
Yellamma is a “hot” goddess who brings 
blessings and trouble to people. Given to the 
Goddess: South Indian Devadasis and the Sex-
uality of Religion describes how Yellamma’s 
devotees in rural Karnataka, India seek her 
favor through gifts of money, food, and 
sometimes by dedicating their daughters in 
marriage to the goddess. Devadasis are given 
to the goddess in order to escape Yellamma’s 
trouble, but their world also creates trouble 
by offering an alternative definition of 
kinship, challenging the dominant idea of 
religion, and presenting a form of sexuality 
that is neither prostitution nor conventional 
marriage. Written for a scholarly audience, 
this book covers multiple topics, winning the 
Michelle Z. Rosaldo Book Prize from the Asso-
ciation for Feminist Anthropology, the 2015 
Clifford Geertz Prize from the Anthropology 
of Religion, the 2015 Ruth Benedict Prize 
from the Association for Queer Anthropolo-
gy. 
Three themes – gods, gifts, and trouble – 
frame Ramberg’s analyses of religion, sexual-
ity, and kinship. Based on two years of field-
work, Ramberg explains how devadasis 
“world” (manifest) a “world” (a cultural, 
moral, and cosmological way of knowing and 
being) in which gods and spirits have power 
that is exhibited in the physical world. Deva-
dasis (those dedicated to a god or goddess) 
are often children of families who have expe-
rienced hardship, which they attribute to 
Yellamma. By marrying children to the god-
dess, families hope to obtain her favor. How-
ever, Christian feminists, Dalit reformers, 
and Indian nationalists view devadasis as 
exploited prostitutes who are promoting 
“backward” practices. These reformers 
define marriage to a goddess as superstitious 

prostitution that must be eradicated in 
modern India. They “world” a different world 
in which devotion to Yellamma is a supersti-
tion, not religion, and the sexual practices of 
devadasis are legally criminalized as prosti-
tution, according to a 1982 bill.
 
In Given to the Goddess, Ramberg explains 
that the criminalization of devadasi practice 
is an extension of colonial era policies that 
discouraged concubinal and courtesan rela-
tionships — even though they had been 
common in precolonial India. During the 
colonial era and in present attempts at 
reform, Ramberg posits that sexual person-
hood is tied to nation building, and prosti-
tutes are not considered legitimate persons 
within the vision of the new nation. She 
draws from Saba Mahmood’s (2005) warning 
that emancipation from governing regimes 
should not be equated with freedom from 
cultural practices. By criminalizing devadasi 
religious and cultural activities, national 
reformers “have rendered some lives unliv-
able under the sign of progress” (18).
  
There is room to expand here upon how 
national identity is closely linked with one’s 
religious identity. If India was not concerned 
about becoming “modern,” would it try to 
regulate devadasi practices so severely? This 
ethnography explores the consequences of 
uniting religious and political agendas — but 
does not further analyze how religious agen-
das gain power when they become political 
agendas (or vice versa).
 
Devadasi practice creates trouble for those 
who are dedicated by putting them at odds 
with feminist and Dalit reformers, but devo-
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In her book, Speculative Markets, Peterson 
offers a critical and incisive ethnographic 
account of the informal drug market in Nige-
ria. The book presents the historical, eco-
nomic, and social context of the current situ-
ation of drug circulation in Nigeria and its 
relation to the global pharmaceutical net-
work. Speculative Markets won the 2015 
Anthony Leeds Prize presented by the Society 
for Urban, National, and Transnational/Glob-
al Anthropology of the American Anthropo-
logical Association (AAA). Methodologically, 
Speculative Markets is exemplar of what Anna 
Tsing has called an “ethnography of connec-
tions” (2004) that cuts across local and global 
networks of capital with an ethically and 
politically committed account.
 
Peterson advances the political and ethical 
potential of the ethnography of connection to 
not only go beyond the popular accounts of 
Nigerian drug trade (which are often reduced 
to the problem of counterfeiting amidst a 
crumbling national government) but also 
demonstrates how life on the margins is very 
much part of the global entanglements of 
capital flows and international trade policies. 
Peterson uses a multidisciplinary approach 
and develops new analytical frameworks — 
derivative life and chemical arbitrage — in 
conjunction with ideas from science and 
technology studies, critical history, and 
finance. These ideas can be extended beyond 
the Nigerian context to other geographies of 
crisis in the Global South, particularly in the 
context of medical anthropology. Speculative 
Markets also provides an innovative way to 
think about developing conceptual tools 
through the local ecologies of the fieldsite 
rather than imposing theoretical frameworks 

from above.
 
