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Introduction

•4 Map of India, showing
states, union territories, and
other places mentioned in
this book

• Perambalur, Tamil Nadu:
even in the smallest and
most remote villages, satellite
dishes are beginning to
appear.

India is a complex mosaic of ancient and modern elements. Traditional
cultures exist side by side with sophisticated technologies. The mosaic
contains 28 states, seven union territories, seven major religious communities,
18 official languages, and 1672 mother tongues. Until relatively recently,
population movements from one region to another were limited, and as a
result distinct regional cultures have evolved. Yet for travellers across India's
enormous land mass, the absence of any sharp cultural boundaries creates a
sense of smooth transition.

India's landscapes are very varied, ranging from the glacial Himalayas
in the far north to the stark scrubland of Rajasthan in the west. There are the
salt pans of Kutch and the tropical forests of Kerala. In the east are the
mangrove swamps of the Sunderbans National Park in West Bengal and the
evergreen forests of Assam. With this amazing diversity in habitats comes a
remarkable richness of flora and fauna, giving India a wealth of wildlife.

The Indian subcontinent is extremely vulnerable to natural hazards.
A weak summer monsoon means serious drought, poor crops, and famine.
More than a quarter of India's land is prone to drought, affecting nearly
50 million people every year. More than one tenth of the land - a quarter of
all arable land - is prone to flooding, especially in the Ganges and
Brahmaputra basins, with consequent loss of lives and livelihoods.
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Transient and eternal aspects
of India:

• a timeless statue of the
Buddha

T a contemporary street
scene in Chennai (formerly
Madras)

India's long coastline of 7683 km is lashed by high-velocity winds, bringing
cyclones of varying intensity to the south-eastern states. Earthquakes can
strike terror and wreak destruction across more than half of the country.

India's history has been shaped by calamities and invasions, but the
spirit of the nation is indomitable. Its defining characteristic is the resilience
with which it absorbs new influences and evolves, rejecting all attempts at
sudden and radical change.

The heart of the world's largest democracy is the capital, New Delhi,
a modern city built on the site of seven ancient cities. The Republic Day
Parade takes place on 26 January each year. There are impressive displays of
technological advances and military strength, but there is also hype and
hoopla: colourful folk dances to the beat of pulsating music, historical
tableaux, and children's pageants. In 2001, as a weak winter sun appeared
from behind the clouds, the President arrived in a resplendent horse-drawn
carriage, preceded and followed by mounted cavalry. Soon there were
deafening cheers from the excited crowds lining the flag-festooned route
from Red Fort to Rajpath, the administrative centre of the city, as the
phalanx of tableaux appeared.

Almost at that exact same moment and during just such a celebration,
as schoolchildren marched around an unfurled tri-colour 1000 kilometres
away, thousands of people perished in a devastating earthquake in Gujarat,
a region forever associated with Mahatma Gandhi, 'the Father of the Nation'.
Was the coincidence a case of collective karma - the consequence of negative
actions in the past? Or was the earthquake destined to become just another
memory in the national psyche? Religious or philosophical rationalisation
was not even attempted. Rather, the region and the nation have repaired the
damage and moved on - a sign of the ever-resilient, ever-evolving India.

2 INDIA



Five thousand years of
history

The history of India can be traced
back some 5000 years. Rich natural
resources - spices, indigo, silk, sugar,
saltpetre, sandalwood, and ivory -
made it a target for invasion and
colonisation by European powers
from the fifteenth century AD
onwards. But India's history of
invasion reaches back to the Aryans,
I ndo-Europeans who came from the
north-west and overthrew the great
Dravidian city-based civilisation of
Harappa in the valley of the Indus
around 3000 BC. The hymns and
poems of the Aryan Vedic culture are
still recited in Hindu worship, giving
India one of the oldest continuous
cultural traditions in the world.

In the fifth century BC,
Buddhism began to spread; it was
embraced in the third century BC by
the Mauryan emperor Ashoka, who
controlled a greater proportion of
India than any subsequent ruler until
the Muslim emperors - the Mughals
- more than 1000 years later.

Mighty empires and dynasties
rose and fell after the collapse of the
Mauryas, leaving behind them some
of the great buildings and art of the
world - the elaborately sculpted and
painted caves of Ajanta, for example,
created by the Gupta kings, whose
empire was established in the third

MikeWells/Oxfam
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• The Konark Sun Temple,
Orissa: built in 1250 AD in
the shape of the chariot of
the Sun God, drawn by
exquisitely carved horses on
huge stone wheels,
representing the march
of time.

century AD, ushering in a golden age of poetry, literature, and art, during
which Hinduism underwent a revival and Buddhism began to decline.
The invasion of the Huns from the steppes of Central Asia in the fifth
century signalled the end of the Gupta empire, which fragmented into a
number of separate Hindu kingdoms.

From the eighth century AD onwards, Muslim invaders arrived from
the Middle East, although it was not until 1192 that Islamic power arrived on
a more permanent basis, when the first Sultan of Delhi established his court.
In 1526, Babar, the first of the great Mughal emperors, arrived in the north-
west from Turkey, defeated the Sultan, and established an empire that was
to dominate north and central India until it waned in the eighteenth century
- leaving a legacy of architecture, arts, and literature that still influences
Indian culture today.

The far south of India was unaffected by the rise and fall of kingdoms
in the north, and the status of Hinduism in this region was never challenged
by Buddhism, or Jainism (a religion dating from the sixth century BC), or
Islam. The prosperity of the south and its great empires was based on long-
established trading links with Egypt, Rome, and South-East Asia.
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Although peninsular India has a long coastline, it has never been a
maritime nation; rather, it has had a continental mindset. It is a fact of
history that invaders who came over land - Greeks, Persians, Arabs, Turks,
Afghans, and Mughals - stayed on; but all invaders from the sea - the
Dutch, Portuguese, French, and British - ultimately returned.

T The Victoria Memorial in
Kokata, opened by the Prince
of Wales in 1921. The park is
a popular place for picnics.

The jewel in the (British) crown

British power in India was initially exercised by the East India Company,
which established a trading post at Surat in Gujarat in 1612. The British
were not the first or the only European power with a presence in India
in the seventeenth century: the Portuguese had been in control in Cochin
since 1503 (before the Mughals arrived), and the French and Dutch also had
trading posts. After the Battle of Plassey in 1757, when Robert Clive,
Governor General of Bengal, recaptured Calcutta from the nawab of Bengal,
Siraj-ud-Daula, the power of Britain gradually spread until conclusively
demonstrated by victory in the fourth Mysore War in 1799. The long-
running British struggle with the Marathas was concluded in 1818,
leaving almost the entire country under the control of the British East India
Company.

The colonisers regarded India as a place to make money; they did not
seek to interfere with its culture, beliefs, and religions. The British expanded
iron and coal mining, developed tea, coffee, and cotton plantations, and
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began construction of India's vast rail network. They encouraged the system
of absentee landlords, because it made administration and tax collection
easier, but in the process they created an impoverished and landless peasantry -
a problem which persists in several regions, especially Bihar and West
Bengal, even today. An uprising in northern India in 1857 (referred to as
'the First War of Independence' by Indians and as 'the Sepoy Mutiny' by the
British) led to the demise of the East India Company, and administration of
the country was taken over by the Crown. In the next 50 years, the British empire
in India expanded its dominion and exploited the country's resources for its
own industries at home. But resentment against this policy was growing ...

