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When life began, the earth was nothing but one open and unified expanse. There were 
no limitations, no bo.undaries and no definitions. Perhaps, things bel{an to change when one 
day, caught in the rain, a man took shelter in a nearby cave. Cocooned in the warmth of the 
rocky confines, he found what he had been looking for - a barrier that would protect him 
from the very nature whose creation he was. Thus began the process of constructing walls. 
Territorial by nature, man now discovered a convenient method qf defining his space. He now 
began to derive his identity from what he owned and not from what he was. As the desire to 
possess and own increased, the once open space got divided into smaller and smaller sections. 
Soon the need to control manifested itself in the attempts to club spaces and resulted in the 
creation of nation states. Along with them came notions of sovereignty and to protect these notions 
we erected more walls and to protect those walls we created armies. We began to look at the 
world in terms of inferiors and superiors; of black and white, of rich and poor, of sane and 
insane, of the oppressor and the oppressed. 

With the physical divisions came psychological, SOCial, and economic barriers. We sought 
to fragment the world further by creating smaller and smaller divisions. Intolerant of anything 
that wasn't 'us', we tried to change. And if we couldn't change, we destroyed and we killed. 
Hindus and Muslims killed each other, people of one caste slaughtered the other, and husbands 
burnt wives. And the State that we had created with such pride, watched mutely. It hid and 
still continues to hide behind the walls of rules and regulations it creates. But the State is not 
alone in doing so. Bound by its own limitations, the society rejects all those who don't fit into 
the categories it creates, like the aged and the ill. Society defines not just attitudes and behaviOUrs, 
but also the aesthetics of all those who are a part of it. But, because there are walls, there 
are also attempts to break them down. And it is in these attempts that humans have had some 
of their finest moments. Great artists have created new art forms, by de-constructing structures 
that defined art, people have reached out to help each other in times of calamity, and we've 
begun to realise how abstract the concept of a nation state is. But not all walls are meant to 
be broken. Like the ones that support the roof 

Walls build homes, homes that protect us, nurture us and mould us into the people we 
are. Extensions of ourselves, our homes become our private refuges. Our lives seem to be one 
endless struggle of breaking, erecting, preseroing and surmounting walls. So trapped are we 
by our own creation that suroiving within or living without our physical and personal walls 
seems impossible. If we accept this dichotomy, if we accept the polysemtc nature of the wall, 
its omnipotent nature, it is time we went to the wall for a close look. 'Walls' tries to do that. 
For as Socrates said, "1be unexamined life is not worth living. /I 
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F rom the window of a local N ~U 

train is a world of NfVf RrAC 
frescoes. The art is simple, the • Ill'S 
colours loud, the plea for attention U 1: 
clear. Juliet undergarments, Et-Mi •• 
- Supermix, Lion King Underwear- Ablgall Fernandes scans 
Banian and Ticketless Travel' 
Invites Prosecution, Nirodhless sex 
invites infection -they've added a 
certain flavour to train travel in 
Mumbai. 

These advertisements 
register in your mind 
subconsciously - the precise 
intention of the advertising 
agencies. The same names can be 
spotted from one station right up 
till the last stop - a clear 
indication of the persistence of the 
clients whose sole preoccupation is 
be1ng noticed. So if you see 
AssignmentAbroad Times, a weekly 
publication advertised on platform 
three of Malad station, rest assured 
that you'll find it on platform one 
of Kandivali and Naigaon as well. 
The brand name has whizzed past 
millions of sorely compacted 
consumers so many times, that 
they have it stored somewhere at 
the back of their minds. 

As Deepakbhai, owner of 
Sapani and Sapani Pvt. Ltd., an 
agency that specialises in this 
alternative form of advertising, 
says, "People see these 
advertisements, and then later, 
while buying, automatically 
remember the product ." 

Watch the wall my darlings 
as the advertisements go by. You 
have no option any way. The 
messages are now in the most 
obscure places such as below 
railway platforms, on the walls of 
overhead bridges, and even 
meandering along sewage 
pipelines. Deepakbhai confidently 
states, "This · is a well conceived 
marketing strategy. While people 
are waiting for their trains, these 
advertisements definitely catch 

the walls of a newly 
painted city and meets 
the men who make the 

most of platforms, 
pipelines, parapets. 
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someone's eye, at some point or the 
other. Besides, they make the 
stations look better." 

And so the platforms speak a 
new language. From child help line 
numbers to the latest Bollywood 
flick, the platform: carries a range 
of messages. Deepakbhai believes 
that this is the best alternative for 
manufacturers with small budgets. 
"There are many advantages," he 
says, "It is cheaper than other 
advertising alternatives and it 
improves sales, though not as much 
as television or newsprint which 
are far too expensive anyway." 

The actual sketching and 
painting on the platform has to be 
carried out during the hours when 
the trains don't run - between 1 
and 4 a.m., with the minimum of 
light and equipment. One such wall 
painter is Mohiddin Khan of 
Bulander Arts. His, he says, 
is "a dying business~ The 
Brihanmumbai Municipal 
Corporation (BMC) has launched 
a strong drive to prohibit wall 
painting. Mohiddin says that if a 
wall has been used for painting an 
advertisement, the BMC sends a 
prompt notice to the company being 
publicised. Wall painters are paid 
only after the job is done, but if the 
job has been erased or blackened 
with paint, then the painters forfeit 
their pay. 

"Sometimes there · is a 
compromise," says Mohiddin 
reluctantly, "as instead .of Rs. 400, 
I get Rs. 200 which does not even 
cover half my cost. "The blackening 
of the advertisements is completely 
unpredictable. This is why 
Bulander Arts devotes most of its 
effort to painting hoardings and 
banners. "We hardly get to work on 
wall paintings any more," he says 
disappointedly. 

With the present situation 
extremely bleak, Mohiddin and 
other artists like him, have to look 



~--------------~ 
for alternative means to make a 
living. Mohiddin doesn't consider 
what he does as 'art'. "I just do it 
.to fill my stomach at the end of the 
day." He stresses, however, that 

, painting has always been a hobby. 
But sadly, his work has remained 
the same for years. He doesn't have 
a favourite. "It is all the , same 
routine stuff," he says. 

Another category of artists 
paints a different picture. These 
are artists who climb towering 
high-rise buildings, balancing on 
thin bamboos to fill in the grids of 
huge hoardings in front of them. 
Arnold Fernandes, contractor, 
Shalimar Arts, believes that wall 
painting is a "dead art". His father, 
who worked on wall paintings many 
years ago, says that today there is 
no room for wall paintings. Today, 
Shalimar Arts has restricted itself 
to working only on hoardings and 
banners. 

But even ' this group is now 
under threat from technology. 
Computer printing, also known as 
Vinyl Works, poses a threat to hand 
painters. According to Arnold, work 
is hard to find. This frustrates 
artists who have to keep waiting 
for work. 

Suresh, a loyal painter at 
Shalimar Arts, paints hoardings as 
high as 40 feet almost every day. 
He considers risk a part of his life. 
"Initially, I was afraid," he says, 

'''but now it has become a habit." 
The extraordinary heights at which 
he works hold no fear for Suresh. 
The fear lies in the fact that the 
strength of the scaffolding he 
stands on depends on the integrity 
of the site owner. If the scaffolding 
is old and not properly maintained, 
there is a greater risk to the 
painters working there. Suresh has 
12 years of experience on the job, 
yet there is little consolation when 
he has to step on rickety bamboo 
every day to get his work done. 

Arnold does not believe that 
the painters are fated to only 
reproduce advertisements for the 
rest of their lives. Some go on to 
work independently. Satya, an 
acquaintance, starWd out as a small 
time painter, but ·now works on 
people's portraits. "You have to 
work your way up to doing the fine 
lettering," says Arnold. And there 
is always M F Hussain who also 
painted posters at one point. 

As we talk, the painters work 
tirelessly, completely absorbed in 
their work. The sun has set, but the 
painters continue to fill colour into 
outlines of the gigantic pictures 
before them. Arnold explains that 
it is the duty of the painter to keep 
an eye on lighting conditions. "If 
the work-place is not properly 
illuminated, he should start work 
earlier in the day." Like the railway 
painter, this painter, too, is hard
pressed for time. 

Under pressure to meet 
deadlines, the painters 'have to act 
as their own critics. They have to 
have a sharp eye for spotting even 
minor mistakes that could 
cause the entire hoarding to be 
rejected by the client. Suresh's 
representation of the Thums Up
Thunder gear campaign would 
have been flawed had he not 
realised that Woodland Shoes had 
been mis-spelt. According to 
Arnold, "Correction is the painter's 
responsibility. If there is a mistake, 
he pays for it." If Suresh doesn't 
rectify the error on that day, coming 
back to re-do the job would be his 
responsibility: 

To the onlooker, the writing 
on the wall or outside a building 
40 feet tall, could be passed off as 
a part of a dying urban landscape. 
But the work c~tinues to be 
carried out by a number of people. 

Arnold narrates a recent 
incident, where one of his senior 
most painters was suddenly asked 
to stop his work at Chowpatty 
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beach. The painter got down from 
the scaffolding and was 
interrogated by officials concerned 
with the clearing up of the beach. 
The painter was not only asked to 
stop his work, but had to remove 
the scaffolding all by himself. It 
took him a long while to convince 
the authorities that this was not a 
part of his job and furthermore, he 
couldn't possibly remove the 
massive structure all by himself. 

While Mohiddin paints walls 
at a low level and Suresh climbs on 
to high-rise structures, there are 
those lucky enough to carryon 
painting at the stable ground level. 
These are the film poster wallas. 
People like Rajesh Vaidya of 
Balakrishan Arts, have for their 
backdrop a gigantic canvas, which 
when pieced together, makes a 
complete picture. Huge block 
canvases are only a part of the 
jigsaw puzzle that Rajesh paints. 

Like Mohiddin and Arnold's 
father, Rajesh, too, was once 
involved with wall paintings, but 
its "unfeasibility" as he puts it, had 
restricted him to working only on 
canvas. "Balakrishnan Arts is a 27-
year-old institute," he says proudly. 
"Wall painting doesn't ,require the 
skills that canvas does:' These 
artists have to lay emphasis on fine 
details which can be easily 
overlooked in either wall paintings 
or hoardings. 

Films are released on 
Fridays, so the work load is 
maximum on Tuesday, Wednesday 
and Thursday. Balakrishnan Arts 
paints posters for both Hindi and 
English films. 

Rajesh, too, talks of a decline 
in business. He explains that this 
is because the number of films 
released has gone down and 
budgets, too, have been slashed. 
Vinyl paints have threatened this 
art form to even a greater degree. 
Ironically Rajesh's work has been 
highly appreciated in European 
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countries. He was approached by 
Vanz Demameles, a man working 
for an advertising agency in Zurich. 
Balakrishnan Arts was asked to fly 
down for the Indian Film festival 
there. "Over there they have only 
one sheet posters," saJs Rajesh, "so 
they wanted us to explain our 
method which fascinated them." 
Rajesh then proudly states that 
Balakrishnan Arts would probably 
go to Italy in July for another 
festival. 

It is heartening to know that 
their work is receiving its due 
credit. Ironically, here in India, 

states Rajesh, producers don't have 
the money to spend on publicity. 
Like for wall paintings, the 
payments are made after the job is 
completed. A canva-s poster is 
damaged easily, but the producer 
does not have the money or the 
inciination to ask for it to be redone. 
Sadly, there isn't even time for 

. remorse if a canvas is torn. After 
relentless hours of filling details in 
a sketch, a painter must disregard 
the damage done and start afresh. 

Rajesh does not see any 
distinction between painting walls 
and painting film posters. "It's just 

"The earth does not argue, 
is not pathetic, has no arrangements, 

that their canvas is the wall." 
And so the city bears a 

complex landscape of varied 
images. Most of us don't ever get 
to see the faces behind these 
images and are quick to condemn 
these forms of art. Classifying them 
as kitsch is as easy as overlooking 
the effort that goes into making 
these paintings, .which no one 
would ever consider as 
masterpieces, but they form a part 
of our visual vocabulary. 

)i 

Does not scream, haste, persuade, threaten, promise, 
Makes no discriminations, has no conceivable failures, 
Closes nothing, refuses nothing, shuts none out." 
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Constructing 
the people 
circle 

The Stage has always 
had four walls, one of 

them invisible. 
Himanshi Dhawan looks 
at the theatre that aims to 

deconstruct them. 

The drumbeats pierce 
the air - capturing 
the attention of 

passers by as they hurry in and 
out of Church gate station, Mumbai. 
Some stop, their curiosity getting 
the better of them. A crowd 
encircles the drummer and his 
friends. It's show time! Every day 
nearly 7,000 active groups all over 
the country are performing, what 
are today known as street plays. 

Street theatre constitutes 
plays performed on street corners 
and road-sides, in non-traditional 
spaces. The texts are generally 
quick encapsulated statements on 
issues -social, economic and 
political. This is the 'theatre of 
revolutions' - perceived by its 
exponents at least, as a 
constructive critique of the system 
since it incorporates solutions to 
the problems it highlights. 

Street theatre aims at being 
a direct reflection of those values 
that a society would like to have . 
According to Jacob Srampickal in 
his book Voice to the Voiceless street 
theatre widens "the'perception and 
consciousness of the audience 
enabling them to participate more 
fully in the lives of their fellow 
human beings," But Alyque 
Padamsee, advertising and theatre 
person, feels that the term 'street 
theatre' is in itself flawed, "It 
should be called chowk or bazaar 
theatre - places where people are 
willing to spare time to stop and 
watch", Although this form of 
theatre has proved to be versatile, 
affordable, mobile and effective, its 
potential has not been fully 
exploited, 

the action on the makeshift stage. 
With a changing social, 

economic, and political scenario 
theatre was taken to peasants and 
slum dwellers by artists belonging 
largely to the middle dass, 
A"Ccording to Padamsee, "One of the 
earliest forms of the people's 
theatre was the Dandi March of 
1930." Led by Gandhiji it contained 
elements normally associated with 
street theatre. "The March and the 
picking up of the salt was a staging. 
It was a community activity 
involving both the actors and the 
audience while asserting the 
public's rights against the threats 
of an oppressor," according to 
Scrampickal. 

By the '40s, organised groups 
of people such as the Indian 
People's Theatre Association 
(IPTA) , Jan Natya Manch, and 
Samudaya were formed , These 
groups worked with the masses to 
conscientise them on current issues 
like dowry deaths, price hikes and 
caste atrocities. 

Deriving from their 
respective folk culture, several 
states such as Punjab, West Bengal, 
Maharshtra, Madhya Pradesh 
developed plays which spoke of 
their own problems. For instance 
Utpal Dutt and Panu Pal (Calcutta) 
wrote plays like Charge Sheet 
which was about the communist 
leaders held in prison without a 
trial. Besides Calcutta, a nu'mber 
of agit-prop (agitation-propaganda) 
plays were organised by Habib 
Tanvir in the Chhattisgarh area of 
Madhya Pradesh such as 

Street theatre can be seen as 
a continuation offolk theatre which 
in turn evolved from the natural 
needs of hunting ceremonies and 
religious worship, Celebrations of 
birth, initiation, marriage, death, 
and season-linked festivities like 
harvest festivals were woven into 
music, dance and drama. The forms 
cf Jat-Jatini (Bihar), nautanki 
(Punjab), koodiyattam (Kerala), 
purulia chau (West Bengal) 
explored ritualistic, romantic and 
protest themes which questioned 
caste and the divine right of kings 
among other issues. With such 
multiplicity and heterogeneity, folk 
performances are vibrant and 
spontaneous, involving the entire 
community. These performances 
are accompanied by cheers, 
laughter, tears, slogans of praise, 
jeers and backtalk which enliven . Shtlflfltidoot Kamgaar (1955). But it 

& 
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was Badal Sircar who made street 
theatre a force to reckon with. 
Bhoma, written in 1974 is about 
the tribals of the Sunderbans in 
South Bengal and how they are 
affected by its deforestation by the 
civil authorities. 

Street theatre is seen by its 
practitioners as a potent weapon of 
reaching out to the people in. a way 
that mainstream theatre cannot. It 
has taken on itself the 
responsibility of tearing down 
barriers of ignorance and prejudice 
by providing cheap and effective 
means of communication. --- ---

Thus, street theatre may 
be seen as an invention 
precipitated and carried 
forth by a dire necessity 
or crisis, for instance, 
plays on issues like 
dowry, AIDS, domestic 
violence and communal 
harmony. 

"Such plays 
disturb people," says 
Manjul Bhardwaj, 
founder of the 
Experimental Theatre 
Foundation (ETF, 1996), a street 
theatre group.They seek to break 
down walls that people build 
around themselves due to 
ignorance, prejudice and mis
information. Such plays induce the 
audience to question their situation 
and perhaps, take constructive 
action to improve it. For instance, 
Mera Bachpan Mujhe Lauta Do, 
Mujhe Padha Do, a play on the 
plight of child labourers has not 
only made people accept the gravity 
of the situation but also offer 
solutions to the problem. 

In a country which has the 
highest number of child labourers, 
the efforts of the ETF, have 
culminated in the rehabilitation of 
275 children since 1996. In 
comparison, mainstream theatre 
bowing to the pressures of 
'entertainment' rarely ever 

addresses such serious issues. Even 
if they are taken up, a casual 
dismissal of several complex 
problems is likely. 