The book critically traces the correlations 
between local and global historical events 
from the 1960s to the 1980s, ranging from 
the oil boom, the breakdown of Bretton 
Woods regime, the financialization of 
Euro-American pharmaceutical industries, 
and the implementation of Structural Adjust-
ment Programs (SAPs) in underdeveloped and 
developing countries. Peterson situates the 
emergence of Idumota, one of the largest 
informal drug markets in Nigeria, in this con-
text of national and international reforma-
tion. Through shifts in the modern economic 
landscape, Peterson solves the puzzle of the 
pharmaceutical industry’s sudden divesti-
ture from Nigeria in the 1970s and the pres-
ent crumbling state of the country’s drug 
market.
 
Before the oil crisis, the Nigerian drug market 
was dominated by a rich class of private 
pharmacists who cooperated closely with the 
Euro-American global pharmaceutical compa-
nies. These partnerships were the only 
means for meeting Nigeria’s drug require-
ments. In the aftermath of the Vietnam War, 
the U.S. dollar was overvalued and destabi-
lized. As a result, the Bretton Woods regime 
was broken down — which shifted the 
balance of exchange rates in international 
trade according to fluctuations in the value 
of the dollar, leading to massive inflation in 
countries such as Nigeria. Accompanying this 
was the financialization of the Euro-American 
pharmaceutical industry, which required 
drug companies to maintain higher profit 
margins that could sustain the volatile stock 
market.

Kristin Peterson
Durham: Duke University Press, 2014

In her book, Downed by Friendly Fire: Black 
Girls, White Girls, and Suburban Schooling, 
Signithia Fordham offers an in-depth inter-
sectional analysis on the gendered and racial-
ized violence that girls face at school. This 
two-and-a-half-year ethnographic work was 
conducted at a predominantly-white subur-
ban school in upstate New York, which Ford-
ham calls “Underground Railroad High 
School” (2016, 5). Fordham uses participant 
observations of both classroom and 
non-classroom activities, formal and infor-
mal interviews, and diaries written by the 
participants themselves (89). However, Ford-
ham is clear that Downed by Friendly Fire is 
not a traditional ethnography. 

The book includes both autoethnographic 
third-person narratives from the author her-
self along with five second-person composite 
narratives from twenty participants (21-23). 
Ethnographically, the book uses excerpts 
from Fordham’s fieldnotes along with pas-
sages from the participants’ diaries to stay 
true to the experiences of the participants 
rather than speak for them. Fordham’s thesis 
is that differences in behavior, practices, and 
academic achievement between white girls 
and black girls at Underground Railroad High 
School are the result of how the school as an 
institution treats those differences, due to 
the “dissimilar habitus” between school offi-
cials and the two groups of girls (Bourdieu 
1984; Fordham 2016, 15). These divergent 
habitus “structures their differentiated aca-
demic performance, habitus beliefs, respons-
es, and practices” (15). Fordham finds that 
schools are mechanisms that force girls to 
channel their competition and aggression 
toward other girls because school officials 

and policies misrecognize non-physical 
forms of aggression as trivial compared to 
physical violence, leading girls toward an 
“unending quest for normality” (17).  This 
normality, formed by notions of whiteness 
and gender, creates an environment where 
girls who do not meet the standards of white-
ness and expected gender behavior are pun-
ished socially by their peers. 

Fordham points out that previous research-
ers have failed to account for the racialized 
nature of female bullying and aggression in 
United States educational contexts. Fordham 
posits that American society sets gendered 
and racialized expectations for girls, and 
those who violate socially acceptable norms 
are subject to correction through violence 
(9). Violence, Fordham argues, needs to be 
conceptualized differently in schools. While 
many school officials and students condemn 
physical violence, Fordham contends that 
violence in schools needs to be expanded 
beyond the physical. Fordham found that 
girls at Underground Railroad High School 
used “language, logics, and images” as forms 
of symbolic violence to create an “intimate 
apartheid” —  “lives lived in close proximity 
but with enormous differences in social and 
cultural practices and interactions” — 
between black girls and white girls (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant 2004; Fordham 2016, 17-18; 
Ibid., 258). These forms of violence are often 
misrecognized as the deviant feminine 
behavior of an individual rather than acts 
that maintain societal gender and racial hier-
archies.
 
Fordham argues that schools are structured 
to remedy physical violence but ignore or 
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 Given the impact of the downfall of Bretton 
Woods and the ongoing civil war, Nigeria 
could not provide a rich consumer class for 
global pharmaceuticals. The IMF and the 
World Bank compelled many countries in the 
Global South to change their national trade 
and investment policies to allow for greater 
foreign investment. Peterson cogently 
critiques the application of Structural Adjust-
ment Programs (SAPs) to Nigeria’s domestic 
economy and documents how this policy 
resulted in high inflation, massive job loss, 
and poverty. Because of the lack of a national 
pharmaceutical industry and complete dives-
titure of Euro-American companies, the Nige-
rian government deregulated the country’s 
drug market. Consequently, the country was 
quickly flooded by low-quality drugs through 
shadow networks.
 