Moves towards self-rule

Opposition to British rule began in earnest at the turn of the twentieth
century. Until then, from the very first meeting of nominated members in
1885, the Indian National Congress had been resorting to 'petition, prayer,
and protest' to achieve greater power for Indians in legislative councils,
and to challenge imperialist exploitation of the country's resources.
The Congress now began to push for swaraj - self-rule. Outside Congress,
hot-blooded individuals pressed for independence by more violent means.
In 1915 a young lawyer, Mohandas Karamchand Gandhi, returned home from
South Africa. His policy of non-violent resistance - satyagraha - to British
rule soon became the defining feature of India's independence movement.

World War II brought the end of imperialism, and Indian independence
became inevitable. However, local elections began to reveal the alarming
growth of communalism, with the Muslim League, led by Muhammed AH
Jinnah, speaking for the majority of Muslims, and the Congress Party, led by
Jawaharlal Nehru, representing the Hindu population. An overwhelming
number of Indian Muslims began demanding a separate homeland.

Prompted by rising political and communal tension, the British
government decided to divide the country, and the Viceroy, Lord Mountbatten,
set a rapid timetable for independence. Unfortunately, the two
predominantly Muslim regions were on opposite sides of the country,
meaning that the new nation of Pakistan would consist of two halves,
East and West, divided by India. When the dividing line was announced,
the greatest violent exodus in human history took place, as Muslims moved
to Pakistan, and Hindus and Sikhs relocated to India. More than 10 million
people changed sides, and 250,000 people (a conservative estimate) were
slaughtered in mindless barbaric violence.

In the final stages of the independence campaign there was one last
tragedy to be played out. On 30 January 1948 Gandhi, deeply saddened by
the partition of the nation and the subsequent bloodshed, was assassinated
by a Hindu fanatic.
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• Rajiv Gandhi was the
driving force behind the
construction of India's
national telephone network
Even the smallest village has
at least one public booth,
enabling families all over
India to keep in touch with
each other.

Independence and after

Following the trauma of partition, India's first prime
minister, Jawaharlal Nehru, championed a secular
constitution, socialist central planning, and a strict policy
of non-alignment in foreign affairs. The India of today is
vastly different from that of the late 1940s, when the
constitution was framed. Since 1947 and through 13
general elections, democratic institutions have been
strengthened, the size of the population has more than
doubled, social tensions have increased, and political
fragmentation has occurred - but Indian democracy
continues to function.

The fulfilment of India's 'tryst with destiny' (to quote
Nehru's commemorative speech on Independence Day)
at midnight on 15 August 1947 was the beginning of a
long political journey. India has maintained cordial
relations with its former colonisers and elected to join the
Commonwealth. Continuing the domination of domestic
politics by the Congress Party, Nehru's daughter Indira
Gandhi became Prime Minister in 1966. After she was
assassinated in 1984, the Gandhi dynasty's grip on Indian

politics continued when the party brought in her son, Rajiv Gandhi. Best
known for his attempts to propel India into the world's economy, he suffered
a fate similar to his mother's when he was assassinated during an election
campaign in 1991.

Since then India has experienced numerous political mutations, and
coalition politics has become the norm. Increasing political awareness
among the public has led to the emergence of a multi-party system. Today
there are as many as seven national political parties and 38 regional parties
registered with the Election Commission, many of them representing
factions based on cultural, social, ethnic, caste, community, and religious
interests.

Coalition governments can confer indirect advantages, such as a
wider representation of views, and greater consensus on significant issues.
Also they reduce the possibility of a party with an overwhelming majority
imposing a state of emergency like the one declared by Indira Gandhi
in 1975, which was accompanied by draconian laws and infringements of
civil liberties. At the same time, coalition governments can create political
instability, giving rise to dangerously divisive communal politics.

Religious differences have not always led to conflict and violence in
India: communities of different faiths have co-existed peacefully for years,
and continue to do so in many parts of the country. But, for historical reasons,
communalism is deep-rooted in the Hindu psyche, and the emotional
insecurity of voters who perceive traditional values to be threatened by the
advance of a 'modern' or different culture can be exploited by politicians all
too easily. These dangers were clearly evident during the violent conflict at
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• Kolkata: catching up on
the news. In addition to
national newspapers -
The Times of India,
The Hindustan Times,
The Statesman, and Indian
Express - most major cities
also have their own
newspapers.

Ayodhya in 1992, when a Hindu mob stormed and destroyed a mosque
which they believed had been built on the legendary site of the birth of
Lord Rama, the seventh incarnation of the Hindu deity Vishnu.

Playing on the national sense of insecurity, in 1998 the BJP government
(formed by the Bhartiy a Janata Party, whose policies are inspired by Hindu
nationalism) fulfilled its promise to make India a nuclear weapons state.
Despite international outrage, the nuclear tests were met with widespread
jubilation in India and created a groundswell of support for the Bf P.
The elections held in 1999 produced the NDA (National Democratic Alliance)
government, a 22-party coalition led by BJP's Atal Behari Vajpayee.
This government was able to function partly on the strength of its pragmatic
survival instincts and partly also because of the failure of opposing parties
to unite to defeat it.

Yet, against all expectations, the elections for the Lok Sabha (lower house)
held in 2004 decisively voted out the ruling BJP. Although Sonia Gandhi, the
Italian widow of Rajiv Gandhi, led the Congress Party's winning campaign,
she declined to accept the most powerful job in the country. Manmohan
Singh, a renowned economist, was sworn in as prime minister, heading a
19-party coalition - the United Progressive Alliance - which includes parties
of the left.

It is now generally accepted that only coalition politics can
accommodate the intrinsic diversity of this complex nation. By and large,
the constitution of India has tried to meet the demands and aspirations of
the people, within the framework and through the mechanisms provided,
even though India continues to face major social, economic, and political
challenges.
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T The poster, produced by
students in Lucknow, says:
'Sexual harassment makes it
hard for girls to leave their
homes. Is this proper?'

Independence for women?

Independence for India did not automatically mean freedom for women.
Mahatma Gandhi's mass mobilisation for self-rule had involved women
from all sections of society and leaders of the women's movement, as it then
existed; and it had international links with the suffragettes and the anti-
imperialist movements of the West. But only a small minority of women
were active in the movement for independence. For the majority, life was a
daily struggle for survival: barely 7 per cent were literate; female life
expectancy was a mere 37 years; and maternal mortality was as high as
100 per 1000 cases of childbirth.

In the early years after independence, government planners tended to
perceive women as weak, disadvantaged, and in need of welfare provision.
In the 1970s and 1980s, more constructive ideas about social development
came to the fore; and in the 1990s the goal became women's empowerment.