Besides these social problems, 
street theatre has also been 'use9 
to popularise the 'policies of the' 
government. Alternatively it also 
challenges the same policies and 
decisions, depending on the 
originator of the play in question. 
Co-ordinator of the student forum 
of the Akhil Bharatiya Vidhyarthi 
Parishad (ABVP), the youth wing 
of the Bharatiya Janata Party 
(BJP), Ashok Chauhan talks of 

several street plays performed by 
students. Atrocities in Kashmir, 
opposition to the division of Uttar 
Pradesh are some of the issues 
addressed by the colleges of 
Mumbai with the support of the 
ABVP. He agrees with Bhardwaj in 
saying that youth participation, 
even at the expense of diluting the 
form should be encouraged since 
this will at least keep the tradition 
alive. 

Even though the form has 
been misused in recent times, 
reducing it to a promotional 
gimmick for products such as 
condoms, there is, however, a 
growing majority of people who 
realise its importance. It has been 
used effectively in movements 
concerning women, children and 
the environment. Environmental 
movements such a'3 Chipko and 
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Apilka, created an awareness about 
the fragile ecological balance 
among the villagers through the 
medium of street plays. So much so 
that the villagers clung to the tree 
trunks daring the infringers to hack 
them before the trees be allowed to 
be cut. 

Some of the important 
technique. of street theatre which 
street artists use are audience 
participation, mimicry, masks, 
make-up, sutradhar-uidushak (who 
explain and simplify the play for 
the audience), dance, song, use of 
symbols, satire, humour and 
imagery. Often the play builds up 

and is then abruptly stopped in 
the middle. The performers 

turn to the audience, 
questioning them and 
prodding them on 
explains Bhardwaj . Use 
of body language and the 
rewriting of popular 
songs are other effective 
methods. These are 
clearly missed out by 
mainstream theatre 
where the audience is 

merely a recipient, where the flow 
of communication is necessarily 
one-way. 

Yet according to Pada;msee, 
who was responsible for an AIDS 
awareness programme in 
Kamathipura, t~ street play is 
complete only when along with 
breaking of the inertia of the 
audience, the spectators are given 
more than just verbal information. 
Leaflets which explain the issues, 
provide solutions and show how the 
spectator can help are essential for 
translating thought to action. 

And as the drum resumes in 
ever-rising tempo, it draws more 
and more travellers towards itself, 
there is hope yet, that this thought 
will take concrete form and that this 
form will build a circle, not a wall. 

¥ 
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Exasperated by Hamlet's 
indecisiveness, his constant 
dithering between "To be or 

not to be" someone in the English 
Literature class pipes up, "Come 
on, act like a man, you pansy." 
Prince Hamlet was a man wasn't 
he? Couldn't he just act like one? 
After all, men aren't traumatised 
like that. Not real.men, anyway. 

If feminists have raged 
against the gender constructs that 
limit the world of women and 
undermine their abilities, men too 
have fallen prey to self
glorification. Social demands and 
expectations have created barriers 
for men. Stereotypes have walled 
in their horizons, restricting them 
to those traits and patterns of 
behaviour considered 'masculine'. 
In most cases, the definition of 
masculinity arises out of the 
primitive code of machismo. The 
walls therefore define, protect and 
restrict their 'maleness'. Some four 
decades ago French feminist writer 
Simone de Beauvoir wrote, "One is 
not born, but rather becomes a 
woman': Today many socio
biologists and psychologists feel the 
same way about men. Sexual 
identity, like nationality, may begin 
as an accident of birth but develops 
only as a result of a concatenation 
of social and cultural constructs. 

Psychological studies 
exploring the various rubrics of 
emotions between men and women 
have revealed that gender 
differences with regard to 
spontaneous facial expressiveness 
are far higher in adulthood than in 

Oflnasks 
andlnen 

The complete man 
laughs, cries, bathes 
babies, meditates and 

participates in the 
development of a new 
mental corset for men. 
Sanaya Pavri loosens 

the laces. 

childhood. A path-breaking study 
conducted by Buck, Field and 
Daruns from 1975 to 1982 showed 
conclusively that differences in 
emotional experience between boys 
and girls in the age group of 6 to 
12 is negligible as compared to the 
difference in erilOtional experience 
in adults. Thus, spontaneous 
expressiveness in boys decreases as 
they get older. 

The reasons for this, explains 
psychoanalyst Udayan Patel, "is 
the constant re-affirmation of the 
greatness that a boy is made to feel 
from the time he is born. The 
mother's world revolves around her 
son. She, in her excessive love, 
attaches to the child high 
expectations. The little boy is her 
'Ram', her 'Krishna', her 'angel'. If 
you are constantly placed on a 
pedestal, you can't afford to go 
wrong. Emotion is a sign of 
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weakness, a sign that the world is 
having an impact on you. A God, 
an angel cannot afford to show the 
world the impact it is having on 
him. " 

Walled • in by gender 
stereotypes, men are expected to 
value efficiency, achievement, 
power and competence, above all 
else. This affects their entire lives 
including the kind of subjects they 
'should' be studying and the kind 
of jobs that are ideally suited to 

~ them. "Everyone was absolutely 
horrified when I decided to take up 
psychology in my final year BA," 
remarks Varun, 21, a college 
student in Mumbai. "Opting for 
Arts was bad enough, but then to 
be the one of the only two guys in 
a class of20 girls was unthinkable." 
Today, the first year MA batch of 
the Psychology Department in 
University of Mumbai has only 
seven boys out of a total of 84 
students. 

Avinash Joshi, 22, a final 
year lIT student, whose first love 
is literature, in particular, Greek 
mythology, knew that there would 
be absolutely no opportunity to 
pursue his interests. "From an early 
age my parents made sure that I 
opted for Science. So engineering or 
computers were my only options." 
Today, waiting for his scholarship 
from MIT, USA, to come through, 
he would still prefer a PhD. in 
English Literature from 
Cambridge. 

Mass media and in particular 
Bollywood cinema has been 
massively and continually devoted 
to perpetuating myths of phallic 
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potency. Its portrayal of the 'macho' 

. guy from Amitabh Bachchan to 
Sunjay Dutt, even through 
popular cartoon characters like 
Shaktimaan, N aagraj and Sabu 
have contributed to this image. 
With this plethora of 'tough guy' 
images constantly bombarding men, 
they are helpless as any form of 
non-conformism is seen as an 
aberration. 

The popular Raymond 
campaign may label The Complete 
Man as being caring, sensitive, 
sweet and thoughtful. Men 
construct their exteriorised images 
on the basis of what they think 
women want. The problem is: do 
women want this complete man? 
Sapna, 18, was thoroughly 
nonplussed when her 19-year
old boyfriend, Arjun began 
sniffling while watching the 
romantic block-buster Titanic. 
Teary-eyed herself, Sapna had 
to fish out extra tissues to 
hand to Arjun. "I couldn't 
believe it," says Sapna, still 
perturbed by his display of 
emotion. "To tell you the truth, 
I was a little taken aback at 
first," she adds sheepishly, 
"imagine, a grown up guy 
crying." 

Pressurised to keep their 
emotions walled in, men are 
judged by how 'brave' they 
are. Who can forget the young 
Rajiv Gandhi at his mother, 
Indira Gandhi's funeral? The 
nation applauded while he put up 

. a brave front, not shedding a single 
tear. The same standard was used 
to judge the behaviour of the 
Kennedy children at the bier of 
their father. Could this be a result 
of that other malady of our time: 
westernisation? Our films, as 
accurate mirrors 'of popular 
sentiments and of self-images , 
have always allowed the hero -
regardless of how macho - the 
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luxury of tears. If machismo is an 
expression of power, the power of 
1m West defines the power of 
masculinity. And in its all-pervasive 
control of our responses, it has 
begun to subver,t· - homegrown 
versions of machismo. 

"According to research, little 
boys consistently overestimate 
their influence on their 
surroundings. Their upbringing 
helps them acquire the habit of 
maintaining control and men have 
greater faith than women in their 
ability to do so," says Patel. He 
adds, "Thus any acceptance of their 
(the men) vulnerabilities is seen as 
a weakness. They deny anything 
that threatens self-belief, having 

learnt to act as though it doesn't 
exist. They are the 'great 
pretenders'. " 

Forced to live behind masks, 
men have made attempts to break 
through the barriers of sexual 
identity. The first casualty of the 
purported patriarchal system is 
fatherhood. Societies and cultures 
have engaged in these structural 
denials of fatherhood to men and 
children. Walled out of the process 
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of procreation, attempts have been 
made by men to playa significant 
role in the lives of their children. 

Numerous films reveal men's 
desire to usurp the woman's 
procreative function. Perhaps the 
best example would be the popular 
French film Three Men and a 
Cradle and the American remake 
Three Men and a Baby. Disguising 
themselves as pregnant women; 
putting a pillow under their 
sweater and posing in front of the 
mirror, the 'male hysteria' at the 
disappearance of the baby, the need 
to give birth. "All actions can be 
seen as manifestations of 'womb 
envy' writes feminist psychologist, 
Tania Modleski, in her article 

Masculinity and Male 
Feminism Junior had Arnold 
Schwarzenegger, the ultimate 
expression of muscular 
manhood, appropriate the 
ultimate expression of 
femininity-pregnancy. Writes 
Modleski, "For there is an 
unwritten contract according 
to which a woman has kids and 
a man supports them. His role 
is limited to that of the 
provider, the bread winner and 
not the nurturer." Our society, 
still entranced . by the 
'masculine mystique', glorifies 
the successful professional man 
and frowns over the man who 
choose family over career. 

. "We live under an 
apartheid of sex," writes 

Martine Rothblatt in her book The 
Apartheid of Sex - A Manifesto 
on the Freedom of Gender. There 
has come a time when 'manhood' 
and 'womanhood' can be lifestyle 
choices open to anyone regardless 
of genitalia. It is law and custom 

. and not biology that makes gender 
relevant to one's ability to choose 
a culture, perform a job, or adopt 
a way of living. M 
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Fihn and Television Institute of 
India (FTIl) in Pune. With the first 
international film festival in India 
in 1952, these new film-makers 
were influenced by the neo-realist 
cinema of Italy and the French new 
wave cinema. The new breed of 
film-makers began to concentrate 
more on 'pure cinema' rather than 
narrative styles. They began to 
experiment with technique. 

B. D. Garga in his book So 
Many Cinemas, offers the classical 
critical view of the new cinema: 
"Location shooting was to be the 
hallmark of the new-cinema. With 
light-weight cameras and sound
equipment, these films were made 
on shoe-string budgets of around 
rupees two to three lakhs. The 
money may have been limited but 
the film-makers freedom was 
absolute . A far cry from the 
petrified cliches of commercial 
cinema, they focused on the 
common man, his socio-economic 
problems, expectations and 
frustrations. They also contained a 
measure of protest against the 
stifling constraints of religious 
orthodoxy, and class and caste 
systems, thus sharply defining the 
complexity and diversity of Indian 
life which the mainstream cinema 
had always glossed over." 

There is some truth to his 
comment but at the same time, the 
auteur began to dig his own grave. 
Neglecting entertainment and even 
social content in many cases, they 
began to make films for each other, 
films that referred to other films, 

"Across the lines 

films that did not fit in with the 
tradition through which cinema 
spoke to the masses. In the new 
cinema, there was no attempt to 
find an audience and in many 
cases, an almost · contempt\lOus 
disregard for any audience 
attention. 

Thus what began as a new 
cinema ended up.as being parallel 
cinema. While they made films 
about the ordinary man, they 
ignored his cinematic sensibilities. 
As Rao puts it, "In the US, a Martin 
Scorcese film or a Woody Allen film 
is not a typical Hollywood pack~ge, 
yet they are a part of the Hollywood 
scene. They defy the system while 
being a part of it. There are no 
equivalents in India." 

Noted film-maker Shyam 
Benegal refutes the entire concept 
of a divide. "Each film is made 
according to the sensibility of the 
film-maker depending on which the 
film is either refined or crude." But 
he does add that no matter who 
makes the film ifit is not "engaging 
or entertaining the audience will 
not see it." 

What Benegal says may be 
true to an extent. The award 
winning Rituparna Ghosh film 
DaJwn is a case in point. Rao 
explains, "Last year at the 
International film festival in Delhi, 
the film was shown in the Indian 
Panorama section, while this year 
in Hyderabad the film was screened 
in the mainstream category which 
showcases films that are 
commercial hits." However, Dahan 

who would dare to go 
under the bridge 
over the tracks 
That separates whites from blacks." 

is an exception rather than the 
rule . . 

No matter how much we try 
to deny, the wall does exist. Even 
if the divide is only a "creation of 
the media" as Benegal calls it, it 
is there. In terms of· the kind of 
audience it attracts, (no one hoots 
or whistles in a Benegal movie), the 
sources of finance (NFDC would 
never give David Dhawan money), 
the actors (commercial cinema 
relies on star value) and even in 
the kind of press coverage that the 
films get, (the lead pair of Kuch 
Kuch Hota Hai gets into 
advertising while the talent in 
Unishe April can only hope for 
Cinemaya) both these cinemas are 
far removed from each other. 

But, no matter how small, 
today, there are efforts being made 
to bridge this gap by creating a sort 
of a middle ground. The popular 
mainstream film-stars are acting 
in 'art films', perhaps to gain 
respectability as actors, and film
makers from the other side of the 
fence are venturing into financially 
greener pastures of commercial 
cinema. The wall will never really 
be demolished. The people on either 
side will just agree to meet on 
neutral ground occasionally. Says 
Rao, "I don't see the wall being 
broken down completely. But I do 
see doorways being made in this 
wall because there are die-hards on 
both sides who will not make any 
adjustments. " 

- Tracy Chapman, 'Across the Lines '. 
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www.technophobia.com 

Are you afraid of your mouse? Shilpi Kakkar Madan explores the fear that we 
(Ire now at the mercy of machines. 

They call it cerebral sex. 
An electric spark and 

. the smooth body 
explodes to life, opening up a whole . 
new world, waiting to be explored. 
Alas, there are no such orgasms for 
the conventional populace which 
believes in insulating itself from 
silicon chips et al. 

The sexual capers of man 
with technology began with the 
invention of the telephone. The 
telepqone began to morph and 
reinvented itself: the cordless, the 

cellular and the satellite-linked contemptuous of the ROM and 
cellular '\'{hich can connect you to RAM invasion in his life~ He 
Mars should a receiver be there. asserts," I think computers are 
Next, they'll embed silicon chips grossly overrated. They represent a 
in people's tooth fillings. Grit your colossal conspiracy which has 
molars for a dial tone. secured a vice-like grip around our 

Watch a man wax his car, a necks and squeezed them so tight 
woman stroke the keyboard. There ~ that no oxygen can go to our 
is an organic link, a definite brains," and goes on to ridicule 
connection. But many resent the software addicts by saying, "Every 
penetration of technology into their time I see poor sods in aeroplanes 
lives. They erect an impervious and trains, hunched over laptops 
wall of pure disenchantment to when they could be sitting back, 
block the trickle of PCs, modems reading a book and having a drink, 
and 'mouses'. They see them as the I feel bad for them." True to his 
latest science fiction villains, classification as Homo faber, man 
wrenching control from human has been inventing tools to suit his 
beings. Walled in by their fears and . purpose - from the wheel to the 
suspicions, the technophobes tend pulley. A machine such as the 
to fortify their make-belief computer might speed up 
claustrophobia. complicated mathematical 

Human antipathy for calculations but makes man 
machines is not new. It dates as far dependent. 
back as 1779 when a young German Likewise, many people 
weaver called Ned Ludd broke into would be happy if their lives could 
a workshop and smashed the state- go on peacefully without 
of-the-art textile machines. His act befriending HAL the 
was lauded by fellow workers who supercomputer or touching floppies. 
feared that the machines might Colonel (Retd.) R.K. Chawla feels 
take away their livelihood. that, "Computers will eventually 
Subsequently, these technophobes 'shut down life' as humans are 
were dubbed as Luddites during becoming increasingly subservient 
the Industrial Revolution. to Babbagian linguistics. The 

Today, the Luddites refuse to mental growth of the new 
revolutionise ' their perceptions. generation is being cramped 
Noted columnist Anil Dharker is severely. As a result, like the 
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Americans, we can't even calculate 
numbers straight. There is no 
disputing the fact that technology 
is a must for military growth but 
we must draw the line somewhere." 

The computer might say , 
"You've got mail" but will never 
reach out to give you a warm hug. 
"Working on the computer is an 
extremely anti-social activity," says 
dental surgeon Dr. Bina Chandok. 
"Agreed that computers are 
becoming important, work wise, 
but they do kill the art of 
conversation. People have no time 
to talk as they are in a constant 
rush to get back to their computer 
screens. As a result, human 
relationships tend to vegetate." 

Technophobia is 
strengthened further by the 
common fear that punching 
incorrect buttons might ruin 
expensive machinery. With 
computers still relatively expensive 
in India, this fear can be crippling. 
Moreover, the enormity of handling 
numerous plugs, buttons and 
switches is sufficient to ward off 
the majority. Known columnist and 
dietician Ramma Bans, at 75, says, 
"I prefer getting my articles typed 
as it is beyond me to figure out 
which key on the keyboard is for 
which function." 

