






SCM Alumnae Achievements 
in the Last Year (2010-2011) 

T
he Social Communications Media department 
prides itself on the consciousness-raising work 
that it does with its students. Long after they 
have graduated from this course, our alumnae 
continue to do work which highlights social 
and political issues. Minnie Vaid's book, 'A 

Doctor to Defend: The Binayak Sen Story' was released by 
Nobel-laureate Amartya Sen in New Delhi in January 2011. 
Minnie Vaid (SCM 1980-'81) is an 
award- winning documentary film 
maker based in Mumbai. 

Sameera Khan (SCM 1989-
'90) co-authored 'Why Loiter? 
Women & Risk on Mumbai 
Streets', a book on women and 
public space which was released 
in Feb 2011. She also co-authored 
the First Global Media Monitoring 
Project (GMMP) India Report 
2010. Her essay 'When Survivors Become Victims' on how the 
Indian press covers sexual assault and rape was published in 
the anthology 'Missing: Half the Story, Journalism as if Gender 
Matters' (ed. Kalpana Sharma). A second essay, 'After the 
Violence: How the Mumbai Riots Changed Life for Muslims 
in Chawls' was published in the anthology 'The Chawls of 
Mumbai: Galleries of Life' (ed. NeeraAdarkar). This book also 
contains an essay "Inner Spaces, Women's Voices" by Smruti 
Koppikar (SCM 1987-'88) on women's views on life in chawls, 
which were originally designed and built by men for male use. 

Kaumudi Marathe (SCM 1989-'90) published 'The 
Essential Marathi Cookbook' in late 2009. Kaumudi runs a 
catering company and cooking school in Los Angeles, USA. 
Vrushali Telang (SCM 1998-'99) wrote 'Can't Die for Size 
Zero' which was published in 2010. 

SCM alumnae continued to make valuable contributions in 
academia and research. SonoraJha(SCM 1998-'99) was elected 
Chair of the Department of Communication, Seattle University, 
Seattle, Washington State, USA. She brought a group of 12 
American students to SCM for an international collaboration 
of students of communication. Sunitha Chitrapu (SCM 1992-
'93) presented a research paper at the Annual Conference of 
the Asian Media and Information Centre, Singapore titled 'The 
Economic Effects of Television on the Indian Film Market' and 
a second paper titled 'The Big Stick behind 'Soft Power'? The 
Case of Indian films in International Markets' at the Annual 
Conference of the International Communications Association, 
also at Singapore. Rati Sud (SCM 1999-'00) was promoted 
in May 2010 to a Research Analyst at the market research firm 
Arbitron, in Maryland, USA. She is also on the Board of Directors 
for a non-profit called The Tahirih Justice Center which works 
towards protecting immigrant women and girls in the United 
States from gender-based violence. Alka Khandelwal (2000-
'01), has taken charge as Group Head - Creative Services, Radio 
Mirchi. 

SCM alumnae in journalism, television and short films 
were recognised for their achievements. Anahita Muhkerji 
(SCM 2004 -'05) was honoured with the Sanskriti Award 
for Journalism in November 2010. SCM now has a hat-trick 
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at the Sanskriti Awards. Anahita is the third SCM alumna to 
win this award after Smruti Koppikar (SCM 1987-'88) and 
Dionne Bunsha (SCM 1994-'95). Anahita also received the 
Australia India Council Young Media Fellowship, for which 
she toured Australia for six weeks. Anshika Misra (SCM 
1999-'00) won the World Press Institute Fellowship, awarded 
to only ten journalists from across the world. For two montbs, 
she travelled across the US meeting journalists, politicians, 

I 
polky mak.ers and others to get 
a firsthand account of American 
journalism, health care reforms 
and the mid-term polls. 

Radhika Chandrasekhar 
(SCM 1992-'93) won the award 
for the Best Educational Program 
at the Indian Television Awards 
as well as the Silver for the Best 
TV Program at the IDPA Awards 
for her series called 'Science Mein 

1Wist' telecast on the National Geographic Channel. Natasha 
Mendonca (SCM 2000-'01) was nominated for the Tiger 
Award at the International Film Festival, Rotterdam, for her 
experimental short film 'Jan Villa,' about the personal impact 
of the monsoon floods of2005 in Mumbai. This film premiered 
at the Vienna International Film Festival. 

Jabeen Merchant (1990-'91) edited the film Rita (directed 
by Renuka Shahane) and the TV show Rishta.com in this year. 

SCM's student film productions did very well in 2010. 
'Speak Up! It's Not Your Fault,' on child sexual abuse won the 
Special Jury Award at Kashish, the Mumbai International 
Queer Film Festival, in April 2010. 'EnGAYging Lives,' on the 
lives of gay Mumbaikars was screened under the 'Emerging 
Voices' category at Kashish 2010. Both films went on to the 
Q! Film Festival, Indonesia, in September. 'EnGAYging Lives,' 
also went to Hong Kong's Lesbian and Gay Film Festival 
in November 2010 and the Iris Film Festival, Cardiff, UK. 
Sunayana Sadarangani (SCM 1976-'77) is the Honorary 
Joint Secreatary of the (Marine Drive Residents Association, 
D-Road) which won the first prize of Rs. 25,000/ in the 
Brihanmumbai Municipal Corporation's 2010 Annual Green 
Mumbai Competition, for its organic practices, and greening 
of the street. 

SCM alumnae continued to contribute to social causes in 
many different ways. Our runners participated in the Mumbai 
Marathon 2011. YakutaPoonawalla(SCM 2008-'09) clocked 
4 hrs, 14 mins, 43 secs and Sonia Chowdhury (SCM 1992-
'93) came in at 4 hours, 53 min, 40 secs in the full marathon. 
Astha Chopra (SCM 2009-'10) ran the half marathon (21 
kms) in 3 hrs 27 mins. 

We are especially proud of our alumna Garima Goyal 
(SCM 2009-'10) who received a Scroll of Honour from the 
Press Club, Mumbai. Garima topped in the SCM final exam 
conducted by the Maharshtra State Board of Technical 
Education and is our first visually challenged student. She 
was also honoured with the Women Achievers' Award by the 
Giants group and her English translation of Dr Balaji Tambe's 
Marathi book on the Bhagavad Gita, titled 'Peacock Feathers -
The Yoga of Conflict' was published in December 2010. 



EDITORIAL 

he world has more than a billion people. And every 
person has more than a million things to say. Everyone 
has both opinions and views-some formal, based on 
facts while others are informal feelings. 

We, the students of the Social Communications 
Media department of Sophia . Polytechnic are from 
various parts of the country, we have had varied 
experiences and have seen a thousand things that we 
have felt passionate about. 

In this magazine-Voices, we have chosen to 
highlight some of these in our articles-issues that 

are close to our heart. These deal with various aspects of life, like the personal-the 
relationship between Muslim women and the veil. The treatment of 'women from 
the North-east in cities. The social-the struggles in abusive relationships. The 
complications of the Juvenile justice system. All these mirror the deep concerns and 
connections we feel to these issues that we have chosen to research and write about. 

The articles have been divided into sections but the thread that binds them together 
is the deep affection and feeling that the writers have for the topic they have chosen to 
write about. 

Being women, we have chosen to write about inspirational women whose courage 
inspired us. In the section called Women of Courage, we pay a tribute to these women. 
From the likes of writer Malika Amar Sheik to social worker Mrinal Gore to women 
who have beaten the odds like Shivani Burman, Rehana Sheikh and Durga Naval. 

Out of town has stories that we have collected from our travels to our home towns
the mining in Goa, the state of the Bhopal gas tragedy orphans, today, etc 

Art and creativity is within us and all around us; in a course that allows us to 
experiment and learn the different forms of media, creativity is paramount. We have 
chosen to look at regional art forms like the Tiatr and the Pardhan Ghond art on one 
hand and review modern art forms like books and films on the other that reflect, the 
multi-faceted society, we live in, in the section called Arts. 

Making a difference as the name suggests is all about ringing in change. NGO's 
like Aham Bhumika, Aseema, etc work for a cause, to reach out to those who are less
privileged, by writing about them we hope to help these causes in a small way through 
the appreciation of their good work. 

Personas is about special people or groups of people whose way oflife has struck 
and amazed us. 

The experiences we have had living in a city like Mumbai, have inspired the stories 
in the Metropolis section. Stories that life in the city has made us take note of-the 
problems that women face while travelling by trains, the need for conservation ofland, 
the loss of space in the city, problems of redevelopment, sanitation, etc. 

The photo-essays in the magazine are a discovery, a spot light through pictures 
on a lesser known world-devis, toys and mills, a slice of a different kind of life, an 
uncommon reality. 

Though the articles in this magazine deal with issues that are so diverse; the 
similarity is the choice we, the writers have made to not be gagged, but to speak up 
instead; thus, giving a voice and a platform to those we consider voiceless, unheard or 
just not heard enough. 

- Maleeva Rebello 
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TALES FROM THE 
ONE-PERSON TENT 
Zahra Gabuji listens in to whispers that issue from behind the veil. 

My story 

First, self-implication. 1 am a Muslim woman. 
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1 am a Muslim woman who chooses not to wear the burkha or 
the ridha, which would have been part of my cultural tradition 
as a Bohra. 1 claim no special feminist position on this. It is 
probably only because women in my family do not ordinarily 
wear the ridha that 1 have not been pressurised into wearing 
it. To me, therefore, it is a garment that symbolizes oppression. 

So 1 think 1 can understand what Sara S feels when she writes: 
"We are caged birds/our wings have been mutilated?" 

Sara's story 

Sara S is 15 years old and studies in college. For most young women 
this is the time when they make a whole new range of acquaintances. 
Not for Sara. Following her mother and elder sister, Sara started 
wearing the burkha. She felt marked. "I started wearing the burkha 
when 1 was 11 years old. 1 studied in a convent school, so they did 
not allow headscarves and burkha in the school premises. 1 would 
take off the burkha before 1 entered the school premises. One day 
the principal called me to her cabin and said 1 could not remove the 
burkha before the school gate since people living in the area and 
parents of other students were constantly watching. This coming 
from a highly educated woman, the principal of St. Louis High 
School in Mumbai." 

Sara aspires to become a journalist. She says, "I want to do the 
Bachelor of Mass Media course but 1 keep wondering if 1 will fit 
in." She fears her burkha will create a problem when she applies 
for ajob. 

My story 

1 ask my mother why she did not make me wear the ridha when 
1 attained puberty, the time around which Bohra women start 
wearing it. This ceremony is called misaaq. A misaaq is an initiation 
of a person into the fold of adulthood; a misaaq is performed by 
a priest upon a teenager, who is ready to take on his/her own 
responsibilities and duties as a Muslim. 

My misaaq was done when 1 was 15 years old after which 1 was 
supposed to wear the ridha. 1 did not wear it afterwards; it felt 
claustrophobic. 1 did not want to wear something that was thought 
of as appropriate by religious experts. As 1 grew up, my mother also 
never asked me to wear it. 

When 1 asked my mother about it she said, "The ridha does not 
really cover the women's body. The upper veil shows the women's 
body when the hands are lifted; for me it does not serve the purpose. 
It is not really a hijab. Also 1 never wore the ridha in my youth so it 
would be wrong for me to ask my daughter to wear it as well." 

Afather's story 

Mohsin Mirza, father of Sana and Roohi who are six and 12 years 
old, does not allow his daughters to wear western clothes. He says, 
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"My girls have to wear salwar kameez and burkha later in life. This 
is what is given and this is the right thing to do. Women cannot 
roam around as they wish; there are certain bond ages and certain 
boundaries that they have to follow. My girls have developing bodies 
and figures and they need to cover themselves with a dupatta when 
they move out of the house. It is not just about religion. I do not 
want anyone to comment on my daughters or look at them. If they 
attract attention then it is bad for me. This Bombay air goes to 
everyone's head and I do not want that to happen to my girls. So my 
girls wear salwar kameez from childhood and know that they have 
to wear the burkha when they cross puberty." 

The Mirza family have been our neighbours for a decade. Sana 
and Roohi have always seen their mother and aunts wear the burkha 
and salwar kameez. They were made to wear it from childhood so 
they do not question it now. Roohi wants to learn swimming, but 
cannot do so because it requires her to wear a swimming costume. 
She is not allowed to have male friends. Sana loves dancing which 
is strongly discouraged in the house. 

The girls are silent. 

+++ 

Sameera Khan, independent journalist and researcher, who is 
researching 'the old Muslim mohall as of Mumbai' says, "I think 
the burkha both opens access for Muslim women and closes it. In 
traditional families that allow women and girls very little access 
to spaces outside their homes, the burkha or hijab becomes a 
way through which women can access worlds outside their homes 
and can pursue study, work, or fun by wearing it. But at the same 
time, there are spaces and professions that will close themselves to 
women in burkha. Sometimes it is because that work cannot 
be done by wearing a burkha, particularly one that involves 
the naqaab (face covering), and sometimes because people are 
prejudiced against people who observe purdah and consider them 
to be incompetent or illiterate. I know someone who won't hire a 
woman in a hijab as a receptionist because then his whole office 
gets looked upon as a 'Muslim' place rather than as a 'professional' 
workspace. And that is a valid concern. At the same time, I have 
been pleasantly surprised at a young woman in a burkha landing 
up at my home from a pathology laboratory to take my blood. She 
came early one morning wearing a black burkha and with her 
medical kit, very efficiently drew my blood, stored it away safely, 
gave me a receipt and went back to her path lab. Her burkha didn't 
matter, her skill and efficiency did." 

Nazra's story 

"Our dreams have been doctored, Iwe belong nowhere, Iwe sail 
unanchored on troubled seas, land we may never be allowed 
ashore," writes Nazra S, 22, a resident of Andheri. 

"I started wearing the burkha late in my life. My father passed · 
away when I was 11 years old. My mother, born a Brahmin, now 
a Muslim convert, suggested I should think about the wearing 
burkha and naqab. I read the Quran and the Hadith and took 
my time to make up my mind; I decided I would wear it only if I 
believed in it completely. I wear it only because I respect and have 
faith in the relationship I share with the Almighty." 

Nazra feels that she has always had to make more effort than 
other women do, to prove herself. "I visited the Mumbai University 
for admission in the English Literature masters course this year. 
My mother had accompanied me, and we both were wearing the 
burkha and naqab. The in-charge at the admissions desk looked at 
me and asked, "Will you be able to handle a Masters level course?" 
More than humiliated, I was amused. It is sad how some people 
view the burkha and women who wear the burkha. When he heard 
me speaking to my mom in fluent English, he was hiding his face," 
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says Nazra. 
She worked at a gym as a fitness instructor during the summer 

holidays. She trained during the ladies hours. She says, "Initially, 
I would get many stares from clients while I took off my burkha. 
They became comfortable once they got to know me better. But 
back then it made me feel unhappy and uncomfortable." 

Nazra wants to be a teacher and write a novel. She wonders if 
future employers will be willing to hire a woman who is good at her 
work as a teacher but dressed in a burkha. "The question arises in 
my mind all the time," she says. 

Najam's story 

Najam Mashadi, 30, a dentist, has experienced quite a struggle 
during her job hunting days. "I went to a well-known clinic for a job 
in Bandra few months ago; the owner of the clinic questioned me 
about the burkha and naqab I observed and opposed it. The nature 
of my job does not allow me to wear a burkha in the clinic since I 
have to deal with many machines throughout the day but if I were 
doing a desk job or ajob that required minimal movement, I would 
wear the burkha even at work. It is second skin to me. I told the 
owner of the clinic that I would wear a headscarf while treating 
patients since even male patients visit the clinic. She had a problem 
even if I removed the burkha in the clinic because she was afraid 
people would make assumptions about her clinic. I walked out of 
that clinic immediately. Wearing the burkha is a personal choice, 
so no woman must be forced to wear it or criticised for wearing it. It 
is my credibility as a dentist that matters at work. 

"Even during my internship days, I used to get many worried 
expressions from the patients when they saw me enter in a burkha. 
My father used to tell me, 'Beta, do not wear the burkha if it is 
giving you trouble at work,' but I told him that I would get a job on 
my conditions. Today I work at a clinic in Bandra, where I remove 
the burkha when I come inside and wear a headscarf. My work is 
what matters and not my clothing. No one in my family wears the 
burkha but they are always worried that people will discriminate 
against me because of my burkha." 

Pooja Malhotra, human resources expert for a reputed media 
agency says, "We have several Muslim women working for us in our 
company. We do not hire on the basis of religion. If you are good at 
your work and fit the requirements, you are hired." When I asked 
her if she would hire a women dressed in a burkha for a receptionist 
job where every passerby would be able to see her. She hesitated and 
remained quiet. 

Many Muslim women say they wear the burkha not based 
on any pressure but for their own self. The right to wear or not 
to wear the burkha is an individual choice and it is and would be 
incorrect for anyone to condemn it or force it. But having said that, 
we form perceptions of people from our interactions, experiences 
and observation, which are not necessarily wrong or right. The 
black burkha is a strong marker of a Muslim woman that probably 
makes her stand out more than anyone else. Then again, women 
are marked in various ways by the patriarchal system itself. Sindoor 
for instance, is a strong marker put by a man to mark a woman 
as married to him. The stereotypes surrounding the burkha have 
often caused hindrances for several women to get jobs and study 
further. 

+++ 

A veil that disappeared - and one that appeared 
Saeed Mirza in his book, Ammi: Letters to a Democratic Mother, 
(Westland Books, 2008), tells us about his mother Jahanara Begum 



who had been wearing the burkha ever since she was 13 years old. 
Her husband Nusrat Beg (Farhat Akhtar Mirza) encouraged her 
to shed the burkha. He simply asked her one day, "Begum, do you 
really want to wear the burkha?" She folded the burkha and put 
it away. For her, giving up the burkha was a way of participating 
in a journey of self-discovery and she did this with the help of her 
husband. Here was a Muslim man, who helped his wife silently 
revolt against something she had been doing unquestioningly for 
so many years. He made her think, reason and understand herself. 

On the other hand, Kamala Das, one of feminism's best known
faces suddenly decided that she wanted to get into purdah, when 
she converted to Islam and became Kamala Soraya. 

"I liked the purdah which Muslim women wore. I liked the 
orthodox lifestyle of Muslim women. I don't want freedom. I had 
enough of it thrust on me. Freedom had become a burden for me. I 
want guidelines to regulate and discipline my life. I want a master 
to protect me. I wanted protection and not freedom. I want to be 
subservient to Allah. In fact, for the past 24 years I had worn a 
purdah off and on. I had gone to markets, matinee shows and even 
while abroad I had worn purdah. I have several of them. A woman 
in purdah is respected. No one touches you or teases you if you 
wear one. You get total protection. I like the purdah, which Muslim 
women wear. I like the lifestyle of Muslim women. Purdah is a 
wonderful dress. No man ever makes a pass at a woman in purdah. 
It provides her with a sense of security," she explained much to the 
dismay of her feminist and Marxist friends. 

Shaanaz's story 

Shaanaz Shaikh, 26, did not find it difficult to get ajob. She presently 
works at the Centre of Study of Society and Secularism and is doing 
her research on 'Fatwas on Muslim Women in India.' Shaanaz 
wears the burkha while travelling but takes it off at work. She says, 
"I wear loose salwar kameez at work. I feel comfortable wearing 
a burkha when I am outside because I feel protected, safe and I 
do not attract attention. I started wearing the burkha during my 
college days at Sophia College. My friends used to wear the burkha 
and I took to it naturally. I did not come from a household where 
women wore the burkha, but after me, even my mother started 
wearing it. I have been subjected to discrimination several times 
while wearing the burkha. Professors at Mumbai University used to 
ask me if my parents allowed me to study willingly and if my family 
was progressive. I have taught at Bhavans College and Government 
Law College previously and I used to remove the burkha inside the 
college while lecturing students. Now at work as well, I am more 
comfortable working without a burkha. It is more convenient. But 
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I am not sure ifthe colleges would be comfortable with a teacher 
teaching their students, dressed in a burkha." 

My story 

In my pursuit to understand the burkha and what it means 
to different people, I went to watch a dance performance called 
BurkaBondage. BurkaBondage is a modern dance performance 
about the burkha in Afghanistan and bondages of various kinds in 
Japan. Through BurkaBondage, the dance spoke ofthe bondages 
that surround women. 

Sex, relationships, marriage, society, clothing, people's opinions, 
perceptions can all turn into bondages of one kind or another. 
Sometimes these bondages are invisible and so integral a part of our 
lives that we do not even look upon them as bondages. This dance 
uses the two regions of Afghanistan and Japan, talking through 
their younger generation women. Through two women from both 
the regions, we see the fight to escape, to break free from the 
various bondages that women experience throughout life. Women 
are given several names, put into stereotypes by men and society 
and this is shown through a part of the dance that has the dancer 
behaving like a bitch in heat. This explicit visual reminded me of 
Henry Miller's narration of a sexual scene in Sexus. The description 
of the woman angers me. Women cannot express or enjoy sexual 
freedom. Their bondages do not allow them to do so. For women 
in India, bondage begin at an early age. No education = bondage; 
early marriage = bondage; no indecent clothing = bondage; long 
hair = bondage. The burkha to me is a restrictive garment that is 
bondage. But it is not like that for a young girl living in Madanpura, 
a Muslim populated area, where women are in hijab most of the 
time. It is not so easy to tackle the issue of Muslim women, and the 
different kinds of hi jab and burkha and how this affects their lives. 
It requires a deeper understanding of the Muslim community and 
the issues of occupation, class, caste, origin and place of living in 
Mumbai that surround them. 

My story 

France bans the burkha; the Shiv Sen a wants the burkha banned 
after a burkha-clad woman steals a baby at a civic hospital. It is 
only one of the several groups that have asked for this; all agree it is 
a security measure. But is it really? 

I went to Jogger's Park in Bandra for a walk a few months ago. 
What I heard there made me realise how much we internalize the 
various things that happen around us. Sitting a few steps away from 
me was a woman with her son, who was merrily playing in the sand 
pit. I watched him as he struggled to make a decent mountain out 
of the sand. On the walking track, that runs parallel to the sand pit 
walked a woman dressed in a black burkha with only her hands 
visible. I overheard the mother saying to her son, "If you go close to 
her she will take you away." I do not know what it was that triggered 
her reaction. Was it the woman who stole a baby from the civic 
hospital? The colour black? The fact that she was Muslim? 