The past half-century has witnessed changes in
the status of women, in terms of their health,
literacy, employment, and political and civil rights.
Some political decisions now have to take account
of women's concerns. Women are becoming
more aware of their rights and are willing to
assert them. In the fields of business, medicine,
engineering, law, art, and culture, they are
making major contributions. Yet, while some
women are emerging strong and confident, in
control of their lives, the majority still have to
contend with a very different reality.

Most Indian women are far from enjoying
equal status with men, whether in terms of
equality before the law, in marriage, in the family,
or in the wider society. The constitution
guarantees equality for all, but the laws that have
been passed to improve the lot of women are not
widely implemented. There is a lack of will to do
so among politicians, judges, the police, and,
ultimately, men in general.

The structures of democracy

Independent India opted for a federal structure with a strong union.
Administration, public welfare, and development are the responsibility of
the individual states, but from the beginning taxes and other revenues have
been collected centrally, in an attempt to achieve the social objectives of the
whole nation: the alleviation of poverty, and the promotion of equality in
development. But in reality states and central governments are often run by
different - and opposing - political parties. The exercise of the presidential
power to dismiss state governments and to assume control of state
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administration is the subject of much controversy, because it has been
imposed on several occasions for partisan purposes.

In several states, including Punjab, Kashmir, Assam, and Nagaland,
conflict over development policies, the displacement of communities by
destructive environmental schemes, violations of civil liberties, insensitive
economic policies and reforms, and the exploitation of rural areas by the
urban classes have led to terrorism and militant armed conflict directed
against the Indian nation-state. Such tensions in the relationship between
central government and individual states have created a demand for greater
devolution of power, and for local control over natural resources.

After independence, enormous power and resources became
concentrated in the hands of the bureaucracy, under its socialist political
masters. Governance, good or bad, depends on the political parties,
personalities, administration, and institutions provided for it, and in the
current Indian scene the politicisation of administrative institutions has
created overlapping spheres of control. This has brought into sharp focus
the inadequacy of the bureaucracy, which was once perceived to be 'the steel
frame of India's democracy'.

The professional civil service that India inherited from the colonial
period was created to maintain law and order, collect revenues, administer
justice, and maintain the communications system. It had limited experience
of development work. After independence, there was a vast expansion of civil
and technical services, which created major problems of co-ordination and
management and led to delay and inefficiency. In addition, there is growing
evidence of unwarranted political interference, corruption, and inadequate
leadership at all levels of the civil service. The administrative apparatus built
for sustaining colonial rule is inadequate for totally different priorities in an
independent country. A vast system of state-level licences and quotas,
commonly referred to as 'the licence raj', is blamed by many observers for
distortions in development and economic growth which prevent India from
exploiting its potential in the modern globalised world.

The concept of the separation of power between the executive, the
legislature, and the judiciary is built into India's constitution. While the
judiciary has played a positive role in safeguarding civil rights and has been
vigilant in preserving the spirit of the constitution against legislative and
executive intrusions, it has not been very successful in providing justice for
private citizens. Partly due to a huge backlog of cases, and due also to the fact
that the judiciary seems to be more responsive to the demands of the Bar
than to the needs of the client, ordinary people are losing faith in the judicial
system. There is an urgent need for a less formal system of adjudication, the
establishment of Lok Adalats (people's courts), and a revival of village courts
to reduce the burden on the judicial system and also to make justice more
affordable and more expeditious.
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T A village elder has his say

at a meeting in Gujarat

Grassroots governance

Gandhi's remark that India lives in the villages is still relevant, since three-
quarters of the population continue to live in rural areas, spread over
600,000 villages. In a country where 26 per cent of the people live below the
official poverty line and millions are unemployed or underemployed,
improving conditions in these deprived areas should be the main objective
of rural development.

It was to address this need that the constitution was amended by the
73rd and 74 th Amendments Act in 1992, with the aim of strengthening and
revitalising the existing system of local governance known as Panchayati Raj
Institutions (PRIs). These constitutional safeguards against interference
from the bureaucracy and politicians should enable the common people to
decide and implement their own development priorities. The PRI structure

has three tiers: the village
panchayat, the block panchayat
(also called taluk or mandal), and
the district panchayat, all consisting
of elected representatives of the
people. At present some two million
panchayats at the village level, 6000
at the intermediate level, and
another 474 at the district level are
estimated to be functioning.

The panchayats are
responsible for 29 aspects of local
development, including agriculture,
minor irrigation schemes, water
management, primary and
secondary schools, health care, and
maintenance of the community's
natural resources, including
common assets. At each of the
three levels there are reservations
for scheduled castes and tribes
(traditionally excluded from
mainstream society), in proportion
to their numbers in the local
population. A distinctive feature
of this Act is that one-third of the
seats are reserved for women.
These reservations extend to the
post of chairperson of a panchayat.
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The results of the reforms have been mixed. In some areas, vested
political interests have tried to subvert the PRIs: for instance, while it is
mandatory to hold elections once every five years, many states have
succeeded in circumventing this provision; some have set up parallel bodies
to implement programmes; most have transferred only limited funds and
functionaries to PRIs. While Kerala, Karnataka, and four other states have
transferred all 29 prescribed responsibilities to the PRIs, only Karnataka
has transferred both funds and functionaries. Central government is guilty
of diverting funds for rural schemes through the District Rural
Development Agencies, rather than channelling them directly to PRIs.

At the level of elected members too there are variations. In Kerala,
where there is a dominant political party and political divisions are not
overpowering, there have been success stories. Areas with well-established
tribal societies, such as Arunachal Pradesh and other eastern states, have
achieved a large measure of success through their traditional organisations
of local self-government. But in other regions, there is a need for elected
members - particularly women - to be given training to enable them to be
effective agents of change. The government needs to work through and
support NGOs, women's groups, and grassroots organisations to
complement the initiatives taken by local governing bodies.

Although PRIs had been in existence since 1952, their potential for
local democracy was not developed until recently. Now there is a growing
recognition of the fact that little can be done to improve the prospects of
the poor if they are isolated from the processes that shape their lives. But it
remains to be seen whether official intentions and rhetorical resolutions will
eventually be translated into actual empowerment of PRIs.

Regional dynamics in South Asia

South Asia is an ancient crucible of civilisations in which people and their
cultures and religions are inextricably intermixed. India shares boundaries
with five of the six countries in the region, and so is subject to illegal
migration and drug trafficking. Borders in this region cut across
communities, so that domestic crises tend to spread across frontiers.
Millions of Bengalis in former East Pakistan fled to India in 1971. Since the
mid-1990s, Chakmas from the Chittagong Hill tracts in Bangladesh have
sought asylum in India. Similarly, dissidents from Punjab and Kashmir
have sought asylum in neighbouring Pakistan.

Most of India's border regions, except Punjab, are under-developed.
They are physically isolated, mainly because transport and communications
are poor. They are also culturally different from the core of the Indian
Union. All this contributes to a sense of alienation among the border people.
These areas are complex to manage and are subject to insurgency, terrorism,
and hostility from neighbours. A number of bilateral disputes in South Asia
affect these populations, and many families are divided across borders.
While some of the disputes are rooted in the historical past, others are a
consequence of the current dynamics of bilateral and international relations.
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A Conditions in India's
northern border regions are
harsh and inhospitable.