This overpowering fear of 
binary digits suppressing 
individual creativity is on the rise. 
There is a growing sense of 
dislocation with the question, "Who 
am I?" constantly haunting more 
and more minds. But it would be 
unfair to label the senior generation 
as a cross-section of technophobes. 
After all, Shammi Kapoor of 
www.yahoo.com fame has yahooed 
his way to the bank by honing his 
business acumen to comply with 
silicon chips. He subscribes to the 
view that it is not possible to forego 

technology. You can put it off till 
later but if you put it off, then you 
can't, in the long run, keep up with 
a technologically advanced society. 
As a result, in today's world of 
electronic maiJ, we often hear 
people around us talking of the 
'good 01' days' when the only way 
to communicate was through the 
postal system. 

The computer literate 
population seems to write off the 
problem by simply labelling 
technophobia as a "mental 
condition". Studies based on the 
behavi.oural patterns of 
technophobes reveals that their 
fear can be alleviated by cutting 
down on the usage and reliance on 
technological jargon which often 
confuses and alienates people. 

For technophobes, it is not 
just a question of being left behind 
by technology but being taken over 
by it. People are already ambling 
past with tiny computers implanted 
in their bodies. Cochlea implants 
are fast becoming a way of 
improving your hearing. Silicon 
chips are being implanted into the 
eyes for people whose retinas have 
died out. Doctors are working on 
plugging a visual input directly 
into the brain for people whose 
optic nerves do not work. We are 
already witnessing the birth of 
cyborgs - people with electronically 
enhanced capabilities and might be 
ushering in an· electronic Viagra 
next. 

British Professor Kevin 
Warwick, the first cyborg, 
developed a chip, which was 
implanted in his left arm for nine 
days. This chip, a 23mm-Iong glass 
capsule, kept track of his 
movement. The presence of 
Professor with a chip implanted in 
his left arm, made doors open, 
lights go on, mike speakers 

welcome him and the computer 
switch on in his department of 
cybernotics at the Reading 
university in UK. This chip can 
contain a lot of information - from 
your medical history to even your 
will and testament. 

In Atlanta, they have 
implanted a chip in a man's brain. 
Signals from his brain go into the 
computers which interpret and 
obey them. It has helped him fight 
Parkinson's disease. The implant 
stimulated his brain and he is now 
able to walk and even drive a car. 

Professor Warwick has also 
developed an automatic bath tub 
for epilepsy patients who are at a 
risk of drowning even in small 
quantities of water. As seizures are 
possible when epileptics take a 
bath, this tub has glass pieces 
embedded with sensors that keep 
the water level below the neck. He 
has also custo.mised a control 
gadget, like a joy stick, for children 
with disabilities to handle 
computers, a telephone for the deaf 
and a mobile navigation platform 
for autistic children. 

We won't have to go to the 
banks anymore, we can look into 
our bank account just by thinking. 
We could ultimately communicate 
with machines by thought process 
alone. 

They are here to stay. Not the 
Martians. Not the UFOs. But the 
computers and they have 
ingratiated themselves into our 
lives. They are here to initiate us 
into a common virtual country -
"The Internet", a religion waiting 
to happen in a world where its 
netizens share interests, language 
and aspirations and are steered 
into a nationhood girdled by 
technology. 

People are lonely because they build walls instead of bridges. - Joseph Fort Newton 
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Walled 

tprty-year-old N ajma 
J _ ~heilm' sits silently in 

the sunlight, a spotted scarf 
covering her short hair, the blue 
uniform of the Yerwada Mental 
Hospital hanging loosely on her 
thin frame. This morning, as 
always, the doors of her ward were 
unlocked and she was let out into 
the sunlight - sunlight that is 
dimmed by the stone walls that 
tower high and strong above her. 
A schizophrenic, her world has been 
defined by these walls ever since 
her in-laws in Pakistan sent her 
back to her family in Pune. 

We will never know what 
drove Najma's in-laws to react as 
they did. Did they feel helpless in 
the face of Najma's complete 
withdrawal from the rest of the 
family? Did they try unsuccessfully 
to pierce the cocoon that Najma 
had so tightly bound around 
herself? Were they afraid that in a 
moment of violence she would 
harm herself or another person? 
Was their rejection of N ajma born 
of ignorance and the consequent 
fear of mental illness? Or were they 
merely victims of centuries of 
human history which has likened 
mental illness to the violence of 
animals. 

Mental illness and 
confinement have gone hand in 
hand since the days of the 

(in) 
Anjilli Cordeiro scales 
the high walls of mental 
asylums to look at the 

condition of those termed 
the insane. 

Renaissance when the mentally ill 
were put on ships and entrusted to 
the care of mariners because it was 
believed that folly, water and sea 
had an affinity for each other. 
Today, the walls of the Yerwada 
Hospital stand witness to the fact 
that society still finds it necessary 
to confine the mentally ill. In 
addition to the stone walls there 
are the invisible barriers -
barriers that have been erected 
brick by brick through centuries of 
ignorance and misconception. 

Sa)B Vijendra Pandore, a 
social worker at the hospital in 
Pune, "Many admit a family 
member into our institution and 
then give us false addresses so that 
they cannot be traced. When these 
inmates are declared cured, they 
have nowhere to go. So they remain 
within the institution itself." In the 
Yerwada: Mental Hospital, more 
than 500 patients who have been 
declared cured, continue to live 
within the high walls simply 
because their families do not want 
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sanity 
them back. The institution i~legally 
'bound to release a cured patient 
into the custody of the person who 
committed him to the hospital. As 
no other relative is allowed to take 
on the responsibility, of the cured 
patients, life has been reduced to 
endless hours of hopeless waiting. 
Society and social stigma have 
made sure that any sort of escape 
from the walls is not easy. 

In the Observation Ward of 
the hospital in Pune, Shivaji 
Khandekar stops every visitor and 
asks hopefully, " Will you write to 
my family and ask them to take me 
home?" A new patient, Khandekar 
finds the atmosphere ofthe hospital 
bewildering. He is still struggling to 
adjust, from a world where he had 
relationships and rights, to an 
enclosed world where he has neither. 
Khandekar still has a long way to 
go before doctors consider him well 
enough to 'enter' society again, but 
his question is one that is echoed 
by every inmate. There is a deep 
longing to feel that they are still 
linked in some way with the 'normal' 
world. Says, Trupti Deshpande, an 
occupational therapist who works 
with the women patients at 
Yerwada, "Most of the patients long 
for some contact with the outside 
world. Many of them even think 
that it is demeaning to talk to their 
fellow patients and prefer to talk to 
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me ahd my colleagues whom they 
see as a link to the rest of the 
society. The women ask me about 
the festivals I celebrate at home, my 
children and my family. They admire 
my clothes and even ask me to get 
them some nail-paint at times." 

Eighteenth century writers 
like Samuel Tuke believed that an 
asylum could be organised along the 
structure of a family where the 
patient played the role of a child, 
subject to the decisions of those in 
charge. This plastic and superficial 
attempt to recreate the family did 
nothing to place the patient in a 
'normal' atmosphere. 
Instead, it made the 
patient more 
vulnerable than ever 
to the authority of 
those in power. One 
characteristic of people »A 

with mental illness is 
that they develop 
faulty ways of relating 
to other people. The 
walls of a hospital 
cannot provide a 
patient with sufficient 
learning experience to 
over-come this 
pattern. 

walls. So do mental hospitals and 
half-way homes. What happens 
within these walls is the 
differentiating factor. In a half-way 
home, a patient is given medication, 
just as in a hospital. However, the 
difference is in the way the 
medicine is administered. In a half
way home the patient's behaviour 
is remodelled. A mentally ill patient 
forgets his early social training. 
A half-way home encourages 
patients to take responsibility for 
themselves and face reality. In this 
way, the patient slowly begins the 
process of re-socialisation and re -

Nair interacts 'normally' in society 
and requires only minimum 
medication. 

Does the increasingly 
successful concept of half-way 
homes indicate that all hospitals for 
the mentally-ill can finally be razed 
to the ground? "No," says Gandevia, 
"It is a utopian idea to believe that 
we can do without hospitals 
altogether. It is true that 30 per cent 
of the mentally ill recover from their 
first attack with medication alone. 
Another 30 per cent can become 
functional through counselling and 
treatment at half-way homes. The 

remaining are called 
chronic patients, that 
is, patients who can 
never make a recovery. 
If it were not for 
hospitals, these 
patients would be left 
to die on the streets by 
their families. Even 
the sick have a human 
right to be protected. 
We cannot do without 
hospitals, but we need 
to organise them along 
more humane lines." 

Today, in order 
to prevent the 

Walled in the Yerwada Mental Hospital. Pune 

There are no 
answers. Are asylums 
really safe havens for 
the vulnerable or are 

patients from being completely 
detached from the rest of 
.the society or metaphorically, 
to break down the walls, a new 
trend of de-institutionalisation or 
half-way homes has become 
popular. In this system, patients are 
no longer confined within walls, but 
are allowed to take up jobs, visit 
families periodically, go out to shop 
and interact regularly with others. 

Says Katy Gandevia, a reader 
at the department of medical and 
psychiatric social work at the Tata 
Institute of Social Sciences, 
Mumbai, "Our houses have four . 
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learning about self. This is rarely 
possible in a hospital where a 
patient is just one among hundreds, 
all of whom wear the same clothes 
and eat the same food. In fact, in 
a hospital, the patient is 'de
personalised'. 

Twenty-six-year-old Malik 
Nair, a schizophrenic, returned 
home to Mumbai . after an year's 
treatment at a half-way home 
in Bangalore. There he was 
encouraged to go for walks every 
day and help with chores - all 
things that require a great deal of 
effort from a schizophrenic. Today, 
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they merely devices used by society 
to exclude whom it chooses, in 
order to ease life for the rest of us? 
Do they really protect the ill or are 
they merely society's attempt to 
transfer all those who can't 
contribute to economic processes, 
into another world? Was Pascal 
right when he asserted, "Men are 
so necessarily mad, that not to be 
mad would amount to another form 
of madness?" 

(Names of patients have been 
changed to protect their right to 
privacy.J ~ 
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NO PITY, PLEASE! 

The disabled do not need 
charity; they need jobs. 

But in a nation of 
surplus labour that 
might prove difficult 

Joeyta Bose examines 
the issue. 

The office is alive with 
noise. Typewriter keys 
click a staccato beat 

under flying fmgers. Phones ring in 
brittle tones, breaking up 
conversations between gossiping 
operators. Stamps thud dully onto 
envelopes leaving scarlet 
watermarks while postage is 
pounded onto letters by purposeful 
fists. Someone is tapping with a red 
and black pencil on a glass-topped 
table and an ancient clock with a 
fading face announces every hour 
with a shuddering 'bing!'. 

Somebody cracks a joke at 
the end of the office and laughter 
!;lwells across the room. Venu looks 
up. His hands are busy sorting 
envelopes of different shapes and 
siz~s, tacking on stamps and 
making entries in a massive ledger. 

He nudges his colleague who 
looks up at him and repeats the 
joke, gesticulating as he speaks. 
Venu watches his face closely, and 

then breaks into a smile. 
Venu is deaf. He works in the 

postal department of the Tata Tea 
office in Calcutta. His boss says 
that he is 'one of the finest workers 
in the department and he is a great 
favourite with his colleagues. Venu 
is one of the 60 million disabled in 
this country. He is part of that 
small percentage of this figure who 
holds a secure job. 

In this country, there are a 
whole gamut of obstacles that a 
disabled person faces in the process 
of getting a job. The obstacles begin 
with the negative attitudes 
t.owards the disabled, at home and 
within the community. Mrs. Rina 
Bhandari, Principal of the Helen 
Keller Institute of the Deaf and the 
Deaf -Blind says, "The disabled, 
like all of us, construct their self 
image from the attitudes people 
display towards them. When 
ignorance makes people label them 
as 'retarded' or 'slow', they begin to 
believe that they are so. Their 
aspirations and self-esteem, thus, 
remains low." 

Dr. Shalini Joshi, the 
programme officer for the Disabled 
Pers:n's Welfare Unit, Rajiv 
Gandhi Foundation aqds, "In any 
community where the disabled 
have been over-protected by their 
families or have been assigned a 
negative role by the community, it 
may be difficult to convince them 

of the benefits of vocational 
rehabilitation; in general, 
and selective placement in 
particular. " 

The attitudes of empluyers 
constitute another barrier. 
Unaware of the working potential 
of the disabled, they tend to resist 
employing them. The existence of 
an able-bodied workforce, the fear 
of extra expenses because of low 
production, absenteeism and of 
greater liability to accidents, and 
consequent claims on the employers 
are other hindrances. 

Antony Swami of the Worth 
Trust says, "Many employers see 
persons with disabilities as a 
liability rather than an asset. In 
many cases, employment starts as 
an act of charity. When such 
placements are successful, 
employers tend to employ other 
disabled persons." He cites two 
cases to support his opinion that 
this can sometimes be a double
edged sword. "TI cycles pioneered 
the employment of blind persons in 
its assembly lines and is very happy 
with their performance. On the 
other hand, Best and Compton 
employed two persons affected by 
leprosy and because one of them 
became a labour leader and made 
demands that could not be met, the 
firm stopped employing disabled 
persons altogether." 

Even after employment 

When the people heard the sound of the trumpet, 
and the people shouted with a great shout 
that the wall fell down flat, so that the people went up into the city . 

• Bible; Joshua 6:20. 
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barriers within the workplace are 
a source of tension. Pity is a 
common feeling that the disabled 
person is subjected to in the 
workplace. Venu recalls, "When I 
started working at the office, my 
co-workers wanted to send me 
home early because they pitied me. 
They were reluctant to give me 
work to do. " The organisation which 
had placed him with the firm sent 
a trained teacher to help Venu's 
colleagues understand his world. 
Similarly, Bimaan who works in a 
travel agency in Calcutta faces 
problems in communicating with 
his colleagues. However, he says 
that, "I feel lucky that I can at least 
write down what I want to say. I 
have handed out leaflets with the 
signs that we commonly use so 
it is easier for my colleagues 
to overcome the barriers of 
communication. " 

These aren't the only 
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barriers. In a nation where the 
able-bodied are underemployed, 
where public access is limited by an 

unthinking architecture, and public 
transport is a nightmare even for 
those with no handicaps, the 
obstacles proliferate. Dr. Shalini 
Joshi feels, "We must make them 
visible. All available media must 
be recruited to support the efforts 
that will bring them into the 
economic mainstream. The media 
can also generate awareness that 
through selective placement, a 
large proportion of the disabled 
need no longer be dependent on 
their family, community or state 
resources, but can be helped to 
become self-respecting and 
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productive citizens." 
All those who work with the 

differently abled agree that 
awareness among 'normal' children 
and adults is crucial. Dr. Joshi 
suggests that there should be a 
"use of" resources in schools to 
sensitise children to the disabled, 
the issues that they confront." 

The participation of trade 
unions in the rehabilitation of the 
disabled is essential because trade 
unions can change the mindset of 
people and the way society views 
labour. "It is absolutely essential 
for the corporate sector to be 
convinced that there is a positive 
economic value in employing 
disabled people," says Dr. Joshi. It 
is important because once the 
disabled become economically 
independent and are seen as 
'contributors'to 
than 'blUM 
for the bet1~ 

jfrom: 

VLnuzor~ 

mr. t>ino5 t>erma 
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"Religion is the best armour 
that man can have, 

but it is the worst cloak." 
. - John Bunyan 

N o politics please," 
says the placard on 
the wall of an Irani 

restaurant in South Mumbai. "No 
religion" it adds with underlined 
fervour. Both religion and politics 
seem to have this ability to stir up 
emotions, to cause friction and 
division, to build barriers. 

Perhaps one of the reasons is 
the centrality of religion in many 
people's 'lives. For most, it is a 
source of sustenance, a belief that 
there is someone up there to guide 
and protect them and of course, to 
blame if things go wrong. Always 
contentious, religion has now 
become an almost explosive subject. 
Despite many attempts at 
synthesis or syncresis, the walls 
are getting higher, the spikes on 
the top set by experiences of 
fanaticism, intolerance and 
violence. As V. Ramakrishna, 
honorary president of the 
Theosophy Company (India) Ltd. 
puts it, "These walls are t;nostly 
man-made divisions." 

Claims of an exclusive nature 
are the life-force which keeps many 
religions going. Walls not only 
demarcate areas but also give an 

Can a religion that 
preaches the equality 

of all faiths then trample . 
on believers in other 

doctrines? Saswati Bora 
looks at the divisive 
power of religion. 

identity to each religion. However, 
the compartments can scarcely be 
watertight when individual 
experiences are so different. On 
being asked about the role of priests 
in confession, the answers given by 
two Catholic women, both 22 - year 
- olds _were diametrically different. 
Say; Agnes, "I feel a sense of 
lightness after I have confessed. I 
don't talk to the priest. For me, he 
takes on the role of the spiritual 
counsel." Rose feels otherwise: 
"During Confession, . you say a 
couple of prayers and you are 
considered forgiven of whatever sin 
you have confessed to. But who is 
the priest to decide? He is an 
external being and you don't need 
him to decide." 

"People identify themselves 
by their particular religious 
conditioning. This has nothing to 
do with their particular religious 
quest or the essence of spirituality," 

J.@..JIl. '98 - '99 

says Fath~r Lancey Prabhu, head 
of the department of religious 
studies, Saint Xavier's College, 
Mumbai. There are still others who 
feel that there is a definite reason 
behind people of a particular 
religious background, staying that 
way. Cyrus Merchant, the 
columnist who writes Heart-felt in 
the Bombay Times, believes, "There 
is a divine reason for people being 
born in a particular family and in 
a particular religious background. 
God does not act randomly. There 
is a divine purpose." Others might 
feel that this is begging the 
question, or simply an argument 
that might be used against anyone 
who wanted to challenge the 
hegemony of caste prejudice, for 
instance. 