I walked away wondering how and why we judge people around 
us without knowing anything about them. How can we lose faith in 
an entire community simply because some people have misused the 
burkha? What is it about a piece of cloth that makes it so potent? 
And what about the son? What does he go on to think about this 
woman or several women that he will see in a burkha as he grows 
up? Several questions remain unanswered. 

Purda!L is a kind afsafety. 
The badyfinds a place to hide. 
The clathfans out against the skin much like the earth thatfalls 
on coffins after they put dead men in 

- Imitiaz Dharker, Purdah, Oxford University Press, 1989 
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WOMEN OF COURAGE 

THE WOMAN WHO 
(ONCE) WANTED TO 
BE DESTROYED 
Mithila Phadke meets Malika Amar Sheikh, poet and author of an autobiography titled Mala 
Uddhvasta Vhaaychay. 

W
hen Malika Amar Sheikh's 
autobiography, Mala 
Uddhvasta Vhaaychay (' I 
Want To Be Destroyed', 

Majestic Publications) was first published 
in 1985, it created an explosion of sorts in 
the Marathi literary world. First, it was 
the autobiography of a woman. Second, its 
author was barely 30 years old. But most 
of all, it was the naked honesty of the story. 
There was no pretence, no glossing over 
of uncomfortable events characteristic 
of most autobiographies. For a woman 
writer to speak with such fiery candor was 
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uncommon then. 
Malika Amar Sheikh wrote with 

clear eyes and a steady hand about her 
relationship with acclaimed poet and Dalit 
activist , Namdeo Dhasal. With his dynamic 
political achievements, right from the 
inception of the Dalit Panther organization, 
to his searing poetry that had broken new 
ground in Marathi literature, Dhasal's had 
been one of the most commended names on 
the scene. And here was Malika-hi3003s 
own wife, many gasped:""'who had written 
a book that gave us a warts-and-all picture 
of the man, his dynamism, his egoism, his 
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blazing intelligence, his tenderness, his ~ 
« 

philandering. Sheikh had written about Ci 
a man who had once wooed her with his I 

'" idealism and then after marriage, done all iii 
he could to crush her aspirations. He had 2 

z 
subjected her to domestic violence, tried ;;; 
separating her from her only son. Mala ~ 

Uddhvasta Vhaaychay talked about a man ~ 
who loved Malika deeply, yet cheated on is 
her, manipulated her. It is the portrait of a 
relationship that is at once compelling and 
utterly unfathomable. 

"'The male ego ... " she writes " .. .is an 
extremely grotesque and deadly entity in 
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today's society; something women take great 
pleasure in pandering to! This reminds me 
of that old tale about the tree giving the 
woodcutter a handle for his axe! 

"It simply will not happen that I let 
my entire life revolve around one Namdeo 
Dhasal." 

The book had created shock-waves 
in Marathi literature. And 20 years later, 
when I read it, it shocked me too. I'd never 
read anything like it before. I was struck 
by Sheikh's frankness, her absolute lack 
of hypocrisy, and her strong sense of self. 
"Unless and until a woman breaks free 
of the shackles of shame, hesitation and 
martyrdom, her suffering, her pain are 
either ignored or taken for granted ... "she 
writes. ''And a society which condones 
taking a woman's suffering for granted, can 
never give her anything apart from plaudits, 
sympathy and utter ruin ... The society 
then gets used to this senseless sacrifice. It 
becomes a habit." 

Sheikh was thinking these words, 
considering them and then committing 
them to paper before I was born even and yet 
they are as relevant to today's society as they 
were back then. Women still face many of the 
same issues and the social environment is 
still as hell-bent on thwarting their progress 
as it was 20 years ago. But the concept of 
feminism has found a firm footing today, 
even though the changes it seeks occur at a 
snail's pace. 

"The women's liberation movement is 
looked at as 'a little something that women 
are doing for other women' by today's 
progressive (?) men .. ." she writes in another 
place. "Women, first of all, are unable to step 
out of their homes and converse with other 
women. And any man is incapable oflooking 
beyond the woman's body. These are the two 
weak points of the movement, I feel. 

" ... Woman and man are two different 
elements of nature. Different mentalities. 
Equal. Both incomplete; but equally 
powerful. 

"Why, when they have a brain and mind 
of their own, should women accept male 
supremacy at the cost of wiping out their 
own identities?" 

The movement for women's liberation 
is stronger now. And the political milieu 
chronicled in the book is also vastly different 
today. Some things have remained the same, 
while others have found new directions. In 
the light of this dichotomy, I was curious 
about where Malika was today. 

I read somewhere that she and Namdeo 
Dhasal were back together and to say that 
this news completely, utterly baffled me 
would be an understatement. With the 
harrowing time Dhasal had put her through 
I could not fathom the reason why they'd still 
be husband and wife. All the more reason for 
me to meet Malika Amar Sheikh in the now. 

The only link I find between us is her 
elder sister, Prerana Barve, a family friend. I 
visit her, and we talk through the afternoon, 
about Malika, her writings, the memories of 
their childhood and youth, and their bond 
today. Over cups of steaming tea, Prerana 
talks about Raju, the family's affectionate 
nickname for Malika. I listen intently as 
she takes me closer to the enigma that is her 
sister, the bond she shares with her. 

"We are very different," says Prerana, "I 
had had to take on responsibility at a very 
early age. Raju was the pampered baby of the 
family. And with a ten-year age difference 
between us, she was more like my kid, rather 
than a sister! 

"She is eternally 16 years old in spirit!" 
continues Prerana, with a laugh, "Very 
warm, very emotional...But some people say 
she is too naive; that she needs to be more 

'Lind a society which 
condones taking a 

womans suffiringfor 
granted, can never give 
her anything apartfi'om 
plaudits, sympath,1j and 
utter ruin ... The society 
then gets used to this 
senseless sacrifice. It 

becomes a habit." 

business-minded .. . " 
Prerana, though, prefers her just as she 

is. Dreamy, impulsive and like a child in 
search of the next discovery. 

"Raju lives in her own dream world," she 
says, her eyes twinkling as she remembers, 
''And sometimes, it's almost as if she has 
completely floated away from the real one!" 

And while that world of dreams has 
created beautiful poetry and literature, it 
has also led to some amusing moments! The 
two sisters love shopping but Malika often 
overshoots her budget and quite a few times, 
absentmindedly leaves the items lying here, 
there, everywhere! 

Then there was the time when she had 
got a job at Andheri, while she was living 
at Prabhadevi. "Her budget was tight, yet 
she went all the way there and back by taxi, 
through all that horrible traffic! Never 
once did she even think of going by train!" 
Prerana admits that Malika's knowledge of 
the railway-network the city and indeed, the 
country is so proud of, is s~aky, at best! On 
one occasion, after having lived in Mumbai 
all her life, Malika innocently asked 
Prerana, "Didi, does Thane come before 
Virar or after?" 
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And then, the time Malika was going to 
visit a house Prerana had recently bought 
in Kaswan. It was a small home with just a 
single room. Malika asked how many rooms 
it had. "Just the four walls!" Prerana had 
answered with a smile. 

"You mean you don't have a roof?" Malika 
had exclaimed in absolute shock. Whenever 
the two meet, there is always much laughter 
and conversation. And because as Prerana 
says, Malika absolutely hates talking on the 
phone, they sometimes write letters to one 
another. 

We go to the bookshelf and Prerana 
takes down different poetry collections 
and novels written by Malika, telling me a 
little about each of them. It is evident that 
she is proud of her younger sister's writing, 
her face becomes animated as she reads out 
her favourite lines from some of the poetry. 
"She writes beautifully," she says, pausing 
on a page from Deharutu, on an especially 
evocative poem on love. And what does she 
think of the writing in Mala Uddhvasta 
Vhaaychay? The writing is beautiful as 
always, Prerana answers, but she thought 
Malika ought not to publish, while still 
living with Namdeo Dhasal. 

"My point was that if she wanted to 
publicly humiliate Dhasal, she had to be 
living independently, on her own earnings, 
in her own house. Running him down 
while continuing to live in his house was 
something I did not think was right and I 
told her so," says Prerana. It is apparent that 
forthrightness runs in the family. 

Prerna had wanted Malika to complete 
her education before marrying Namdeo at 
the age of 15. "I wanted her to stand on her 
own feet first," she says, ''After marriage, 
at least one person should have a regular 
income. With Namdeo involved in the 
Movement and she being so young, they 
didn't have that." 

And what was Prerna's reaction when 
the couple began having marital problems? 
"Malika knew she could always count on our 
(Prerna and her husband's) support. Our 
door was always open to her." 

"People who have read the book 
are shocked to find out the two are still 
together. But Malika and Namdeo ... " she 
continues with a sigh, "Theirs was and is a 
very complex, mystifying relationship. They 
fight, they bicker, they have huge quarrels ... 
and then they make up. It's impossible to 
predict what they will do next!" 

I've asked her to tell me if at any point, she 
feels the questions are getting too personal. 
But she smiles and says it's perfectly all right. 
"In our family, we have never attempted to 
hide or conceal anything. We've always 
believed in frankness." 

Although both are outspoken, Prerana 
is the extrovert and Malika, I learn, is an 
intensely private person. But while their 
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personalities are so different, they love 
enough of the same things to heartily enjoy 
each other's company. 

Prerana talks about the fun moments 
they have shared as they occur to her. She 
tells me about how the sisters love looking 
through each other's khajina (treasure-trove) 
the collection of jewellery and accessories 
they have. She laughs as she remembers the 
time Malika came to her house, thoroughly 
cross and stamping her feet. "She was 
irritated about why she hadn't been able 
to set dahi though she had tried and tried. 
I then found out she had been trying to do 
that with fresh cow's milk from Aarey!" says 
Prerana, chuckling, "Now you only tell me, 
how can one set dahi with that milk?" 

She tells me I will have to go to her house 
in person to see if she'll agree to talk to me, 
because Malika absolutely abhors talking 
over the phone. ''You might need to keep 
going there a couple of times," she says, "Her 
moods are unpredictable so maybe she'll 
agree to talk, maybe she won't. But you go 
and meet her first." I'm a little nervous. What 
if she shoos me away? But Prerana smiles 
reassuringly, writes down her address and 
gives me careful directions to her place from 
Andheri railway station. 

I 
am still nervous when I ring the doorbell 
of the Shastri Nagar flat. "Umm ... Malika 
Amar Sheikh aahet ka?" I ask the person 
who answers the door (I later learn he is 

Malika's son, Ashutosh). He gestures to his 
right. There, at a writing-desk hidden by 
the ajar door sits Malika. ''Ye na aat," she 
says with a smile. I am caught off-guard for 
a second. I'd obsessed no end over how the 
interview would go, and worried about what 
would happen if she was in an 'unpredictable 
mood' and absolutely refused to speak to 
me. I sit down on a divan bed, and take 
my surroundings, and her in. She looks so 
woman-next-door in a simple outfit and her 
long hair tied back - one couldn't imagine at 
first that this was the same woman who had 
been through all of the mental, emotional 
and physical trauma she had written about 
in Mala Uddhvasta Vhaaychay. She looks 
relaxed and happy. I introduce myself and 
explain my purpose of visit to her. The way 
she makes me feel completely at ease, it is 
almost as though she had been expecting 
me, not had me drop out of the blue at 10 

that Friday morning on her doorstep, as has 
actually been the case. 

While she goes to get me something 
to drink, I look around the room. The 
bookshelves along the walls are crammed 
with titles ranging from The Russian War 
Machine, Mussolini, to Mahatma Gandhi's 
autobiography. Framed photos of her and 
Namdeo on another shelf, the awards 
Namdeo has been given on the table, a 
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''if I hadn't written about 
what was taking place 
in m,Y life at that point 
of time I would have 

suffocated," she continues, 
"Writing is my means of 
expression. Like I smile, 
cry or sing, I write. It is 

part of me." 

writing desk in the corner ... The room has 
a distinct personality to it: it is the room of 
an intellectual. 

When she returns, she asks me if it 
would be okay if we did the interview on 
Sunday, since she is a little busy today. She'd 
be able to give me proper time then, she says. 
I say okay and we decide on the time. 

I show up on Sunday, a little less nervous 
than I was the last time. She smiles warmly 
at me and we settle down for the interview, 
me on the divan-bed and she at her desk. She 
is wearing trousers and a striped top, with 
her hair left loose down her back. 

What made you write Mala Uddhvasta 
Vhaaychay? I ask. 

She leans back in the reclining chair and 
mulls over it for a second, as though thinking 
of the exact words to put her thoughts in. 

"I have this personality where if I feel 
something, I need to express it immediately, 
or I don't feel at peace. I cannot keep it all 
bottled up inside. I react very quickly to 
things. You can say this might be a sort of 
self-defense mechanism that I have ... " 

"If I hadn't written about what was 
taking place in my life at that point of time 
I would have suffocated," she continues, 
"Writing is my means of expression. Like I 
smile, cry or sing, 1 write. It is part of me." 

And what was Namdeo's reaction? 
'We had always given each other 

complete freedom," she answers, "He 
knew that if I wanted to call him a rascal, 

I completely had the right to do so. And 
with him being part of the Movement, he 
certainly could not deny me the right to 
speak my mind." 

She speaks candidly, and without 
hesitation. "I thought he'd leave me when the 
book was published, but that didn't happen. 
When he read the book, he realized the pain 
he had put me through ... He was ashamed 
of his actions." 

"He changed himself. When a man 
realizes his mistake and changes, it is a big 
thing. As a woman, I feel, no matter how 
progressive you are, you never want to break 
up your home." 

And while some may not agree with 
Malika's decision, she stands by it and has 
no regrets. As Prerana had said, Malika and 
Namdeo quarrel, they fight, they make up ... 
ultimately, it works for them. 

At some times, Malika speaks 
thoughtfully in firm, measured sentences, 
at others she breaks into a disarming smile. 
1 tell her Prerana had asked me to enquire 
whether Malika received her letter -I had 
forgotten to ask her this the first time I'd 
visited. She smiles and says yes, of course she 
has, but she hasn't been able to reply to it as 
yet. "There is absolutely no time. Namdeo's 
illness keeps me up at nights; then there 
is the problem of the hotel we own getting 
demolished ... And a hundred more things. 
1 would have called her myself to tell her 
this but the phone is dead and as it is, I hate 
talking on the phone!" she says and grins at 
the final part. 

We get back to discussing Mala 
Uddhvasta Vhaaychay. Malika smiles wryly 
and tells me that sometimes, she wishes 
people asked her as much about her later 
books. 

"I've this grouse with journalists that the 
only one of my works most keep on asking 
me about is Mala Uddhvasta Vhaaychay," 
she says, sounding slightly exasperated, "It 
is an important book in the course of my 
journey as a person but it is not the only 
one," 

"My later books like Koham Koham and 
Ek Hota Undir reflect my state of mind today 
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much better, I feel. But because most seem to 
want to know only about Mala Uddhvasta 
Vhaaychay, that's what I tell them about," 
she continues, ''And then, people accuse me 
of trying to milk that book for all it's worth, 
which is completely not the case. But that is 
the impression made. I'm very tired of it." 

Be it her poetry collections such as 
Valucha Priyakar (her first), Mahanagar 
and Deharutu, novels like Handle With Care 
or the collection of short stories in Koham 
Koham-each traces Malika's evolution as 
an artist and individual. She feels that Mala 
Uddhvasta Vhaaychay represents a phase 
in her life which -while significant - she 
has moved on from, in the light of newer 
experiences. 

"I live in the moment. I don't keep 
revisiting the past. In Mala Uddhvasta 
Vhaaychay, I wrote and expressed what I 
feeling at that point of time," she says, "But 
later, there were other things that needed my 
attention: Namdeo's health, my son. At every 
bend of the road, there is a different pressure 
on you. 

"This also holds true for artists. An artist 
shouldn't go harping on about past work 
and past achievements. He or she needs to 
grow and find inspiration in the moment. 
Otherwise, they stagnate." 

Malika is constantly seeking new 
inspiration and different forms of expression 
for her creativity. She has written one-act 
plays, lok-naatya (folk drama), Hindi poetry, 

as well as sher-o-shairi. There are also film
scripts she has written-one is for a short 
film on her father, singer, poet, and leading 
activist in the Sanyukta Maharashtra 
movement, Shahir Amar Sheikh-and one 
based on Ek Aurat, -a reworking of her own 
eponymous poem. And the third, Siddhant 
is the tragic story of a family that has some 
of its members working for the movement. 

There is not much time to write now, 
she says, but she would love to see these 
ideas find fruition. There is a much-desired 
project she speaks of -set against the 
backdrop of a world teetering on the edge of 
an atomic bomb explosion, and the lengths 
to which people will go for power. "It needs 
a whole lot of time, money and manpower to 
accomplish - all of which are in short supply 
right now!" she says, her eyes twinkling, "I 
don't have them right now but you never 
know, it might just somehow work out in the 
future." 

Having spoken of what she hopes for 
from the future, how has been her journey 
from the past to the present? Twenty 
years is a long time. Has she changed as a 
person since Mala Uddhvasta Vhaaychay 
happened? 

"Honestly, I'd say I'm essentially still the 
same person," she says with a smile, "There 
has been a lot I've had to go through but my 
personality is so peculiar, you can say, that 
be it people, or situations- it has been me 
who changed them, instead of the other way 
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around. 
"After all that I've experienced in life, 

I cannot fathom how I've still been able 
to retain that mischievous, childlike part 
of me .. . what is this mentality that I've 
moulded? When I had happiness all around 
me as a child, I would become somber for no 
reason. And now, even after I've faced the 
bitter truth and harsh reality, the childlike 
side of me just can't stop jumping about!" 
she had written, the words tinged with wry 
amusement. 

"When you know you are right about 
something," she continues, "it gives you 
direction, or a cause to live. I don't think 
there is any event or person for that matter 
who can change who I am." 

Interview over, she walks me to the door 
and I thank her for giving me the time. I'm 
also silently thanking Malika Amar Sheikh 
for giving me a glimpse into her life. 

On the way home, I recall a few lines 
from one of her poems: 

The tree spins wingsfor the birds, 
On every birdwing, tender green shoots, 
On every shoot, a tiny sky, 
In each sky, more birds, 
Lookingfor the tree ... 

Teen Kavita; Deharutu. Published by: 
Namdeo Dhasal, Dr. BabasahebAmbedkar 
Prabodhini - March 1999 
(All extracts from MalikaAmar Sheikh's w01'k 
translated by Mithila Phadke.) 
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TAPPEDIN 
Natasha Desai takes a look at the works and legacy of 
Paaniwali Bai-Mrinal Gore. 

T
he year was 1972. Office goers in 
Churchgate were trudging their 
way back to the station, the day 
like any other, one weary step after 

another contemplating the day's happenings 
when they just had to stop and stare. They 
had to stare at the sight of 5000 women 
making their way across the streets in 
unison. Sweat from the sultry day trickled 
down backs dampening their cotton blouses. 
Green bangles made of glass clinked as they 
brandished their symbol of resentment, a 
rolling pin. Leading the way was a woman 
they all believed in. She was the reason they 
gathered and decided to protest. Protest 
against the rising food prices that had made 
a basic living difficult. She was their 
voice. She gave them voice. Mrinal Gore 
believed it was time the government was 
brought to task. 

Mrinal Gore was a very well known 
leader in Goregaon, In 1961, she was 
elected to the Bombay Municipal 
Corporation (BMC). Here she began 
an ardent struggle to bring clean 
drinking water to the people living in 
Goregaon. "We paid taxes like any other 
Mumbaikar; then why only clean tap 
water till Jogeshwari? We had as much a 
right to clean tap water as anybody else," 
she said. Her furious protests and rallies 
in to bring adequate water facilities for 
the people of Goregaon earned her the 
famous sobriquet 'Paaniwali Bai' - the 
Water Lady' in Marathi . "People used to 
come to her house sometimes at 2-3 am 
if their water stopped coming. She never 
turned them away. She kept fighting for 
them," said Prabhu Srinivas, an old friend 
and former Socialist Party worker. 

She won the election to the 
Legislative Assembly with the highest 
number of votes in Maharashtra. Her 
illustrious political career included 
being elected as their representative to 
the Gram Panchyat, followed by Member 
of Parliament, Member of State Legislature 
and Mumbai Municipal Corporation. Her 
popularity was simply because she actually 
addressed people's problems. Problems 
like price rise - a problem that had made 
the average woman's life a living hell. The 
solution? A rally that would make everybody 
sit up and take stock of what was happening. 

"The average woman at home was 
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very troubled by the prices. She couldn't 
understand what was happening," said 
Mrinal Gore as she spoke about the rally. On
lookers watched as the rally made their from 
Churchgate station to Mantralya. Outside 
Mantralaya they demanded that the Chief 
Minister meet them. "The police outside the 
Mantralaya were very surprised. They had 
never seen such a huge contingent of women 
together; And onlookers too. They cheered 
us on," she said. 

The turnout of 5000-6000 women was 
the biggest post-Independence. Women 
marched shouting slogans and brandishing 
rolling pins in the air. Mrinal Gore led them, 
their middle-class heroine, championing 

their cause. What made the protest even 
more unique were the rolling pins that 
every single woman was armed with. "The 
idea came when I was talking to a lady who 
was telling me her problems. She said that 
just like threatening a naughty kid ~th a 
rolling pin, this government needs to be 
thwacked. This statement stuck with me and 
I thought why not carry rolling pins with 
us. It would be symbolic of giving it back to 

the government," she said. At Mantralaya, 
the police were flabbergasted as to how they 
were to deal with so many livid women. 
"They kept saying 'Tai, how can we call the 
CM here, what if your women throw their 
latnas (rolling pins in Marathi) at him?'" she 
said with a grin. The police tried to settle the 
crowd down but in vain. "We weren't ready 
to move from there. We wanted the price to 
go down. There was no way we were moving 
from there," she said. 

Madhuri Tendulkar, a part of Mrinal 
Gore's activities for a long time, recalls the 
rally with much delight. "It was exciting. 
Everybody was so enthusiastic, I was happy 
to be a part of it. Brandishing those rolling 
pins, it was exciting to see the response 
we were getting from onlookers. All of us 
present felt like we were part of something 
big," she said. 