The question of Kashmir

Islam came to Kashmir in the thirteenth century AD,
and the region became a province of the Mughal empire
in 1586. In the eighteenth century it was incorporated into
the Afghan empire and was ruled by a string of Afghan
governors who were renowned for their cruelty towards
the Hindus. In 1819, Kashmir passed into the control of
Sikh rulers, who proceeded to exploit the region; a severe
famine reduced its population from 800,000 to
200,000. The British detached Kashmir from the Sikh
kingdom in 1846 and handed the territory to the Hindu
raja of Jammu for a sum of money, while retaining their
supremacy over the newly created princely state of
Jammu and Kashmir. Among the 565 princely states of
British India, Kashmir was unique: it had a large Muslim
majority population but was ruled by a Hindu monarch;
and it bordered both India and the future Pakistan.

After the partition, Kashmir was given the choice
of joining either India or Pakistan. Maharaja Hari Singh
refused to accede to either country. He had grander
plans: he wanted independence. But in October 1947,
after an armed attack from Pakistan, he appealed to
India for military assistance and then acceded to India.
The Indian troops stopped the Pakistani onslaught on
Kashmir, but by then the infiltrators had captured one
third of the former princely state. Fighting between
India and Pakistan continued in Kashmir until the
United Nations imposed a ceasefire in January 1949,

and a ceasefire line was established that divided Kashmir between the two
neighbours.

1987 was a turning point in Kashmir's recent history. Widespread
fraud and corruption characterised the state elections in that year, alienating
ordinary Kashmiris and increasing their sense of grievance against India.
The government that came to power in Jammu and Kashmir lacked
legitimacy. Protests and demonstrations throughout the state became
violent and took on a secessionist tenor.

In the summer of 1999, Pakistan crossed the ceasefire line (renamed
the Line of Control and ratified by both countries under the Simla Agreement
in 1972) with a deep incursion into remote, mountainous territory under
Indian authority. The result was the Kargil War - brief but potentially
serious, as both countries now possessed (and had tested) nuclear weapons.

The new government in Delhi is maintaining the policy of the
previous administration in seeking a political solution to the crisis. While
official talks continue between the foreign ministers of India and Pakistan,
the peace process is also moving forward, in the form of cultural and
diplomatic exchanges, and improved transport and communications links.
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Defining identities: religion,
caste, and regional culture

Independent India was born at a time of intense sectarian strife and human
tragedy. It was in this context that the Indian State had to design an
instrument which would protect its citizens from the forces of religious
fundamentalism. Accordingly, the constitution proclaimed India to be a
Sovereign Socialist Secular Democratic Republic.

Mahatma Gandhi defined secularism as Sarva Dharma Sambhava
('able to co-exist with all religions'); Jawaharlal Nehru defined it as Dharma
Nirpekshata ('unrelated to affairs of religion'). The Indian constitution has
tried to reconcile an insistence on secularism in public life with individual
freedom of religion. The freedoms to profess, practise, and propagate
religion are fundamental rights of all Indian citizens. The nation is expected
to show equal respect for all religions, faiths, and modes of worship and to
give them equal protection under the law. Although Hindus constitute
85 per cent of the population, in law Hinduism is regarded not as the
principal religion, but only as the majority religion.

Because different faiths, communities, and castes have evolved and
merged to shape Indian culture, secularism was seen as a condition
necessary for social unity. However, in the past 30 years there has been
increasing evidence of political parties resorting to non-secular politics for
electoral gains, in violation of the Representation of the People Act, which
prohibits the use of religion or caste in politics.

Unlike Europe, where religious denominations have wielded political
power, India has no such tradition. There are hardly any instances of
religious leaders insisting on making politics subservient to religion.
On the contrary, it is the politicians who have attempted to take over
religious institutions and destroy their sanctity. One could say that it is not
politics that needs saving from religion, but religion and the secular
credentials of the country that need to be protected from politicians.

A question of faith

Religion forms a crucial aspect of identity for most Indians, and much of
India's history can be understood in terms of the interplay among its diverse
religious groups. Hinduism, a collection of diverse doctrines and sects, is a
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A The Sriranganatbsvami
Temple, Tamil Nadu,
dedicated to the Hindu god
Vishnu. In one corner of its
'thousand pillar hall' there is a
shrine to Tulukka Nachiyar,
the god's Muslim consort.

way of life followed by the majority of the population. It is the largest religion
in Asia, and one of the world's oldest extant faiths (pre-dating history).
Hinduism does not proselytise, since one can only be born into it, not
convert to it.

Buddhism, founded in northern India in about 500 BC, spread rapidly
after Emperor Ashoka embraced it in 261 BC. Hindus regard Buddha as
another incarnation of their god Vishnu. There are 6.6 million Buddhists in
India, mainly concentrated in Sikkim, Arunachal Pradesh, and Jammu and
Kashmir. The Jain religion was established in the sixth century BC as an
attempt to reform brahminical Hinduism, with its upper-caste monopoly on
knowledge, wealth, and power. Jainism emerged at around the same time as
Buddhism, but did not find adherents outside India. It is most prominent in
Maharashtra, Gujarat, and Rajasthan.

India's Muslim population is one of the largest in the world, numbering
130 million. The faith of the Prophet was first brought to the sub-continent
by invaders in the eighth century AD. Among Indian Muslims, Sunnis are
the majority sect. There are, however, influential Shi'ite trading
communities in Gujarat - Khojas and Bohras - and Shi'ite aristocrats of
Persian origin in Lucknow and Hyderabad. Muslim influence is particularly
strong and visible in architecture, art, and traditional cuisine.
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The Sikhs in India, numbering 18 million, mostly live in Punjab.
Their religion (founded by Guru Nanak, 1469-1538) was originally intended
to bring together the best of Hinduism and Islam. Its basic tenets are similar
to those of Hinduism, with the important exception that the Sikhs are
opposed to caste distinctions. The holiest shrine of the Sikh religion is the
Golden Temple in Amritsar.

Roman Catholics form the largest single Christian group, especially in
the western coastal areas and in southern India. Converts to Christianity,
especially since the mid-nineteenth century, are largely from the
disadvantaged castes and tribal groups. Other religious minorities in India
include some communities of Jews; Zoroastrians, who wield influence out
of all proportion to their small numbers; and Tribals, who constitute eight
per cent of the Indian population and practise various forms of animism,
which is perhaps the country's oldest religious tradition.

Hindus are in the majority in every Indian state except Jammu and
Kashmir (two-thirds Muslims), Punjab (three-fifths Sikh), Meghalaya,
Mizoram, and Nagaland (mainly Christian), and Arunachal Pradesh
(predominantly Animist). Hindus also form the majority in five of the seven
union territories (directly administered by central government), except
Lakshadweep, which is more than 90 per cent Muslim.