Although claims of exclusivity 
keep many religions going, they 
also provoke creed against creed 
and religion against religion. Each 
religion is convinced that it 
possesses a divine 'exclusive' 
message by its founder. "There is 
a difference between identification 
and miIidless identification. There 
is meaning in having an identity 
but not an identity opposed to 
anybody else," says Father Prabhu. 
Merchant feels that it a has to do 
with man's base human nature, "it 
also has to do with insecurity and 
man's selfishness. The only way to 

19 



~---------------
feel that you are the best is to put 
somebody down." Ranga Hari, a 
senior member of Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), how 
people stress the word 'only' rather 
than 'also'. "Hinduism believes in 
tolerance. When you are stressing 
the word 'only', you are stressing 
intolerance, you are implying that 
only your religion is right." 

Rameshchandra Sirkar of 
the Theosophy Company Ltd. says, 
"There have been prophets and 
saints who have had remarkable 
spiritual experiences. Even then, 
what they said is not complete. But 
their followers have had no 
spiritual experiences. When the 
source is not there, what is the 
essence of their message?" 

The dilemma here concerns 
rituals. Aren't rituals perpetuating 
superstitious beliefs and creating 
blocks to the true purpose of 
religions? Most people do not agree. 
"If understood properly, ritual can 
become a means to understand the 

sacred. But, throughout history, 
means have become ends," sighs 
Father Prabhu. "Besides, there is a 
precious tradition in rituals. If that 
is lost, then the wisdom and the 
quest for God is endangered." 

Hari believes that religions 
are not to blame for rituals but 
"people are. It is the case of the 
right medicine being in the' hands 
of the wrong doctor. Let people 
perform rituals according to their 
faith," says Hari. "Rituals come 
with a particular purpose. When 
rituals are mauled, they become 
superstitions," says Merchant. ~ 

So must the walls go?Will the 
demolition of walls lead to peace 
and understanding between 
religions or are we in the danger 
of ignoring the heterogeneity of 
religions? Of flattening them into 
a single experience which does 
nothing to represent the immense 
spectrum of the human experience 
of transcendence? 

Hari believes that there 

should be no walls between 
religions, "but we need to have 
understanding, knowledge and 
respect for other religions." Father 
Prabhu does not approve of 
breaking walls. "Breaking these 
walls is neither possible nor 
desirable. Religions contain a 
certain wisdom which will be lost. 
All religions have a certain 
commonality as well as a certain 
diversity. The diversity should be 
considered complementary rather 
than contradictory." 

But, what ultimately 
matters is a person's own spiritual 
quest. For most people their 
relationship with God is a very 
personal thing. It doesn't matter if 
they pray in a temple, mosque or 
church. One must find one's own 
religion. As Merchant sums it up, 
"The times are so bad that one 
must make one's own contact with 
God and most importantly, work on 
one's own consciousness and one's 
own soul." 

WITH BEST COMVLIMENTS FROM • • 

emil IJhA~mAeeutieAls 
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From Partition to 
Babri Masjid to the 
murder of Graham 

Staines. lsha Daga and 
Shilpi Kakkar Madan 
conduct a post mortem 

on secularism. 

We may be of any 
religion, . caste or 
creed; as responsible 

citizens of this country, we will not 
allow religious passions to cause riots 
and tensions to take place. 
Nationalism will be our religion ... " 

Thus spoke Shiv Sena 
pramukh Bal Thackeray on the 
golden jubilee of India's 
independence. But the worst thing 
you can do with words is surrender 
to them, ignoring the reality of the 
actions behind. 

We call ourselves secular, 
while our political framework, 
replete with fundamentalists, 
inscribes a perimeter around every 
community. Hindustan suffered 
Partition into India and Pakistan in 
1947. India stands politically divided 
today - post anti-Sikh riots, post 

Babri Masjid demolition, post 
1992-'93 Mumbai riots and post 
anti-Christian violence. Future 
generations may grow up without 
knowing complete freedom of 
religious worship. • 

For religion was the leitmotif 
in the violence of Partition. 
The division of society into 
religious communities became 
more pronounced. "The · brooding 
resentment against the Muslims 
manifested itself in the slogans and 
protests of frenzied mobs. Carnage 

followed as thousands were brutally 
killed and their houses burnt," recalls 
Akshai Chandra Bansal, 87, then the 
District Judge of Kanpur. The smell 
of burning corpses is becoming a 
part of the air we breathe. 

Similarly, the anti-Sikh riots of 
1984 ignited communal passions of 
frightening intensity. The infamous 
Operation Bluestar witnessed the 
massacre of hundreds of Sikhs. More 
than 20,000 deaths were recorded 
nationwide. The J. Ranganath 
Mishra Commission on the riots in 
Delhi states, "The riots occurred 
broadly on account of the total 
passivity, callousness and 
indifference of the police in the 
matter of controlling the situation 
and protecting the Sikh 
community. ... Several instances have 
come to be narrated where police 
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personnel were found marching 
behind or mingled in the crowd. 
Since they did not make any 
attempt to stop the mob from 
indulging in criminal acts, an 
inference has been drawn that they 
were part I)f the mob and had 
common intention and purpose." 

Says Teesta Setalvad, Editor, 
Communalism Combat - a journal 
with the motto 'Hate Hurts, Itarmony 
Works'; "The law and order situation, 
handled by the police, is controlled 
covertly by the Executive. Virtually · 

every instance since the 
Jabalpur riots of 1961 has 
displayed bias against 
minorities. This sort of 
behaviour worsened in the '80s. 
The brittle communal 
atmosphere today is made even 
more fragile by the party in 
power. There is a greater 
degree of extreme behaviour as 
secular values have not been 
allowed to deepen." 

The rehearsal for the 
realisation of the Hindu 
Rashtra began with the 
Bharatiya Janata Party's (BJP) 
saffronisation of the nation. 
BJP's L.K. Advani's earlier 
Roth Yatras, in support of the 

Ram Mandir campaign, whipped up 
a nationwide passion for Hindutua 
and the cries of the Kar Seuaks 
to a deafening crescendo. The 
Yatra of communalism 'progressed', 
as the Roth moved to Ayodhya. 

Since 1984 the Vishwa Hindu 
Parishad (VHP) and fundamentalist 
Hindus have maintained that the 
Babri Masjid is the 'undisputed' spot 
of Lord Ram's birth, but before that 
no Hindu leader made any such 
claim. In 1949, an idol of Lord Ram 
was installed in the temple The 
Supreme Court declared the site 'a 
disputed structure' but, permitted 
Hindu priests to perform aarti 
there. The process of Hinduisation 
reached its climax on December 6, 
1992 when the Babri Masjid was 
reduced to rubble by Hindu fanatics 
with the support of the BJP, VHP 
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and RSS (Rashtriya Swayamseva have to co-exist. The majority must 
Sangh). Curfew was clamped down _ ;understand the- minority. The so
and riots ravaged the country. Hindu . called minority cannot capitalise on 
fundamentalists celebrated shaurya its minority status " 
diwas (moment of victory) amid deep .. Muqaddam, 56, was a 
communal tension. resident of Ll}-lbaug. · A government 

By now the campaign for a employee, he works as a driver at 
Hindu State was at its saffron best. MantraI'aya. Muqaddam was a 
L. K Advani, now the Union Home victim of the communal discord in 
Minister, says," The temple issue is Mumbai. "My, house was surrounded 

. not really a controversy now after oy a horde of'p~pple. They broke the 
what has happened. It was a door.· We were hiding on the third 
controversy earlier to some extent floor. They took away everything -
before December 6, 1992 but not now. my cupboards, TV - not even a 
I have been saying that there was glass was left, " he says bitterly. But 
a structure there, about which we he did rebuild his life. "As a 
had said in our manifesto, that we government servant, I could get help 
will respectfully remove it. The from the Collector's office but only 
government did not allow us to on the recommendation of my boss. 
remove it respectfully." Madam, a Hindu, allowed my family 

The BJP orchestrated its to stay at her house for 20 days till 
campaign for the construction of the we were able to find shelter." 
temple at Ayodhya by organising The report of Justice B. N. 
Ram Padukas, Chowk Sabhas and Krishna Commission on the Mumbai 
inflammatory speeches that exhorted ~ Riots of 1992-'93 states, "The 
Hindus to unite and . take pride ih -re.sponse of the police to appeals 
their religion. . ' . ",from desp~rate victims, particularly 

The demolition 'of the J.l4asjid, " Muslims, \1V,as cynical and utterly 
alarmed Muslim f~ndanient::ais}~'; indifferent , On occasions, the 
who proclaimed cthat · ~Iatri' :'Y~s 7i1 was that one Muslim 
imminent daJl . :tt~ced. killed 'one Muslim less ... Police 
This formed hie ,'. rea .' e ~ht6, l. the office , rand men, particularly at the 
~992-'93 Mumbai r~t~#0t'fiye ~ays ~uni~r level, appe?Xed to have. an 
m December 1992 ana 'll'~ fortmght mbmlf bias agamst the Musluns 
in January 1993, Mumbai ,was held which ' as evident in their treatment 
to ransom as communal ~le1;Il~nts of ~e " suspected Muslims and 
among Hindus and M:q,slinis, led Mush~ victims of riots. 
overtly by the Shiv Sena and covertly Even after it became apparent 
by the BJP, VHP and RSS, unleashed that the leaders of the Shiv Sena 
terror on the streets. Former were ~ctive in stoking the fire of the 
Commissioner of Police, S. K Bapat comnirlnal riots, the police dragged 
who headed the Mumbai police their feet on the facile and 
force during the riots, describes exaggeliated assumption that if 
the communal schism as "un pre- such leaders were arrested, the 
cedented in dimension and severity. communaL situation would further 
When the population is divided flare up', or to put it in the words 
along communal lines, the situation . of the then Chief minister, 
is beyond our control. Almost Suddhakarrao Naik, 'Bombay would 
everyone who calls himself a social burn'; not that Bombay did not 
leader does not perform his duty burn otherwise." 
towards society. He leaves it to the, Thackeray ' opposed the 
law and order machipery 1>,ut there Report, accusing it of being biased. 
is no law and. order solution to this "The Bombay and Surat riots and 
riot. Hatred is in the blood on both post-Babri demolitions resulted in 
sides. In a . pluralistic society, you massacres and in the rape of many 
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women. This itself shows how 
religion can be demonised by 
politically motivated communal 
forces," says Asghar Ali Engineer of 
the Centre for Study of Society and 
Secularism. On the flip side, ViVSlk 
Monteiro, secretary of the 
Committee of Industrial Trade 
Unio~s, Maharashtra, says, "During 
Deceml:>er '92 and January '93, there 
were some communal incidents in 
factories " like OTIS .elevators and 
Mazagaon docks which were 
highlighted in the Press. But in 
many factories, minority community 
workers did report for work and 
there were no communal incidents. 
This is because within the factories 
there is a basic secularism which 
prevails ,in the unions' activities. 
The tragedy is that this secularism 
is not translated into active and 
consistent opposition to throttle 
communalIsm on a mass scale. If this 
is built 'Upon, the working class can 
play an important role in 
strengthening national unity." 

Clashes between the Christian 
minority and the Hindus too, have 
coloured our communal past. The 
1982 Kanyakumari riots between 
the two communities were the 
handiwork of fundamentalist 
organisations too. The report of the 
Justice Venugopal Commission 
stated, "The RSS adopts a militant 
and aggressive attitude and sets 
itself up as the champion of what 
it considers to be the rights of 
Hindus, against minorities. It has 
taken it upon itself to teach the 
minorities their place ... The RSS 
methodology for provoking 
communal violence is : a) rousing 
communal feelings in the majority 
community by the propaganda that 
Christians are not loyal citizens of 
the country; b) deepening the fear , 
in the majority community by 
clever propaganda that the 
population of the minorities is ' 
increasing and that of Hindus is 
decreasing; c infiltrating the 
administration and inducing the 
members' of the civil and police 



~--------------~ 
services by adopting and developing 
communal attitudes; d) training 
young people of the majority 
community.in the use of weapons 
like daggers, swords and spears; 
e) spreading rumours to widen the 
communal cleavage and deepen 
communal feelings by giving a 
communal colour to any trivial 
incident." 

Of late, the bogey of 'forced' 
conversions has been raised against 
the Christian community. The anti
Christian violence spread its 
tentacles from the Dangs region of 
Gujarat to Manoharpur in Orissa. 
Australian missionary Graham 
Stewart Staines and his two sons 
were immolated on January 22-23 
night this year by a frenzied mob in 
Manoharpur. This act, covertly 
supported by the RSS, sent shock 
waves not only through the country 
but all over the world. 

Renowned documentary film
maker Anand Patwardhan says, "The 
attacks on the Christian community 
are a continuation of the attacks 
on Muslims and Dalits. Hinduism is 
basically Brahminism through 
which the upper classes have ruled 
the country for over a century. Most 
of those who converted from 
Hinduism into Islam in the Middle 
Ages and later into Christianity and 
Buddhism were basically escaping 

the oppression of the caste system. 
They were mainly Adivasis who 
were treated as unequals. The 
attacks today are on minorities who 
were Dalits and the poor of yesterday. 
The H(ndutva elite send their own 
children to convent schools but will 
not let others go for they want them 
to remain ignorant. The feudal 
system is at the root of this rising 
challenge from below. Many of the 
attacks are instigated by the 
landlords. " 

It is easy to attribute these 
attacks to the intolerance of Hindu 
bigots towards conversion . But the 
socio-economic factor must be 
considered as well. For many, 
conversion offers hope of a better 
life, free from the shackles of caste 
system and poverty. 

Father Pravin Fernandes, 
spokesperson for the Mumbai 
Archdiocese, says, "This is a 
politically motivated religious 
persecution. It is unconstitutional 
and unethical. Conversion is a matter 
of personal choice. The Constitution 
gives every citizen ofIndia the right 
to practise and preach any faith. 
Our missionaries educate people 
and make them aware of their 
rights. Certain segments of society 
will obviously feel threatened." 

This chronology does not 
telescope the entire history of 

Lincoln's Road to the White House 

Failed in business in 1831 
Defeated for Legislature in 1832 
Second failure in business in 1833 
Suffered nervous breakdown in 1836 
Defeated for speaker in 1838 
Defeated for Congress in 1843 
Defeated for Congress in 1848 
Defeated for Senate in 1855 
Defeated for Vice President in 1856 
Elected President in 1860. 

"That's one small step for a man, 
one giant leap for mankind." 

- Neil Armstrong. 
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communal discord in India. The 
Kashmiriyat issue in the Valley, the 
Ahmedabad riots (1969), the Jalgaon 
disturbance (1970), the Coimbatore 
carnage (1997-98) are only a part of 
the ravaged religious landscp,pe. The 
communal seeds of our unsavoury 
past are taking root in our present 
too. There has been little effort 
towards honest introspection on the 
part of the government. Today, the 
'moderate' face of saffron 
brotherhood, Prime Minister A. B. 
Vajpayee, wants a debate, not on the 
plight of the minorities in India, 
but on the issue of 'forced' 
conversions. Meanwhile, the 
'accused' are free. We must demolish 
the mental and ideological barriers 
and unite our heterogenous 
populace into one nation. Adequate 
representation of minorities in the 
law and order machinery together 
with swift judicial proceedings would 
be a start. The government needs to 
cultivate a general faith in the 
administrative system. 

The key to nurturing a secular 
outlook lies in steering clear of 
political incensing. We have to 
abandon fanaticism in favour of 
national unity and peaceful co
existence. Meanwhile political 
'heroes' play the manjiras while 
India burns. ~ 

~ 
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GR 
Khairnar 

was a 
one-man 

demolition 
derby. 
Tinaz 

Nooshian 
and 

Saswati 
Bora get his 

story. 

Govind Raghav primary school teacher as it was 
Khairnar, better more prestigious. A high school 
known as the teacher was called 'sir' whereas the 

'Demolition Man', joined the primary school teacher was called 
Brihanmumbai Municipal Guruji. My family agreed and I 
Corporation as an assistant completed my high school education 
accoUIltant, grade · I in 1974. After in the nearby town. Then college 
passing the Maharashtra Public education became my aim. I wanted 
Service Commission Exams, he rose to be a college professor. My family 
to the post of Depu.ty Municipal agreed to sell part of our land so 
Commissioner in January 1988. I could complete my education. A 
Known as an honest, incorruptible Jain family in the village agreed to 
officer, he was embroiled in many give loans free of interest. I was 
controversies when he demolished miserly with my money and with 
illegal structures and careful spending and hard work, I 
encroachments, many of which ~ finished college. After taking a 
belonged to the underworld. He degree in commerce, I got 
was also quite vocal in condemning employment in the government of 
corrupt officials and politicians Maharashtra. I found the salary 
which made him popular with the inadequate. So I gave a series of 
masses. He was suspended from compatible exams and each time I 
the Municipal Corporation in June got a higher post. I joined the state 
1994 and has not been reinstated government as an upper division 
since. clerk and rose to the position of 

Excerpts from an interview: 

You come from a lower 
class family, from a drought
prone area in Maharashtra. 
How were you able to cross the 
wall of poverty to become the 
deputy municipal commissioner 
of the BMC? 

Accounts Officer. Thereafter, I 
resigned and joined the Municipal 
Corporation where they provided 
me with a good salary, car and 
telephone. That's how my financial 
problems were taken care of. 