Speculative Markets can be placed alongside 
recent scholarship on the pharmaceutical 
industry through the lens of political econo-
my and critical geography as captured in the 
works of Adriana Petryna (2009), Kaushik 
Sunder Rajan (2006), and Joseph Dumit 
(2012). Peterson supplements existing schol-
arship to reflect on how financial markets 
and SAPs relocate risk to geographical loca-
tions such as West Africa to ensure market 
monopolies in developed economies. Peter-
son explicitly makes this argument through 
the concepts of chemical arbitrage and deriv-
ative life. 

The concept of chemical arbitrage denotes 
and documents how the very chemical com-
position of drugs is altered, usually by 
decreasing the active ingredient in drugs, as 
they travel mostly from Asia to West Africa 
through the circuits of shadow networks. 
Peterson details the ways in which drugs are 
made cheaper and more competitive given 
the low-income status of consumers in Nige-
ria to offer insights into the social life of 
“bioequivalence.” Bioequivalence signifies 
the similarity of content and effect between 
two drug formulations. Peterson’s work 
shows how the production of counterfeit/ge-
neric medicines is embedded in economic 
precarity, in which risk becomes part of the 
chemical cocktail.  

Further developing her analysis of risk in this 
ethnography, Peterson uses the concept of 
“derivative life” to understand the ways in 
which risk enters and transforms the life of 
people living in conditions of extreme 

dispossession. Speculative Markets shows 
that this risk is different from the neoliberal 
imaginaries of risk, where the agent is seen 
as operating to constantly better her circum-
stances by making rational choices within an 
organizational structure. Through a “thick 
description” (Geertz 1973) of market ecolo-
gies, the book brings to the fore the tech-
niques of speculation (i.e. short-term credit 
practices, labor migration, and entrepreneur-
ship structures) that people use to get 
through everyday precarity in the absence of 
overarching organizational structures.

Peterson’s book offers a critical framework to 
consider cultures of medicine in the Global 
South through a critical engagement with 
global capitalism and neoliberalism. As an 
ethnographic work, Speculative Markets 
pushes the boundaries of methodological 
and theoretical frameworks by demonstrat-
ing a multidisciplinary engagement with the 
field. 
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two-and-a-half-year ethnographic work was 
conducted at a predominantly-white subur-
ban school in upstate New York, which Ford-
ham calls “Underground Railroad High 
School” (2016, 5). Fordham uses participant 
observations of both classroom and 
non-classroom activities, formal and infor-
mal interviews, and diaries written by the 
participants themselves (89). However, Ford-
ham is clear that Downed by Friendly Fire is 
not a traditional ethnography. 

The book includes both autoethnographic 
third-person narratives from the author her-
self along with five second-person composite 
narratives from twenty participants (21-23). 
Ethnographically, the book uses excerpts 
from Fordham’s fieldnotes along with pas-
sages from the participants’ diaries to stay 
true to the experiences of the participants 
rather than speak for them. Fordham’s thesis 
is that differences in behavior, practices, and 
academic achievement between white girls 
and black girls at Underground Railroad High 
School are the result of how the school as an 
institution treats those differences, due to 
the “dissimilar habitus” between school offi-
cials and the two groups of girls (Bourdieu 
1984; Fordham 2016, 15). These divergent 
habitus “structures their differentiated aca-
demic performance, habitus beliefs, respons-
es, and practices” (15). Fordham finds that 
schools are mechanisms that force girls to 
channel their competition and aggression 
toward other girls because school officials 

and policies misrecognize non-physical 
forms of aggression as trivial compared to 
physical violence, leading girls toward an 
“unending quest for normality” (17).  This 
normality, formed by notions of whiteness 
and gender, creates an environment where 
girls who do not meet the standards of white-
ness and expected gender behavior are pun-
ished socially by their peers. 

Fordham points out that previous research-
ers have failed to account for the racialized 
nature of female bullying and aggression in 
United States educational contexts. Fordham 
posits that American society sets gendered 
and racialized expectations for girls, and 
those who violate socially acceptable norms 
are subject to correction through violence 
(9). Violence, Fordham argues, needs to be 
conceptualized differently in schools. While 
many school officials and students condemn 
physical violence, Fordham contends that 
violence in schools needs to be expanded 
beyond the physical. Fordham found that 
girls at Underground Railroad High School 
used “language, logics, and images” as forms 
of symbolic violence to create an “intimate 
apartheid” —  “lives lived in close proximity 
but with enormous differences in social and 
cultural practices and interactions” — 
between black girls and white girls (Bourdieu 
and Wacquant 2004; Fordham 2016, 17-18; 
Ibid., 258). These forms of violence are often 
misrecognized as the deviant feminine 
behavior of an individual rather than acts 
that maintain societal gender and racial hier-
archies.
 
Fordham argues that schools are structured 
to remedy physical violence but ignore or 
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