This rally up to the Mantralaya, forced 
the Chief Minister to listen to them. The next 
day, Mrinal Gore and a few others were at 
the Chief Minister's residence to talk about 
their demands. ''A lady with us was ready 
to walk into the CM's kitchen. 'I want to see 
what provisions he has!' she told me. I had to 

restrain her from doing that. But, that 
was how it was, there was no groceries, 
nothing in fair measure. How were 
women to sustain themselves?" she 
said. 

Big issues were always a part of 
Mrinal Gore's agenda. Be it providing 
toilets, community halls, health 
centers, schools and housing or tackling 
problems of domestic violence and 
female foeticide. In 1985, she became an 
MLA again and introduced the Bill to 
prevent sex determination tests, which 
led to female foeticide. "Why kill girls? 
Just because she is a girl does not mean 
she can't provide for you. Or she won't 
take care of you. This is what we had to 
explain to the people who undertook 
these tests." Awareness programs took 
place in hospitals and slums to educate 
people. "A lot of pressure also came 
from men. Even though it is nobody's 
fault, the woman was often blamed for 
having a girl child, which led to a lot of 
abuse," said Tendulkar. 

After a major project providing low 
cost housing to the underprivileged 
Mrinal Gore moved away from politics 
and retired to a quieter life owing to 

« 
health issues. She is an active participant of ~ 

the Keshavrao Gore Smarak Trust; a Trust ~ 
she started in her late husband's name in 
1958. The Trust is still active today and has 
many activities that benefit the community at 
large. She now resides alternatively between 
Goregaon and Vasai with her daughter, 
where she continues to provide guidance and 
help be it political or matters none of the old 
fervor lost. 
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HOPEANDA 
WHITE STICK 
That's what keeps Rehana Shaikh, a visually impaired manager 
of a phone booth outside Bandra Station, going. Khushali P 
Madhwani gets to know the doughty lady behind the dark glasses. 

"Aapka ek call hua kya?" 
"Time kya hai bhaiya?" 
"Eh, haath mein do." 

T
hese are the lines Rehana Shaikh, a 
visually impaired STD (Subscriber 
Trunk Dialing) booth owner, and 
uses most through the course of her . 

twelve-hour work day. Sitting in her booth, 
she is at the mercy of her clients. They must 
tell her how long they have spoken or how 

« many calls they have made and then pay 
~ her accordingly. If they dump the money on 
« 
(l) the counter, she must ask them to give it to 
~ her in her hand so that she can count the 
(/) 

::2' change by feeling the coins. If they run away 
~ without paying, there is little she can do. 
~ But Rehana Shaikh feels that she can trust 
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people. It is trust in people that has kept 
her going since the time she lost her sight, 
36 years ago. "I was four years old when I 
lost my eye sight; 'Devi mata' got into me. 

My life seemed destroyed. But I didn't want 
to lose hope," says Rehana Shaikh. She says 
that she was a determined child but her 
parents did not want her to go to school. 
She was made to do such household chores 
as she could until 15 years ago when she 
decided to fend for herself. 

A relative suggested that Rehana 
monitor calls at a Public Call Office (PCO) 
outside Bandra Station. "My parents were 
not keen as they felt that people might take 
advantage of me," she says. "But now, their 
perspective has changed. They tell me to 
work and earn my bread and butter because 
after they die, nobody will look after me." 

Getting permission from municipality 
officials was the biggest challenge when 
she started this booth. "The government's 
opinion is a big deal in our system, even if it 
is against us," said Rehana. With the help of 
her brother and many visits to the officials, 
they received the certificate to run the 

booth. Now she needs more space. She can 
barely place one chair in her tiny cubicle. 
Not only does she have five telephones that 
are occupied by clients more often than not, 
but she also sells supari and mobile credit. 

Rehana makes something of a living 
out of her booth. To the rest of the world it 
may not be much but Rs 1,000 per month 
makes her a contributing member of her 
family. The majority of this goes towards 
rent. Rehana lives in Behram Nagar in 
Bandra (E) and each day, she has to make 
her way to her PCO in Bandra (W). 

Sometimes her brother, Ashfaq Shaikh 
drops her, but more often than not, she 
has to figure out her own transport. If she 
is lucky, a familiar auto driver outside her 
house takes her to the PCO for minimum 
fare. Jusuhen one of the auto drivers pulls 
up outside the booth. It's an easy time and 
he's inclined to talk. "Rehana," he shouts 

and then looking at me, 
"You're suddenly very 
popular!" 

Rehana giggles and 
replies in kind. Their 
conversation takes the 
familiar paths of work and 
money and where Ashfaq 
is these days. Ashfaq has 
been busy with his own 
shop in Bandra market. 
Her brother and sister
in-law stay at her house 
along with her parents. He 

also has a daughter. "Of course there are 
ups and downs between my brother and 
me, but more so of late, since he has been 
married," says Rehana. Her STD booth is 
open from 11 am to 11 pm and at around 
8 pm, sometimes her brother goes to help 
her. But her brother arranges the recharge 
cards in order of amounts so that she does 
not give anybody the wrong denomination. 

Rehana has always been in Mumbai. 
She is religious person and reads the Quran. 
She detests the communal violence in the 
city. She believes that every lady should 
stand for herself and fight for her rights. 

There are two things that Rehana 
regrets. One is not having a house of her 
own and not being married. She says, "My 
parents always believed that good gets good, 
which is why they never got me married as 
they thought that I needed a handicapped 
spouse." Many years ago she bumped into 
a man at a programme organized for the 
visually challenged. 

Things did not work out between them 
and he married another woman. Being the 
determined and courageous woman that 
she is, she boldly takes everything in her 
stride and leaves it for destiny to decide 
where she will be five years hence. 

"My stick is my best friend," says 
Rehana. 
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WOMEN OF COURAGE 

THE SONG NOT 
THE SINGER 
Shivani Burman is an aspiring singer who has come to the city of 
dreams in the hope of achieving her own. Noella D'Souza explores 
the world of a visually impaired woman in Mumbai. 

W
hen Shivani Burman was 
four, the devi visited her. Her 
vision started to blur but her 
family d id not pay mucn need. 

These things happen, they said and when 
she completely lost her sight at the age of 
ten, it was understood that the goddess had 
possessed her. Burman herself does not 
seem to be particularly upset. "We lived too 
far from the city to visit doctors or anything 
like that. And when we did see one, he said 
it was too late," she says. 

Now she has only one desire in life;' 
she wants to be a singer. She has studied 
singing for four years and 
learnt Bengali music and 
songs, studied up to class 
10 and came to Mumbai in 
search of a future. Today, 
she learns home science, 
stitching, weaving, pottery at 
the Industrial Home for Blind 
Women, Andheri. "I can stitch 
anything and everything, but 
I'm best at and enjoy stitching 
salwar kameez," she says. 

Sachin Khatke, who 
has been working with the 
weaving department there, says, "Each girl 
is different here, and each has different 
goals and dreams." Anuradha Rajan Ayre 
who has been working for around 22 years 
says, "I've known these girls all my life, for 
we see them as no different from those who 
have sight. Shivani is very talented and 
also a quick learner, she may be visually 
challenged but she is definitely blessed with 
a good voice." 

An average day for Shivani, along with 
40 other visually challenged girls, begins 
at 7 am. Study and activity hours run from 
9:30 am to noon. Then there's a break for 
lunch. Activities resume from 3 to 5 pm and 
then the girls get some time to themselves. 
Most of them spend some time at the park 
opposite the Home. Shivani enjoys going 
for a walk on Juhu Beach and when she 
returns, she's happy that the authorities 
have installed a beeper that sends out a 
high-pitched squeak to signal that they're 
close to home. 

Dinner is served by 7:30 pm and lights 
go off at 11 pm. This schedule leaves very 
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little time for Shivani to do her riyaaz, 
but she does make time to practice in the 
morning by waking a few hours before 
everyone. 

Her roommates, Bharti Burman from 
West Bengal and Rita Yadav from Uttar 
Pradesh, don't mind her singing, even in 
the early hours of the morning. "It's very 
calming," says Bharti. Perhaps it is because 
of her fun-loving and down-to-earth nature 
that her roommates are willing to listen to 
her sing in the morning. 

Shivu, as her friends call her, has 
already achieved one part of what was a 

childhood fantasy: coming to Mumbai. 
"Since I was a child, I have always dreamt 
of coming to Mumbai. My family always 
supported me and my journey to Mumbai 
wouldn't have been successful without 
the support of Chitra Deshmukh, the 
principal of my school in the village," she 
adds. Chitra Deshmukh wrote a letter of 
recommendation which led her to finding 
a spot in the Mumbai institute. Deshmukh 
was also instrumental in convincing 
Burman's parents to let her undertake the 
long journey from coast to coast. 

Mumbai is the city of dreams ' but it 
can also be a challenge. The first challenge 
Shivani faced was the language, especially 
since almost everyone in the Institute spoke 

Marathi. Today, after four yea20 
rs, Shivani speaks Marathi fluently and 

chats easily with everyone, including the 
caretaker of the institute, Bilas Sawant. 
She knows the streets of Mumbai well and 
often travels alone. She says it's difficult but 
proves not impossible. 

She feels when it comes to employment; 
people are apathetic towards individuals 
with disabilities. "I believe they prejudge 
us," she said. "They don't even put our 
capabilities to the test; people decide that 
we will be incapable of doing the job." 

I had to agree. 
At one point in time, we were exchanging 

numbers. I took hers down on my cell phone 
and saved it. 

"Give me your number," she said. 
"How?" I asked, wondering whether I 

should write it down. But how would that 
help her. 

"Just say it aloud," she said. 
So I rattled off the ten digits of my cell 

phone number and she nodded. She had 
memorized them. And on New Year Day, 
it was Shivani who called me to wish me. 
It's just that we don't treat individuals with 

special needs in the same light as we treat 
others. It's the age-old attitude towards 
people with disabilities that needs to be 
changed. 

I discovered this only now. Shivani 
lives with this knowledge. "The people and z 

the government need not provide us with :;s 
sympathy but equal opportunities to excel," ~ 
she says. ~ 

And so Shivani continues to dream. Ul 
<0: 

She will not let anything bring her spirit ~ 

down and like any other girl. She confesses ~ 
to a fondness for Shah Rukh Khan and ~ 
likes listening to the romantic music from ~ 

0: 

his movies. She dreams of singing for g 
Bollywood one day. "We don't need eyes to b 
see our dreams," she says. ~ 





PHOTO 
ESSAY 

Every twist and 
turn ofMumbai's 
lanes opens up a 
new window into 
the city's myriad 
cultures. 
Kamathipura's 11th 
lane is always buzzing 
with life. Children use 
the streets as their 
playground and men 
hum the words of 
an old Hindi movie 
song playing on 
the radio. But what 
really heightens one's 
interest is a temple 
whose wall bears 
a stone inscription 
that reads, "Built in 
1652". The temple, 
which is home to 
Devi Pochamma, 
reverberates with the 
sound of bells, hymns 
and the clucking of 
chickens ... 
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Devi Pochamma is considered to be the most popular 'Dalitbahujan' Goddess. Devotees from all over 
Mumbai flock to the temple where a special but bizarre ritual is undertaken. The devotee asks for a 
mannat or a wish and the chickens are the medium through which their wishes are communicated. 
Devotees especially believe in the Goddess's power to cure diseases which are otherwise incurable. 
On most days, it is the priestess, Saiavva, who performs the ritual. Once the chickens are handed 
over to her she feeds them toddy and flings them in a swift circular motion, in front of the Goddess. 
Her husband administers the final blow and hands over the carcass to the devotees. Saiavva and 
her husband live on the temple premises. They are 'Gowlis', a caste of herders who have come from 
Andhra Pradesh. She says, "My family has been taking care of this temple for generations. This year, 
my husband and I will stay here and next year my brother will come and take care of it." Interestingly, 
Kamathipura derives its name from 'Kamathis' which refers to workers from Andhra Pradesh who 
migrated to Mumbai, a few centuries ago. compensation. 
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t 
The sacrifices are also made 
when weddings occur in the 
traditional South Indian 
families who are devotees of 
Devi Pochamma. The groom's 
family and the bride's family 
go separately to the temple, 
ten to fifteen days before 
the wedding, and the priests 
conduct the sacrifice- in this 
case a goat. 

~ 

At the end of the ritual, the 
devotees drink 'Taadi' which 
is a date- based alcohol given 
along with other prasad. The 
children are allowed to enjoy 
the potent drink before the 
families leave with a satisfied 
smile on their face, hands 
clasping a plastic packet which 
contains their dinner. 
Asks Narsing Rao, a devotee 
from Santacruz West, as he 
stands next to me when I'm 
taking photographs, ''Are 
you trying to show how old 
traditions still continue to be 
observed?" 
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WOMEN OF COURAGE 

THE SCHOOL FOR 
TRUCK DRIVERS; ONLY 
WOMEN NEED APPLY. 
Meet Durga Naval. She drove her first truck when she was 14 years old. Now she teaches women to 
drive trucks and take charge of their destinies. Yashasvi Acharya reports. 

A
t the age of 14, most people's 
plans run on somewhat simple 
lines: "I want to be a doctor, or 
a teacher, or a scientist." Few 

girls think, "I want to grow up and drive a 
truck." Durga Naval did and became India's 
second woman truck driver at the age of 31 
and also the owner of Dolly Motor Driving 
School in Udaipur. 

"I remember I was only 14 years old 
when I learned how to drive a truck and that 
too with my sister. I could do this because 
of my father who was very supportive." 
Durga's father was a transport contractor. 
Much of his business consisted of supplying 
mud to two or three construction sites. 
Durga and her sister would ride in the back 
of the trucks. ''And then when we arrived at 
the site, we would help the labourers dump 
the mud," she remembers. It was fun to kick 
at the loose mud and slip and slide 
and save oneself from falling. The 
truck drivers and labourers would 
watch bemused as the contractor's 
daughters covered themselves with 
mud and laughed. 

"And then, on a day like any other, 
we were relaxing in an empty truck, 
ready to go back home when one of 
the truck drivers asked if I would 
like to take the wheel for a while. I 
didn't give it a moment's thought. I 
was fascinated by the huge monster 
vehicles and how they could be 
controlled by such a small human 
form sitting at a wheel. I jumped at the 
chance though my sister thought I was 
mad," she remembers. 

It runs in the family, perhaps in the 
female line for Dolly, Durga's daughter, 
is also learning to drive trucks. Although 
Dolly is only 13, she can drive a car already. 

Proud of her daughter, Durga says that 
Dolly "can already drive a car very well. 
However her legs don't reach the clutch and 
the brakes so she hasn't mastered a truck 
yet." Perhaps she sees my look of surprise 
for she hastens to assure me that she will 
nto allow Dolly to break the rules of the 
road or the laws of the land. 
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"I broke the rules because I was forced 
to; there was no other way out. No one 
would teach me formally how to drive. And 
I wanted to help my father." 

And so the 15-year-old Durga began to 
drive her father's trucks down the roads of 
Dungarpur. The locals were not impressed. 
They harassed her when she drove alone. 

"I remember once I was driving from 
Jaipur to Udaipur. A truck came up behind 
me and tried to overtake. I increased 
my speed as my truck was empty. · At one 
point, he came up, level with me and saw 
that it was a woman driving. I don't know 
how to describe it but it was as if he were 

eve-teasing me. He kept drawing close, 
pushing his truck against mine so that 
I had to drive almost on the verge of the 
road. Then he drove up so close, I almost 
collided with a third truck that I had not 
noticed because my attention was fixed on 
him. This third truck was carrying diesel. 
If we had collided, the fireball would have 
claimed all of us. I saw red. I screeched to 
a halt, blocking the road completely. He 
jumped out of his truck and I grabbed him 
before he could say a word and gave him a 
sound beating. Then Ijumped back into my 
truck and drove away." Her eyes gleam with 
memory. 

At the age of 17, Durga got married 
and moved to Udaipur. Her husband was 
supportive of her career. He encouraged 
her to study so she completed her BSc and 
then her MA. "To the world I might have 

been a village girl but my husband 
encouraged me to see the woman I . 
could become," she says. "I got my 
first heavy vehicle license at the age 
of 18, and I would really like to thank 
my husband first and then the Road 
Traffic Office people who helped to 
pass the test. It is· quite a difficult one. 
I was asked to reverse a truck from a 
turn because it is compulsory to test 
reversing skills specially for heavy 
vehicles, but I succeeded. Like any 
other woman, I had house work but I 
was glad to educate myself and get my 
license." 
Naval would not use the word feminist 

in describing herself but she certainly 
thinks as a feminist might. She says, "In 
India, women are considered weak; that's 
a stupid idea. Which man can give a birth 
to child? Which man can multitask the way 
every woman can, managing in-laws and 
kitchen and children?" she asks. She and her 
husband share the cooking responsibilities. 
Naval was honoured by Prime Minister Dr. 
Manmohan Singh and Sonia Gandhi but 
she stills find meeting Rajiv Gandhi one of 
the most memorable moments in her life. 

"I still remember that he said he wants 
many more Durga Navals," she says. 
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OUT OF TOWN 

RED, RED MINES 
Tonella Coutinho digs beneath the surface and explores the mining activities rampant in Goa 

R
ed is the colour of warmth and love. 
Red is the colour of romance and 
roses. For three-year-old Rashmi 
however, red is the colour of the 

world around her. Red is the colour of the 
water she drinks, her house, the trees, the 
road and the leaves. For Rashmi was born in 
Goa. That was a mistake. 

To the rest of the world, Goa may be a 
paradise on earth, the pearl of the Orient, to 
which thousands of tourist flock. Pissurlem 
is no beautiful beach village. Rashmi's 
hometown is host to one of Goa's many mine 
sites. Deep in the interiors of the state's 
beautiful hinterland, mechanical monsters 
are wreaking havoc in search of low-grade 
ore. The colour red raises its ugly head yet 
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again with the ore being exported in its 
entirety to China'. 

Ramesh Gawas, anti-mining activist 
terms it as the 'Chinese invasion' that has 
ruined the lives of his people. 

It all began the Portuguese in the 20th 
century awarding mining concessions to 
a chosen few: mainly, educated Saraswat 
Brahmins. The Goan economy depended 
on agriculture and tourism. After liberation 
from the Portuguese, mining grew due to 
several ,encouraging factors in the form 
of subsidies and lenient policies that were 
ostensibly meant to encourage development 
and provide employment opportunities in 
a state where industry had never been of 
much importance. (The colonial encounter 

between Portugal and India was never 
couched in terms ot' industry although 
Fatima Silva Gracias does show that in 
the last two decades before 1961, mining 
activities expanded considerably.) Even then 
these mining lords, by branching out into 
other sectors including media, education, 
and politics, have managed to violate all 
laws creating irreversible damage to the 
states ecology and economy. "The worst in 
road that mining has made is its control over 
the ruling and opposition political parties in 
the state" exclaims Sebastion Rodrigues, a 
prominent anti-mining activist. 

It is only now that Goans are waking 
up to the monstrosity in their backyard. In 
the minuscule 110 km stretch from north 
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to south Goa, mining sites cover a shocking 
95 km. The statistics show 606 applications 
for mining leases, not forgetting the existing 
100 mines already present. This is just the 
tip of the iceberg. 'These mines are being 
run by a few individuals, as a people we 
can overthrow them. However, they cannot 
be stopped as they have the backing of 
our political leaders. They, themselves are 
running huge mining sites that bring in 
millions,' says Gawas. 'The minister for 
mining has a mining lord for a son-in-law, 
the health minister is also into mining, what 
respite can we hope for?' asks 38 year old 
Suresh Velip, a villager from Shirgao, one of 
the many affected villages. 

In order to understand the mining 
scenario in Goa there are several factors 
that have to be noted. The first is that Goa 
produces 60 per cent of India's iron ore. 
The foreign currency earnings amount to 
Rs 1000 crores per annum. The mining 
methods are crude in the extreme. Two 
to three tonnes of ore must be removed 
for a tonne of iron to be extracted. 
Mining companies have had an unstated 
policy of suppressing opposition. Goan 
mining is largely open cast mining. 
Highly sophisticated machinery is used, 
thus negating the claim of generating 
employment to the locals. The little 
employment that is generated is in the 
form of hiring truck drivers. These truck 
drivers, mostly young men from the village 
make a quick and big buck, leading to loss 
of driving force of opposition against the 
mining. In the process of extracting ore, 
machines penetrate deep into the earth to 
seek more ore, more often than not they 
go below sea level. What results of this 
thoughtless action is that it hits the aquifer. 
The areas groundwater gets collected in the 
gigantic pits created leading to surrounding 
springs and wells running totally dry. In 
the monsoons, the condition worsens with 
the rain bringing the iron rich silt into the 
vast low lying fields thus, rendering them 
infertile. 'We used to produce two crops a 
year and run a dairy farm. I have nothing 
to feed my cattle. I have lost my source of 
income. For the first time in so many years 
someone from my family had to search for 
work elsewhere.' says 45 year old Manguesh 
Gawas of Pissurlem. The runoff from the 
hills finds its way into rivers and stream 

~ causing heavy siltation and bloodying the 
:i! waters with the red earth. What arises is 
~ a complex situation. Houses in Pissurlem 
« 
:i! village are lined with the household trucks 
~ where bicycles once stood next to their 
~ blue barrels that the mining company 
co 
z fills with water as compensation for dry 
~ wells. Temples are donated, health centres 
« 
~ are opened, bus stops built to pacify the 
~ villagers. The roads connecting the villages 
...J 

...J are clouded in red dust making it dangerous 

to ply on the roads with speeding trucks 
brimming with iron ore. 'These trucks are 
violating the norms set by the transport 
department and getting away scot-free' 
states Gawas. If penalized correctly the 
state would have 260 crores in its account. 

Besides its well marketed beaches Goa's 
beauty also lies in its forests, home to some 
of the most unique and endangered flora 
and fauna. The Western Ghats have been 
declared as one of the 12 ecological hotspots 
on the planet. Yet encroachments into this 
area are carried out undauntedly. Violating 
the Indian forest act, mining operations 
have ignored the buffer zone and started 
mining within the wildlife sanctuary. 