The Hindu religion has proved to be a very powerful assimilating
force. Popular religious expression is often local in character and crosses the
boundaries of different faiths. For example, in Kerala Hindus, Muslims, and
Christians alike practise the tradition of offering flowers and fruits at the
altar, and married women's custom of wearing a necklace of black beads and
gold to signify their marital status. Sadly, in the political climate that has
recently and rapidly developed, religious faith is now being polarised, and
the dominance of Hinduism causes friction, expressed in various forms.
On a sub-continental scale, the major communal difference is between
Hindus and Muslims. This legacy of partition has been accentuated by the
post-colonial political atmosphere of India.

The politicisation of religion

The rich diversity of Indian society, which in previous decades has been
contained in the secular State, is increasingly mutating towards regionalism
(and even sub-regionalism), and communal conflicts based on religion,
caste, and language. In a society that is still deeply religious in the traditional
sense, passions can be aroused and exploited on highly sensitive issues.
Fanaticism is contributing to a steady increase in the frequency of
communal conflicts, with many people killed and injured as a result.
Though precise and credible numbers are difficult to obtain, because of
the disparities between government figures and independent estimates,
it is certain that the resultant suffering affects members of all castes and
religions.
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Sohail (see box below) is a victim of communal violence that rocked
Ahmedabad, Gujarat's biggest city, in 2002. This was not the first time that
Ahmedabad had suffered communal tensions. Violence in the city followed
the destruction of the Babri Mosque at Ayodhya in Uttar Pradesh by Hindu
extremists in 1992, and the spill-over from the intense rioting that ensued
in Mumbai in 1993.

A CHILD'S VIEW OF COMMUNAL TENSIONS

Eleven-year-old Sohail says,'I once owned
a football, but I lost it when our house
was torched by a mob on 28 February
2002.' Along with four truckloads of their
neighbours, Sohail's family managed to
escape from Patia to an exclusively
Muslim enclave - Juhapura, in Ahmedabad.
'I saw very bad people killing my
neighbours. My brother Asif and sister
Najo are both physically handicapped and
they lost their wheelchairs. Ammi
[mother] cries all the time because Abu
[father] lost his job. I lost my football, but
I don't cry. A sanstha [organisation - the
Gujarat Sarvajanik Relief Committee]
helped us to get a house and a bicycle so
that I could ferry my brother and sister to
school. In the afternoons
I work hard at bharat bharna [machine
embroidery] to supplement our family
income. My favourite subjects have always
been science and Hindi, but now my
teachers insist that Urdu is more
important for Muslims.'

HINDUS HOMELESS IN JAMMU

Neerja Kaul's circumstances have been reduced
from a genteel urban life to an existence of penury
in a ghetto in Jammu. It was in 1989 that she and
her family - husband, father-in-law, and three
children - left Srinagar in Kashmir under threat
from Muslim extremists, never to return.

'Initially, when militancy began, we thought of
staying and braving it out, but with Kashmiri Pandits
[the Hindu community of Kashmir] being
increasingly targeted, our resolve evaporated. After
20 years, insecurity and anger persist. Are we going
to be homeless for ever?'
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A FATEFUL NIGHT FOR

MUSLIMS IN GUJARAT

Mehmoodaben has a haunted look
as she huddles in the burnt-out shell
of her house with mother-in-law
Jeeviben, sister-in-law Madinaben,
husband Rajak Bhai, and seven
children.They have just returned to
Navarevas (north Gujarat), after
taking refuge for more than a year
in Sabli camp, an encampment for
victims of communal violence in
Ahmedabad.'lt was our neighbours
who attacked us, but also
neighbours who saved us by
unlocking the door for us to escape
that fateful night. Oxfam is helping
us to rebuild our house and has also
replaced my husband's burnt-out
shack, from which he used to sell
vegetables. But the situation is
different now. He is not being
allowed to operate from the same
place as before.'

Communal riots in one state have often spread to others, and even
across the borders to neighbouring countries in South Asia. After the
bloodshed of partition in 1947, the first major conflicts between Hindus and
Muslims occurred in Jabalpur in the central Indian state of Madhya Pradesh
in 1961. This was followed by riots in the northern state of Uttar Pradesh.
Consequently, when Mehmoodaben is attacked in Gujarat, Hindus are
victimised in Bangladesh; when Neerja Kaul suffers in Jammu and Kashmir,
Muslims are punished in Uttar Pradesh, and minority communities such as
Christians and Bengalis are socially and economically marginalised in
Pakistan.

Contemporary communalism in India is a specific political ideology
which exploits both religious identities and secular democratic opportunities,
such as multi-party elections, in order to capture political power. The result
is not so much the injection of religious fundamentalism into politics, but
the transformation of a religious community into a political and electoral
community. Hindu revivalism is intended to achieve this end, but it is
'justified' as a reaction to Islamic resurgence and to the government's
perceived appeasement of the minorities.
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T Throughout India, cows
and bulls are venerated as
sacred animals. Decorated
with flowers and trinkets,
their horns often brightly
painted, they roam freely.

India's complex polity consists of a range of constituencies with cross-
cutting interests: linguistic or caste affinities, for example, often supersede
religious loyalty. Hindu nationalism is therefore unlikely to become a
cohesive force throughout the country. Besides, since Independence, India's
leaders have been responsive to the claims of diverse ethnic groups and
minorities. In the first 15 years, eleven new states were created, shaped by
linguistic and cultural identities. Apart from this there are institutions such
as the National Commission for Minorities and the National Integration
Council, founded on the premise that traditional values which conflict with
basic human rights cannot be respected and should not be tolerated on any
grounds.

While the heritage of an ancient civilisation provides the roots and
strength of the nation, what Sohail, Neerja Kaul, and Mehmoodaben
experience today has to be assessed not in relation to India's glorious past,
but in terms of the agenda that India has laid down for itself as a secular
nation-state.

Caste: caught in the web

Equally destructive are the social divisions based on
caste. The caste system, which has been an integral
part of the Hindu social structure for centuries, has
played a major role in the evolution of Indian society.
The division of people into various castes resulted in
rigid social stratification. The hierarchical nature of the
stratification enabled the higher castes to exploit the
lower ones, claiming divine sanction for their
privileged social status.

The most damaging impact of the caste system is
not so much the supremacy of the upper castes as the
conditioning of the lower castes to accept their inferior
status as part of the natural order of things. No social
institution characterised by so large an element of
inequality and discrimination against a majority of the
people can survive so long in a purely social context.
It was through an elaborate, complex, and subtle
scheme of scripture, mythology, and ritual that the
caste system was invested with a moral authority that
has seldom been effectively challenged, even by the
most ardent social reformer.

This scheme of social organisation, which has
survived for more than three thousand years, had far-
reaching effects on the growth and development of
various communities. For instance, as exclusive
custodians of higher knowledge, the brahmins
developed into a highly cultivated community with
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a special flair for intellectual pursuits. On the
other hand, the sudras, continuously subjected to
all sorts of deprivation, acquired all the traits of
illiterate rustics. In traditional Indian society,
social deprivation was a direct consequence of
caste status, and various other types of
discrimination arose directly from this pernicious
system.