The media calls you 'The 
Demolition Man.' While you 
were on a rampage of breaking 
down illegal slums, did you 
genuinely believe that 
'demolition' was the answer to 
the problem? Specially since 
once the demolition is over, 
goondas extract valuables and 
promise the poor new homes 
and once again the cycle begins. 

I come from the village of 
Timpalgaon in Nasik district, a 
small village of 2000 people, 
dominated by cultivators. Children 
did not go to school there as the 
farmers believed that sending boys 
to school made them subservient. 
My village was in a drought prone 
area which made survival difficult. 
Education was a luxury, beyond our 
means. 

But compelling circumstances 
forced my father to enroll me in 
school. My father wanted me to be 
a primary school teacher. After my 
seventh standard. I wanted to go 
to high school. I wanted to be a 
high school teacher rather than a 

As ward officer, I had to follow 
orders from my superiors. Not 
following would have meant 
disobedience. Demolition of illegal 
structures was one of my jobs. I felt 
no pain when I was demolishing 
any structure owned by the mafia. 
But when the slums were 
demolished, I felt sad specially 
when I saw how poor the occupants 
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were. Because I was in a similar facilities. The government is not needs satisfied. If there were 
situation back home, I understand providing adequate housing at an honest administration in the 
the· poor, I can identify with them. affordable cost. And when the government, the government 
I realised that these people needed people try to make arrangements machinery would never have had to 
help, co-operation and sympathy of their own, the government harass the citizen. It is the 
from society and particularly from demolishes their houses. government's duty to serve the 
the government. Demolition is a barbaric act. It is people, not to harass them. But the 

inhuman, undignified, government machinery has become 
After demolishing slums, I . irresponsible governance. corrupt. Politicians only want to fill 

couldn't eat. I couldn't reconcile Moreover, it is a waste of manpower their own pockets. That is why the 
myself with my actions. I even and public funds. government is behaving like 
thought of resigning. But it was colonisers. 
difficult to get a job in ....---------,-,-------------------, Government officials 
thos~ days. My are no different. AE. they 
sympathy found an rise, they become more 
alternative. After a and more corrupt. They 
careful study of the get alienated from the 
rules and regulations, I people. They cease to be 
learnt the tricks of the concerned with the 
trade. I decided not to grievances of the people. 
demolish any structure Citizens live in fear, 
if it was occupied by a without dignity. 
genuine family even if 
the structure was In 1985, you 
owned by the mafia. demolished the 
Also, I found that even "Mahim Cross. What 
if the houses are kind of opposition did 
demolished the family you face while 
will never leave the site. demolishing illegal 

Was dt:molition '--===============-__ -=======:....1 
places of worship? 

the answer to this G. R. Khairnar More than 1,000 
problem? In The Independent (8th illegal places of worship 

April 1994), you said that the had been put up, causing 
Demolishing was costing the obstruction to traffic and passers 

BMC R 1000 t t housing problem in Mumbai can s. per s ruc ure, even by. Whenever illegal places of 
fi h t h h t b be solved and slums need never or au, w ere as a u can e worship are put up, organisers start 

b ·It b d· R 100 t 200 be demolished if construction is re Ul y spen mg s. 0 . extorting money, holding functions 
Th C th t· planned. Comment. erelore, e corpora IOn was on the roads and the like. Anti-
wasting public funds. After I learnt India is a democratic country. social elements also put up these 
the rules, I made a verbal deal with Every citizen has the right to live religious structures and earn 
the people. I told them to shift and with dignity. Therefore, the basic money. These places were also being 
provided them alternative sites. amenities have to be provided. The used for smuggling, drug dealing 
Then I demolished their huts. I told government must not demolish but and other such illegal activities. 
my subordinates not to demolish rehabilitate. According to the When I realised that these places 
their new structures. This was Constitution, citizens have the were not for real worship, I decided 
personal help. right to settle any where. The to demolish them. 

People need some basic government, through laws, builders 
requirements like food, shelter, and even citizens must help people 
education, health etc without rehabilitate themselves. Our 
which they cannot live with dignity. natural resources, if equitably 
It is the duty of the society and the divided, can ensure that every 
government to provide these citizen can get, at least, the basic 
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But, . these are sensitive 
issues. People lack a scientific 
approach. If a stone that we would 
otherwise stand on, is given the 
shape of a God, it becomes God and 
He does everything for them: 
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alleviates their pain, gives them 
pleasure, profit, health 
everything. So demolishing 
religious places becomes very 
sen·sitive. Nobody likes to touch 
them. I took up the issue and 
started demolishing. I demolished 
not only the Cross but many other 
places of worship. It was not 
inhuman because nobody was going 
to be dehoused - only God is going 
to be dehoused~ If God is angry 
with me, He will punish me. God 
can take care of Himself, why 
should other people be worried 
about Him? 

And so there was a hue and 
cry, and a court case. Some religious 
authorities appreciated my work 
and took me into confidence. They 
said that people's religious feelings 
are involved and if we don't do 
anything we will be blamed and so 
they filed cases. Judges are 
supposed to be educated people. 
They are supposed to go by the law, 
not' emotions. Unfortunately, they 
were highly emotional people. 
Instead of questioning the people 
who approached the court, the 
judges questioned my actions. The 
court directed that the Cross be 
rebuilt at my cost but some 
Christian organisations have done 
it on my behalf Unfortunately the 
court did not take a practical 
stance. It should have encouraged 
me for my work, for being brave 
enough to take up the issue. 

You have always been a 
critic of corruption in the BMC. 
The media has portrayed you as 
the lone torch bearer of honesty . . 

Do you think it is possible to get 
rid .of it? 

Corruption is prevalent in all 
government systems. It is almost 
impossible to root it out. Those who 
fight it get rooted out instead. 
But, for the survival of the nation, 
it is necessary that honesty must 
prevail. Only then, prosperity, 
equity and social justice can 
prevail. 

As a bureaucrat, you are 
expected to express your 
opinions through internal 
channels of communication and 
not use the media. How did you 
manage to break the wall 
between being a bureaucrat and 
a social activist? 

A bureaucrat is a public 
servant, a servant of the society. 
His allegiance should be with the 
people, not with an individual 
whether he is the boss, the minister 
or whoever. If there is corruption 
in the government, it is my duty 
to disclose it to the public. Which 
channel of communication is to be 
adopted, is my decision. Which I 
will choose in the best possible 
manner in the given circumstances. 

You are the only deputy 
municipal commissioner to get 
VIP security. What do you have 
to say about being constantly 
surrounded by 'human walls'? 

I am the only deputy 
commissioner to have been 
attacked hundreds oftimes, to have 
been injured and faced attempts at 
murder. That was because I 

Let the victors, when they come 
When the forts of folly fall, 
Find thy body by the wall. 

- Mathew Arnold 
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demolished the buildings of 
dreaded mafia dons like Dawood 
Ibrahim, Arun Gawli etc. The 
Intelligence Bureau, the police 
department and ultimately the 
government thought it necessary to 
provide me with security. It makes 
no difference to me if there is no 
police protection but that illlowed 
me to carry out my duties more 
effectively. It was not something 
I asked for. 

You have been suspended, 
Had that not happened you 
might have been able to achieve 
more. Do you think accusing 
politicians has paid oft'? Was 
there no other, more practical 
alternative? 

The alternative was to be 
corrupt. When the system is 
corrupt, you can adjust to the 
system by compromising but you 
won't be able to survive. Becoming 
party to the corruption is not 
ethically, . morally or legally 
permissible. My conscience did not 
allow me to compromise with the 
system. So as long as I could carry 
on within the system, I did. But 
when I found it impossible to go on, 
I revolted and went to the people. 
I have never regretted my decision. 
I was aware that I might lose my 
job and even my life and that my 
family might be thrown out on the 
streets. I understood that and then 
I chose. And I think I did my Q 

'Memorial Verses 1:6' 
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We help her keep him smiling. 

Hoech8t lI.rlon Rou ... 1 Llmlled 

We help her protect him from fever, 
allergies and a wide spectrum of 
life-threatening infections. 

Why do thousands of doctors trust our 
medicines? Simply because years of research 
have helped us produce quality medicines 
which are safe and efficacious. No wonder 
most of our pharmaceutical products are 
weD-known names. especiaDy our 
antipyretics, antihistamines, antispasmodics 
;md of course antibiotics. Each product 
backed up by the formidable research skills 
of Hoechst AG. Germany. 

And conc ern for your health goes 
much beyond developing and 
manufacturing medicines. We even ensure 

that our Rabies vac.cine reaches patients 
without a break in the cold chain - so 
crucial to the potency of the vaccine. 

That's Hoechst care for you. Making our 
expertise protect your most valuable 
asset - your health. 

• Hoechst 
Hoechst Marion Roussel 
The Pharmaceutical Company of Hoechsl 
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A case study 

A SPARe of Hope 
The women of a Byculla slum, with some. help from the NGO SPARe, decided to 
rewrite their domestic destinies. Radhika Mody follows them on their journeys. 

"A man can sleep 
on the street without a 
roof above his head, it is 
only a woman who 
organises the space 
around to make a home. n 

- SPARe 

scores. Initially they 
tried to fight the 
injustices meted out to 
them by taking out 
morchas. However, most 
of these demonstrations 
yielded no results. Later, 
after they met with 

Y ear after Society for Promotion of 
yea r , Area Resource Centres 
more than (SPARC), they changed 

500 homes in Byculla their tactics. 
were reduced to rubble. With concentrated 
Each time. the women effort, Mahila Milan, a 
rebuilt their lives, women's organisation 
putting together scraps was born. Its objective 
of various materials to 1... _____________________ ..1 was to look after the 

make a home. Each time, they lost hutment dwellers were not needs of the pavement dwellers. By 
everything. Each time, they started prepared to shift to other sites. Any strengthening community bonds, 
again, from scratch. Over time, observer of the slums would know Mahila Milan sought to prevent 
they learnt to map out their fates that these were groundless future demolitions. And the men 
more decisively, and ' have now prejudices. In Life and Labour in who believed that their wives were 
ceased to be victims of a society a Bombay Slum, Jeremy Seabrook incapable oflooking after the slum's 
that has neglected their demands noted that most of the residents of interests, put up formidable 
for shelter. Indiranagar, the slum in Ghatkopar opposition. Some of them even 

The then Bombay Municipal in which he spent three years, were threatened to divorce their women. 
Corporation (BMC) had a ready industrious and hardworking; that "But," reasons Rehmat Sheikh, who 
rationale for carrying out these they tried to keep their houses and has a small provision stall in 
violent and ruthless evictions. The themselves clean even with limited Byculla and faced her husband's 
argument was rife with' elitist resources and that they were wrath, "we had a lot more to lose 
prejudices: the slum-dwellers willing to move to an alternative by not redoubling our efforts. It is 
were 'anti-social elements'; they accommodation as long as it was we who have to ensure that our 
constitute a health hazard; there economically feasible to do so. huts, food, money, and belongings 
was no vacant land for alternative The female folk of Byculla are safe. After demolitions, it is 
accommodation; and that the proved the BMC wrong on all these easy for our men to walk off and 

That's my last Duchess 
painted on the wall, 
looking as if she were alive. 
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continue with their daily work. As 
mothers, we have to stay behind 
and rebuild our homes." 

And so, in place of the old 
confrontational style of activism, 
the women began a .savings scheme 
to empower their community. They 
had learnt that being poor was 
synonymous with being weak, and 
that 8i long as this . situation 
remained unchanged, there would 
be no real involvement in the uplift 
of their people. With this 
understanding in mind, they 
started collecting around Rs. 2 
every day from all the families that 
lived there. The community fund 
thus formed provided them with 
security during calamities and 
found them a more willing listener 
in the BMC. 

The next step was learning to 
deal with those in power. The 
women had no history of dealing 
with angrezi-speaking sahibs at 
banks and government offices. 
Lakshmi Satyanarayan Naidu, in
charge of collecting the savings in 
Byculla, says, "At first it was 
difficult for us to interact with all 
the key people because we had 
never done it before - we didn't 
have the confidence, we didn't know 
English. But after we finished 
talking, 1m didis from SPARC 
would take over, and wrap up the 
negotiations by talking in English. 
This impressed the officers, and we 
got what we wantea. After a couple 
of years, we didn't need the didis 
to escort us any more. The officers 
would listen to what we had to say." 

From understanding only one 
kind oflanguage - that ofthe iron . 
hand of power and brutality, the 
women learnt to negotiate with and 
if necessary, fight the authorities. 
When they began their battle 
against demolition, they asked 
their men to steer clear of the 
slums. This was because, in trying 
to prevent their houses from 
turning into rubble, the men 
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sometimes got violent and thus, 
landed in prison. The women 
decided to cordon off the entry of 
the chor gaadi in the slums by 
forming a human chain. 

When this demolition van 
confronted them, the women asked 
for permission to break their houses 
with their own hands. This would 
enable them to salvage .at least 
some of their possessions and help 
them in rebuilding their huts. 

At first, the demolition squad 
from the BMC resisted the 
proposal. They had been instructed 
to raze the huts to the ground and 
they wanted to do just that. If the 
community got down to dismantling 
all the · 536 houses, it would take 
eternity and it was not the BMC's 
job to wait. Eventually, the squad 
relented, and the women were 
allowed to break down their huts 
in a given time frame. If the 
community could not complete the 
demolition within that time, the 
bulldozers would move in. 

As the women got more 
acquainted with the hierarchy in 
the BMC and the police force, they 
became more creative in their 
approach. "We made the BMC 
sahibs of the E Ward our rakhi 
brothers." says Shakeera. "This way 
they would · think twice about 
demolishing our homes. Once they 
became more familiar with us, they 
would even notify us before every 
demolition. We have come a long 
way from waiting endlessly before 
an officer would meet us," she 
concludes. 

After . the demolition issue 
became less pressing, the women 
begun to nurture a larger 
aspiration - that of pucca 
housing. The Government, when 
approached, said that there was no 
vacant land available. However, 
when the women personally 
scouted Mumbai, they discovered 
that there was land which had been 
ear-marked for their relocation. The 
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only problem was that some of it 
had been sold to corporate houses. 
The discovery of this land, which 
should have rightfully belonged to 
the pavement dwellers, put the 
women in a stronger position. 
Subsequently, a plot at Mankhurd 
was made available to them. 

To actually construct houses 
on this new-found-Iand, opening 
bank accounts was crucial. When 
the women tried to do just that, 
they further realised their 
marginalisation in society. The 
bank manager, fearing he would 
lose clients if he entertained the 
poor, would promptly usher the 
women out whenever they crossed 
the doorstep. It was only when 
they projected a helpless image by 
waiting mutely with their children, 
that the manager relented as 
turning his back on them would 
make him look callous. 

Perhaps the greater part of 
Laxmi's, Rehmat's, Shakeera's and 
other women's lives will be lost in 
struggling to get a permanent roof 
over their heads. But in 
undertaking this painful journey 
with dignity, they have made the 
battle for the future generations 
easier. They have learnt the hard 
way that money begets money. 
Beginning with a paltry saving of 
Rs. 2 a day around 12 years ago, 
today the Mahila Milan at Byculla 
has enough money to demand 
respect and homes. 

The women are now trying to 
set up similar Mahila Milans in 
other communities in a weak 
position. They conduct exchange 
programmes not only in Mumbai, 
but in the rest of India and even 
in countries like South Africa and 
Cambodia. For these women, the 
strength that unity brings has seen 
them through personal and social 
trials. Above all, it has given them 
four secure walls to live within. 
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Pyramus • • 60, Thisbe • • 65 
The famous Greek lovers 
were divided by a wall. 
If they had been senior 
citizeJls, says Nishantni 
Josson, their love would 

have been even more 
suspect. 

L ove, for the female 
protagonist in Gabriel 
Garcia Marquez's, 

Love in the Time of Cholera, comes 
after 40 years of waiting. And when 
it is finally realised, at 62, it never 
seemed more true as "they had 
lived long enough to know that love 
was more solid the closer it came 
to death." 

That might just be a story but 
litera.ture, it has been said, is' life 
in condensed and concentrated 
form. For Fermina and Florentino, 
at 62, love involved sex as well. 
What makes this worthy of note is 
that sex among the old is not· 
something we think about too 
much. Our visual world is 
impregnated with images of 
s.exuality, but almost always the 
people involved are the young and 
the beautiful. 

Love across boundaries of age 
has shown itself in literature the 
world over: Russian writer 
Vladimir Nabokov's Lolita 1958 

dealt with a middle-aged man, 
passionately in love with a young 
girl. And German writer Thomas 
Mann's Death in Venice, where a 
50-yeaI'-0Id writer falls irresistibly, 
obsessively in love with a young 
boy. In both these cases, again, the 
older person is at the mercy of the 
younger and the youth of the object 
of love is paramount. In both 
evocations, the' results are tragic 
and painful for the older person 
whose love is doomed by its nature. 

In Umberto Eco's parody of 
Lolita, titled Granita, an adolescent 
boy Umberto Umberto, is 
passionate about "old women" 
whom he calls "nornettes". He 
describes his search as "an 
amorous, intense - and alas, 
inexorably chaste ambush, to catch 
a glimpse of those faces furrowed 
by volcanic wrinkles, those eyes 
watering with cataract, the 
twitching movement of those dry 
lips sunken in the exquisite 
depression of a toothless mouth, 
lips enlivened at times by a 
glistening trickle of salivary 
ecstacy, those proudly gnarled 
hands, nervously, lustfully 
tremulous, provocative as they tell 
a .very slow rosary. ". 