The worst affected are the local 
Scheduled Tribes and Scheduled Castes who 
are a weak minority pitted against powerful 
mine lords. Besides their livelihood, it's their 
health that is facing the brunt. Tuberculosis 
and other respiratory diseases have sprung 
up amongst the once healthy villagers. With 
the ostensible health centre's reporting 
unconnected cases of cataract, misleading 
those trying to monitor the impact on health. 
While the state plays the blame game on who 

. needs to pull the strings on this private run 
enterprise, several activists are mobilizing 
forces. The Goa Foundation run by Claude 
Alvares has shouldered the responsibility to 
monitor these encroachments and taken on 
the steep challenge of getting legal justice 
through public interest litigation. With the 
media hesitantly giving coverage, there 
appears to be a silver lining to this dense 
cloud of doubt. 

People's movements havce taken to 
streets exploding the myth of the sussegad 
Goenkar (laidback Goan). The awareness 
created acts as a catalyst for change in the 
system. "Our struggles are not just to stop 
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mining. It is a second liberation from our 
oppressors. Our freedom was just a transfer 
of power. Unless the rule of the minority 
(Brahmins, caste being the determining 
factor in almost everything Indian) is 
overthrown, problems like mining will 
never truly be addressed" says Sebastion 
Rodrigues. In the recent past, women from 
the Colomb village were forced to resort to 
a roadblock, stopping trucks from passing 
through the village. 

Domen D'souza and Milagres Antao are 
two such farmers who stood up against this 
modern day exploitation. The frustration 
caused by their fields producing half of 
what they had the potential for compelled 
them to protest. The local media, run by 
mining lords, has been forced to cover the 
developments in the interiors, even if their 
coverage is far from full or fair. A part of the 
credit for this change goes to the entry of The 
Times of India, which has no local links to 
the mining profits and began to cover the 
protests. This forced the hand of the other 
newspapers. 

The people are stirring from their 
hibernation. The Goenche Xettkaranche 
Ekvott (Goan Farmers Association) has 
started conducting free 'Picnics with a 
difference' to the mining belt to create 
awareness and mobilize forces. These 
movements have been faced with strong 
opposition, with the accused resorting 
to physical violence and threats to life. 
However, even this doesn't seem to hinder 
these movements from progressing. They 
believe in the desperation of their cause 
and will fight till it had been brought to a 
halt. 'The mining lobby claim that it is the 
backbone of the Goan Economy, but at what 
cost is my question?' asks Ramesh Gawas as 
he writes yet another RTI application. 
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ORPHANED BY 
THE NATION 
The orphans of Bhopal have been fighting for several years for 
their right to a dignified life; Shraddha Bhargava follows the trail of 
broken promises. 

.. M y parents held my hands 
and we ran like animals, 
trying to find a place 
to breathe, looking 

frantically for clean air. My eyes were burning 
and I couldn't see anything. It was hazy all 
over; the poison was in the air. Nobody knew 
what has to be done. Everybody was just 
running leaving their homes. I was seven 
years old at that time but still those moments 
of death all around, still run in front of my 
eyes. My parents and brother died. My sister 
Neelofar and I were left on the street," says 
Shahid Noor, 34, one of the survivors of the 
Bhopal Gas Tragedy. Neelofar is now 27. 
In 1984, more than 20,000 people were 
killed when deadly methyl isocyanides 
gas was released from the Union Carbide 
India Limited pesticide plant. Shahid and 
Neelofar's parents were two of the victims, 
leaving them orphans. 

Noor and the other orphans created 
Bhopal KiAwaaz, an organisation that works 
for the rights of survivors of the tragedy. The 
orphans have been fighting for employment 
since 1993. At the time of the disaster, the 
members of Bhopal Ki Awaaz were aged 
between 6 months and 13 years. In the last 
19 years they have met President Shankar 
Dayal Sharma, Prime Minister Manmohan 
Singh, UPA minister Sonia Gandhi, four 
Chief Ministers -Digvijay Singh, Babulal 
Gaur, Uma Bharti and Shivraj Singh 
Chauhan and many other ministers. All of 
these officials have promised employment, 
but despite all these promises the orphans 
are still unemployed or forced to work for 
extremely low wages. On 7th July 2003, 
they went on a hunger strike for six days to 
draw attention to the issue of employment 
and on 13th July, the State Government 
of Madhya Pradesh assured financial 
assistance for the orphans. On 11 August 
2004, The Bhopal Gas Tragedy Relief and 
Rehabilitation Department informed the 
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orphans that their request for employment 
had been rejected. 

According to letter No.R-854/20003/47 
dated 21st May 2003, from department of 
Bhopal Gas Tragedy Relief & Rehabilitation, 
action was to be taken within a fortnight 
and a report was to be submitted by 15 June, 
2003, but none of this has happened. For 
years while they were children, successive 
state governments treated them as mascots, 
trotting them in and out of public functions, 
but there has been no government response 
to their pleas for help. 

The official records are contradictory. 
One maintains that only 28 children were 
orphaned, while another says that the figure 
stands at 19 children. Irrespectively nothing 
much has been done to alleviate their 
situation. Over the years, sickness, poverty 
and injustice have taken their toll on the gas 
victims. "Sunil was one of the most active 
members of our organization. He committed 
suicide a few years back. Some survivors 
like Sunil have taken the extreme step of 
committing suicide after losing all hope." 
says Shahid Noor sadly. 

Aside from employment, the promise to 
clean the poisonous land around the factory 
premises is one of the many promises made 
to gas victims residing around the UCIL 
factory. Dr. Sathinath Sarangi, member of 
Bhopal Group of Information and Action 
and founder of Sambhavna Trust has been 
fighting for justice for the Gas victims. He 
initially came to Bhopal as a volunteer in 
the aftermath of the disaster and went on 
to become a part of a victim's organization, 
helping in their fight for justice. According 
to Sarangi, the environmental disaster and 
the toxic contamination of soil and ground 
water in and around the union carbide 
factory in Bhopal is due to reckless dumping 
of hazardous waste that started well before 
the gas disaster. Union Carbide had leased 
land from the Madhya Pradesh government 

on the condition that the land would be 
returned in its original condition. During the 
operation of the factory from 1969 to 1979, all 
waste generated was dumped in 21 unlined 
pits within the factory premises. From 1979 
onwards all effluents were dumped in the 
solar evaporation ponds that started leaking 
their toxic contents in 1982. 

According to the "polluter pays principle", 
Union Carbide is legally liable for the toxic 
contamination of the ground water and soil 
in and around the Bhopal factory for over 
a dozen scientific studies including those 
carried out in 2009 by the Centre for Science 
and Environment. A study by the Central 
Pollution Control Board shows that the 
ground water is contaminated by chemicals 
and heavy metals that cause cancers, birth 
defects and damage to the kidneys, liver, 
lungs and brain. In 2001, the Dow Chemical 
Company, USA took over Union Carbide and 
is thus, currently liable for the cleanup of this 
contamination according to the principle of 
successor liability. The factory is dilapidated 
today and entry is prohibited without 
permission from the respective authority. 
Huge metal pipes and tanks lie rusting and 
crumbling. 

On 6 November 2010, about 100 
survivors of Bhopal gas disaster and those 
affected by ground water contamination 
caused by Union Carbide's hazardous waste 
staged a demonstration outside the Union 
Carbide Factory in Bhopal demanding that 
President Obama meet with them in Delhi to 
ensure that Union Carbide & Dow Chemical 
obey Indian laws. 

Last year's verdict was another blow 
for the victims. Despite, Chief Minister 
Shivraj Singh Chauhan's announcement 
that he would file an appeal against the 
disappointing verdict in the Bhopal gas 
tragedy case, the victims are unconvinced. 

"I took a loan for my studies and 
treatment, as the 23,000 of compensation 
money could only be taken when I became 
major. Until then we were dependent on 
my relatives for livelihood. Around eight big 
hospitals have been made in the name for 
the treatment for Gas Victims but nothing 
happens. Private people get more attention 
because they pay more fees. Lot of big 
machines are being brought for treatment 
but it's of no use as the treatment rarely 
reaches to slum dwellers around the UCIL, 
who were mainly affected by the gas leak," 
says Noor. 

Those fighting for the rights of the 
orphans of the tragedy still hold out hope. 
"The fact that a mighty corporation such as 
Dow chemical has not been able to make any 
significant investment in the country for the 
last 9 years because of the ongoing struggle 
of the Bhopal victims and their supporters 
gives me a lot of hope that our struggle will be 
victorious.", declares Sarangi, emphatically. 
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OUT OF TOWN 

DOES THE NORTH-EAST 
BELONG IN INDIA? 
Leilah Zeenat Hazarika asks some tough questions 

I 
first discovered that 'we' were seen as 
'different' when we moved to Chandigarh. 
I was 16, and rather surprised when 
we were visited at lunchtime by Mrs 

Khunjoo, who lived in the next apartment. 
Surprised because we don't generally expect 
visitors at lunchtime. Certainly not visitors 
who spring lithely over the balconies as Mrs 
Khunjoo did. 

"Will you have lunch?" my mother, ever
hospitable, asked her, the first time she 
manifested. 

"No, no, sister," she said. "I just want to 
see." 

''What do you want to see?" I asked. 
"No, please, just what you are eating?" 
She advanced upon our table. My mother 

uncovered our serving dishes. 
''Arre!'' said Mrs Khunjoo. "Rice? Dal?" 
We do these things. We eat rice and dal 

but Mrs Khunjoo was hoping that she would 
see something more exotic. 

"Do people from Nagaland really eat 
dogs? " asked Mrs Vaidya, my landlady when 
she first learnt that I was from the North 
East. She was offended when I walked out 
of the room. Mrs Vaidya (named changed 
to protect the innocent, namely me) failed 
to even realise that what she said could be 
offensive. Mrs Vaidya represents mainland 
India's opinion about the seven states of 
North East India. But at least she has given 
me a place to stay. Many other North-Eastern 
students have been turned away because 
they don't "look like us." The othering is 
institutional. Don't believe it? Consider this. 

One of India's proudest moments 
was at the opening ceremony of the XIX 
Commonwealth Games. The Indian 
contingent marched in led by Abhinav 
Bindra proudly carrying our Indian flag. 
Before him, the signboard holder was 
wearing the Mizo tradition puanchei dress. 

z Such a proud moment for the North East to 
5i be finally recognised at an event of this scale. 
~ The very next morning The Times of India 
U) front page had a photograph of the Indian 
z 
~ contingent with the caption: ''All the teams 
3 were led out by girls wearing saris in different 
~ styles, except for the Indian team, which was 
~ heralded by a girl in a Naga dress." So much 
~ for a "knowledgeable" leading daily. 
a:: g No North Eastern student in a mainland 
S metropolitan city would be surprised by this 
~ sheer ignorance. It has become a part of their 

lives and an accepted fact that they do not 
belong here. Nor has the mainland made 
them feel like they're part of this country. 
Hundreds of students come every year from 
the North East to seek admission in Delhi 
University. The joy of seeking admission is 
often cut short by the difficulties faced in 
the capital. Racial discrimination, language 
barriers, sexual harassment and trouble 
finding accommodation are only some of the 
numerous problems. 

"How do you guys contribute to the 
economy besides tea and a few bombs to seek 
attention?" says an educated, upper middle 
class boy in a conversation we had about the 
various states in India. Of course, it did not 
matter that just one state, Assam, produces 
55 per cent ofIndia's tea and 60 per cent of its 
plywood and a substantial part of its crude 
oil. Of course, he failed to name three out of 
the seven states. Of course, he didn't even 
care to know the names of the capitals. His 
attitude was clear; how did it matter? 

"With a name like Ass-am, what do you 
guys expect?" he says. Ha ha. "Have you 
ever been to the North-East?" I asked. ''Are 
you nuts?" he asks, this brave mainlander, 
always willing to mock the name of a state 
to a woman. "Dude, I might' get killed or 
abducted or something." But then I don't 
expect much better from him. He thinks 
Muslims should "go back where they came 

from". (I won't go into what it is like to be 
Muslim and North-Eastern. Not enough 
room. Not enough time.) 

To the mainland, the seven states of the 
North-East are 'sisters'. This term reeks of 
paternalism, a patriarchal way of reducing 
seven independent and diverse states into a 
single identity. This is why I get really angry 
when the media talks about the problems of 
the North-East. Manipur is not Assam. The 
problems of Meghalaya are different from 
the problems of Arunachal. Trying to work 
out a single solution that will be inclusive is 
like trying to find one cure for all ailments. 

If Shabana Azmi decides to fast for the 
rights of slum dwellers, the media arrive. 
Politicians make promises. And within a 
week, Ms Azmi can return to her biriyani. 
Meanwhile, Irom Sharmila has entered 
the eleventh year of her superhuman fast, 
protesting the indefensible Armed Forces 
Special Powers Act (AFSPA) that has 
been imposed in Manipur and most of the 
Northeast since 1980.The Act allows the 
army to arrest or shoot anyone on the mere 
suspicion that someone has committed or 
was about to commit a cognisable offence. 
The Act also prohibits any legal or judicial 
proceedings against army personnel without 
the sanction of the Central Government. Is 
this how India wants to treat its citizens? Even 
as the entire country marks the anniversary 
of Mumbai 26/11, most mainland Indians 
remain ignorant of the fact that hundreds 
of their brothers and sisters die every year of 
government action, 

Some argue that it is the sheer physical 
isolation that makes it possible for the North 
East to drop off the radar on the mainland. 
States like Tripura and Mizoram aren't even 
connected by the railways let alone any other 
form of infrastructural and educational 
development. Nitin Gokhale, an NDTV 
journalist who has covered the North East 
says, "Physical isolation from the mainland 
has aggravated the already existing mental 
quarantine". So we don't even exist and if we 
do we're not part ofIndia. 

What does it take to qualifY to be an 
Indian? When Nehru spoke about our tryst 
with destiny, was he thinking of the North 
East? When the Jana Gana Mana was 
adopted as the National Anthem, did anyone 
think of the North East? Is anyone thinking 
right now? 
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OUT OF TOWN 

HARVA 
CALLING 
For all those who thought of 
Business Process Outsourcing 
as an urban phenomenon, 
Poonam Choudhary provides 
a rethink from Harva where 
India's first rural BPO employs 
only women. 

F
or the first time in history there is 
a rural BPO, in Tikli Akilampur 
a few km from Gurgaon, which 
employs only women. The BPO has 

been started by a company called Harva, 
which aims to "assist rural India to access 
and harness the opportunities that urban 
India / local environment offers for a better 
quality oflife," as their website www.harva. 
co.in puts it. 

The idea of launching a rural BPO 
in India came from Ajay Chaturvedi, an 
engineer and management graduate from 
USA. But it wasn't a walk in the park. It was 
not easy to convince 500 village women to 
work in what looked suspiciously like an 
urban environment. 

The company met with their families 
and tried to explain how it would improve 
their lives. But there are still some women 
who are not allowed to work despite being 
selected. 

"I would love to work and be independent 
like any other urban girl of India but my 
father will not let me," says Mamta, a 23-
year-old. "I am really upset, as the girls 
from my neighbourhood are selected too 
and have family support as well." 

Harva also had to make some 
adjustments to suit the requirements of 
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their new work force. Working hours, for 
example, have been kept flexible. The idea 
of educational qualifications has also been 
jettisoned. 

"In the selection test, all we look for is 
alphabet knowledge in English apart from 
a desire to learn," says Chaturvedi. 

The women themselves were startled 
to find that they would be working with 
computers but their sense of empowerment 
and pride is now apparent. Mala Yadav, 
who now earns Rs 2,500 per month, said, 
"Till a few months back, I had not seen 
a computer, now after the three-month 
training, I feel like I am working in an urban 
office right in the middle ofthe village and 
that too with my limited education. I am so 
happy." 

It has also produced a paradigm shift 
in the next generation and a new sense of 
what an independent income in the family 
can provide. Raju Kumar who is studying 
in sixth grade is proud of her mother 
Shakuntala Devi. "Now I do not have to 
bother about my studies as my mother is 
earning, my father does not give us enough 
money to fulfil the requirements. When I 
grow up even I will work in a big company 
made of glass", Raju said. 

The company started in March 2010, 

and dreams of making women of rural 
India computer savvy. This may seem like 
a pipe dream but if you look again, it might · 
not be. Take Maalti Devi, for example. The 
28-year-old had never seen a computer 
before joining Harva. Now the machine 
no longer overawes her. "It is just another 
tool," she says nonchalantly. She is making 
money for herself as well as her family. 

As any BPO does, Harva provides a 
pick-up and drop service which gives its 
workers a sense of security as well. Next in 
line are centres at Taudu and Sohna, two 
other villages in the district. According 
to Chaturvedi, rural women take to 
computers quickly. They have a passion to 
learn. "I have worked in various countries. 
I always wanted to start a company which 
aims at tapping talent from the rural sector 
in the fields of community-based farming 
initiatives, rural BPO opportunities and 
micro-finance," says Chaturvedi. 

The cyber highway which ran only 
through cities and seemed to be dominated 
by men is now running through a village 
in Haryana. If Harva has its way, it will 
soon provide employment to 5,000 women 
across the rural sector of Haryana and 
Bihar in the next four years and then it 
might run past a village close to you. 
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DONKEY TALES 
When fishes flew and forests walked and figs grew upon thorn, 
some moment when the moon was blood, G K Chesterton wrote, 
the donkey was born. But the humble beast of burden has some 
modern-day fans too. Ishitaa Sher reports from the Dharma 
Donkey Sanctuary, Nanded-Sangroli. 

W
hat differentiates Sarita 
Kaushik, a resident of Badli 
Industrial Area in northwest 
Delhi, from tHe rest of her 

locality is the fact that she is the proud owner 
of a donkey. She calls him Chutku. He has 
been with her for the past three years. 

"It was an impulse. I got him from 
my village near Kamal, a small town in 
Haryana," recalls the 32-year-old. Her 
husband was unimpressed and her in-laws 
less than enthusiastic about their daughter
in-Iaw'scratching a donkey's silken ears. But 
Kaushik was not to be dissuaded. 

all the people in the area. Unlike other stray 
donkeys that roam on the roads around the 
Delhi railway station or the brick kilns and 
construction sites of the capital, Chutku 
enjoys princely treatment at home. He is fed 
radish leaves, corn, fresh grass, homemade 
hot chapattis and vegetable soup. 

Kaushik was then a housewife; the family 
lived on her husband's income but after she 
got her pet, she had to start working in order 

« to feed Chutku. She didn't want to ask her 

Kaushik doesn't feel the urge to have her 
own biological child. "I am happy to have 
Chutku in my life," she maintains. This is 
one of the many reasons for the tiffs between 
her and the family. In the next five years, she 
dreams of opening a shelter for homeless 
donkeys in Delhi. She has started saving 
money towards that end. 

Kaushik would be happy to know that 
there is a donkey shelter: The Dharma 
Donkey Sanctuary (DDS). It is in the 
Nanded-Sagroli district in the state of 
Maharashtra and it looks after old and 
ailing donkeys. Situated on 16 acres of 
semi-forest area, the sanctuary is peaceful 
and protected. During the winters, the 
14 donkeys who live here are moved to 
comparatively warmer places in the nearby 
villages. "We can't let them roam free," says 
Pramod Deshmukh, who describes himself 
as the karta-dharta (general manager) of the 
sanctuary. "Otherwise they might be killed 
by wild bears." 
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husband for money. "For him, Chutku was a 
waste of time and money. I had to work as 
a babysitter for people residing in adjoining 
areas such as Rohini and Naharpur," says 
Kaushik. What she earns, she spends on 
Chutku; on his food and vaccines. 

"When people can have dogs, cats, 
horses, monkeys, different kinds of birds and 
what not as pets, why can't I keep a donkey?" 
she asks rhetorically. " 

According to her, Chutku is a lovable and 
friendly donkey, who has won the hearts of 
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Diagnostic and treatment camps attract 
villagers from far and wide. The area, 
Deshmukh explains, is poor "People cannot 
afford veterinary care for donkeys," he says. 
"To them, the donkey is a beast of burden. It 
is forced to do more work than its weak body 
can handle. And because a donkey doesn't 
cost much-somewhere between Rs 5,000 to 
7,000 as opposed to a ponny that might cost 
somewhere between Rs 10,000 to 15,000 
or buffalo for Rs 20,000 to 25,000-they 
are not looked after well . Children in small 
villages beat donkeys just for fun and find 
this extremely entertaining. 

"I have observed that even people who 
come to DDS for a normal checkup of their 
donkeys behave oddly," Deshmukh adds. 
"They hide their faces or urge us not to 
register their names and addresses." 

He wants to spread awareness regarding 
the .same in the camps being organized by 
the shelter. 

"If a donkey is found on the road and the 
police take charge of it, the owner will have to 
pay a fine so high, that it generally is cheaper 
to buy a new donkey. And so, many donkeys 
are abandoned, tied up outside the police 
station, left to die or admitted to our hospital 
at Parel," says Colonel (Retd.) J C Khanna, 
secretary of the Society for the Prevention of 
Cruelty to Animals. 

This enrages Pramod Deshmukh. He 
says, "Donkeys are loving and harmless 
animals. The problem lies in the fact that 
they are made fun of and considered to be 
low. Initially when I used to tell people that 
I work for donkey welfare, they would laugh 
and ask what I do for living." 

Rita Vazirani is the chairperson of DDS 
and has been associated with it since the time 
the cornerstone of the sanctuary was laid by 
the renowned environmentalist and animal 
lover Maneka Gandhi. "My love for donkeys 
always makes people raise their eyebrows. A 
lot of them even think that I am some kind of 
lunatic who catches donkeys from Mumbai 
roads and sends them to a sanctuary. It is a 
tough job but I love it." 

DDS seems to be the only association 
that works specifically for donkeys. "We 
collect donkeys who have been abandoned 
from areas such as Malad, Thane, Mulund, 
Virar, Vashi, Vasai, etc." says Vazirani. ''An 
abandoned donkey is at risk in the city. They 
often hurt themselves by grazing on waste 
that has plastic bags, razor blades, broken 
glass, needles and syringes mixed in with 
it. We adopt these animals and give them a 
place to recover." 

