 
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May 2014 Office of Sustainability Graduate Student Sustainability Research Development 
Grant, Indiana University. 

Spring 2014 Carl H. Ziegler Teaching Award, Collins Living-Learning Center, Indiana 
University. 

Summer 2013 Office of the Vice President for International Affairs (OVPIA) Summer Research 
Fellowship, Indiana University. 

 Dhar India Studies Program Travel Fellowship, Indiana University. 
 David C. Skomp Feasibility Study Fellowship, Department of Anthropology, 

Indiana University. 
 Foreign Language and Area Studies Fellowship (FLAS), Tamil Summer 

Language Program, American Institute of Indian Studies (AIIS), Madurai, India. 
Aug. 2010 – May 2013 David C. Skomp Graduate Fellowship, College of Arts & Sciences and 

Department of Anthropology, Indiana University. 
Apr. 2013 David Bidney Graduate Student Paper Prize, Department of Anthropology, 

Indiana University. 
Summer 2012 Foreign Language and Area Studies Fellowship (FLAS), South Asia Summer 

Language Institute, University of Wisconsin at Madison. 
Nov. 2011 Christine Wilson Award (Graduate Paper of 2011), Society for the 

Anthropology of Food and Nutrition (SAFN), American Anthropological 
Association. 

 Fall 2011 Travel Award, Graduate and Professional Student Organization 
(GPSO), Indiana University. 

Summer 2011 Tinker Field Research Grant, Center for Latin American and Caribbean Studies 
(CLACS), Indiana University. 

 
Affiliations, Memberships, and Service 
Jan. 2015 – present Association for the Study of Food and Society (ASFS) 
 2015-2018 (present) Student Representative, Executive Board 
May 2010 – present American Anthropological Association (AAA). 
 Society for the Anthropology of Food and Nutrition (SAFN). 
Aug. 2010 – present Anthropology Graduate Student Association, Indiana University (AGSA). 
 2012-2013 AGSA Secretary and Faculty Meeting Representative. 
 2011-2012 AGSA Graduate Affairs Committee Representative. 
Dec. 2010 – May 2012 Assessment Working Group Member, Bloomington Food Policy Council, 

Bloomington, IN. 
Oct. 2010 – May 2012 Secretary, Indiana Food Review Editorial Board, Indiana University. 
 
Other Presentations 
Feb. 2014 “Millet Madness in Tamil Nadu,” Skomp Research Fellowship presentation, Anthropology 

Graduate Student Association Eighth Annual Symposium, Indiana University. 
Aug. 2013 “Cooking Knowledge and Dietary Diversity: Preliminary Thoughts,” invited guest lecture, 

Department of Anthropology, University of Madras, Chennai, India. 
Mar. 2013 “South India,” invited guest lecture, Introduction to India Studies class, Indiana University. 
Feb. 2013 “A Four-Field Approach to Anthropology of Food,” panel, Anthropology Graduate Student 

Association Seventh Annual Symposium, Indiana University. 
Feb. 2012 “Anthropology and University World Area Studies Centers,” panel, Anthropology Graduate 

Student Association Sixth Annual Symposium, Indiana University. 
Nov. 2011 “Biological and Culinary Diversity and Food Security,” research presentation, Hoosier Area 

Food & Sustainability Symposium, Indiana University. 
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Oct. 2011 “Investigating Local Food Economies in Stann Creek District Belize,” Tinker Field Research 
Grant Presentation, Center For Latin American and Caribbean Studies, Indiana University. 

 
Additional International Education Experience 
Jan. 2008 – May 2008 Semester Abroad: Sustainability in Auroville, India, through Living Routes and 

University of Massachusetts at Amherst. 
Mar. 2007 Spring Break Abroad: Honors Service-Learning Project in Poverty & Sustainable 

Development in San José, Costa Rica, through Villanova University. 
Summer 2006 Summer Abroad: Italian Language Program in Urbino and Florence, Italy, 

through Villanova University. 
 