Umberto Umberto falls in 
love with a granny of his friend, 
abducts her and has her kidnapped 
from him. When he finds Granita 
after months of search, she has 
now "a face without a wrinkle, 

hair" just as Lolita would 
eventually, 'inevitably grown up. 
Gerontophilia (the 'condition' in 
which one can only experience 
sexual arousal with an older 
person) is funny. No one could 
possibly love an old woman. 

Marquez's cholera happened 
in Colombia. But in India, or in 
Mumbai, the same cholera may 
rage rampant. In a society, where 
sexual matters are taboo it becomes 
difficult for us to allow the old the 
luxury of a libido. Behind the walls, 
and within them, the truth is in 
there. For Manish, a 56-year-old 
engineer and Saira, a 50-year-old 
housewife, sex is an integral part 
of their love life. Manish says, "As 
you grow older, love becomes 
stronger, and sex, as an expression 
of love, gains more meaning." 

For 72 - year - old Abraham, 
desire to have sex has remained the 
same, but its nature has changed. 
He says, "In the initial 15 years or 
so of one's sex life, the idea is to 
experiment. As you grow older, as 
there an increased understanding, 
the intensity of the sexual 
experience grows stronger." He 
adds, "It is like a balance: over time 
as one side rises, the other falls." 

Abraham may have a point. As 
people age, the physical need for sex 
may wane, but small gestures 
become second nature to many. 
According to gynaecologist Maya 
Lulla, "Be ond 55, each da is like 
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a jigsaw. Just as so many bits make 
up the whole, each day is replete 
with a mutual dependence on small 
things in life." When death comes 
somewhat. closer, we'd rather snip off 
the frills and see the future for what 
it is worth. Sex to matly and in many 
religious traditions may seem like 
one of the extras but psychoanalyst 
Udayan Patel begs to differ: ''When. 
you have just a few years to live and 
there is an uncertainty of illnesses 
that could strike, there is a 
heightened awareness of touch and 
an increased desire to sit and talk." 
Further exploring the enigma of 
touch, sexologist, Dr. Vithal Prabhu 
offers the rationale, "Sexual pleasure 
changes from the intense, genitally 
localised sensations of youth to a 
more sensuous but diffused and 
generalised experience. This leads to 
more satisfying and imaginative love 
play, often enjoyed by the older 
people." 

But Dr. Prabhu also points 
out that the nature of sexual 
pleasure among men changes as 
one grows older. "The frequency in 
the urge to have sex sees a steady 
decline from aroUnd 10-15 times a 
week, in an adolescent male, to 2-
3 times a week, in those above 50," 
he says. This change is less· 
apparent in women, and even at 
the stage when the urge is 
maximum, that is, before 
menopause, it remains below a 
man's all-time low. 

However OpIniOn among 
sexologists is divided on this front, 
based on their personal beliefs. 
Sexologist Dr. J.v. Bhatt quotes 
from the authoritative text, Human 
Sexual Response by Masters and 
Johnson, "At any age, a person cari 
be sexually active. The only 
difference is that with the physical 
changes that the body undergoes, 
response might take more time." 
Symptoms of this kind often form 
a mental block and could hinder 
sexual activity. 
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But more than the body it is 
society that modifies the sexual 
response. That a man beyond 50 is 
not to be trusted is an age old 
belief. Social conditioning leads to 
what Dr .. Bhatt calls the "self 
fulfilling prophesy" wherein the 
person feels that, "she or he is now 
old and so should not indulge in 
sex." Psychiatrist Suthapa Basu 
corroborates, "Sexual problems are 
implicit in many of the cases of 
depression among old people who 
seek help from me. It is only 
revealed in the fourth or fifth 
interview. Even then, the common 
response is, "My children are now 
grown up, what is the need now?" 
Sexual anxiety is almost always 
couched in other more socially 
acceptable problems. 

Further compounding the 
problem is the decreased sense of 
self-worth that the aged have to 
battle. The old are denigrated with 
what Robert Butler called 'ag~ism' 
as far back as 1963: a process of 
"systematic stereotyping and 
discrimination against old people 
because they are old, just as racism 
and sexism accomplish this with 
skin colour and gender ... ageism 
allows the younger generation to 
see other people as different from 
themselves: thus they suddenly 
cease to identify their elders as 
human beings and thereby reduce 
their own fear and dread of ageing." 
And at a macro level, "At times, 
ageism becomes an expedient 
method by which society promotes 
viewpoints about the aged in order 
to relieve itself from responsibility 
towards them." This could have a 
ripple effect and affect sexual 
confidence. 

This onus of anxiety promises 
to fall harder on women by the year 
2000. According to psychiatrist, Dr. 
Kaushik Gopal, "Women age faster, 
in coping with the ideals of beauty." 
Some women, however, feel traped 
by this attitude. Lina's husband 
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died five years ago, but her zest'fi~ 
life continues. At 65, vibrant an 
brimming with energy, she lov 
travelling, going out for dinne 
parties and having fun. She doe 
think of having a male friendf 
someone who is "not ill, (she has 
suffered much anxiety and has see 
enough of illness before he 
husband died) Ras a sense 0 

humour, likes travelling and . 
conscious of keeping fit. 
Unfortunately, she finds a de 
of like-minded people. "Here . 
India, the minute we cross 60, w 
feel retired, we become old," sh 
says cynically. 

A wealth of love lies traPJ>eC1 
within these walls. Dr. GopaI see 
in these women "lovers waiting to 
be loved." He cites the case of 
woman in her mid-60s, in a 
stagnant marriage. "A monumen 
of depression, she walked with 
shuffle. Her depression seemed 
combination of disappointmen 
hurt, anger, disillusionment 
sorrow. She was crushed by her 
husband's rejection, but for a 
moment she brightened when she 
said, 'I saw myself naked as I stood 
in front of the mirror and my 
breasts were still firm.' In that 
instant, she seemed transformed. 
Now here is a person who sees 
herself as a lover." 

Here, a woman wrapped in 
darkness, kept hope alive in her 
mind. "Sometimes that's all it 

. takes," says Dr Gopal. "Nothing, 
however beats what happened at a 
conference of psychologists, in 
Lonavala, where, in the midst of 
a discussion, a woman stood ull 
and declared, 'I'm 65, but I think 
I'm still very sensuous.' Applause 
resounded through the hall." 

The urge to love and to be 
loved is a constant. Friends and 
sometimes companions move outl, 
and loss stares you in the fac . 
"Love mellows," says Dr. Gopal. 
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()Id and ar-ey and full ()f sleep ••• 

... and abandoned by society. Meera Jacob looks at what may well be a 
growing trend - the ghettoisation of the grey-haired. 

The old men play families who are unable to look 
carrom day in and day after the older person - however 
out. They have only as long as the old do not feel 

become masters of the game, and rejected. "The families must visit 
so the masters of their little the old person regularly. They must 
universe. There is very little they be allowed to interact with other 
can do during the day ... some sleep, people, and must not in anyway 
some read, others play carrom. feel unwanted." 
They have nobody to talk to except However, the reality is that 
other old men, they have nobody to many old residents of the old age 
see except other old men. homes do feel a certain rejection. 

These old men are residents Catherine Wiltshire, a resident of 
of the Salvation Army Home for the the Shepherd's Widow's Home in 
Ag~d, and are a part of the steadily Byculla has five children. But after 
increasing population of senior being ill-treated by her daughter, 
citizens in the country today. In and shuttled around from one place 
India has 60 million senior citizens, to another, a friend suggested that 
and by the turn of the century, the Catherine move into Shepherd's 
figure is projected to rise to 76 Widows Home. For most of the 
million. While the joint family time, Catherine is happy. But 
system previriled, the elderly had there are times when bitterness 
a safety net which assured them and depression overcome her. 
care, but in the nuclear world of Recently after some 
today such an assurance rarely unpleasantness with the other 
exists. Either the younger residents, Catherine became very 
generation is unable to look after depressed. She says, "I hit my head 
the elderly because of economic against the wall, and I kept hitting 
pressures, or they are indifferent to my chest. I don't want to live here 
the plight of the elderly. In such a anymore, all I want to do is die." 
scenario, old age homes are fast Many of the residents are 
becoming an option to house the starved of human contact and 

- elderly. . affection, and they will jump at any 
In theory, old age homes offer opportunity to go back to their 

an almost ideal solution. They families, even if it's to their 
provide shelter, often medication detriment. For instance at the 
anq food at no cost for those who N abiveer, an old age home in 
have nobody. The other residents Calcutta, a son took his mother 
provide companionship as well. Dr home after · the birth of a child. 
Sheilu Srinivasan of the Dignity . Seeing the situation fo~ what it 
Foundation asserts, "Old age homes really was - the man was looking 
are necessary for those older for a free babysitter - they 
persons who have no family, and (organisers of the home) asked her 
those who have nowhere else to not to go. The old lady, however, 
go." Others like sociologist Dr. was overjoyed at the prospect of 
Ranjan Amin, agree that old age returning home, but she was back 
homes are a viable option for such at N abiveer a few months later 
people, and also an option for the when her son and his family no 
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longer needed her. Dr. Amin 
explains, "The callousness of the 
children is sometimes hard to 
understand. When people go on 
holiday, they ensure that their pets 
(if they have any) are taken care 
of but when it comes to taking care 
of their elderly, there is 
considerable reluctance." 

Furthermore, the residents of 
old age homes are perceived by 
many as those in need of social 
service. Social workers, students of 
social work, and other students 
come to visit the old people, often 
for research or for projects . 
Unfortunately for many, the visits 
last only for the duration of the 
project. Luther, a resident of the 
Salvation Army Home for the Aged 
says, "Students come all the time 
to ask questions like: 'Why are you 
here? How long have you been 
here? Do you have any family? 
Volumes are written, films are shot, 
but nothing changes." 

Numerous walls confront 
those living in old age homes. 
Physical limitations mean that they 
are physically confined to the 
homes. But more importantly 
society's apathy ensures that walls 
of another kind are built. 
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• 

STONE WAlls do NOT A .pRISON MAkE ••• 
... Unless it's Yerwada. Or Arthur Road Jail or the one at Byculla. 

Anjali Cordeiro and Meera Jacob find that the accent has not shifted from ' 
punishment to rehabilitation. 

"So Peter was kept in prison, but activity is carried on in the 
the Church was earnestly praying to God immediate company of a large 
for him. The night before Herod was to batch of others, all of who·m are 
bring him to trial, Peter was sleeping treated alike are required to do the 
between two soldiers, bound with two same thing together. Thirdly all 
chains, and sentries stood guard at the phases of the day's activity are 
entrance. Suddenly an angel of the Lord tightly scheduled, with one activity 
appeared and a light shone in the cell. at a pre-arranged time leading int.o 
He struck Peter on the side, and woke another." 
him up, 'Quick, get up!' he said, and the The idea behind this 
chains fell off Peter's wrist. segregation and confinement of 

Then the angel said to him, 'Put criminals from rest of the society 
on your clothes and sandals. ' And Peter is to reform them, often to make 
did so. 'Wrap your cloak around you and them conform to what is considered 
follow me,' the angel told him. Peter 'acceptable behaviour' by society. 
followed him out of the prison.' Re-entering society is not easy, as 

- Acts 12: 5-10 these prisoners can no longer define 

F h I di themselves in terms of the roles or t e average n an 
prisoner there are no guardian they were playing earlier. There is 
angels, no easy way out - nor was often a complete loss of confidence 
there meant to be. The locked and belief in one's self. Although 
doors, high walls and barbed wires the prisoners know that they can 
of a prison are all representative of take on different roles, once they 
segregation and isolation. An are released they also realise that 
isolation that makes a prison a some losses are irrevocable. They 
world in itself, a world whose know that they will never be able 
inmates receive little thought to make up in terms of the time lost 
unless there is a Rajan Pillai or for educational and occupational 
Charles Sobhraj in their midst. Do development or in the building of 
convicts become non-persons personal relationships. Says 
subject to eternal rejection? Can . Malini, an undertrial at Mumbai's 
the walls ever create an atmosphere Arthur Road Jail, "I have five young 
conducive to rehabilitation? children. Their father died a few 

In modern society, years ago. They are living with my 
individuals sleep, work and seek brother-in law, but there is really 
recreation in different places, and no one to take care of them. I spend 
in the company of different people, days worrying about them, but it 
of their choice.' Author Erwing breaks . my heart when my brother 
Goffman in his bookAsylums, refers in-law brings them to court to meet 
to prisons as 'total institutions' 
where "all aspects of life are 
conducted in the same place and 
under the same single authority, 
each phase of the members daily 
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me." 
To help prisoners return to 

the community with greater 
confidence, many prisons are now 
looking at rehabilitation rather 
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than punishment. Says Kiran Bedi, 
tormer Inspector General of Jails, 
Delhi in her book It's Always 
Possible, "Our goal was to send 
back individuals who were willing 
to realise their responsibilities and 
obligations to the community at 
large. "The Yerwada Central Prison 
is also moving in this direction by 
looking upon prisoners as humans 
with needs and emotions. 
The inmates here are given 
vocational training at the printing 
press and are also taught carpentry 
and weaving. Reveals Y Samant, 
jailor ofYerwada's women's prison, 
"Here the women prisoners are 
trained in skills such as stitching, 
knitting, making candles, chalk 
and so on." This work can earn 
them anything between Rs 12 to 
Rs 45 a day. 

There are, in prisons 
however, a certain section of people 
who do not benefit- from these 
programmes, namely the under
trials. Officials at the Arthur Road 
Jail say that the under-trials are 
most of the time, so anxious about 
their cases,· that even thinking 
about any sort of work becomes 
impossible for them. Officials have 
their hands tied because, under the 
law, they can't oblige undertrials to 
work. Says Sheela Kamble, an 
undertrial at Arthur Road, "Some 
days I worry so much that my head 
begins to pound and I get a 
headache that just won't go away. 
I can't get myself to do any work. 
The only thing I can think of all 
day is getting out of jail." 

However, there are others, 
who choose not to serve their 
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sentence, but decide instead to 
break free of the walls and escape. 
Escape, no matter how romantic 
and adventurous it sounds, is not 
an easy task. Says R. N. Parde, 
Senior Jailer at the Yerwada 
Central Prison· (Pune), "The main 
wall surrounding our prison is 18 
feet high and three feet thick. There 
are watch towers with guards 
constantly on duty." These security 
measures, however, do very little to 
deter those for whom the prospect 
of freedom outweighs all other 
considerations. In Maharashtra, 
certain years have seen as many as 
19 jailbreaks. 

Contrary to the common 
belief that women are model 
prisoners, women's prisons have 

also had their share of escapes. 
"People on the other side of the 
walls believe that since this is ..a 
women's prison nobody tries to 
escape. But actually freedom is 
always on each inmate's mind," 
says Samant .. In December 1998; 
two international drug smugglers, 
Tanya Zuzchen and Judith Wangui 
Kamau escaped from the Yerwada 
prison by cutting through the bars 
of their cell and jumping over the 
wall. "These prisoners shared their 
barracks with 20 others. There was 
even a matron on watch, outside. 
Yet, nobody was willing to give any 
information as to how the escape 
was carried out," says Samant. The 
risk is great and the price heavy, 
for if the bid for freedom is 

unsuccessful, the penalty is an 
additional two years in prison. 
"Tanya Zuzchen tried to escape on 
an earlier occasion with the help of 
an ex-convict. She was caught 
after a few days," revealil Samant. 

Prisoners have most of their 
decisions made for them. Their 
options are limited by high walls 
and later by. the attitude of society 
to those who make it back into the 
light of freedom. Although the idea 
of prison as punishment has 
yielded to prison as reformatory, 
society still seems unable to hate 
the sin and not the sinner. 

(Names of some prisoners 
have been changed on their request.) 
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The hardest thing to believe when you're young, 
is that people will fight to stay in a rut, 
but not to get out of one. 

- Ellen Glasgow 
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HOME is A OUR,..,lETTER wORd 

If a child runs away from 
food, shelter and the 

chan.ce to {earn a skill, 
there s got to be 

something wrong with 
remand homes. Kirti Vlj 

and Joyita Ambett 
investigate. 

• 

Home' once meant a 
life within four walls 
and 'family', three-

minute conversations based on the 
assurance that there would be 
world enough and time. Then 
another home intruded, a different 
home, one in name only, bearing 
none of the distinguishing features 
of the home as they knew it. Those 
who have had some experience of 
remand homes know the difference. 

Towering, prison-like walls 
are the first thing one notices 
about the Umerkhadi Remand · 
Home, Mumbai. Over 200 boys 
between four to 15 years, are 
packed like sardines in this 
dilapidated building which can 
house only 50. There is only one 
door to the building and enclosed 
within is the classroom, dispensary 
and the dingy, cheerless rooms in 
which the boys live. The girls' 
section, a few yards away, is equally 
pathetic. 

Why are these children here 
and where do they come from? The 
answers vary. If caught picking 
pockets or otherwise breaking the 
law, boys are sent to the Remand 
Home in Dongri, where they are 
placed under observation. These 
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boys are unprepared for the radical 
change then- life undergoes there. 
Once inside, all that they can do 
is wait for their fate to be decided 
by the members of the Juvenile 
Justice Board. 