More Chutkus? The constraints of city 
life make the donkey as a pet seem difficult. 
Perhaps the answer is a more caring attitude 
to the rest of the world. For the concept of 
'Vasudaiva kutumbam' the whole world as a 
family, should not be read to include just the 
humankind. 
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THEGOAN 
WAY OF LIFE 
ON STAGE 
The folk form called tiatr is essentially Goan, 
even if it was born in Mumbai. Maleeva Rebello, 
also born in Mumbai, takes her seat in the stalls. 

can't speak fluent Konkani. I don't know much about 
Goa. But what I do know is that my father, Mario Rebello, 
now 52 years young, grew up on tiatr, one of the many 
folk forms of the state I come from but from which I. have 
been disconnected, having been born and brought up in 
Mumbai. My father believes tiatr is "the Goan way of life 
on the stage." Intrigued, I started watching tiatrs, tiatr cds, 
talking to people who watched the taitr and the tiatrist 
themselves. As I explored I discovered not just more about 
the tiatr, but also more about a culture that was strange to 

me, more about-my culture. What I discovered was far from what 
I had perceived. After all, the first tiatr was staged by Lucazinho 
Ribeiro named Italian Burgo (the Italian boy) in 1892 in the city of 
Mumbai. And though tiatr lives and breathes in Goa, it is still alive 
and well in the city of its birth. 

·Enter Rangsharda, Mangeshkar Hall in Mumbai or Ravindra 
Bhavan and Kala Academy in Goa and if you happen to find a 
majority of Goan Roman Catholics rolling in laughter or attentively 
listening to every word-then you are most likely to be at a tiatr. "A 
tiatr," according to Cassia Colaso, 58, a housewife and tiatr lover, "is 
an all-Goan affair. You always find 
Goans in a majority there." 

Abandplayinginapit, a stage with 
the curtain closed. An announcement 
saying, 'Mogaal tiatr pollenaranom, 
thodeach velant tiatr suru zaupak 
asa. Upkar magtam tumin soglim 
ap aplea boskea ghieat' (Please take 
your seats the tiatr is going to start 
soon). People talk in Konkani as they 
hurry to their seats-men and women 
in their middle ages and some even 
older. The curtain rises and generally 
a song and dance sequence starts off the evening. The relationship of 
this kantar or song marks the difference between the two forms of 
tiatr: khell tiatr and tiatr itself. Isidore Dantas, a well-known writer 
of tiatr scripts and books on tiatr, says, '~ tiatr blends song and dance 
with a narrative based on social, political or religious issues. The 
songs in it are not related to the content of the main drama." Dantas 
adds, "Khell tiatr, on the other hand, was earlier only performed at 
festive occasions and had songs that were related to the main drama 
of the play. Khell has its roots in street plays." The late Alfred Rose 
was the first to stage a khell tiatr in Bombay. With the form becoming 
more popular, it began to be called 'the Non-Stop Show'. 

The basic form of the tiatr is one that is made of six or seven 
acts called podd'ddo (curtain). It has about 10 to 14 songs (kantars) 

1128 VOICES 

interspersed in the play. A kantar could be a solo, duet, trio or a quarto 
depending on the number of people singing. But every tiatr will have 
at least one of each. 

"The entire essence of a tiatr," according to director, comedian 
and tiatr writer Prince Jacob is, "hitting where it hurts. I always base 
my tiatrs on topics and themes I observe in my surroundings. This 
seems to help me hit bull's eye with most of my tiatrs. I can tell if a tiatr 
is successful or not on the first day of the performance itself." 

Born Minguel Jacob Carmo Louis Fernandes, he later came to. 
be known as Prince Jacob when Fr. Antonio Pereira christened 
him prince to the king of comedy-Jacinto Vaz, a famous Konkani 

tiatrist in the 1980's. Prince Jacob 
says, "I tried to create a world record 
of tiatrs with the letter P-Peddo 
(gravedigger), Padre (priest), Pinzrem 
(cage) etc to name a few and the letter 
R later on like Raggot (blood), Raza
Rani (king and queen), Rodnaka 
(don't cry), etc. But then I quit that 
aim as the application letter to the 
Guinness Book did not reach." 

A comedian who is a class apart, 
Prince Jacob often comes to Mumbai 
with his troupe. Comedy Supremo 

Humberto as he is popularly known as is the side-kick and brother 
of Prince Jacob. "Comedy is spontaneous and Humbet always has a 
knack for that and always takes the script forward. Scripting comedy 
is very difficult," said Prince Jacob. But he says the joy of making 
others happy helps. 

"Though Prince Jacob's tiatrs are comedy heavy they surely are 
in no way emotionally or dramatically weak," says Belinda Jacques, 
47, a teacher from Margaon, Goa. Her husband Cajetan Jacques, 
60, a purser, adds, "But it is Rose Ferns who is the King of Morals. A 
Rose Ferns tiatr always leaves the audience with a moral besides the 
entertainment and fun that it provides along the way." 

Rose Ferns whose real name happens to be-Antonio Rosario 
Fernandes is also known as the King of Centuries, as his plays Thapott 
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(slap) completed 230 shows, Arso (mirror) and Xezari (neighbor) 
completed hundred shows each. His play Baulem (doll) had hundred 
shows all sold out even before it got released. Rose Ferns, a tiatr 
writer, actor and also Vice President of the Tiatr Academy in Goa is 
a strong believer in the conservation of the form of the tiatr. He said, 
"A curtain differentiates a tiatr from a natak. It is like a bride to me 
and we need to keep it that way-all dressed 
up and beautiful forever." 

Any art according to tiatr writer, director, 
actor and President of the Tiatr academy in 
Goa, Tomazinho Cardoza has to adapt to 
modern times. The tiatr in Cardoza's views 
should reflect society on stage. Diana Alemao, 
62, an avid tiatr-watcher from Goa said, 
"Tiatrs have a lot of visual masala. I love the 
way they combine modern and traditional 
themes. The messages they give are also very 
relevant." Martin Lobo, 68, a retired merchant 
navy officer· said, "From the good old days 
when I watched tiatrs at St. Mary's, Mazagaon 
or Matoshri at Dhobitalao, the tiatr has come 
a long way." Olivia Rodrigues, 75, another tiatr 
lover added, "Tiatrs have dealt with various 
issues. Some of the tiatrs that I liked are--Zaiat Zage (Wake up) by 
Prince Jacob in 2005 which urged Goans to wake up, unite or to 
perish; Goencho Sahib (Patron Saint of Goa) based on the life of St. 
Francis Xavier. Kednam Uttolo (When will you get up)-the latest 
play I saw urged people to wake up and realise their rights which 
touched me very deeply." 

Tomazinho Cardoza said, "Tiatr is either commercial or non
commercial. Most tiatrs are commercial. But I try very hard to 
do non-commercial tiatrs-money is not important to me. I care 
deeply for the aesthetics of the form." A tiatr needs to have a stage in 
Cardoza's view and hence he does not perform in villages due to the 
unavailability of proper equipment there. 

The entire debate of whether tiatr is a folk form or not has been 
on for a long time. Prince Jacob feels, "The debate is redundant, the 
important thing is that people enjoy the tiatr and learn something 
valuable-hopefully a lesson for life." More than that Tomazinho 
Cardoza considers a tiatr to be experimental theater. Rose Ferns 
agreed with Prince Jacob and Cardoza, ''A tiatr has to have both 
originality and yet the capacity to cater to the tastes of the people." 

A tiatr looks to be an impressive performance by actors who 
almost flawlessly deliver their dialogues and sing songs as well as 
dance to them. The song may be totally unrelated to the play but yet 
it deals with issues that the writer has observed in society and has 
chosen to address. 

Tiatrists say that they consider their performances a service to 
society. Tiatr actress, Annie Quadros said, "Watching a tiatr is very 
easy but acting is quite tough. We do twenty to twenty five rehearsals 
before the show." The power pact performances of Quadros in 
tiatrs such as Padri where she plays the widowed mother with great 
conviction or the dominating sarpanch's role in Zaiat Zage are 
testaments to the efforts put in by tiatrists. Quadros revealed, 'We 
need to also remember the entire script; as one line not being said 
can create problems in the flow of the story. Unlike in film, we do not 
have the option of a re-take." Jonathan Baptista, 14, a child tiatrist 
who acted in a tiatr called Tez (acid) based on the life of boarders 
in a boarding said, "Preparation was a one month process. Acting 
is something natural, a talent. It was stressful but I managed it and 
learnt a lot in the process about tiatr and acting." 

Isidore Dantas feels, "Tiatrist have a skill that enables them to 
playa variety of roles with ease." This is true of Prince Jacob in the 
Konkani adaptation of the Marathi play-Sahi re Sahi where he plays 
four different roles. Sushila Pereira, 50, a clerk from Mumbai said, 
"In Rupnnem (mask) Jacob was so convincing, that there were times 
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that I asked my husband, 'Is that Jacob too? '" Prince Jacob revealed 
that he and his troupe watched the original play at least ten times 
before their own performance. Jacob said, "I wanted my actors to 
get a sense of what they had to live up to. Many people who watched 
both versions came and told me that our version was better than the 
original." "The way Jacob played the four roles was really amazing, he 

changed his clothes, way of talking, walking, 
etc in the process," said Daisy Mascarenhas, 
37, a housewife from Goa who has watched 
many a tiatr. 

All tiatrists have to face the problem of 
choosing to either write for the audience or 
for themselves. "My stories have 60 per cent of 
it written for myself and 40 per cent written 
for the audience. I always have a mantra of 
60 per cent story and 40 per cent comedy. 
People prefer vulgarity today but I want my 
tiatrs to be decent, fit for the family audience 
that watches it and so I write with all these in 
my mind," said Rose Ferns a firm believer in 
morality. ''A tiatr writer should not fear taking 
risks. Tiatr is all about being innovative and 
trying out new things, being a trend setter," 

said Tomazinho Cardoza who firmly believes in improving the 
standard of the Goan tiatr. 

Innovation in tiatr has come in the form of revolving stages, 
special effects, a screen in the middle with flash backs shown on 
it, magic, puppet shows, dogs acting, etc. All tiatrist however feel 
sticking to the form of the tiatr is very important. 

n the stage the actors freeze and the audience 
claps as a lesson is learnt, a message received. 
The curtain closes and the music plays as the 
final song is sung. "The end of a tiatr always 
provides me with a new way of thinking 
and understanding the world around me," 
said Anna Jacqueline Furtado, 63, a retired 
teacher from Goa. Michelle D'souza,. 16, a 
college student from Mumbai who watches 
tiatrs added, "The comedy and message of 

tiatr makes it a complete package. I like to go with my family." 
The tiatr is very local-Goan in its language, flavour and feel 

which contributes to its uniqueness but at the same time prevents 
it from being fully understood by non-Konkani speaking people. 
''Anyone can watch a tiatr and easily follow it," feels Annie Quadros 
but that's not really true. Like the Comedy of Manners, the tiatr too is 
a mirror that reflects society. "Tiatr writers are like social reformers 
who try to reform society through their plays," Rose Ferns maintains. 
While other forms of theatre in the country have declined the tiatr 
has increased its viewership according to Prince Jacob, Rose Ferns 
and Tomazinho Cardoza. The reason for this according to Prince 
Jacob is the inclusion of the entire Konkani-speaking belt by the 
tiatr community into the process of tiatr production. The process of 
inclusion has lead to an increase in the popularity of the tiatr. 

The tiatr has cultivated an audience for itself over the hundred 
years of its existence and due to the patronage it receives from its 
dedicated viewers, is an art form that will hopefully grow and improve 
over the next hundred years as well. The Tiatr Academy of Goa trains 
children and youngsters. But as Annie Quadros told me, "It is not only 
about young actors, but also about a young audience. Maleeva, you 
should also attend tiatrs more often." 

Should I? Would I? Can one mandate the survival of an art form? 
Can one make a moral issue out of the use of one's leisure time? Or is it 
a series of choices? The space between Goa and me grows and widens 
each day. And yet, the intimacy of the tiatr, its adherence to its own 
norms, has begun to endear it to me. 

VOICES 



IN CASTE 
IRON CHAINS. 

BHIMAYANA: EXPERIENCES OF UNTOUCHABILITY. 
AUTHOR: SRIVIDYA NATRAJAN, S. ANAND. 
ILLUSTRATED BY: DURGABAI VYAM, SURESH VYAM. 

The life and work of Bhimrao Ramji Ambedkar 
was shrouded in the conundrum of caste. Alyssa 
lobo reads the graphic biography Bhimayana. 

VOICES 

"Release me from my infirnal identity. 
Let me fall in love with these stars." 

- NAMDEO DHASAL 

he only contact that most young, urban, privileged 
persons have with the issue of caste is during 
the rush for college admissions through the « 
dialectic on reservations. Caste in modern India ~ 
is much like sex during the Victorian era: rarely 
mentioned in mainstream society, spoken of 
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in whispers in the media, revealed only in the ~ 

context of controversy or scandal. However, caste ~ 
(and caste-based atrocities) is as much a reality ~ 
today as it ever was. It is in light of these realities ~ 

0: 

that publishing house Navayana was started. Author and co-founder g 
ofNavayana, S. Anand feels that there is a vacuum in the publishing b 
industry and the media in general for material with an anti-caste ~ 



stance. It was with this idea in mind that he co authored Bhimayana, 
to make people more aware of the work and life of Ambedkar. 

Cultural theorist and art critic Ranjit Hoskote made a very 
pertinent point during the course of the discussion on the book, held 
at J nanapravaha in Fort earlier this year: "There is a tendency among 
people to think of Ambedkar as a 'Dalit' leader. However, he has 
contributed in a major way to making India what it is today." 

It is true that Ambedkar's contribution towards the building of 
the nation tends to be eclipsed by the personalities of other nationalist 
leaders like Gandhi and Nehru. This makes it even more important to 
create awareness of the great man's contribution towards the nation 
outside the context of the dalit community. 

The most striking aspect of Bhimayana is undoubtedly Durgabai 
and Subash Vyam's artwork. The couple are major personalities in 
the Pardhan Gond art movement and have also illustrated some 
children's books before. 

The Pardhan Gonds, belonging to the Gond tribal community 
from central India, are the keepers of their community's cultural 
heritage. Unfortunately, there is a tendency among mainstream 
art circles to view their work as 'traditional' art, rather than as 
contemporary art, despite the fact that they are a part of modern, 
urban India, despite the fact that they use modern materials like 
acrylics and Rotring pens and the history of their art form is barely a 
generation old and addresses contemporary concerns. 

The Vyams say that they were deeply affected by Ambedkar's 
story even as they claim that their socio-cultural milieu is not affected 
by caste. "What he went through as a child, he couldn't get water, even 
when he was older, the problems he faced at his hotel, and these really 
touched us. And despite these he was able to do something great. We 
identified with these situations.", says Durga Vyam. 

This is the couple's first graphic novel and bears the unmistakeable 
stamp of their own philosophy on art: khula, open, giving space to 
the characters. Perhaps because the Vyams are unfamiliar with the 
form of the 'graphic novel', they have succeeded in pushing the form, 
doing something radically different from what most Indian graphic 
novelists are doing today by breaking away from the idiom of western 
and manga traditions which are predominant in the form today. "I 
asked them to come in on the project because I was impressed by their 
work. I was visiting a friend of mine during Diwali, and happened to 
see their work hanging in his house. I thought it was different, and 
decided to contact them for the Ambedkar graphic biography project 
I was working on." explains Anand. 

Unfettered by the box like rigidity of traditional panelling, the 
artwork allows the story to take on a life of its own. Much like how 
Ambedkar's own struggle gave untouchables a right to a voice of their 
own. 

The novel eschews traditional, linear storytelling and 
representative artwork in favour of an oral, almost epic like narrative 
structure and the symbolic, almost surreal Gond artwork. The 
symbolic nature of the artwork allows for multiple layers of meaning 
within the story. The Vyams thus, portray young, thirsty Bhim as a fish 
seeking water and answers to the perplexing questions of caste. In 
the landscape of Bhimayana, heavy machinery sheds tears, trains are 
snakes and people manifest their inner natures through their speech 
bubbles. The line between inanimate and animate is blurred, raising 
questions about what it means to be human. A notable example is 
an incident involving a skirmish between Ambedkar's followers 
and the local Muslims over the water tank at the Daulatabad fort. 
The fort itself is a ferocious lion, ready to strike at the hapless group, 
personifying the hostility which meets dalits from all quarters of 
society and at every turn. "Most Indian graphic novelists don't have 
the perspective that the Vyams do," says Anand. "They're not pushing 
the form. We can't think like them, we've been corrupted by modern 
urban life and instant gratification." 

The crux of the story line is borrowed from Ambedkar: 
Autobiographical Notes, Navayana's inaugural publication, 
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which in turn can be found in Ambedkar's Waitingfor a Visa, the 
autobiography Ambedkar started but never finished. The book traces 
offers a series of vignettes from a childhood experience of casteism, 
up till his conversion to Buddhism. It attempts to link Ambedkar's 
life with pressing issues of casteism - "India's hidden apartheid", as 
Anand calls it. 

The book is primarily an account of Ambedkar's experiences with 
casteism. When Ambedkar went abroad he felt relieved of the burden 
of caste but he was rudely brought down to earth when despite his 
learning and qualifications, he was treated with contempt. 

Although the Vyams took some time understanding the storyline, 
they were enthusiastic about the project. It was different from what 
they had done before. "We mostly did paintings of Gods, trees, birds, 
like how we did in children's books, but this was different. We're 
looking forward to doing more different books in the future." says 
Durgabai. 

The book also highlights several aspects of the freedom struggle 
hitherto not touched upon, such as the caste bias within the freedom 
struggle and the conflict between Ambedkar and Gandhi over 
representation of dalits in the legislature. 

he tendency of people to stereotype Gond art as being 
'traditional', led many to believe that the book was 
a children's book, despite the narrative and artistic 
complexity of the book. The authors realised that this 
was primarily because of the full-page illustrations. 

The problem which the artists' faced was mainly 
in terms of structuring the narrative. 'We went 
around in circles until Subash hit upon the idea of the 

digna; it's the geometric pattern which the Gonds use to decorate the 
walls of their houses during festivals. 

The book divides Ambedkar's story into three sections, which are 
held together with a framing narrative. The framing device consists of 
a discussion between two young people: a youth on an anti- reservation 
tirade and a young woman who enlightens him about the persistence 
of caste and the importance of Ambedkar as a national figure. This 
us particularly apt as the only time issues of caste are discussed in 
the media is in terms of the reservation discourse. The fourth section 
of the book includes is an interesting graphic depiction of the artists' 
own story and their personal experiences while illustrating the novel. 
An essay on the 'making of the novel and the origins of Gond art by 
S. Anand concludes the book.It isn't often that one comes across a 
historical tale told in such as engaging, innovative way. The book's 
almost childlike simplicity in story telling is juxtaposed with the 
complex, solemn nature of the content. 

However, this book might have never seen the light of day. 
Navayana did not want to make the Vyams work without ensuring 
that they could get fair remuneration. However there were several 
problems in funding. The Indian Centre for Arts required a proposal 
directly from the artists, which was impossible since neither Durga 
nor Subash Vyam had the kind of sophisticated literary skills needed 
for poroposal writing. Finally with the start up money from a UK
based NGO and funding from the Prince Klaus Fund, they were able 
to continue their work. Once the book was complete, it was sent to 
eminent graphic artists and writers like Joe Sacco and John Berger, 
who responded favourably to both the art and the storyline. 

Right now Navayana is looking for multilingual releases. The 
Malayalam translation is out and the Telugu version is almost 
done. The publishing house is waiting for the Bengali and Marathi 
versions. They are hoping for the book to be used as a school text, thus 
introducing Ambedkar' to a younger audience. Anand's plans include 
book;; on the Buddha and Mahatma Phule, the social reformer and 
pioneer of women's education. "Our aim is to make caste a global 
issue," declares Anand. "Right now, we're a bunch of nobodies trying 
to engage with the issue of caste. We are all riding on Ambedkar." 
jokes Anand. 

VOICES 



BOOKS 

DECODING CAPITALISM. 
Anuja Abraham reviews the book- 23 Things They Don't Tell You about Capitalism 

by Ha-Joon Chang. 

Things They Don't Tell You about Capitalism 
is an extremely stimulating book. It is 
written by Ha-Joon Chang, a specialist in 
development economics and Reader in the 
Political Economy of Development at the 
University of Cambridge. Chang challenges 
the beliefs of the free market capitalism 

with the very first chapter that begins with 'there is no such thing as 
a free market'. 

Every piece of knowledge that we have about free market 
capitalism is what the market players have told us; Chang, on the 
contrary, tells us things that they would never tell us. "So, when 
free-market economists say that a certain regulation should not be 
introduced because it would restrict the 'freedom' of a certain market," 
writes the author, "they are merely 
expressing a political opinion that they 
reject the rights that are to be defended 
by the proposed law." He maintains 
right from the beginning that he is not 
anti-capitalist, but he looks at the flaws 
of the working of the capitalist society 
and how the world cannot prosper on 
these beliefs. He wants his readers to 
know that the new free-market policies 
like the liberalisation of international 
trade and investment and privatization 
of state owned industrial and financial 
firms introduced in many countries 
are based on the beliefs that the 
government intervention cannot 
improve market efficiency. 

The outcome of these policies 
brought about one of the biggest 
recessions in the year 2008. He also 
talks about how managers in a richer 
country will get paid more than a 
manager in a developing country 
even if both are at par at their work. 
He also talks about how immigration 
policies restrict more talented workers 
in finding other jobs in other countries 
even if they are willing to work for 
lower wages. 

The unique feature about 23 

Things They Don't Tell You About 
Capitalism' is that the book comes 
with a how to-go-about-it guide on the 
first page that tells the readers how to 
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read the book in seven different ways. 
If you are a beginner and know very little about capitalism 

then you the read the recommended pages and get a primer to 
the world of economics. If you want to know 'why poor countries 
are poor and how they can become richer' then you read the listed 
chapters and then the rest. There is no particular order in which 
the book has to be read. The chapters are interestingly called 
'things' and there are 23 things, or rather myths about capitalism 
that he shatters in his book. 

It keeps us on the edge as we read through each 'things' that begin 
with 'what they tell us' and counters it with 'what they don't'. in one of 
the chapters, he talks about how the washing machine has changed 
the world more than the internet has. The internet may have created a 
'borderless world', but it is the emergence of household appliances that 

have given more time for women and 
revolutionized the way women work 
and helped them step into the outside 
world, into the labour market. 

He goes on to write about how 
more education in itself will not make 
a country richer as he gives an example 
with Korea having 71 per cent literacy 
rate compared to Argentina's 91 per 
cent. Despite the significantly lower 
literacy rate, Korea has since grown 
faster than Argentina, today it is 
three times higher than Argentina. 
Chang bases his claim on the fact that 
most education does not increase the 
workers productivity either directly 
or indirectly as on-the-job training or 
apprenticeship testifies to the fact that 
how little school training is important 
for a worker's skill. 