The superior position of the upper castes in
Indian society was strengthened during the early
years of British rule, when Western education
further enhanced their social and economic
status. During the freedom struggle, however,
inspired by the best of Indian values, the fight
against colonialism, the influences of Western
liberal thought, and the ideals of socialism, Indian
leaders felt an imperative need to create an
egalitarian society. The spread of nationalism cut
across the boundaries of caste, class, and religion.

The constitution, adopted in 1950,
recognised the caste system as a source of inequity
in Indian society and made provisions for
affirmative action in favour of deprived groups.
Reservation for the Scheduled Castes, Scheduled
Tribes, and 'Other Backward Classes' was
provided for in government jobs, professional
appointments, and educational institutions. Apart
from being a means of social and economic

advance, reservation was seen as a way of ensuring the representation of the
interests of these groups in the governance of the country.

Sadly, these measures have failed to achieve the desired results, for
various reasons. The principal features of the caste system - the avoidance of
inter-caste competition, and the notion that contact with members of lower
castes results in pollution - are on the wane, to be replaced by intense inter-
caste competition for political and administrative patronage. Today, caste is
increasingly seen in terms of solidarity groups. Socially, the caste hierarchy
remains. In economic terms, the rich have got richer and the poor have failed
to prosper. In politics, however, active players have emerged from lower-caste
categories - but these beneficiaries of reform have failed to meet the
aspirations of their people. Political self-interest, corruption, and nepotism
have deprived others of similar opportunities.

From the national level down to the village level, the nexus between caste
and politics assumes great importance. Those who seek to obtain and hold on
to political power often look to particular jatis as potential 'vote banks'.
Alliances among caste groups, however, are subject to frequent shifts, based on
short-term political expediency.

A VICTORY FOR DALITS AT THE BARBER'S

Until a year ago, 30-year-old Bhuplal had never
travelled beyond the desert village of Bavri in
Jodhpur District, Rajasthan.'lt was an area of
darkness in this age of awareness. Upper-caste
people did not allow us to wear coloured turbans
or ride bicycles, and we had to remove our
footwear in their presence. Any deviation from
these practices was a licence for atrocities like
public beating and humiliation.The local barbers
refused to serve dalits [tribal people] and they
would never cut our hair. Discrimination in public
places was common and accepted - until we
came in contact with an organisation called Dalit
Adhikar Abhiyan, in 2001.We raised the issue of
discrimination by barbers.The organisation
helped us to contact the state officials in Jodhpur.
The whole community joined forces and took up
the issue through the Scheduled Castes and
Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of Atrocities) Act.
The barbers ultimately succumbed to our
collective pressure and not only apologised but
dedicated a whole day to our service. Now things
are dramatically different in our village - but not
in neighbouring villages.'
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•4 Members of an adivasi
(tribal) community in Tonur
village, Tamil Nadu

CASTES AND JATI

In South Asia the caste system has been a
dominating aspect of social organisation for
thousands of years. A caste, generally referred to as
jati (birth), is a strictly regulated social community,
which one is born into. A person is expected to
marry within this jati and observe appropriate rules
governing occupation, kinship, and diet. Interactions
with other jatis are determined by the position of
one's own group in the social hierarchy.

In India, virtually all non-tribal Hindus and many
adherents of other faiths (even Muslims, for whom
caste is theoretically anathema) recognise their
membership of one of these hereditary social
communities. Among Hindus, jatis are usually
assigned to one of four large caste clusters, called
varnas, each of which has a traditional social
function.The particular varna in which a jati is
ranked depends in part on its relative level of
'impurity', determined by the group's traditional
contact with any of a number of'pollutants'.
Restrictions were traditionally established to
protect the relative 'purity' of a particular jati from
corruption by the 'pollution' of a lower caste.

A fifth group, the panchamas (from Sanskrit panch,
'five'), were theoretically excluded from the system
because their occupations and ways of life typically
brought them into contact with such impurities.

Formerly called the Untouchables (because contact
with them, believed to transmit pollution, was
avoided), they are now designated as harijans
('Children of God', a term popularised by Mahatma
Gandhi) and, officially, as scheduled castes.Those in
scheduled castes, collectively accounting for nearly
one-sixth of India's total population, are generally
landless and perform most of the agricultural
labour, as well as a number of ritually polluting
caste-related occupations (such as leatherwork,
performed by the chamars, who are the largest
scheduled caste).

Although inherently non-egalitarian, jatis provide
Indians with social support and, at least in theory,
a sense of having a secure and well-defined social
and economical role. In most parts of India, one or
more dominant castes own the majority of land,
exercise the greatest political power, and set a
cultural tone for a particular region. A dominant
jati typically comprises between one-eighth and
one-third of the total rural population, but it may
in some areas account for a clear majority.
The second most numerous jati is usually from
one of the scheduled castes. Depending on its size,
a village typically will have between five and
25 jatis, each of which might be represented by
households numbering anything from one to more
than 100.
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A Hindu architecture, a riot
of human and divine forms:
Sriranganathsvami Temple,
Tiruchchirappaiii, Tamil Nadu.

< Classic Islamic
architecture, devoid of human
forms: the Golden Fort of
jaisalmer, built between
1500 and 1700 in the Thar
desert, Rajasthan.

• The Konark Sun Temple,
Orissa

INDIA 23



Celebrating cultural diversity

The most powerfully defining feature of Indian society is what Jawaharlal
Nehru called 'the continuity of a cultural tradition through five thousand years
of history'. On the Indian sub-continent, multiple cultures have co-existed in
harmony for ages, except when political leaders have exploited this diversity
and used it to divide people along religious and communal lines.

In independent India, official lack of understanding of ethnic
aspirations has led to insurgencies and the rise of separatist movements,
especially in the north-east. But the nation's democratic institutions have
responded successfully to such problems. The creation of'linguistic states'
was one such response, when many state boundaries were drawn on
linguistic lines. Language is a heavily politicised issue. Many efforts have
been made to promote Hindi as the national language and gradually phase
out English. However, although Hindi is the predominant language in the
north, it bears little relation to the languages of the south, where very few
speak it. English continues to be spoken by the educated, and proficiency in
English is regarded as a badge of membership of the elite.

In recent times, greater ease of movement across the country,
indigenous tourism, improved communications, and increased opportunity
and access to resources have all played their part in promoting national
integration.

Artistic heritage

In traditional Indian society there was no sharp distinction between 'art'
and 'craft'. The Sanskrit word shilpa has been used to mean skill, craft, work
of art or architecture, design, or decoration. Traditional art forms include
pottery, jewellery, carpet weaving, embroidery, painting, woodwork,
leatherwork, and metalwork. Craft skills and traditions, an inseparable
element of the rituals and festivals of everyday life, have survived until the
present day without any other form of patronage. Architecture is perhaps
India's greatest triumph, as evident in Ajanta Ellora, a large relief hewn from
rocks; the Sun Temple of Konark, built like a chariot in the thirteenth
century; the graceful erotic sculptures of the eleventh-century temples of
Khajuraho; and such Mughal masterpieces as Humayun's tomb in
Delhi, and the best-known memorial of love: the Taj Mahal, built between
1630 and 1648.