Employment & Community Involvement Related to the Field 
Summer 2014 Assistant Farm Educator, Food for Thought Program, Triskeles Inc., Exton, PA. 
Jan. 2014 – May 2014 Volunteer, Mother Hubbard’s Cupboard food pantry, Bloomington, IN. 
Summer 2011 Grant Search Intern, Peninsula Citizens for Sustainable Development, 

Placencia, Belize. 
Apr. 2010 – June 2010 Farm Volunteer, Greensgrow Urban Farm, Philadelphia, PA. 
Oct. 2008 – Aug. 2010 Steering Committee, Slow Food Philadelphia. 
Summer 2009 Farm Education Outreach Intern, Greener Partners, Radnor Conservancy, and 

Friends of the Willows Cottage, Wayne, PA. 
June 2008 – Dec. 2008 Farmers’ Market Manager, The Food Trust, Philadelphia, PA. 
Mar. 2008 – Apr. 2008 Service-Learning Project with Naturellement, a small jam company, Auroville, 

Tamil Nadu, India. 
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Fulbright U.S. Student Program Press Release

FOR IMMEDIATE RELEASE
Contact: ECA Press Office

Telephone: 202-632-6445
Date: 05/06/15
 

Madeline Chera Receives Fulbright Award
 

Madeline Chera of Indiana University Bloomington has been offered a Fulbright U.S.
Student Program grant to India in Anthropology, the United States Department of State
and the J. William Fulbright Foreign Scholarship Board announced recently.

Chera is one of over 1,900 U.S. citizens who will travel abroad for the 2015-2016
academic year through the Fulbright U.S. Student Program. Recipients of Fulbright grants
are selected on the basis of academic and professional achievement, as well as
demonstrated leadership potential.

The Fulbright Program is the flagship international educational exchange program
sponsored by the U.S. government and is designed to increase mutual understanding
between the people of the United States and the people of other countries. The primary
source of funding for the Fulbright Program is an annual appropriation made by the U.S.
Congress to the U.S. Department of State, Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs.
Participating governments and host institutions, corporations and foundations in foreign
countries and in the United States also provide direct and indirect support. Recipients of
Fulbright grants are selected on the basis of academic or professional achievement, as
well as demonstrated leadership potential in their fields. The Program operates in over
160 countries worldwide.

Since its establishment in 1946 under legislation introduced by the late U.S. Senator J.
William Fulbright of Arkansas, the Fulbright Program has given approximately 360,000
students, scholars, teachers, artists, and scientists the opportunity to study, teach and
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students, scholars, teachers, artists, and scientists the opportunity to study, teach and
conduct research, exchange ideas and contribute to finding solutions to shared
international concerns.

Fulbright alumni have achieved distinction in government, science, the arts, business,
philanthropy, education, and many other fields.  Fifty-three Fulbright alumni from 12
countries have been awarded the Nobel Prize, and 82 alumni have received Pulitzer
Prizes. Prominent Fulbright alumni include: Muhammad Yunus, founder, Grameen Bank,
and 2006 Nobel Peace Prize recipient; Juan Manuel Santos, President of Colombia;
John Hope Franklin, noted American historian and Presidential Medal of Freedom
recipient; Riccardo Giacconi, physicist and 2002 Nobel Laureate; Amar Gopal Bose,
founder, Bose Corporation; Renée Fleming, soprano; Jonathan Franzen, writer; and
Daniel Libeskind, architect.

Fulbright recipients are among over 50,000 individuals participating in U.S. Department of
State exchange programs each year. The Fulbright U.S. Student Program is administered
by the Institute of International Education.

For further information about the Fulbright Program or the U.S. Department of State’s
Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs, please visit our website at
http://eca.state.gov/fulbright or contact Elaine Clayton, telephone 202-632-6452 or e-mail
ECA-Press@state.gov.
 

United States Department of State · Bureau of Educational and Cultural Affairs
Washington, DC · 20522
http://fulbright.state.gov
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