The other interesting section in the 
book includes 'The US does not have 
the highest standard of living in the 
world', 'equality of opportunity may not 
be fair' and 'good economic policy does 
not require good economists'. 

Chang pricks at the right wing 
theories and lays down eight principles 
at the end of his book on to 'how 
to rebuild the world economy' that 
contradict the (capitalist) economic 
wisdom upheld since the last decade. 
This book has got some rave reviews 
and this is another one. 
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A FULLER VIEW 
OF ISLAM. 

Marina Kidwai reviews the book "A world without Islam" 
by Graham E. Fuller. 

II -1111!... his book is not a narrative but instead an 
argument", this sentence tells us what A 
World without Islam has to offer. The book 
is not a collection of events, one unfolding 
after the other, in a linear pattern. However, 
it offers the audience an alternative way 
to look at history. As the title of the book 

suggests, it tries to examine how the world would have been, if there 
had been no Islam. The book does not intend to demean the status of 
Islam as a religion rather just presents imaginary contours to see how 
things would have been, if Islam had not come up at all as a religion. 
The book explains how Islam was a great mediating factor in the 
relations of the western world with the eastern world. It traces the very 
roots of the Islamic religion, how it came up, how it was propagated 
and how its evolution happened on similar tracks as Christianity. 

In some ways this is a good corrective to the kind of clash of 
civilisations rhetoric that has come out of the West. Though the 
author says that the relations between the countries of the world are 

. not because of religious disputes, but on the other hand religious 
disputes arise out of the "thirst for power". 
It's the "power relations" and several other 
geographical and sociological factors 
that create the rift between nations. He 
talks about the "oil wars", "the Americans 
supporting Israel in the Palestinian issue" 
and several other similar quarrels together 
as being the basis for the gulf between 
the Middle Eastern countries and the 
west. The book brings the paradoxical 
nature of the powerful countries to the 
front. For example, the book talks about 
the United States, how it is the largest 
democracy in the world and still when 
it comes to self-examination, there isn't 
any such phenomenon that bothers them 
at all. The author narrates one of his 
experience with a senior official in the 
Bush government, he remembers how the 
gentleman did not hesitate for a second 
and had said with arrogance that, 'We 
are creators of our own realities". How 
big democratic giants tend to rubbish 
any form of patriotism or nationalism 
that rises in any other smaller country. 
The book says that, things in the present times have been put across 
in such a way that post anarchists, Nazis and fascists the latest evil 
seems to be the" racial Islam". Fuller says that, "the world does not 
comprise of one big Islamic Muslim community; however there are 
many Muslims in many Muslim countries". The author also points 
out that the U.S. policies have in fact managed to carve out one united 
league of Muslims, post Prophet Mohammad. 

The similarity between the two religions, Islam and Christianity 
has been manifested, in reference with the process of overthrowing 
the rule of the state. The over throwing of the rule of the state or the 

church or mosque in case of Muslims, lead to establishment of a class 
of radicals within both the religions. 

The author explains in detail the evolution ofIslam, Christianity, 
the relation between power and heresy. Well, up till the 17th century 
there wasn't anything called as Islam, in fact it gained a position in 
the seventeenth century itself It arose in the Middle East; before 
Islam came into existence the Middle East countries followed the 
orthodox eastern values. The book goes on to establish the rise and 
the popularity of Islam in the Middle East; it talks of Mecca, the 
sacred Ka'ba, how Prophet Muhammad pioneered the rise of Islam 
from Madina. Also, there is a mention of the hadith and how they 
were used by the prophets themselves to understand the gospels. This 
part also, talks about the friction that arose within Christianity. The 
protestant reformation is also echoed in the book with its similarities 
to the radicalism in Islam. 

The book also, explains the phenomenon of violence linked to 
Islam. Talking about how Islam came about in India and its influence 
on the Indian culture, the author says that the Muslim rulers had set 
themselves comfortably in India. There was no form of animosity 

between the prevalent Hindu culture 
and the new Islamic values. In fact, the 
atrocious British rule, embedded the 
seeds of dis-harmony in the sovereign 
nature of India and the British forced 
the partition, which eventually didn't 
solve any major problem rather lead to 
many. Next, the author demonstrates the 
peaceful existence ofIslam in the country 
of China. He talks about how, "Han and 
the Muslim elements had intermixed 
within broader Chinese culture". There 
were conflicts in some parts of China, 
majorly the Muslim areas; however the 
author says that the reason for the current 
unrest in China: is not Islam but some 
smaller ethnic groups and their desire for 
a national identity. 

Towards the end, the book traces 
the decline of the "Muslim world". The 
decline includes a number of factors 
from depletion of the original vigour 
and intellect of the region, to Mongol 
invasions, to depletion of its original 
natural resources. Also, the imperialist 

ambitions of the European countries lead to the final downfall. 
Therefore, the bloodshed is not a phenomenon to be associated with 
Islam, but rather a tool used by the European nations to fulfil their 
imperialist ventures. 

Fuller's book, starts off to provide an alternative view to look at 
history, however he himself seems to agree that even ifIslam wouldn't 
have been there, there wouldn't have been a difference. Almost, all 
the previous and current issues relating to Islam have been written 
about. The book expands on the phenomenon of "the rise and gradual 
decline ofIslam" and establishes its position in the currents scenario. 

VOICES 



A CINEMA OF 
THEIR OWN 
Aseema, an NGO which deals with underprivileged children 
is home to budding film makers; Alyssa Lobo switches on and 
explores how film is taught there. 

T
he wall bursts into light and action 
as the lens cap is removed as 20 
kids sprawl on the floor. The strains 
of Sant Tukaram's abhangs fill the 

room as Vishnupant Pagnis in his role as 
the celebrated 17th century saint chants, 
"Panduranga. Panduranga!" The room, a 
computer lab during weekdays at the Pali 
Chimbai Municipal School, is transformed 
into a mini-theatre every Saturday 
afternoon. The children are watching 
Vishnupant Damle and Sheik Fatehlal's 
Sant Tukaram (1936). "We expose the 
kids to different kinds of cinema. They 
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understand things pretty soon." says course 
coordinator Farzan Ansari. 

As the class continues, the children 
describe their reactions to Sant Tukaram. 
"What did you think about God giving 
Tukaram's songs back to him after he's 
forced to drown them in the river?" asks 
Amole Gupte, noted actor and script writer 
who started the classes. 

Fifteen-year-old Rashmi Sule feels that 
it is a metaphor. "It comes from my heart
even if I write it on paper, it stays because 
it's in your heart," she says. It is precious 
moments like these that leave Gupte proud. 

"It's like when your child finds her tongue, 
when she speaks for the first time." 

According to Ansari, the classes 
don't aim at merely imparting technical 
knowledge about filmmaking to children, 
but rather a deep human understanding of 
film. The program was started by, Amole 
Gupte after volunteering as a teacher, at 
Aseema, an organization which works with 
underprivileged children. He volunteered 
at the school once a week, helping children 
with their studies. "I realized that I may 
as well share what I like best: film." he 
explains. 

The program is a part of the Room 13 
network of studios, which was started in 
Scotland in 1994 by a group of students. The 
organization attempts to connect students 
with artists and other creative persons, 
while giving the children themselves a 
space to express their own creativity and 
expand their learning. 

The children had initially been exposed 
to a high level of art through the Room 
13 program through looking at the work 
of artists of the likes of Jackson Pollock 
or Van Gogh. Educational coordinator, 
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Sana Sheik feels that the cinema classes 
were an extension of these activities. The 
drama and film classes were born out of 
Gupte's involvement in the Annual Day 
programmes held by Aseema, where the 
children wrote their own scripts and songs, 
usually on children's issues. 

"These classes aren't part of the general 
curriculum. But the confidence of doing 
something in theatre affects what is done 
in the class room. We believe in a holistic 
approach to education," says Sheik 

Initially, the classes seemed to be 
developing along the lines of a personality 
development class (although Gupte 
doesn't like the term). But as the children 
chatted with Gupte about their interests 
and gradually the conversations turned 
to film, Gupte decided to take his 
involvement further. He started classes in 
film appreciation but soon realised that 
the younger children were restless during 
film screenings and discussions. This led 
him to begin a class in dramatics so that 
they could have a place to channel their 
creative energies. The workshops thus, 
encompass two aspects: the dramatic 

workshop for children up to the age of 12 

taught by Jeetendra Rai, and a class on film 
appreciation and film making for the older 
ones. 

Teaching young kids the finer points of 
cinema may seem an uphill task but Ansari 
doesn't think so. "The classes are organic", 
he explains, "I don't go with a detailed plan 
in my head. It's not like I take a chalk and 
tell them this is subtext, this is metaphor." 
He prefers instead to break down the 
concepts into something more accessible 
to the children. "For instance they playa 
game of story building, where each child 

Anyone would watch in 
amazement as nine-year
old Rafiq Khan changes 

into an angry,frustrated, 
middle-aged woman 

bifore one's eyes, and then 
from a European woman 

to an Indian one. 

adds a sentence and if he adds a sentence 
which changes the story completely, then I 
tell him, 'You know what you did? That was 
a twist in the tale.' This way they are aware 
of what it is and then get a word for it. " 

Ansari himself was a student of Gupte's 
while at the Mumbai Educational Trust. 
Gupte asked him if he would be interested 
in helping him with his project with 
Aseema and Ansari readily accepted and 
has been teaching here for the past two
and-a-half years. 

The children go through rigorous 
acting workshops each week, which 
consists of memorizing and performing 
lengthy monologues. "The children study 
in English medium but the dialogues are in 
Hindi. I doq't write them myself but they're 
translated by someone else. Right now their 
learning a monologue from Girish Karnad's 
Tughlaq," says Rai, an actor and casting 
director. 

The acting class is an experience in 
transformation itself. A case in point is 
the class's interpretation of a passage of 
Dostoevsky's Crime and Punishment. 
Anyone would watch in amazement as 
nine-year-old Rafiq Khan changes into 
an angry, frustrated, middle-aged woman 
before one's eyes, and then from a European 
woman to an Indian one. 

"Imagine, what is this woman's life like? 
Every day she's working in the kitchen, 
and now her husband has come back after 

taking all the family money. Maybe, the 
husband went to drink with the money and 
so she's angry with him, now there's no food 
to give the children," says Ansari. 

Gupte and his team pick some unusual 
and diverse films for the students to watch. 
Gupte observes that they have probably 
watched more great cinema in the two years 
of the course than the average Bollywood 
director does in his whole lifetime. The 
team exposes the children to world cinema, 
especially Iranian cinema as the socio
economic environment is one which they 
are familiar with. 

"Like if there is a film about a boy 
who doesn't have a pair of shoes, and how 
the brother and sister try to share a pair 
between them, I think it helps make a 
comment," Ansari explains. "But we also 
try to show them films which are peculiar 
to aparticular country like Truffaut's Small 
Change". 

But these classes aren't only ends in 
themselves. The children work towards 
their own films which are written, directed 
and acted in by the students. The Mumbai 
Educational Trust provides them with 
technical support. Prior to the film there 
are workshops in acting, scripting and 
visualizations, and the short films are made 
fairly regularly. Under the tutelage of Gupte 
and his team the children have produced 
some short films including Aasoo bani 
Moti, on education, and Ummeed, on child 
labour and one feature length film: Stanley 
ka Dabba. The movie is expected to release 
sometime in the summer this year. The short 
films are used mostly to generate awareness 
in schools. "They were also recently screened 
in MET college and Whistling Woods," says 
Sheik. 

Seventeen-year-old Ashish is the 
eldest student in the program. The aspiring 
filmmaker and actor is busy studying for his 
boards, but still attends classes regularly, 
even encouraging others to attend regularly 
and helping the teachers organize activities. 
He is the director of Umeed and hopes 
to join a Bachelor of Mass Media degree 
course, in a bid to achieve his dream. 

He is indicative of what Gupte wants for 
all his students: that they become creative 
professionals. "I don't want them to serve as 
labour on hire." he declares emphatically. 

Gupte wants his students to fight for 
their rights as artists, to be independent 
financially and artistically. He feels that the 
power to change their lives rests solely in 
their own hands and can be achieved only 
through education. 

But he doesn't believe that he's teaching 
the children, rather it is a process of sharing. 
"The process of the moment should be 
fruitful for all of us. All of us are doing self 
development. I take home the fulfillment of 
listening to their wisdom." 
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MAKING A DIFFERENCE 

PLASTIC
FREE PARLA 
Subhash Dalvi is championing the zero plastic campaign in the 
city. Mithila Phadke reports from Vile Parle. 

T
he eastern side of Vile Parle railway 
station is home to the famous 'Parla 
Market.' The moment you step out 
of the station, you are confronted 

with a gaggle of vegetable and fruit sellers, 
hawkers, rows and rows of shops, and a 
constant crowd of harried shoppers. But 
this centre of near-cacophony has been 
the starting-point of an environmental 
revolution in the area. Look closely and 
you'll find that this is a completely plastic 

VOICES 

bag-free market today. Not a single 
shopkeeper or hawker here uses plastic 
bags. And the credit for this achievement 
goes to Subhash Dalvi, 43, Brihanmumbai 
Mahanagar Corporation's Officer on 
Special Duty (OSD) and his team, who 
kickstarted the Say No to Plastic campaign. 

It all began in July 2000, when Dalvi 
first realized the large-scale havoc that 
plastic was wreaking on Vile Parle's 
drainage system. There had been a bout of 

unexpected flooding during the monsoons 
in some areas of the township. "These were 
areas that had never flooded before," said 
Dalvi, "We investigated the reasons." 

He then found that the BMC had only 
recently done a pretty thorough job of 
cleaning up the area's gutters. Yet, they 
were already choked, and the water was 
overflowing oI?-to the streets. Dalvi realized 
that the fault lay with the citizens who 
regularly dumped large amounts of garbage 
in the gutters and canals, the majority of it 
consisting of plastic bags. 

"The main outlets of plastic bags are 
hawkers, vegetable-sellers, restaurants and 
general provision stores," said Dalvi. '~lso, 
every household in the area uses at least 
two plastic bags a day for purposes such as 
disposing of garbage, which means about 
300 crore plastic bags a year, assuming the 
city population to be 1.5 crore and a family 
of five." This was a scary figure. 

"If we put a plastic bag over our heads, 
we'll begin suffocating after a minute. But 
the city we live in is suffocating under 300 
crore bags 24 hours a day through the entire 
year, and the number is going on increasing," 
he adds, shaking his head. 

Dalvi's endeavour was like a shot of 
oxygen to the choking township. He and 
his team of 5-6 people offered vendors the 
alternative of reusable, inexpensive cloth 
bags. The bags are priced from Rs. 3 (for the 
simple cotton bag) to Rs. 15 (for the thicker, 
waterproof and larger bag). 

It was not a cakewalk, he confesses. They 
had to work hard to convince the vendors 
about the need to save the environment 
and also point out to them how eschewing 
the flimsy plastic bags they were using was 
financially-viable. Dalvi went about offering 
them options like paper bags, butter-paper 
bags, washable and reusable cloth bags at 
cheap rates. It required constant convincing, 
cajoling, building relationships with the 
shopkeepers and vendors, and getting them 
to believe in the cause. The cause was also 
communicated to the local residents. Dalvi 
and his team distributed cloth bags free of 
cost door-to-door in Vile Parle. 

"We wanted to change people's attitude 
about not carrying their own cloth bag while 
shopping because they assume they can 
simply get a plastic bag from the vendor," 
said Dalvi. 

Over time, what started out with one 
environmentally-conscious individual and 
his group of friends has grown into a sort 
of movement among the residents, shop
owners, restaurant-establishments and 
hawkers of the suburb. It has achieved a 
huge support base over the decade, with the 
police, local civic body and various NGOs 
such as World Vision by their side. 

"I visited the Vile Parle market with my 
team and found Dalvi's No-Plastic model 
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innovative and extremely helpful for the 
community," says Amit Rathod, manager 
at the NGO's Andheri office. "Not using 
plastic bags will prevent clogged drains and 
maintain hygiene in the ward." 

The cause of maintaining hygiene in 
the ward and subsequently preventing the 
greater environmental hazards by not using 
plastic bags was also espoused by various 
Marathi actors such as Vikram Gokhale 
and Sachin Khedekar. 

But along with the hygiene and 
environment protection factor, Dalvi and 
his team had to also stress on the economic 
aspect while dealing with the vendors. The 
environment-crusaders made the vendors 
realise that spending Rs. 70 each day on 
plastic bags amounted to over Rs. 25,000 
per year, a staggering amount that they 
could put to better use. 

"I did not need to take a loan to pay for 
my wife's sinus operation," says Bakabhai 
64, a storeowner. 

Ali 35, a nimbu-mirchi seller bought a 
'tempo' with his savings in 2006. He paid 
an advance of Rs. 46,000 on the purchase 
and was spared from the grinding pressure 
of monthly installments. Sudhir Chavan, 
22, a groundnut seller, has also stopped 
using plastic bags. "Eighty per cent of the 
people now bring cloth-bags. This is our 
city and it is our duty to save it," he says. 

"It seemed a little inconvenient at first-

Other No-Plastic Endeavours 
SCESA'S NO-PLASTIC DRIVE 
• The Sophia College Ex-Students Association 
(SCESA) too has begun a No-Plastic drive. 

• They have a variety of attractive cloth bags of 
different textures and sizes at affordable rates 
(from Rs. 10 to Rs. 25) 

• The options include trash-bags (so car-drivers 
don't need to fling trash out the window!, 
shopping bags as well as gift bags (to use 
instead of wasting paper in wrapping gifts) 

• The bags can be bought from SCESA's office 
in the Sophia College campus. 

BORIVALI CHURCH'S 'NURTURE NATURE' 
CAMPAIGN 
• The Church of Our Lady of Immaculate 
Conception near I.C colony in Borivali has 
begun a 'Nurture Nature' campaign. 

• The women's empowerment unittrains and 
employs women in making cloth bags from 
discarded table cloths, curtains etc 

• They cut and make over 1000 bags per month. 

• Over 200 families have come forward to 
support the initiative. 

• Youngsters too involved; they provide creative 
inputs for new designs on the bags 

(INPUTS BY ANUJAABRAHAM) 

not getting a plastic bag from the vendors," 
says Smita Khopkar, a resident of the 
area, regarding the campaign. But today, 
Khopkar remembers to take her own cloth-
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bag every time she goes to the market. 
"We need to do what we can to protect the 
environment. I applaud Subhash Dalvi." 

This inspiring model is also being 
followed at the markets in Worli, Vakola, 
Bandra (West), Malad and Kandivali. It 
has even reached the Trombay Koliwada 
where the fisherwomen now sell the day's 
catch wrapped in paper, instead of plastic 
bags. Why, even the shoppers at Fashion 
Street, Churchgate now carry home their 
swasta bargains wrapped in masta paper! 
A special meeting was organised and 
attended by the principals and two teachers 
each from schools in Malad. The teachers 
took up the task of making their students 
aware of the ways in which they can save 
the environment. Dalvi and his team also 
talked to the parent-teacher ssociations 
of the schools, and distributed cloth bags 
among them. "By involving families, we are 
slowly and steadily taking this movement 
to a larger level," said Dalvi. Today, no hotel 
in Vile Parle gives plastic carry-bags. Shops 
have drastically reduced their plastic-bag 
usage and small-scale vendors have given 
them up altogether. It seems Subhash Dalvi 
will soon achieve his dream of having "zero 
plastic bags in Mumbai by 2012." 

"Mumbai aapli aahe," says chaat
vendor, Sunil Bhoir. "Tila vachvayla nako 
ka?" (Mumbai is ours. Shouldn't we save 
her?) 



MAKING A DIFFERENCE 

I BELONG HERE ... DON'T 11 
Is being a woman in the Parsi community tantamount to be ing a second-class citizen? Several women 
who have married outside the community tell Tara Bhatnagar what they feel about it. 

•• A woman goes through hell," 
says a frustrated Vera 
Mahajan, born and brought 
up a Parsi and married into 

a Hindu household. Her frustration stems 
from a resolution published in the Jam-e
Jamshed, dated March 23, 2003, which 
declared the marriages ofParsi Zoroastrian 
men or women to persons of other faiths as 
invalid under their religion. The resolution 
also held that children born from such 
marriages would not be considered as 
belonging to the Zoroastrian faith. This 
created an uproar amongst all the Parsis 
who had married outside the community, 
especially women, at whom the resolution 
seemed to be specifically targeted. 

Khojeste Mistree, a staunch member of 
the Bombay Parsi Panchayat and a follower 
of the Zoroastrian faith, believes that the 
resolution was a necessary precaution 
to keep the Parsi lineage in every family 
'pure'. "Because we are a small community, 
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if boys and girls marry outside, it is bad 
news for us; it weakens our community 
identity." says he, "The Iranian religion, 
Zoroastrianism, is a patri-lineal tradition; 
the line goes through the male and not the 
female. Therefore, if our boys marry outside 
the community, their children are deemed 
to be Parsi and have the privilege of being 
Zoroastrian. Whereas, if our girls marry 
out, their children are not considered to 
be Parsi by ethnicity and therefore, do not 
have the privilege of being Zoroastrian." 

To make matters worse, the resolution 
also stated that the children of men, who 
were married outside the faith, could be 
initiated into the faith via the navjote or 
initiation ceremony, whereas the children 
of Parsi women married to non-Parsi men 
could not set foot in the fire temple or 
agiary. "I received emails from pebple of 
my own community calling my children 
'bastards'." says an angry Mahajan. "The 
prejudice against people like me, and our 

families was always an issue; it just flared 
up when people like Khojeste Mistree 
and other members of the Bombay Parsi 
Panchayat decided to kick up the hornets' 
nest once again." 