Under British rule much of this creative cultural energy became
dissipated, but at the same time certain individuals, such as William Carey
(1761-1834) and Max Muller (1823-1900), became interested in ancient and
medieval Indian culture; through their translations and commentaries, they
provided Western readers with access to key works.

Performing arts, all based on music, also have a long and
distinguished tradition. Dance and theatre in their classical forms are not
capable of expression without music. All these art forms are a mode of
religious expression, as well as an essential accompaniment to many social
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• Music is an essential
accompaniment to many
festivities in India.

festivities, including the narration of bardic stories and folk tales. A revival
of interest in aspects of Indian thought and culture accompanied the rising
nationalist feeling, and the twentieth century saw efforts to revive dying arts
such as kathakali (a highly stylised dance form of Kerala in South India), and
to reconstitute early forms of traditional performing arts. Today, India is
known for many internationally acclaimed artists, including the renowned
sitar player, Ravi Shankar.

There has also been a revival of theatre. Bengali playwrights, especially
Nobel Prize winner Rabindra Nath Tagore (1861-1941), have given new life
to Indian theatre. However, the Indian motion-picture industry has taken
the place of theatre and now constitutes not only the most popular form of
mass entertainment but often a mirror of contemporary India.

In the world of letters, India counts epics written in the second century
BC as its heritage, but continues to contribute to world literature through the
works of modern authors such as R.K. Narayan, Salman Rushdie, Vikram
Seth, and Arundhati Roy. Arundhati Roy's recent success is phenomenal.
In the UK she was awarded the Booker Prize for her first novel, God of Small
Things, in 1997; it was translated into 40 languages and sold six million
copies. She has identified herself with social issues such as the anti-nuclear
movement and the grassroots organisation against the Narmada Dam,
the Narmada Bachao Andolan (NBA), and she voices her opposition in her
prolific output of political essays.
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A Bhiansar village, Rajasthan: jaiti Bhai makes papier mache bowls. 'You take day, jute, paper, grain husks, and
water, and grind them all together into a paste, which you smooth over a mould. When the bowl is dry,
you decorate it, I bought this pink colour, but I use green and red sometimes too.'
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A Boys playing cricket (a national obsession in India) on the Marina Beach in Chennai
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A question of numbers

• Children throng a school
playground in Hyderabad. But
across the country 30 million
children are not in school.
India spends only one per cent
of its national income on
primary education.

Despite India's vast landmass, approximately two-thirds of all Indians live
in coastal regions and in the broad Gangetic Plain. In these areas, average
population density is 550-650 people per square kilometre, while the
national average is 324.

In 1951, at the time of the first census, the population of independent
India was 361 million. Since then it has tripled to 1027 million (2001
Census). The average annual growth rate during the ten years before
Independence was only 1.25 per cent. The current figure is around 2 per cent
per annum. India adds more people to the world's population each year than
China does; or, to put it another way, every year the population of India
increases by a figure equivalent to the entire population of Australia:
approximately 20 million people.

India's rate of population growth is due more to a decline in mortality
rates than to a big increase in fertility. The crude death rate has shown a
steady decline: from 43 deaths per 1000 in 1901 to nine in 1994. By contrast,
the decline in the crude birth rate has been slower: from 49 live births
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per iooo in 1901 to 29 in 1994. While the Total Fertility Rate (TFR), or the
average number of children per woman, has declined steadily from 5.97 in
1961 to 2.85 in 1999, the increase in life expectancy has been more dramatic.
Between 1900 and Independence in 1947, life expectancy grew by only
10 years, but in the next five decades it grew by 30 years to 64 for males
and 65 for females.

The Infant Mortality Rate (IMR) has improved through the use of
immunisation programmes and oral rehydration treatment for diarrhoea;
but although these measures have prevented deaths, they have not
necessarily improved the quality of infants' lives. IMR has declined
markedly over the last 50 years, but 25 per cent of the world's infant deaths
(72 per 1000) and 20 per cent of all cases of maternal mortality (437 per
100,000) continue to take place in India.

The reduction in the birth rate was achieved through the medical
intervention of manipulating fertility, rather than through social change.
Since the national family-planning programme was adopted in 1950,
the allocation of resources to it in each Five Year Plan has been steadily
increasing. Expenditure on family planning became entrenched in
programmes that were top-down, incentive-based, target-oriented, and
sterilisation-focused. It was during the state of emergency in 1975-77 that
8.26 million men - a record number - were coerced into having vasectomy
operations. People reacted strongly against this policy, which was one of the
factors that brought down the government. The newly elected government
changed the policy to 'family welfare', with emphasis on information,
education, and voluntary participation.

Development is the best contraceptive

The 1994 International Conference on Population and Development (ICPD)
brought about a major shift in thinking on the subject: from an emphasis on
population control to a focus on individual well-being. India was a party to
this new approach, and subsequently its National Population Policy of 2000
(NPP 2000) acknowledged that stabilising the population depends on giving
people access to resources and information. Complex links between
population, poverty, economic growth, education, and people's overall
health and well-being are now increasingly seen as important elements of
campaigns to stabilise the size of the population.

However, the NPP 2000 is riddled with contradictions. On the one
hand, it calls for a target-free, comprehensive approach, but on the other
hand it unrealistically projects replacement-level fertility rates by 2010,
and a stable population by 2045. Investment in critical sectors that affect
population growth, such as education services, has not so far benefited the
poorest communities. Nor is there a recognition of the fact that, while
reducing the population growth rate may be a desirable national goal, it is
not easy to influence behaviour in groups where family size is affected by
cultural norms. Nor is it sufficiently acknowledged that the typical Indian

INDIA 29



T Old man, Rajasthan

woman does not make decisions about her own fertility: her husband,
his family, the community, and the State decide the number and sex of
her children.

A striking revelation of the Census 2001 is that in the previous ten
years there was a sharp decline in the sex ratio in the 0-6 age group: from
945 girls per 1000 boys to 927 girls per 1000 boys. What is further
intriguing is that the fall is greater in economically developed states like
Punjab (-82) and Haryana (-52). This suggests that economic development
does not necessarily translate into greater security for women.

Another inconsistency arises when we try to identify the conditions
for the decline in fertility. According to Census 2001, nine states have
achieved replacement-level growth rates; but while one of them, Kerala,
has a high level of female literacy (88 per cent) and low levels of infant and
maternal mortality, Tamil Nadu's sharp decline in fertility has occurred
without the benefit of these positive developments. In Gujarat, fertility has
declined almost by 50 per cent, but IMR continues to be high, and female
literacy rates are much lower than in Tamil Nadu.

It was at the 1974 World Population Conference at Bucharest that the
Indian delegation coined the slogan: Development is the best contraceptive.
More recendy the proposed catchphrase is Contraception is the best development.
In India, both these approaches are valid. Given the many contradictory facts,
it is difficult to specify the threshold levels of social and economic progress
that would usher in significant fertility decline and population stability.

The population profile

India's population is relatively young. This means that there is an inherent
momentum for growth, which in turn is a result of high fertility in the past.
There are some important implications of this trend: first, the population
will continue to grow for another 50 years, until today's children have
completed their prime reproductive phase. Secondly, the absolute number

of children needing
education will continue to
grow for some time.
Thirdly, the rapid growth
of the economically active
population will require a
steady increase in jobs.