Mirza, in his pre-teens, 
recounts his tragic journey from his 
village in Uttar Pradesh which 
ended in the remand home. He left 
his village because his father used 
to beat him up. Picked up by the 
police for sleeping at the Victoria 
Terminus, he was deposited at the 
Remand Home and has been there 
for two years already. 

Chanda, 14, also ran away 
from her home in Madras to escape 
from the attentions of her mother's 
perpetually drunk paramour. She 
was caught at one of the stations 
in Mumbai. "I have been in the 
Remand Home for three years now," 
she says. Despite the law 
prohibiting minors from being 
sentenced to more than three years 
in the home, children, barely in 
their teens, spend years 
incarcerated in the Remand Home 
for crimes as petty as taking shelter 
at railway stations. 

''We would like to reunite the 
children with their parents. 
However, we cannot give the 
parents the custody of their child 
until the discharge papers are 
signed by the Juvenile Welfare 
Board (JWB)," says an authority at 
the Dongri Remand Home, who 
refuses to be named. Admin
istrative problems and lack of 
communication cripple the 
functioning of the JWB. Thus, these 
discharge papers lie unsigned. 

On the face of it, the Home 
appears to be a place where 
innocent, unfortunate children, 
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incarcerated because of adverse 
circumstances, can live safely. But 
the fear is palpable in the air. 
Abysmal living conditions preY '1 
in both the boys.and girls sec· 
Nazeen, 15, says, "We are beaten 
up mercilessly by the monitors if 
we do not complete our work on 
time. Complaints to the warden 
and the security only bring forth 
more beatings." 

Jagdish, who hails from 
Madhya Pradesh, says, "Everyone 
is exploited, specially the new
comers. All sorts of chores are 
forced upon us. Beatings are a 
regular affair." Living under such 
torturous conditions, the child 
realises that life outside these walls 
was more humane. This results· 
several cases of children tryin 
escape. Each time the children 
to escape, the authorities order 
walls to be raised. 

If one had to live within thet\e 
walls and not be able to see or 
interact with the outside world, e 
would grow up to believe that t s 
is what life is like. While on e 
other side of the wall one is equally 
unaware of this life of misery, the 
walls have distanced these children 
frOtIl the real world. They will 
continue to languish in obscurity in 
the brutal confines of the Remand 
Home, spending endless days 
trying to fight exploitation. As 
Fatte- John Verghese, a social 
worker says, "Nothing will change. 
Nothing ever changes. Several 
children have been here for years, 
without seeing the outside world. 
Several others will join them." 

Drawing with his forefinger 
in the sand, 12- year- old Aziz says, 
"See this path? They all lead back 
here. There is no escape." M 
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ou~r Of 
80U~IJ)S 
The stadiums which have 

been witness to Indian 
sports' finest moments 
are off limits for most 
youngsters. It is the 

maidans that are the real 
prepqratory ground for 

some of the best talents in 
the country says 

Aarti Singh Dabas. 

I t's past midnight. There's 
a buzz in the air. The 
floodlights blaze. The 

crowds roar their war chants. The 
Wankhede is packed. India is on 
the verge of a victory in yet another 
of the numerous one-day 
internationals that have been 
played at this venue. There are 
thousands inside the stadium who 
are watching the 22 men in action. 
There are hundreds more outside, 
lining the skyline. They want to be 
a part of the action within the 
stadium walls, but cannot. Just a 
few kilometres away, a sullen 
silence enveiopes the murky greens 
of the Azad , the Oval and the 
Cross Maidans. 

But, come morning and some 
of those thousands outside the 
stadium - little boys dressed in 
whites, teenagers lugging their 
cricket gear and even some 
enthusiastic old men, tread on the 
maidan eager to start their session 
of cricket. In the afternoons, they 
are joined by the babus · and the 

white-collared employees from the 
offices around the maidan . 
Meanwhile, the Wankhede snores 
once again till the next Ranji trophy 
or international match. The well 
marked pitches, the lush green 
outfield - all lie unussd. Just 
adjacent to it, the Brabourne is 
used for walks by members of the 
Cricket Club of India. Occasionally, 
it is given out to upper and upper
middle class schools for their sports 
meets. 

But, what really epitomises 
the culture of cricket in Mumbai is 
its maidans - the Cross, the Oval 
and theAzad Maidan near Fort and 
in the suburbs, the Matunga 
Maidan, and the more organised 
Shivaji Park. Cricket here, more 
than in any other city in India, is 
organised and accessible. Writes 
British journalist Emma Levine in 
her book Cricket-A kind of 
pilgrimage: "Although · a 
widespread activity throughout the 
subcontinent, nowhere is maid an 
cricket more evident than in 
Bombay. It has the ability to 
capture not only the sporting 
atmosphere and importance of the 
game itself, but also provides an 
arena for the understanding of a 
more widespread culture and 
lifestyle which cannot be witnessed 
elsewhere. Bombay is fondly known 
as "the nursery of Asian cricket"
where the maidan takes centre
stage." 

The stadiums and 
gymkhanas, on the other hand, are 
nothing more than walls that make 
the game more exclusive and elite. 
Crores are spent on the 
construction and maintenance of 
stadiums, but seldom are they used. 
And that too by a few. The others 
tum to maidans and it is mostly 
these maidans which have served 
as nurturing grounds for the 
country's most famous cricketers. 
The Matunga Maidan, for instance, 
is home to the Dadar Union, a club 
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for which Sunil Gavaskar played. 
The Shivaji Park has given the 
country some of its finest batsmen, 
starting from Vijay Manjrekar to 
Sachin Tendulkar. 

Then, what . is the need to 
construct these intimidating walls? 
And for whom? Says Ratnakar 
Shetty, joint honorary secretary, 
Mumbai Crickl:t Association, "In 
India, stadiums are built for sports 
promotion, but, they contribute 
more to the seclusion, rather than 
the inclusion of the masses." And 
this is where the special flavour of 
maidan cricket - the openness, 
the inclusion and the literal and 
metaphorical lack of walls, comes 
to the fore. 

It's evident from the history 
of cricket in this city that maidan 
cricket obliterates the walls of 
religion, caste, age - all those 
barriers that mean so much 
elsewhere. On the maidan there's 
only one religion, one caste -
cricket. "Nowhere more than the 
maidans of Bombay is such a cross 
section of urban society better 
represented; displaying a diversity 
of wealth, profession, ability, caste 
and age. The beauty of maidan 
cricket is seeing all these elements 
combined in one glorious 
encounter." writes Levine. 

There are many who, for 
different reaSons, believe that there 
is no need for stadiums at all. 
"These stadiums take up open 
spaces, which can be used by 
children to play. Especially in a city 
like Mumbai, there was no need for 
two stadiums. Firstly, it took up a 
large open space and secondly 
people in the city can't use it. It is 
like building walls. Within the walls 
the use is restricted. The least that 
can be done is to open the gates of 
these walls to the public. The 
Wankhede should be given out for 
school cricket", says K N Prabhu, 
former sports editor, The Times of 



Fin ely ' era f ted Men s w ear 

~') \ ~~ 
].K.(BOMBAY) LIMITED 

Jekegram, Pakhran Road No.1, Thane - 400 606 (Maharashtra) INDIA Phone: 5344181 



'1f ______ -----. 
India and noted sports scribe. 

However there are also many 
who feel that 
these walls of 
exclusivity are 
necessary. Says 
Mohinder 
Amarnath, 
former Indian 
test cricketer, " 
The stadiums 
cannot be open 
to all. In fact, 
it's important 
that they 
remai ·n 
exclusive for 
the. simple 
reason that 
cricket · at 
international 
levels requires 
a certain. environment and 
conditions. These conditions can 
only be maintained if sufficient 
care is taken of the stadium, the 
ground - its outfield, the pitch etc. 
And this will not be possible if the 
stadium is used by everyone." 

Milind Rege, former Mumbai 
captain and a member of the 
Mumbai Ranji selection committee, 

agrees with Amarnath. "Gymkhana gymkhanas is not a feasible 
and stadiums cannot be made open solution." 

But solutions do 
not come easy in a 
nation where the 
pressures of the 
majority and the 
demands of the elite will 
always be in conflict. 
But tomorrow, the 
Wankhede will wake up 
to host another match. 
Thousands will stream 
through the narrow 
gates of the stadium 
walls. Thousands will 
wait outside for their 
·turn to get in. When the 
match gets over, the 
maidans will once again 

-----------... come alive with . the 

to the public. Were that to happen, 
the pitches would be ruined very 
soon. What we need to do is improve 
the state of our maidans. You 
cannot use them for a political rally 
one day and a criCket match the 
next. The Vengsarkar-Elf Academy 
is a good example of how planning 
can help in better facilities and 
training. Opening up stadiums and 

sounds of the willow 
lashing at the rubber ball, the 
discussions among the crowds 
about the match and the growl of 
the traffic. Here, there are no 
barriers, no exclusion, no walls. 
Just the sport, the obsession, the 

religion - cricket. ~ 

Every position must be held to the last man 
There must be no retirement. 
With our backs to the wall, 
And believing in the justice of our cause, 
Each one of us must fight on 
To the end. 

- Earl Haig; Order to the British Troops - 12th April 1918 

* * * * 
Happiness comes of the capacity to feel deeply, to enjoy 
simply, to think freely, to risk life, to be needed. 

- Storm Jameson 
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I t cost me Rs 7000 plus 
700 premium when I 
bought it in the 80's and 

I was sure I'd get a good price on 
resale . But within three years 
Rajiv Gandhi opened up the 
economy and several other scooters 
flooded the market. That is the 
purpose behind the breaking of 
tariff barriers - that more people 
can afford more things," says AIjun 
Bajaj. 

Different countries have 
adopted different philosophies of 
development for their countries but 
practically all of them protect their 
dortlestic industry in its infancy 
through protective tariff walls. If 
infants cannot be made to compete 
with an adult, nascent domestic 
industries must be protected from 
competition . posed by mature 
industries from abroad and from 
dumping. Cheap imports without 
tariff barriers have been fatal to 
local units and dumping has 
wreaked havoc on healthy infants. 

'Free India felt the need to 
articulate its own industrial policy 
after attaining freedom. The 1950 
Industrial Policy Resolution 

' 'liE HAVE 
TO CHOOSE 
B£TIi££N 
DRINKING . 

WATER 
AND 

SlimMING 
POO~ 

Or do we? Isha Daga 
suggests that tariff 

walls should be 
lowered, but 

with care. 
stressed rapid economic growth and 
social equity, two apparently 
conflicting objectives. In the next 
45 years or so, whenever conflict 
arose between economic growth and 
social equity, vote-catching welfare 
speeches prevailed. Thus we chose 
to subsidise small industry against 
large, to select backward areas for 
location of ~ndustries in place of 

. developed areas, and to enact the 
Foreign Exchange Regulatory Act 
(FERA), Monopoly and Restrictive 
Trade Practices Act (MRTP) and 
a host of labour laws that were not 
so much productivity-oriented as 
they were intended to be 
instruments of social change. There 
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was, however, a price tag attached 
to all these decisions. Products 
became expensive and the prices of 
even essential commodities soared. 
Fiscal deficits ensued. More 
currency notes were printed to 
cover the rupee deficit leading to 
inflation. And the poor, the 
intended beneficiaries of the 
socialist agenda, were the hardest 
hit. 

To protect our indigenous, 
inefficient and expensive products, 
we were compelled to insulate 
domestic iJ?dustry by raising high 
tariff walls against imports. 
Customs duties could go up to 450 
per cent of the value of goods 
imported. There was little incentive 
for improvement in quality or 
efficiency because the market was 
large and competition, capital and 
technology were all kept out. And 
so, for instance, the car market was 
ruled by Ambassador and Fiat. 
Neither car was improved, prices 
kept pace with inflation for 40 
years. 

This was all very well ,So far 
as it went. But it didn't go very 
far. Three oil shocks drained the 
Indian coffer of its healthy reserves 
of foreign exchange acquired at the 
time of Independence. The 
discovery of Bombay High brought 
some much needed relief and 
postponed the evil day. The 1991 oil 
shock, however, brought our 
economy to its knees. We went with 
a begging bowl to the International 
Monetary Fund (IMF) and pledged 
our gold. Reforms became 
inevitable. The tariff walls had to 
be lowered. We signed the World 
Trade Organisation (WTO) 
agreement and in successive 
budgets, import duties have been 
slashed drastically across the 
board. 

The domestic industry has 
suffered and is still suffering. Says 
Sudhir Jalan, president, Federation 

41 



1f ______ ---. 
of Indian Chambers of Commerce 
and Industry (FICCn, "Indian 
industry suffers from a 
disadvantage vis-a-vis imports due 
to . excise duty and octroi." He 
further points out " In India, the 
anti-dumping mechanism has to 
made far more effective. In fact, 
America and Europe are going 
. through a protectionist phase by 
using the anti-4umping duties 
frequently." 

In a seminar on 'Calibrated 
Globalisation' held in January, 
Union Finance minister Yashwant 
Sinha indicated that he was in sync 
with sections of the Indian Industry 
that have been clamouring to equip 
themselves to face competition from 
imports and Multi-National 
Corporations (MNCs). While 
speaking of the 5 per cent special 
duty on . customs he said that if 
certain sections of the industry 
"need more time to get ready for 
competition", it was the 
Government's responsibility to give 
it to them. But he quickly added 
that he was not being 
"protectionist". He said, "We just 
need to give our industry more 
breathing time, specially from 
unfair competition". 

Several chambers of 
commerce have requested the 
Finance Ministry to be careful in 
lowering tariff walls. They have 
suggested a phased and calibrated 
reduction in the customs duties. 
Sa)S Vinay Bansal, secretary of 
planning, government of 
Maharashtra : "Reforms should be 
pursued relentlessly. Global 
competition will increase the 
productivity of our industry. At the 
same time, we must guard against 
mass sickness and closure of 
domestic industries. Th~ degree of 
exposure to global competition will 
therefore have to be watched 
carefully". 

Eminent economists have 
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recently advised the Finance 
Minister against the raising of 
tariff walls, disagreeing with 
chambers of commerce on this 
issue. Liberalised imports, they say, 
win not only make quality ' inputs 
available at low prices to domestic 
producers but also compel them to 
prune cost - a feat far from 
impossible, given India's cheap 
labour. Dr Aditya Goenka, reader 
in economics and director, Institute 
for Studies in Finance, University 

of Essex agrees: "Any process of 
trade liberalisation is going to hurt 
some sectors of the economy. 
However, in the larger context, 
liberalisation is desirable as it 
forces industries to become 
competitive, reduce inefficiencies, 
and promotes innovation.. This 
benefits the consumers through 
lower prices and greater choice, 
and the economy as a whole 
through a more efficient allocation 
of resources. After all, infants have 
to grow up some day, however 
painful this may be." 

Ritu Dewan of the 
department of Economics, 
University of Mumbai, states, ''You 
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can't have equality between two 
unequals. There is no 'free' trade 
anywhere in the world. In fact, the 
maximum protectionism is 
practised by America, with Europe 
close behind." Dewan is dismissive 
of the theory that lower tariff walls 
will push Indian businesses 
towards innovation. "The MNCs 
don't want to create their own 
competition. They pass on obsolete, 
capital-intensive technology, be it 
for family planning or cars, when 
we are a labour surplus economy. 
As for lowering prices, there is no 
decrease in the cost of essentials 
like food, housing or clothing. So 

-the question is: which consumers, 
which products are you talking 
about? Car buyers are raking in 
profits while Public Distribution 
System (PDS) prices are on the 
rise. 

"The Indian economy does 
not suffer from a lack of capital but 
we do not use it in areas where we 
should. Maharashtra loses 250 
crores an year just on sales tax 
exemptions given to Indica and 
Premiere. These subsidies are not 
even passed on to the consumer. 
And car buyers don't need subsidies 
anyway. The choice that lies before 
us," she says, "is between 
swimming pools and drinking 
water, massive neon city lights and 
electricity for all." 

Bansal says that while the 
targetting of subsidies is in general 
"wrong", it is often the second and 
tertiary gains that determine the 
allocation of funds. "A whole 
township comes up around th~ 
factory walls and development of 
the area is accelerated." And 
Upadhyay says "Socialist principles 
aim at social equity but equity can't 
be isolated from the facts of
production. A small cake divided 
equally among a large number of 
people can offer little satisfaction 
to any of those eating it. It becomes 
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important, in an economy, to 
increase national production, and 
at the same time ensure that larger 
numbers have greater access to 
things which will improve their 
quality of life." 

For 40 years, we have 
protected the national bourgeosie. 
Ironically, the Marxists protected 
huge industries in the guise of 
socialism. The goal was clear - the 
greatest good for the greatest 
number, but the means have 
proven to be ineffective. It is time 
now, to distinguish between the 
meims and the end and to 
experiment with new means. 
Tempered with state regulation, 
the lowering of tariff walls will 
reduce the painful socialist costs in 
the transition. The State should 
reassert and reaffirm its 
commitment to improving the 
quality of life of the poor. 

The lowering of tariff walls 
will help India to integrate with 

the global order and propel its 
industries to produce international 
quality goods. However, where the 
domestic product is already at par 
in quality with its foreign 
competitor, the playing field should 
be level for both players in terms 
of finance available. Domestic 
successes such as Thums Up and 
Kwality's should not have to merge 
with MNCs to survive the 
onslaught of aggressive foreign 
marketing. 