The ban on inter-religious marriage in 
the Parsi community has outraged many 
Parsis and this anger has been explicitly 
represented in Sooni Taraporewala's 
directorial debut, Little Zizou. The 
character of Cyrus II Khodaiji is typical 
of those expressing their displeasure over 
the idea of inter-religious marriage. His 
constant chant 'Back to purity' shows 
the movement towards cleansing the 
community of all non-Parsis and half
Parsis and how the Parsi youth, too, has 
been heavily influenced to fight about 
something so trivial. Taraporewala 
explains how the excommunication ofParsi 
women married outside the community 
is totally unfair. "Zoroastrianism," she 
says, "has always been about the equality 
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of the sexes. So this is something totally 
man-made and I feel it's totally unfair." 
She explains that she wanted to make 
a comment on the lack of tolerance and 
fanaticism in the community - but with 
humour. "I wanted to make a case not just 
for the situation of the Parsis, but you find 
it in every community in the world. There 
seems to be this complete popularity and 
fanatic mindset when everyone wants to 
declare their religion, their community the 
best. It's a recipe for disaster!" When asked 
about whether the film was directed at a 
specific section of the community, she says, 
"I also wanted to make a case for someone 
who is ostensibly religious and wears his 
religion on his sleeve and actually, he is the 
most spiritual person, whereas the person 
who doesn't wear his religion on his sleeve, 
the character played by Boman Irani, is 
really the genuine, truly religious person -
true religiosity has to do with how you treat 
your fellow person. It has to do with love, 
not hatred" she adds. 

Ervad Khushroo Madon, a Parsi 
High priest, has himself been fighting 
this injustice for the last 10 years. Having 
been a subject of ridicule amongst his own 
colleagues, Madon sticks by his beliefs and 
continues to fight for these women who 
have been excommunicated from their 
own community. He conducts ceremonies 
and rituals like the navjote (initiation into 
faith), lagan (weddings) and funeral for 
women who have married outside the Parsi 
faith and despite the ridicule, continues to 
do so without hesitation. "For those who 
want to marry outside the community," says 
Madon, "the government has provided the 
Special Marriage Act of 1954, under which 
a Parsi inter-faith marriage becomes legal." 
According to the Act, all inter-religious 
marriage (except those within Hindu, 
Buddhist, Sikh and Jaina communities) are 
required to be conducted under the Act only. 
Even if the marriage has been legalized and 
solemnized under any other law, it has to be 
registered under the Special Marriage Act, 
1954, for the purpose of matrimonial cause 
and remedies. This is done to ensure that 
all inter-religious marriages are brought 
under a uniform law. However, the Act has 
not benefitted these Parsi women, who are 
still not accepted by their own people! 

In a patriarchal society where women 
are bound by traditions and customs, it is 
not surprising that Parsis have their own set 
of rules for the women in their community. 
With restrictions ranging from the time 
of their menstrual cycle to child birth, it is 
hard to believe that marrying outside ones 
community (for love or otherwise) would 
have a price to pay. Goolrookh Gupta, 
another victim stuck in this vicious cycle, 
has now become the face of the movement 
against this issue. After being forbidden 

from attending her own parents' funerals 
at an agiary at Valsad, Gupta gathered 
her courage to take the matter to court. 
Referring to a series of affidavits, Gupta 
says, "Today a Parsi woman married to a 
man from another religion has to file an 
affidavit stating that she belongs to that 
religion, in order to attend the last rites of 
their parents or family members. Why do 
we have to give written proof? If a woman 
is married under the Special Marriage Act, 
1954, it is assumed that she continues to 
practice her religion and cannot be stopped 
from using religious and other community 
facilities provided to Zoroastrians." She 
goes on to talk about how the Zoroastrian 
religious laws never forbid anyone from 
marrying a person of their choice. "It 
is only in recent times that the higher 
authorities have come up with new rules, 

"Today, there are 
approximately 40 per 

cent cases of inter-married 
couples and over one-third 

don't even marry." says 
Wadia, "if priests go on 
banning inter-religious 

marriages, then very soon, 
the Parsi community, as a 

whole, will die out." 

which they use according to their own 
convenience!" she adds exasperatedly. 
However, Khojeste Mistree's views on the 
Gupta case differ. "She knew about the 
community restrictions from before and 
if she feels so strongly about this issue, 
she shouldn't have married outside the 
community," says Mistree, "If you break the 
rules of the religion, you have to bear the 
consequences." 

Goolrookh Gupta has backed many 
such Parsi women in the same boat and also 
by organizations such as the Association 
for Inter-married Zoroastrians (AIMZ), 
headed by Meher Amersy, the Chairperson 
being Smita Crishna Godrej. Khushroo 
Madon, too, has been working extensively 
for their cause and helps them by conducting 
all their religious ceremonies - something 
he has been termed 'irreligious' for doing. 
Madon supports the idea of Inter-religious 
marriage for the goodwill of the community 
as a whole. "Letting a Parsi woman marry 
outside her community is not conversion; 
every Parsi need not be Zoroastrian and 
unless a person chooses to convert to 
another religion deliberately, the process 
cannot be termed a conversion," explains 
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Madon, "The Bombay Parsi Panchayat says 
it wants 'purity' but is actually all about 
dQub!e.standards. They're just promoting a 
patriarchal society." 

Kersee Wadia, Trustee for the 
Association of Revival of Zoroastrianism 
(ARZ), has also been vocal about his 
view on the subject. "Today, there are 
approximlltely 40 per cent cases of inter
married couples and over one-third don't 
even marry." says Wadia, "If priests go on 
banning inter-religious marriages, then 
very soon, the Parsi community, as a whole, 
will die out." 

Madon, who is fighting a case in Court 
to prove his authenticity as a Parsi High 
Priest, says that it is ego issues within the 
already small community that is making 
it smaller. He genuinely believes that for 
a community that consists of only 65,000 
people (as per the 1991 Census) following 
the Zoroastrian faith, those who want 
to follow the faith should not be turned 
away. Madon, like Wadia, feels he has 
done no wrong in supporting the women 
who have been ostracized from the Parsi 
community and males it clear to all that he 
does this, not for money, but to encourage 
the Zoroastrian faith. Comments Meher 
Amersy, Vice- President, AIMZ, "It is 
highly commendable; the work Ervad 
Madon is doing for us. He makes us feel like 
a part of the community unlike some others 
from the community." 

Elizabeth Farians, Co-founder of 
the National Organization for Women, 
Cincinnati, talks about the basically 
patriarchal nature of religion in her article 
'Exorcising Patriarchy'. "Feminists;" she 
says, "must come to face squarely the fact 
that men have created an "omnipotent 
patriarch" by making God into the male 
image and by divinizing maleness. Men 
have also put words into the mouth of God 
about the supposed inferiority of women. 
All this has caused serious harm to women 
for which some men in positions of power 
must take responsibility." 

Bachi Karkaria, a consultant and 
columnist for The Times of India, wonders 
why the ban doesn't apply to Parsi men. 
"According to the law," says she, "a Parsi 
woman is fully entitled to her rights 
as a Zoroastrian as long as she has not 
converted. I think the law needs to be 
clarified because those who don't know the 
law easily get intimidated." 

It is Khushroo Madon's love for the 
faith that drives him on. "People must have 
a broad minded approach to inter-religious 
marriage. Keeping our faith alive is far 
more important than imposing restrictions 
against women." He hopes that the people 
of his faith use their energies in keeping 
their religion alive. Then he returns to his 
evening prayers. 

VOICES 



GIVING GYAAN, 
GIVING GRAIN 
What if your class paid you to come to it? What if you could feed 
your children and learn to read and write? Sneha Vashist meets 
Subrat Goswami of Aham Bhumika, a Bhopal-based NGO that 
trades grain for gain. 

T
he village of Mahabadiya, 17 kms 
from Bhopal city on the Kolar road, 
has a population of 507 people. The 
villagers work on other people's 

farms on daily wages or as laborers' in stone 
quarries, brick kilns and construction sites. 
Women are not exempt; they can earn Rs 
100 to 110 a day and must contribute to 
the family's income. The majority do not 
know how to read and write. Few children 
are in school. Santo, a 30-year-old mother 
of three children says, "There is no school 
in the village. 1\vo of my kids go to the 
government school a few kilometers away in 
the nearby village." Sodra bai, a construction 
laborer, does not send her seven-year-old 
daughter to school. She can't see the point. 

VOICE S 

"Girls are meant to sit at home and learn 
how to manage 'a home. What benefits can 

, education provide?" she asks. The children, 
who aspire to go to school, can't. "My mother 
comes back home late at night after working 
at construction sites. I stay at home, cook 
food and take care of my younger brother," 
says Manju, a lO-year-old girl who once 
dreamt of becoming a doctor and has begun 
to give up on that dream. 

To most people, this would be the 
portrait of an Indian village, one that has 
not changed even after 60-plus years of 
independence. What Subrat Goswami saw 
was a human tragedy, the waste of several 
capable human minds. An employee of the 
Archaeological Survey of India, he founded 

his own non-governmental organization in 
2007. "The floods in Bihar really affected 
me. I saw the images on television and I 
wanted to help. So I went to schools and 
other companies and institutions of Bhopal 
and asked them to donate clothes and food 
to the flood-affected. Whatever I got, I took 
to the relief camps," says Goswami. 

He registered the NGO because "there 
was so much still to do. I wanted to bring 
about a change in society." He raised money 
and used it to distribute grain, clothes, 
school-books and bicycles to the poor in the 
villages surrounding Kolar Road. 

That's when he discovered Mahabadiya 
and its wasted human minds. "There was 
poverty here but what was worse was that 
there was no way out. The children were 
not going to school. Their mothers were not 
convinced about the need for education. This 
meant that the next generation would also 
be condemned to the same hand-to-mouth 
existence. 

"I wanted to change this. And for a long 
while, I had no idea how I could do this. The 
villagers only cared about their next meal. 
And while I was thinking about this, I hit 
upon an idea. What if I could link education 
directly to grain? What if the village woman 
could be paid in grain to attend school?" he 
says. 
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It would have to be women, Subrat knew. 
"Women are the real architects of society and 
by educating them you can educate an entire 
family," he says. "So, we decided to start 
literacy classes and provide them grain as an 
incentive at the end of every month." 

But first the grain was to be gathered. 
Twenty quintals of grain were collected from 
school students of eight different schools in 
Bhopal; among the major contributors were 
Delhi Public School, St. Paul's, Billabong and 
St. Thomas. "This act also infused a sense 
of social responsibility among the school 
children. They can look beyond their own 
concerns and act to change things," says 
Goswami. 

The classes started on November 15,2010 
with 20 women of ages varying from 23 to 50 
years. All the ladies are construction workers 

who attend the classes after returning from 
work. Classes run daily between 6pm and 
8 pm at the village's aanganwadi centre. 
Each woman who attends the class gets 20 
kg wheat, 3 kg rice and 1 kg pulses and every 
teacher gets 50 kg wheat, 5 kg rice and 2 kg 
pulses at the end of the month. 

Chanchal Sen, 30-year-old, who lives in 
neighboring village, teaches these women. 
She is also an aanganwadi health worker 
for the village. "I always wanted to do some 
social work and when I got this opportunity, 
I grabbed it. Initially, these women who 
found it difficult to hold a pencil in hand 
can now effortlessly write Hindi alphabets 
and their names within a month but there 
are still many others in village who give no 
importance to education and we need to 
bring a change in their thinking," says Sen. 

Anita Ahirwar, sarpanch of the village 
also attends the classes and feels that by 
doing this she gets an opportunity to learn 
and also set an example for the other women. 
Moreover, she feels proud that now she can 
read and write her name. There are many 
other women in the village who think the 
same. One of them is Kamla Bai who is a 
much respected lady among the villagers. 
She was the first student to enroll in the class 
and has given her residence which is also the 
aanganwadi centre to the grain school. All 
the grain collected from different schools 
is stored here. She says, "I could not study 
as a child and neither educate my children. 
Grain school is very advantageous as you get 
benefitted in two ways. You get to learn as 
well as you get the grain." 

Laxmi, who initially joined the school 
just for the grain at the end of every month, 
now believes that there has been a change 
in her thinking. "I feel confident when I can 
practice my signature rather than using 
a thumb impression." Now she also plans 
to send her daughter to school. She also 
feels, "There were times when there was no 
grain in house to cook but now I can feed 
my family in a better way. Grain school has 
improved our living." Santo Bai, feels great to 
get the opportunity to study again as she had 
to leave her studies mid-way when she was a 
kid. She confidently says, "I can write Hindi 
sentences and I know my tables up to 12." 

"Grain school aims to make these 
women proficient in basic Hindi reading 
and writing so that they are able to seek the 
benefits of Government welfare schemes 
meant for them. Also, there are future plans 
to include many other teenage girls to school 
for the next batch," says Goswami. He adds, 
'hlam Bhumika has plans to organize a 
photo exhibition with theme concerning 
rural India for raising funds and makes 
people aware. Our NGO is registered under 
the Societies Registration Act and works 
mainly for destitute from rural areas and 
provide them food and clothes collected 
by donors. It has also successfully carried 
out several other campaigns such as bicycle 
donation, woolen clothes donation and 
providing clothes, books and sport items to 
children studying in remote villages." 
For more details, log on to 
http://ahambhumika.org 
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SPECIAL CHILDREN, 
HEROIC PARENTS 
To have a child who has Down's syndrome presents parents with a special set of problems. But it also 
brings out the hero in them, finds Sreshtha Chatterjee. 

•• 1 nitially when I had Rishi (a . 
special child), I died from inside. 
There were nights when I would 
weep and see him sleep on my lap, 

wondering what it would be like if he were a 
'normal' child." says Aruna Shahani. 

Shahani is not the only parent who felt 
that way confronted with a child who has 
Down's syndrome. Jyoti Tandel, whose son 
Deven is also special, remembers: 

"When my son was born, I knew so little 
of the problem - I could hardly tell what the 
word 'Down's Syndrome' meant. But once I 
found out my son had it, I read all possible 
books on the disorder, hoping if only there 
was any means by which I could cure it. 
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When everybody says ''I'm fine" and my son 
can't, it sure hurts." 

The first reaction is: "This can't be 
happening to me." It may take a while before 
parents begin to accept that they have a 
special child whose condition cannot be 
'cured', who cannot be 'healed'. 

"Even when you begin to accept that your 
child will be different, you see it in the eyes 
of other people. Some seem to pity you. They 
offer false hope. 'It will be all right,' they say. 
'Have you shown him to the doctor?' they 
ask, as if I hadn't tried every doctor I could," 
says Tandel. 

"People know so little about Down's 
syndrome that they don't see our children 

as part of society. They don't know what to 
expect from them," says Shahani. "We lose 
friends, close ones and relations; we don't get 
invited for social gatherings because people 
don't know what Rishi might do and what 
they must expect. They feel the child might 
scream or yell, get epileptic fits or disrupt the 
get together. As a result, we become social 
outcastes." 

That, they all agree, is the least of it. 
'i\ditya (my second issue after I had Radhika, 
two years before him) had contracted 
measles when he was only three months old. 
When I'd taken him to our family doctor 
for a check-up, he casually mentioned that 
the rash on Aditya's face would take a little 
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longer to heal, because he was a 'Mongol' 
(intellectually handicapped). 

Can you imagine what I must have felt 
at that point, standing there hearing the 
doctor call my child 'abnormal', after having 
a completely normal child only a couple of 
years back? This could not be happening 
to ME, I remember saying to myself," says 
Anushree Bodake, mother of a special child, 
Aditya. 

But then the parents of such children 
begin to realise that they have been given a 
somewhat special gift by fate. 

"Most children begin to grow away from 
you. As they begin to walk, they begin to 
want to move away. A special child stays with 
you so much longer. They're so much more 
physical. Their affection is so untainted by 
agenda or by anything else. It is pure love 
that comes flowing through," says Prem 
Sahani, Rishi's father. 

Mrs. A. Solanki, President, Parents of 
Down's syndrome (PODS) Association says, 

"When my son was born, I am told, my 
blood pressure had dropped very low, and 
after his birth, there were only 20 per cent 
chances of my survival. But God pulled 
me through, for He had a job for me in 
mind, which I realise. today, but which had 
shattered me then. Today, I am proud of my 
son, and all the special children around the 
world. God bless them," Says J. P. Gadkari, 
President, Parivaar - National Federation 
of Parent's Association of Children Having 
Down's Syndrome, "It is truly surprising 
to see, when you really get to know special 
children, how intimately they affect your 
own life - How much happiness and love 
they have residing inside them, to offer." 

Special Children (unlike physically 
handicapped children, who are fully 
conscious of their incapacities) are extremely 
'happy' people. They are perfectly oblivious 
and unaware of their own problems, and all 
the worldly worries and tensions outside. If 
guided and brought up in the right kind of 
way, with love and discipline, they have the 
potential to pick up respectable careers and 
jobs when they grow up. These children are 
ever loving, ever smiling and ever revealing -
and easily more attached and involved with 
their parents than normal children - Thus, 
making it that much easier for parents to 
forget their grief, salvage the situation and 
cope with their reality. 

While it is certainly correct that bringing 
these children up is no mean task, and a 
test of mettle every single day of one's life, 
special children are indeed gifts from God. 
'~s parents we are called upon to love," says 
Aruna Shahani. "But as parents of special 
children we are called upon to love and to 
accept. And once you have accepted what 
your child is, your world brightens up as it 
never could if you were just the parent of a 
'normal child'. 

What is Down's Syndrome? 
Discovered by John Langdon short neck, and abnormally to live productive lives well 
Down in 1866, Down Syndrome shaped ears into adulthood. Children with 
is a chromosomal condition • A deep crease in the Down syndrome can often . 
caused by the presence of all palm of the hand benefit from speech therapy, 
or part of an extra twenty· • White spots on the iris of occupational therapy, and 
first chromosome. A fertilized the eye exercises to help improve their 
egg normally has 23 pairs • Poor muscle tone, loose motor skills. They might also 
of chromosomes. However, ligaments be helped by special education 
most of the people who have • Small hands and feet and attention at school. 
Down Syndrome have an Babies with Down syndrome Children with Down syndrome 
extra copy of chromosome 21. often have poor muscle tone might benefit from medical 
This changes the body's and and a tongue that sticks out. treatment that includes amino 
brain's normal development. Therefore, feeding babies acid supplements The life 
It is caused by a random error with Down syndrome usually expectancy for people with 
in cell division that happens takes longer. Some common Down syndrome has increased 
during formation of the health problems include substantially to around 50 
mother's egg or father's sperm. congenital heart disease, years. Scientists have medical 

A newborn baby with Down hearing problems, intestinal evidence that males with 
syndrome often shows unique problems, compression Down syndrome generally have 
physical signs. A blood test of the spinal cord, thyroid a reduced sperm count and are 
can confirm whether the baby deficiencies, eye defects such rarely able to father children. 
has Down syndrome. Most as cataracts and early-onset However, females with 
people with Down syndrome dementia. During the early Down syndrome have regular 
have developmental difficulties years of life, children with menstrual periods and are 
which may include delayed Down syndrome are 10 to 15 capable of becoming pregnant 
language development and times more likely than other and carrying a baby to term. 
slow motor development. children to develop leukaemia, With assistance from family 

Some of the common a disease that can be fatal. and caretakers, many adults 
physical signs of Down Down syndrome cannot with Down syndrome have 
syndrome include: be cured. However, early developed the skills required 

• A flat face with an treatment can help many to hold jobs and to live semi-
upward slant to the eye, a people with Down syndrome independently. 

Fast forward life 
Rishi Shahani, 29, has not let Down's Syndrome slow him down Life has presented him with 

a flood of challenges but these roadblocks never derailed his plans. Supported by his parents, 

Aruna and Prem Shahani, Rishi has always overcome whatever life threw his way. With his 

undying faith in himself, and his firm urge to prove something to himself and to the rest of the 

world, he has done a bunch of fantastic things to make his parents proud. 

He doesn't bother about the way people look at him. "When people stare at me, I feel like 

Shahrukh Khan or Amitabh Bachchan. I feel like a star!" says Rishi . 

Having represented India as an International Swimmer, and gone onto to win the Gold and 

Silver medals at the 'Special Olympics' at the World Games in North California, U.S.A., he has 

created a springboard which would inspire all the children who are made like him to succeed 

in their chosen field . He has won a number of dance and music competitions, loves to play his 

keyboard, and is one of the oldest students at SDIPA (Shiamak Dawar's Institute for Performing 

Arts). In 1998, he competed in the State Level Games and the National Games, and represented 

his country in Badminton, winning the Gold and Silver Medals. "I love playing my Casio and with 

the fish inside my aquarium, watching movies, dancing and eating LOTS of chocolates! ," laughs 

Rishi. Today Rishi is leading a normal, respectable life, and is exemplary for all other children who 

are like him. Presently, he assists his mother's business of making home-made chocolates and 

candles, and takes a keen interest in all the good things in life. He has carved a way for all special 

children around the world, making a definite statement, that even if life presents its challenges, 

there is always a way to deal with adversity, and emerge the victor at the end. 
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BASKETCASE 
In any other society, their skill would be valued. But the bamboo 
weavers of Rajasthan who live on the streets of Mumbai live a 
hand-to-mouth existence. Triveni Kulkarni weaves their tale. 

E
very morning, along the pavements 
of Mahim Causeway, a motley 
group of people begins to stir and 
wake from their uneasy sleep. Some 

have slept on the pavements, wrapping 
a brick with a blanket to use as a pillow. 
Others have slept in the unused boats of 
fishermen. These are the basket weavers, 
a tribal community from Rajasthan, living 
on the streets of the metropolis ofMumbai. 
In Rajasthan they are known as Banjaras, 
here they call themselves tokriwale. 

Right below the huge ad billboards, 
they live in makeshifts houses, made up 
of bamboos, plastic sheets, torn cloth and 
other such paraphernalia. Their makeshift 
homes, tents really, have no electricity or 
sanitation. They wake up every morning, 
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do their ablutions and start weaving the 
baskets. Every member in the family has 
taken to the business, from the oldest to the 
youngest. 

Among them is Neeta Rani. A migrant 
from Rajasthan, she says she came to 
Mumbai 20 years ago and has been weaving 
baskets ever since. Garbed in bright red, 
she sits and weaves baskets along with 
her husband and her mother-in-law. She 
makes five-six baskets each day. Along 
with her family, she earns Rs.400-Rs.SOO 
on some days. On other days, she makes 
nothing at all. The family manages two 
meals a day, she says. Sometimes they don't. 
Neeta cooks dinner-roti and a vegetable, 
generally-on her modest choolah. Neeta's 
Bombay dreams are modest. "I wish we 

could have water," says Neeta Rani. "I really 
want to get my vessels clean, just once." 