The proportion of old
people has remained almost
static over the past few
decades, but has increased in
absolute terms. So over the
next 30-40 years more
resources will have to be
allocated to meet the needs
of the elderly.
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A Kolkata: a morning wash
at a broken water-main for a
family of street-dwellers

Migrating to urban jungles

In India the trend towards
urbanisation began when refugees
from partition moved into towns
and cities. Makeshift refugee
colonies and shanty settlements
proliferated. By 1951 the
population of Delhi had doubled to
1.4 million, and those of Kolkata,
Mumbai (formerly known as
Bombay), Chennai (formerly
Madras), and Hyderabad had
exceeded one million each.
The National Institute of Urban
Affairs estimates that if the
present rate of urbanisation
continues, by the year 2021 half of
India's population will be living in
towns and cities. The signs are all
there in the 2001 census: more
than 285 million Indians live in
urban areas; Mumbai, Kolkata,
and Delhi each now support a
population of more than 10
million. Much of this growth has
been unplanned; the result is the
creation of urban slums and ever-
greater demands on municipal
resources.

In recent times, a good deal
of India's urbanisation process can
be attributed to the
disproportionate concentration of
economic activity in towns and
cities. People are pushed out of the
countryside to cities by the lack of
economic opportunities. This
trend intensifies during floods,

droughts, cyclones, and communal conflict; but the major contributing
factors are the extension of municipal boundaries to absorb villages (killing
off agricultural livelihoods and creating poverty and slums), and the natural
growth of existing populations. The infrastructure in most large cities
cannot cope, and municipal services are severely overburdened. Moreover,
urban economic growth and job creation have not kept pace with the
population explosion. This has led to a deepening of urban poverty,
deprivation, and crime.
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A Mrs Asha Wagh:
We demanded the right to
stay here.'

It is not entirely true to say that new jobs are not being created. Currently
urban India has captured 15 per cent of the global market in information-
technology services (customer care and data management) provided to the
more developed economies. But this achievement has benefited only the
educated and skilled - and only in the more developed states of Maharashtra,
Karnataka, and Andhra Pradesh. The degree to which economic develop-
ment is unbalanced in India can be assessed from the fact that 40 per cent of
all overseas phone calls are made to and from Mumbai, in western India.

The capital, Delhi, has 1,400,000 homeless people and four million
slum dwellers, lacking most basic services such as safe drinking water and
sanitation. But some elected representatives encourage the formation of
slums and are reluctant to relocate them, for fear of losing a significant
element of political support. On-site development schemes, providing
housing with rights of tenure, are not always feasible, because they
encourage encroachment on public land.

Slums, squatter colonies, and resettlement localities are a reality in
every metropolis, and so is the disparity in access to resources such as
education, housing, water, and sewage disposal. Even in cities claiming to
supply water to every sector of the community, rich households consume
ten times more than poor ones. For instance, in Ahmedabad 25 per cent of
the population consumes 90 per cent of the water. In Kolkata, slum areas
receive 20 gallons per person per day, while non-slum areas are supplied
with 60 gallons per person per day.

Indore: slum dwellers assert the right to decent housing

In Indore, the commercial capital of Madhya Pradesh (MP), approximately
45 per cent of the city population lives in slums, but the areas in question
occupy only 8 per cent of the total residential space in the city. A few
kilometres from the bright, kitschy city centre, in the slums adjoining
Surya Dev Nagar, lives Asha Wag, one of the million poor people in a city of
1.6 million. Her many skills include bangle making, midwifery, and home
making, but it is for her leadership qualities that her community respects her.

When her former home in Bhagat Singh Nagar was pulled down to
accommodate a city-beautification scheme, Asha and her household moved
to Surya Dev Nagar, along with 198 other families. The relocation process
began in 1995. Although her community had the status of permanent
residence in Bhagat Singh Nagar, having been allotted rights of tenure by
the government in recognition of the duration of their occupation, even so
they were told that they would be evicted. Crucial questions were left
unanswered: Where will we go, and how will we get there? How are we to earn
a living? What about our legal rights?

Squalor and insecurity blight the lives of millions of urban slum
dwellers in India. But the difference in this case was that MP and Rajasthan
are the two states that acknowledge the needs of the urban poor in their
policy on the allocation of residential land. In 1982 the MP government
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A Women in the slums of
Indore can earn £4-6 each
month by making bangles.

announced that an area of 5 per cent in all residential projects must be
reserved for the poor. In 1987 this figure was increased to 15 per cent. In
practice, however, little land has been reserved, for reasons that inevitably
include bureaucratic delays: for example, the policy permits land to revert to
the developer if not allocated to beneficiaries within two years.

Unknown to Asha, Deen Bandhu Samajik Sanstha (DBSS) had been
monitoring the resettlement plans of the city government. This non-
government organisation has campaigned for housing rights for poor urban
communities since 1994; it also organises them to demand their legal and
constitutional entitlements. DBSS has successfully acquired 228 acres of
land in the city and prevented slum dwellers like Asha from being relocated
to areas where there are no basic amenities, public transport, or opportunities
for earning a livelihood.

'Initially Rajeev George of DBSS contacted us, the women, to organise
ourselves into informal savings and loan groups. Our capital soon grew, and
we decided to invest in bangle making. This activity is very popular now,
since each of us can make £^-£6 per month: enough to educate three
children. Having brought us together, he helped us to tackle other issues,
such as claiming our rights and benefits under various government schemes
- widows' pensions, ration cards, credit for small businesses, and inclusion
in the voters' list. But the chief issue for us was the threat of eviction from
our homes. We refused to move to the location identified by the authorities.
We demanded the right to stay in this area, which was not only the most
suitable but also rightfully ours, since it had been assigned to the poor -
if only on paper. Perhaps for the first time in the history of Indore, the
government gave in to the demands of poor people', says Asha proudly.

DBSS has conducted a slum-mapping exercise, to produce an
information base that ordinary people can consult. It contains valuable
details about land use in the city, as specified in the Indore Master Plan
of 1974. Slum dwellers themselves have accumulated information about
the location of homes, the resources available, and the provision of facilities
like drains, electricity, and roads. Asha's community has been quoting from
the Master Plan, which was designed to safeguard the interests of all
sections of society but over the years has been violated to the extent that
basic amenities and services have collapsed.

Responding to lobbying by DBSS, the local government has begun the
process of identifying appropriate alternative sites before evicting slum dwellers.
Poor communities have formed a 'Slum Forum', through which they will
assert their rights and claim their entitlements. The members are not only
taking part in advocacy at the city and state levels but also engaging with the
newly formed National Forum for Housing Rights (NFHR). Asha Wag and
her community are now part of a global campaign against forced evictions,
claiming comprehensive housing provision for all inhabitants.

'Sadly,' says Rajeev George, 'it is not eviction from squalid conditions
that violates the right to decent housing, but the conditions that force people
to settle in them in the first place.'
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