Dearth of cheap finance is a 
stumbling block for many an 
industrial unit. "The duration for 
which capital is available to, say 
Indian steel producers, is 5-7 years 
at the most. World scale steel plants 
have long gestation periods of about 
10 years. In other countries, capital 
is available for longer periods -
China offers 13 - year loans - and 
at phenomenally cheaper rates, 2 
per cent vis-a-vis India's 18 per 
cent. AB a result, even our world 

Roman Walls 

class plants like Essar are in 
trouble," says Upadhyay. "The first 
step that the government has to 
take is to set in place a favourable 
financial system. Yet, we can't do 
without foreign capital. To assume 
that the State clUl provide all the 
infrastructure and information is 
Utopian. About 100 billion dollars 
are required to provide power to 
this country and only foreign 
investment can furnish these 
colossal sums." 

There is pain in every process 
of development and the price must 
be paid for our profligacy. Our 
economy has enough reserves and 
resilience to overcome this 
transitory adversity and bounce 
back to a vibrant state. For the 
Indian economy, the crumbling of 
protective walls will eventually 
lead, to a stronger and more stable 

structure. ~ 

., 

The Roman Walls were barriers that the Romans built where no natural 
boundaries existed. By AD 100, they had built a line of walls in what is now 
Romania and Germany. They later built Hadrians Wall and the Antonine Wall 
along the northern edge of the province of Britain. These Walls 
were named after two Roman emperors Hadrian and Antoninus 
Pius and are the most famous Roman Walls. These walls 
discouraged raids and revolutions. But, their main 
purpose was to remind the tribes on both sides that 
the Romans were masters. The Walls also made it 
easier for the Romans to control trade and to collect 
taxes. The Romans allowed Hadri(ms Wall to decay in 
AD 211 when they could no longer defend the 
Antonine Wall. Then they rebuilt the former carefully 
twice in AD 300s and defended it until AD 400. The 
ruins in some places are still five to six feet high and wide 
enough to walk on. 
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Bearing an olive green branch? 

Aman who is good 
enough to shed his 
blood for the country 

is always good enough to be given 
a square deal," said Theodore 
Roosevelt on the relevance of the 
armed forces in defending the 
United States, on July 4, 1903 at 
Sp~ingfield, Illionis. 

Looking back at our political 
leadership'S attitude towards the 
armed forces in the last 50 years, 
one discerns that in the first 
decade-and-a:half there was 
complacency, mixed with an 
attitude that too much attention 
need not be given to building 
defence capacities as we saw 
ourse.1ves as a peace-loving nation, 
determined to live in peace with 
our neighbours. In 1962 reality 
showed us otherwise. Between 
1962 and 1974, there was a marked 
change in defence planning. The 
escalating nuclear race in the 
region, the 1965 Indo-Pak war and 
the East Pakistan crisis kept us on 
our toes. The high point was the 
nuclear test at Pokhran in 1974. 

Amidst all these geo-political 
changes the armed forces are 
undergoing changes of their own. 
Armed forces chiefs have gone on 
record since 1996 about the 
shortfall of officers in all three 
wings of the services. The changes 
in society's impulses and in socio
economic conditions have reduced 
the attraction of these services as 
a profession. Despite the 
upgradation of weapons, forces 
personnel feel that they have not 
been adequately equipped. The 
Fifth Pay Commission's lopsided 
recommendations have brought 
matters to the point, where the 
armed forces' resentments fmding 
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The divide between the 
forces and the Ministry 

of Defence was a 
colonial creation. Its 
continued existence is 

offensive to democracy, 
argues Anubha Bhonsle. 

expression. 
The agitation by officers of 

the maintenance branch of the 
Indian Air Force; the Navy's feeling 
of neglect despite obviously 
increasing responsibilities and the 
Army's worries about being 
increasingly drawn into civilian 
operations without adequate 
logistical backup, are all symbolic 
of the growing angst among the 
forces. The latest episode to stir up 
discontent is the dismissal of the 
Chief of Naval Staff, Admiral 
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Vishnu Bhagwat, which was 
occasioned, many feel over his 
reluctance to bow to bureaucratic 
control. In all these instances the 
Ministry of Defence (MoD) 
remained partially or fully 
unresponsive. These matters are of 
much greater significance, than the 
individual cases they represent as 
they highlight a perceived lack of 
confidence and a growing wall 
between the armed forces and the 
MoD. 

The only good that is 
emerging out of these instances is 
a desperate government's attempts 
to reduce the 'stranglehold' the 
MoD had over the forces. But the 
question still remains - are there 
bigger walls separating the armed 
forces and the political authorities? 
And can the problems be sorted out 
by restructuring the MoD? 

That there is a serious 
structural defect is incontestable. 
According to Rear Admiral (Retd.) 
Raja Menon, "There exists a gap in 
perception, specialisation and 
familiarity between the services 
and the civilian apparatus." It 
started in· 1951 when the MoD, 
under the Defence Secretary H.M. 
Patel conducted a bloodless coup 
and created a wall which separated 
the armed forces from their budget 
and also separated the armed forces 
from the Raksha Mantri. Sadly, the 
old British pattern where 
various ministries and Defence 
Services were completely 
compartmentalised, exists even 
today. That, this segregation is not 
relevant to the democratic 
paradigms within which we 
function and should give way to 
greater co-ordination has not 
occurred to the MoD till date. 



~---------------
Civil-military relations in 

India are engaged in a bruising 
battle today. An indefinite civilian 
role has been thrust upon the 
military without clear guidelines 
and virtually no communication. 
Adds former Naval Chief, Admiral 
(Retd.) Tahiliani, "The Service 
Headquarters (HQ) are treated as 
subordinate for.mations outside 
the MoD. There is a 
deliberately maintained wall." 
More transparent communication 
between the uniformed services and 
the MoD will be a greater force in 
breaking this wall. 

Today, every area of operation 
within the three services is subject 
to bureaucratic control, whether it 
involves transfers or promotions. 
Further, the walls of civilian control 
stand as tall as fortresses. Every 
posting in the three services has to 
be vetted by a joint or additional 
secretary in the Defence Ministry. 
On the issue of interference, Air 
Chief Marshal (Retd) S.K. Mehra 
says, "The Ministry turns down 
the recommendations · of Air 
Marshals on a promotion board. 
When appointments are made on a 
senior level, the chief considers 
more than just the seniority of the 
officers - employability and 
suitability are very important." 
Happily, nobody in the forces is 
uncomfortable with this civilian 
supremacy. The bureaucracy has 
every right to reject ' the 
recommendations of the services 

HQs, but greater transparency and 
valid reasons need to be provided. 
The issue is not of control. It 
involves the credibility of 
assessment systems and should the 
credibility be eroded, the casualty 
is trust, confidence lIDd loyalty
all moral sinews . which sustain 
the forces. 

Menon rightly questions, 
"Does armed forces under civilian 
control mean that every under 
secretary can create confUsion in 
the services?" The bureaucrats, on 
the other hand, have led lives 
oblivious to the needs of the armed 
forces. The walls of ignorance about 
the basics of services' ethos, 
application of military culture and 
planning process, have often led to 
the loss of many a life in the 
battlefield. The walls began to 
collapse when Defence Minister 
George Fernandes sent two 
officials, who delayed the 
deployment of snowmobiles, to 
Siachen to see for themselves why 
they are so important in the 
glacier. (A visit by the top officials 
to the Line of.Control (LoC) and 
Baramullah district may help even 
more!) Nobody is suggesting 
autonomy for armed forces but a 
'square deal' is definitely due. Thus 
while authority for macro-level 
decisions of political orientation 
and allocation of resources should 
remain with the Ministry, assisted 
by civil services staff, the 
formulation of options should be a 

"Last night I heard the screaming 
Loud voices behind the wall 
Another sleepless night for me 
It won't do no good to call 
The police 
Always come late 
If they come at all" 

joint exercise between military and 
civilian experts. 

Does civilian supremacy 
mean that the armed forces are . 
answerable to the Parliament 
through th& Defence Minister? Or 
is it the supremacy of the 
bureaucracy of the MoD? The 
questions might remain, but if the 
walls have to be broken, the need 
of the hour, as the former Chief of 
Naval StafIVishnu Bhagwat states, 
should also come from the forces as 
well. "We need Scholar Warriors 
who will have higher directions of 
security, policy formulation, threat 
perception and military planning. 
We need to keep ourselves ready. 
The bureaucracy will hopefully get 
into shape," he says. 

It is not enough to make 
complimentary statements to the 
Armed Forces on Republic Day and 
Independence Day. Neither is there 
a need to exempt them from public 
scrutiny. Their work culture, 
remuneration and the presence of 
channels of communication should 
be commensurate with their 
sensitive responsibilities. 
Hopefully, the emergence of the 
Scholar Warrior together with a 
sensitive bureaucracy and a greater 
co-ordination and interaction 
between the MoD and the forces 
will ensure a unified structure 
where all three services and the 
MoD will be able to playa far more 
significant role in the nation's geo
political hinterland. 

- Tracy Chapman, 'Behind the Wall' 
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The 
truth 
, , 

there ... 
... and when the truth 
hurts, the government 

runs for cover. 
Aarti Singh Dabas and 

Sumati Nagrath 
uncover some of the 

administaration s 
favourite hidey-holes. 

a Thakkar commission set up 
to investigate the Indira 
Gandhi assassination-The 
report was never made public. 

a The Hander Brooks committee 
set up to look into the debacle 
of the Indo-China war-The 
report was never made public. 

a Kirpal Commission set up to 
find out the reasons for the 
Air India tragedy off the Irish 
coast of Thailand -The report 
was never made public. 
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You don't need to look far 
for the reasons for these 
suppressions: they all damned the 
government of the day. Whenever 
something goes wrong the first step 
that any government takes is to set 
up tm enquiry commission. If the 
findings of the commission are not 
favourable to it, the government 
in power simply doesn't let the 
information out. Instead, it cites 
anyone of the numerous laws, that 
act as walls behind which the 
government chooses to hide. For a 
democratic country in which the 
accountability of the elected 
representatives is the basiJ; of 
governance, this is obviously a 
sorry situation. 

The all-time favourite hiding 
place seems to be behind the 
Official Secrets Act. Enacted in 
1923, this colonial law worked for 
a colonial power. As senior 
journalist Daryll D' Monte puts it, 
"The struggle for the right to 
information began in the '70s. The 
first criticism of the Official Secrets 
Act was that it was a British law, 
completely outdated in the Indian 
context." 

The Act prohibits the 
obtaining, collecting, recording, 
publishing or communication of any 
kind of material including sketches, 
plans and pass words that are 
"calculated to be or might be or is 
intended to be, directly or indirectly, 
useful to an enemy or which relates 
to a l1latter the disclosure of which 
is likely affect the sovereignty and 
integrity of India, the security of 
the state or friendly relations with 
foreign state,'" in a prejudicial 
manner. The punishment for 
violating this law is imprisonment 
for a term that can range from 
three to 14 years. 

The Act has come in for 
severe criticism on the grounds 
that it is Draconian and is regularly 
abused by the government. They 
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feel that the term "security of 
state" is not properly defined, 
leaving it a vague generality, open 
to interpretation by the 
government to suit its needs. As 
was the case with the Sardar 
Sarovar dam. Says Pervih Jehangir, 
a supporter of the Narmada Bachao 
Andolan "As soon as the scam 
about the Sardar Sarovar dam 
broke, the first thing that the 
government did was to put the 
entire project under the horrendous 
Official Secrets Act. It took us 
nearly eight years in court to get 
this decision reversed. The 
government obviously had 
something to hide, or else why 
would they try to stop people from 
getting information?" She adds 
"This law can put you in jail for 
even discussing something in your 
home." 

The nature of the Act is such 
that the amendment - since 
abolition might be Utopian - of it 
seems a natural corollary to the 
demand for right to freedom of 
information. Specially since there 
is no separate law in India that 
gives the Indian citizen the right 
to information: it is a derived right. 
In the famous case of transfer of 
judges, Justice Bhagwati held, "The 
concept of an open government is 
the direct emanation from the right 
to know which seems to be implicit 
in the right to Freedom of Speech 
and Expression, guaranteed under 
Article 19 (1) (a) of our 
constitution." The walls erected by 
the government are so steep and 
perilous that few, if any can scale 
them even in the pursuit of 
relatively harmless information. 

And information can be 
crucial. Shouldn't you know what 
the government is building next 
door to you? Or what the cost offive 
nuclear tests would amount to? 
Should you not, if you were working 
in an asbestos mine, be made aware 



~---------------
of the health hazards? Should you 
not know whether the army has 
built a firing range near your 
village and if they have, when they 
propose to test-fire their weapons? 

Long before the super
highways of the world were 
superseded by silicon cyberways, 
the government of India, like all 
other governments realised that 
information is power. It just got 
lucky: there was no need to push 
a bill through due process, no need 
to weather the storms that would 
have been raised in some quarters 
of the press at least, no need to 
quell the opposition. All they had 
to do was to take control of the 
weapon - The Official Secrets Act 
- that had once been turned on 
them. 

Hearteningly, this hegemony 
has not gone unchallenged. The 
first protests arose after Mrs 
Indira Gandhi imposed internal 
emergency on the country in 
1974. Says D'Monte, "The 
need was heightened when 

It also allowed the state 
government to claim that they were 
using a significant amount on the 
uplift of the poor. 

However, the labourers and 
farmers found that they were being 
denied the right to work because of 
these nefarious activities. A few of 
them approached the local Block 
Office to ask for the rosters and the 
names of those who were supposed 
to have worked on the 
governmental schemes. They were 
denied the information without 
any grounds for doing so. Thus 
began the process of Jan Sunwaiis 
or public hearings through whic~ 
the activists informed the larger 
public 
the r-

our Fundamental Rights. We 
cannot realise these rights without 
having access to information. 
Without information there is no 
transparency, no accountability and 
no way of preserving our 
Fundamental Rights. It is a right 
that touches all our lives, 
irrespective of whether we work 
directly at the grass roots or not. 
It has wide ranging social, economic 
and political implications. Right to 
information also affects our non
fundamental rights, rights that 
allow us as citizens of a democratic 
country to participate in 
mechanisms and structures that 

the government ~~,....--

censorship on the press. It was 
then that we realised how 
essential the right to information 
was for any form of progress." 

The next significant 
breakthrough happened in 
Rajasthan in the early 90s. The 
Mazdoor Kisan Shakti Sangathan 
or MKSS in Rajasthan, with the 
help of four activists, fought for 
their right to information. The 
rosters of many contractors were 
filled with fake names or the names 
of dead people, thus allowing the 
contractors to pocket their wages. 

•• , T ... 
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government was in the habit of will lead to a better quality of life 
denying people information. After and to influence the decision 
a concentrated campaign of making process." 
morchas, dharnas, street protests, With this movement the first 
the state government had to finally cracks in the impervious wall have 
pass a law that gave the people of begun to appear. The movement 
Rajasthan the right to information. had a ripple effect. Other states 

The MKSS describes the right like Goa, Tamil N adu and Madhya 
to information as "an implicit part Pradesh soon followed suit in 
of many of our rights, especially enacting right to information acts. 

Should the whole frame of nature round him break, 
In ruin and confusion hurled, 
He, unconcerned, would hear the mighty crack, 
And stand secure amidst a falling world. 

- Joseph Addison 
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But state laws cannot override laws 
passed by the centre (including the 
notorious Official Secrets Act). The 
centre remains unaffected. There 
are two proposals, regarding right 

. to information; which in D' Monte's 
opinion have been largely 
influenced and affected by the 
MKSS movement; that have been 
ready for discussion in the 
Parliament since 1997. One is by 
the Press Council and another by 
a working group committee headed 
by H. D. Shourie. But no one in the 
government seems to care. Both 
have worked out bills that would 
guarantee every citizen oflndia the 
right to information. 

Shourie has gone on record to 
say that he would rather it be 
'freedom of, rather than 'right to' 
information, "When you talk about 

the 'right' it can be challenged; 
someone might ask, "what right 
have you got?" But 'freedom' has a 
wider dimension and meaning." 

The problem with both the 
proposals however. is that the onus 
is on the public. They must get the 
information; the government does 
not have to provide it. Thus anyone 
seemg information would have to 
go confront a formidable 
bureaucracy in order to get it. In 
the USA, many top secret and 
other classified documents 
automatically become available to 
the general public after a lapse of 
time. In India, this would~ be 
unthinkable. 

Over a period of time, the 
government has built, brick by 
brick, such a daunting wall that 

- scaling it has always seemed 

impossible until now. Every brick 
in the wall was carefully chosen -
The Official Secrets Act, 1923, The 
Atomic Energy Act of 1956, Defence 
ofIndiaAct 1971, The Evidence Act 
1937 - all carefully cemented by 
an unyielding bureaucracy. 

In the world's largest 
democracy, 900 million people are 
denied a basic right -thlil right to 
know. The walls that separate 
people from the truth are 
constantly increasing in height. 
With small but significant attempts 
being made, how long these walls 
sustain themselves is to be seen. 
And if the MKSS movement in a 
small rural area in India is 
anything to go by, it won't be long 
before these walls crumble ... . ¥ 

"Perhaps, the mapmaker of the next generation 

will sit at his or her desk, 
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no longer drawing lines that divide, 

but work instead with eraser and correction-fluid 

to . white-out existing boundaries. 

We seem to be moving into an era 

where few individuals can say 

that their identity is defined 

only on one side of the border. 

Crossing boundaries becomes 

a necessity for integrating the meaning of one's own life." 

- Mary M Flad, 'Where Do Boundaries 
Come From? - Reflections On Central Asia' 
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