The basket weavers work, cook, wash 
their utensils and clothes, bathe, play, 
live on the street. The finished baskets 
are stacked against a building. Shredded 
bamboo sprawls across the pavement, 
ready to be woven into baskets. Their 
blankets, clothes, towels are bundled to one 
side. Their clothes are hung over the strings 
tied securely to the branches of the trees. 
The cooking area is clearly marked off by 
the soot on the walls. Utensils, bottles, cans 
are all scattered around this area. Used 
soft drink bottles, discarded paint tins and 
fevicol cans are used to store water. Bricks 
and wooden sticks are used to make their 
choolahs. Bamboo shreds are burned to 
provide fire for cooking. 

The women are always traditionally 
clad in their bright ghagharas, embellished 
with mirror chips. Their foreheads are 
adorned with "borla", their necks with 
chunky necklaces called "kanthi" and 
their ankles with "kadula". Interestingly 
while the women are clothed in their 
traditional attire, the men have moved to 
the modern trousers and shirts. They have 
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their transistors which they listen to while 
weaving baskets, to break the tedium. 

The community members work 
together to ensure that they make the best 
of their situation. They get their bamboo 
from Parel and make baskets of various 
sizes. The baskets are then sold to the 
bhajiwallas in Dadar and the fisher folk in 
Mahim, The smallest basket is sold for 10 
rupees, the biggest for around 140 rupees. 

Walk east to Mahim station and there 
are many like Neeta Rani who make a living, 
weaving thin flexible strands of bamboo 
into baskets of various sizes. The tokriwale, 
as locals know them, have been living 
outside Mahim station for the last 27 years. 
"We are from Banswara in Rajasthan," 
says Sunita, who looks like she is in her 
mid-forties. "It is an area rich in bamboo 
forests." Ask why they are in the city and 
it's the old story: small landholdings, poor 
crop, droughts, and no means of survival 
forced them to migrate to Mumbai. Says 
Anita, a mother of three, reminiscing about 
the time she had left her home and traveled 
here, "It took three entire days ... " she says 
with a tired smile "We traveled in a group: 
siblings, aunts, uncles, in-laws everybody!" 

Dungar Chauhan, a middle-aged man, 
says even as his hands move dexterously 
through swathes of bamboo. "I came to 
Mumbai the year Indira Gandhi was 
assassinated. Since then, I have been living 
on the streets outside Mahim station, 
weaving baskets and selling them. It's been 
years but our condition hasn't improved. 
Koi hamre liye kuch nahi karta (Nobody 
does anything for us.) I have a wife and 
four children. We manage to live with the 
money we get." 

For years they have hoped for a better 
future but it gets tougher every year. 
"Mumbai," Sunita adds, "was a lot cheaper 
back when we came here. Sab kuch sasta 
tha. (Everything was cheap.) We could 
get bamboo cheap too. Now everything is 
costly. We sell these baskets from anywhere 
between Rs.lO to Rs 100. But nobody 
wants to spend 10 rupees for our baskets." 
Her hands work swiftly as she shreds the 
bamboo stalks. Her kids meanwhile are 
making paper boats and sailing them in the 
sewage water coming out of the manholes. 

And if rising prices were not enough, 
they have to deal with .the BMC officials, 
who regularly demolish their tents, take 
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away their belongings, leaving them only 
with a warning that they'll come again and 
the next time they want them to be gone. 
Says Aarti, a brassy girl in her twenties, 
"These people don't let us live in peace. 
They break our houses, take away the 
bamboos. They even take our utensils and 
clothes. If they take away our bamboos, 
how will we run our business? They tell us 
to go away from here. Where do we go from 
here?" 

The going gets even tougher in 
the monsoons. While the majority is 
desperately waiting for the monsoon for 
some respite, the tokriwale are dreading 
them. Their livelihood is disrupted. The 
luxury of the open footpaths is snatched 
away and they are forced to cram inside in 
their tarpaulin tents. The bamboo stalks 
get wet, weaving takes a backseat and the 
whole business takes a hit. 

Says Kudrat Singh, another weaver, "In 

the monsoon we have to put plastic sheets. 
Everything gets wet. We think of going 
to our villages. If we have saved enough 
money we think of going to the villages." 
Going home is not easy. In the last 10 years, 
Singh has been to his village only once. 

Those who can make the most baskets 
a day are busy weaving. The rest cook food 
for the community. Jyoti, 13, cooks food 
for her entire family. "My mother, father, 
mausi (aunt) all weave baskets. So I cook 
food for them," she says, shooing the flies 
hovering over the atta. She wants to go to 
school but she can't. "I want to study," she 
says. "But then who will cook the food?" 

Her mother Ranjana says, "We spend 
all our money on buying materials and 
food items. We go to Parel and get these 
bamboo sticks. We hardly manage to save. 
We want our kids to go to school, educate 
themselves and live a life better than ours." 

Her four kids are enrolled in the local 
municipality school. "Some days they attend 
school, some days they don't. What can we 
do?" she asks. But dreams die hard. "Bade ho 
ke waise banenge" the kids say, pointing to 
the billboards plastered with movie posters. 

The sun sets over the horizon. Another 
day goes by. After toiling for 14 to15 hours 
a day, back ache and scarred hands is what 
the tokriwalle have. "Someone might do 
something for us if they read about us in 
the newspapers," says Kudrat Singh. "Until 
then, we'll make these baskets." 

And they get to work again. 
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KITH AND KILN 
Kumbharwada, home to the potter community sits on prime land 
in the heart of Mumbai. Simrita Lobo explores the clash between 
urban development and cultural preservation. 

..1 earn Rs 200 to 300 a day," says 
Ganesh Jaiswal, 35, a kumbhar 
or potter and a resident of 
Kumbharwada for the last ten 

years. "We will have to leave if this place is 
redeveloped." 

Ganesh Jaiswal echoes the sentiments 
and fears of the potters of Kumbharwada, 
Dharavi, a slum area in Mahim East, once 
renowned as the largest slum in Asia. It is 
also now seen as prime land, located in the 
island city and it is up for redevelopment. 
Everyone wants a chunk of Dharavi. 

Kumbharwada (potter's colony) is 
Mumbai's biggest indigenous potter's 
colony. The potters here say that they 
are originally from Saurashtra in South 
Gujarat. "We have been living here and 
practising pottery as a means of livelihood 
for four generations," says Dhansukh 
Parmar, 40, Secretary of the Prajapati 
Sahakari Utpadak MandaI, an association 
founded to help the potter community with 
assistance as varied as medical and legal 
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aid and the provision of mill waste to burn 
in the kilns. 

"Prajapati Sahakari Utpadak MandaI 
was set up in 1952 for the welfare and 
uplift of the kumbhar community. We also 
are involved in social work. We provide 
medical assistance and medicines free 
to all the underprivileged people. We sell 
the mill waste to potters for their kilns 
on· a 'no profit no loss' basis. We have 
taken up the cause of self development 
with Maharashtra Housing and Area 
Development Authority and have been 
working against redevelopment for the 
last two years. Pottery work is related to 
the ground and involves the use of kilns. It 
cannot be done in buildings. We have sent 
letters and legal notices to the authorities 
but are awaiting a reply," says Parmar. 

Not everyone is convinced that the 
MandaI means well. "Prajapati Sahakari 
Utpadak MandaI functions like any other 
society. They give mill waste as per the 
rate. Nothing else or any help is given," says 

potter Samji Kamalya, 43. "The MandaI 
gives us sugar, kerosene, wheat and rotten 
dal on our ration card," says Geeta Gadvi, 
32, a resident of Kumbharwada who 
colours pots for a living. 

But it isn't the failure of civil society that. 
worries the potters. It is the uncertainty. 
Kamalya revealed that the government has 
been talking about redevelopment for the 
last forty years "but nothing is happening. 
It will benefit us only if we get adequate 
space. Where will we live, keep the 
materials and work?" he asks. At present 
the redevelopment plan offers each family 
425 square feet ofland. 

"There are about 15 to 16 people live 
in a small house comprising old parents, 
their sons, their wives, their children 
and sometimes unmarried sisters. These 
large families help out in the pottery and 
household work," says Sarubai Walanj, 55, 
malishwali and a tenant of Kumbharwada 
since 1953. 

"I don't know how 425 square feet 
is going to work. We are a family of six 
members: my mother-in-law, husband, 
daughter-in-law, grandson, granddaughter 
and myself. We don't have enough space. 
We work down here and sleep on top," says 
Jamuna Samant Parmar, 55, potter. 

There is an acute space crunch. 
"Kumbharwada comprises of12.500 acres. 
We live in the same area but the population 
has increased. Potters have a lot of trouble 
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due to lack of space to store clay, pots, diyas, 
dry their pots or for the kilns," says Parmar. 

MaharashtraSocial Housing and Action 
League (MASHAL), a non-governmental 
organization was conceived by a group 
of like-minded people who believe in 
community development through people's 
participation and recognize adequate 
shelter and a healthy living environment 
with access to services as a basic human 
right. According to .the MASHAL survey 
teams, Prajapati Sahakari UtpadakMandal 
Ltd. members were given Vacant Land 
Tenure (VLT) by Brihanmumbai Municipal 
Corporation/ Municipal Corporation of 
Greater Mumbai to carry out pottery related 
activities in 1930. Out of approximately 
350 Kumbhars who were original VLTs, 
120 potters have small kilns and still carry 
out pottery. Most of the vacant land is now 
covered with slum-like structures and is 
being used for residential or commercial 
activities. Many of the VLT tenants have 
rented the slum structures and are earning 
rent from poor slum dwellers or have sold 
the structures to new occupants. There are 
approximately 2,755 slum structures here. 

This has led to some tension between 
the potters of the area and those who are not 
potters but live there. One of the residents 
of Kumbharwada said on condition of 
anonymity, "The people of Kumbharwada 
are united and have a lot of money. If people 
come to check their homes they don't let 
them in as they presume they are from the 
survey department. They will never leave 
this place as there are many stations close 
by like Sion, Matunga and King Circle and 
commuting becomes easy as it is centrally 
located. It becomes expensive to pay for 
transportation otherwise." 

Kamalya agrees: "It's an important 
place as buyers and we too can commute 
easily as the stations are close by." 

One of the major problems in 
Kumbharwada, as in the rest of Dharavi, 
is sanitation. "Thirty per cent of the 
residents of Kumbharwada need to use a 
public toilet. Our MandaI has built twelve 
communal toilets which people can use on 
purchasing a pass which cost around Rs 30 
to Rs 45 depending on the availability of 
water", says Parmar. 

The toilets were filthy when this 
reporter visited them. Many of the women 
in the area complained that they were rarely 
clean. 

The kilns are also a mixed blessing. 
They provide the potters with their 
livelihood but they also pollute the air. 
Sarubai Walanj says, "The kilns burn 
from nine in the morning till 10 or 11 pm. 
The smoke enters all our homes as most 
of the kilns next to our homes in the slum 
and doesn't ever leave as every other day a 
kiln is burning. Almost 70 per cent of the 

residents have breathing problems, asthma 
or TB due to the kilns burning." 

Walanj may be exaggerating but there 
are certainly health problems. "About 25 
per cent of the residents of Kumbharwada 
have acute bronchial asthma, asthma, 
tuberculosis, cold and coughs," says Dr. 
Pravin P Shah, general practitioner, living 
since 25 years in Kumbharwada. "The 
patients are poor and don't have nutritious 
food and don't take r~gular treatment. 
They don't want to change their habit and 
continue to drink. The entire area faces 
these problems. It has worsened. Before 
only cotton and mill waste were used in 
kilns but now they use tubes, tyres and 
chemicals. They should stop using kilns or 
should have chimneys. They want to stay 
and continue working here. Sion Hospital 
filed a case and the judgment was that the 
kumbhars were here before Sion Hospital 
so they shouldn't have built a hospital." 

METROPOLIS 

They use what they call 'mashups' 
to help localities decide on the shape 
of the future. "Mashups are workshops 
wherein people come from different parts 
of the world and share their experience 
and imagination to reimagine existing 
neighbourhoods. It is a coming together 
of different practices and experiences. 
Urbanology is the view of the cities from 
the street level and neighbourhood. 
It's a holistic understanding, not one 
generated from a map. It's a methodology 
of research and action of local dynamics 
and interaction with people, habitat and 
at the local level. We have a lot to learn 
from Dharavi because this place has been 
generated by the people living here and they 
are still creating it. We don't call it a slum 
but we call it neighborhood information. 
There are many such neighbourhoods in 
Bombay. We feel that the point of view you 
get from one neighbourhood information 

':About 25 per cent of the residents of Kumbharwada have 
acute bronchial asthma, asthma, tuberculosis, cold and 
coughs," says Dr. Pl'avin P Shah, general practitioner, 

living since 25 years in K1.lmbhaTwada. 

Varsha Gaikwad, 33, MLA, Dharavi 
plays it safe, "Kumbharwada is a big 
industry. Pottery is a traditional business. 
The diyas and pots made in Kumbharwada 
are sold in malls too. The kilns burning there 
are harmful to the lungs and also cause TB. 
These kilns are cheap but affect the health. 
Gas kilns are good. Gas is expensive but 
I am trying to push for relaxation of gas 
prices by government after development. 
Some people want self development but 
majority want redevelopment. I am fine 
with both." 

While Gaikwad offers no solutions at 
all, other players have other ideas. URBZ, 
for instance, believes in incremental 
development rather than redevelopment. 
"Slum development only considers housing 
development. It's not only about housing 
but also economics. Many neighbourhoods 
or so-called slums produce livelihoods. 
Redevelopment creates housing and 
destroys economics and global economics," 
said Matias Sendoa Echanove, 34, 
urbanist and founder of URBZ. He adds: 
"Kumbharwada is a strong community. 
They have a major role to play in Mumbai 
and they seem to have very clear ideas about 
what they want. They should be allowed 
to develop on their own terms. Many 
people from Kumbharwada I have met are 
educated, articulate, socially conscious and 
know what they want." 

holds the potential of a paradigm shift in 
urban planning and design." says Echanove. 

You begin to see the problems when you 
compare the voices of Kishore Tank, a 20-
year-old student and Paul Raphael, 39, who 
owns a telecom and fast food shop. Rafael 
felt that people have built their houses and 
set up their businesses in Dharavi. "They 
should be allowed to redevelop on their 
own." Tank, on the other hand, felt that there 
should be buildings in Kumbharwada. 

Meanwhile the pot is under pressure 
from plastic. Many have abandoned their 
trade as unprofitable in the first place. "I 
can't say much about this. First they said 
they would redevelop this place then they 
said they wouldn't redevelop this place", 
said Abdul Mohammed, 52. Once a potter, 
Mohammed now works as an electrician. 

It has become quite difficult to interview 
some of the Kumbhars as they refuse to 
neither speak nor permit photography as 
they fear that the interviewer has come 
from the survey department. One of the 
residents says, "1\\'0 female foreigners 
who came to visit Kumbharwada were not 
entertained and were even pushed out." 

What will really happen to the poor 
voiceless residents and tenants who can't 
afford self development still remains a 
question unanswered or at least ambiguous 
in the minds of the many residents of 
Kumbharwada. 

VO ICES 



PERSONA 

"IT'S NOT LIKE I HAD 
AN INNATE ABILITY 
TO KILL PEOPLE:' 
Pooja Nandar talks to Jiten Dutta who was part of The United Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) and 
who has now set down arms and is willing to talk to the government to bring peace to Assam. 
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A
few years ago, Jiten Dutta was 
high in the Indian government's 
most wanted list. The United 
Liberation Front of Assam (ULFA) 

commander was held to be responsible 
for much of the violence and killings that 
happened in Upper Assam. He led the A 
(Alpha) company - 28th Battalion ULFA. 
However on June 24, 2008 the A and C 
Company of the 28th Battalion announced 
a ceasefire to facilitate peace talks with 
the government. They now call themselves 
the Pro-talk ULFA faction. Dutta says, "I 
joined the organization because I wanted to 
protect the identity of the indigenous people 
but I realized that the ULFA was engaging 
in too much violence and was drifting from 
its main aim which was to develop Assam. 
They have started abducting innocent 
people and demand a large amount of 
money as ransom. The indigenous people 
are suffering the consequences of their" 
violence, therefore I decided to leave the 
organization and facilitate peace talks with 
the government." 

It's been a long road that Dutta has 
walked. He studied Political Science and 
History at the Dibrugarh Kanoi College 
but before he could finish his studies he 
was inspired by the ideology ofthe ULFA 
and abandoned his studies to join them. 
Dutta says, "While I was in college I was 
the general secretary of the college and 
was helping the All-Assam Students 
Union (AASU) in their agitation against 
foreigners in Assam. At that point of time 
the ULFA was just being formed because 
even they wanted the foreigners to leave 
Assam and felt Assam should be a sovereign a:: 

independent state. The AASU signed an ;3 
agreement with the government of India ~ 

z 
on the foreigners' issue. The cut-off year for « 
detecting foreign nationals was 1971, ULFA g 
thought this was wrong. Even I disapproved ~ 
of the agreement and therefore I joined the ~ 
organization. The AASU was fighting the ~ 

a:: 
cause democratically and there was no g 
response from the government, therefore b 
the ULFA took to arms." iE 



Based on the history of Assam, ULFA 
has never considered Assam to be a part 
of India, and has therefore demanded 
a sovereign independent state. Dutta 
explains, ''Assam was ruled for 600 years 
by the Ahom rulers and was never a part of 
India. It was the East India Company who 
without consulting the Ahom rulers signed 
the Treaty of Yandaboo merging Assam 
with India." 

ULFA still demands that Assam 
should be a sovereign independent state. 
However, the Pro-talk faction have given 
up their demand of sovereignty and instead 
want total autonomy. They also want to 
talk to the government about protecting 
the identity of the Assamese people and 
developing Assam. He says, "The Pro
talk faction is willing to cooperate with 
the Indian government as long as we are 
given total autonomy. By tot3,1 autonomy 
we mean that foreign affairs, defense, 
communication and currency can be in the 
hands of the Indian government, the rest of 
the powers have to be given to the state of 
Assam. We want to bring to the notice of 
the Indian government that Assam is full 
of Bangladeshi infiltrators which is a major 
cause of concern. It is evident in the latest 

'I1ssam was ruled for 
600 years by the Ahom 
rulers and was never a 
part of India. It was the . 

East India Company 
who without consulting 
the Ahom rulers signed 
the Treaty of Yanda boo 
merging Assam with 

India." 

census report that the Assamese people are 
a minority in their own state." 

In the past when Dutta was with the 
organization, many workers from Bihar 
and other non Assamese Indians had been 
killed how does he justify all that violence 
towards the citizens ofIndia? "We had told 
the government that the Bihar regiment 
army that was in charge of Assam were 
harassing the Assamese people and raping 
innocent girls. When the government 
refused to respond to our repeated 

warnings we decided to take action and kill 
all those harassing the indigenous people of 
Assam", he says. 

It was not easy for Dutta to engage in 
such brutal acts when he initially joined the 
organization. "It's not like I had an innate 
ability to kill people mercilessly. I was a 
cadre in the organization and each time I 
saw the miserable state of affairs in Assam 
I felt compelled to make a change and if it 
required me to pick up arms to make that 
change then be it so. My seniors like Paresh 
Baruah ordered me to kill for a cause and I 
carried out orders because I believed in the 
cause." 

There has been much debate over 
ULFA's nexus with The Inter-Services 
Intelligence (lSI), Pakistan's premier 
intelligence agency, to which Dutta says, 
"The A and C company of the 28th Battalion 
does not have any connection with the lSI, 
however the top leaders like Paresh Baruah 
do have a nexus with the lSI because many 
cadres belonging to other battalions of the 
ULFA have received bomb making training 
from the lSI in Afghanistan." 

Today, the Pro-talk faction would 
like to negotiate their charter of demands 
peacefully. Dutta says, "We have had our 
round of talks with representatives of the 
central government and state government. 
However, in the mean time our chairman 
Arabinda Rajkhowa and other senior 
leaders were arrested and brought to 
Assam. The government is now putting 
pressure on the arrested leaders to sit for 
unconditional talks. We are hopeful that 
our Pro-talk faction along with the other 
arrested leaders, jointly sitting for talks 
would yield more fruitful results." 

The Pro-talk faction of the ULFA are 
now attempting to reconcile with the public 
and are trying to help outthe locals who have 
been victims of their violence in the past. 
Dutta adds, "We are trying to convince the 
public that we have announced a ceasefire, 
but the public fears that if they support us 
they might be attacked by the anti Pro-talk 
faction of the ULFA. However, even the 
public understands that there has to be an 
end to the violence in Assam. They may be 
apprehensive to support us openly but they 
will soon realize that we have taken the 
right action." 

The Pro-talk faction feels that inspite 
of their initiative, the government's 
response, so far, has not matched up 
to their expectations. Dutta says, "The 
government is delaying responding to us 
and they usually want to negotiate with us 
just before the elections for their political 
gains. I hope the government does not test 
our patience further, because the cadres 
who have joined the Pro- talk faction might 
get frustrated and regroup themselves with 
ULFA." 
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Shakti Mills, Mahalaxmi, Mumbai 

This was land that leased to the mills. Once the mills closed, 
realtors soon realised the value of this land and how it could be 
used for the glittering new towers of a metropolis on the make. 
Now, the name of the game was real estate. 
The state smirked and abetted the mill owners through all this. 

t 
Hind- MataMills, Currey Road, Mumbai 

In 1982, 2.5lakhs mill workers went on strike, under the leadership 
of Datta Samant, demanding reasonable wages and against 
exploitative industrial norms. Jai Prakash Bilare from Maharashtra 
Girni Kamgar Union says, "The saviours of the Marathi manoos, 
completely betrayed us for their vested interests." 

~ 

Swadesi Mills, 
Chunabatti, 
Mumbai 
The working class uprising was 
sabotaged by a nexus between 
politicians, industrialists and 
a few corrupt unions, which 
toed the line of the state and 
the mill owners rather than the 
interest of the workers. Today 
thousands of workers are still 
fighting for their housing rights 
and have not even received 
their due compensation. 
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t Anand Narayan Sawant was section in-charge in Century Mills. 
He said, workers were gradually asked to take VRS, lakhs of 
people lost their jobs, were forced to go back to their villages, some 
committed suicide, some became insane, our women were forced 
into prostitution and children, education came to a halt. He was 
earning Rs. 14000 per month as a mill worker. Today, he works as a 
security guard and earns Rs. 4000 a month. 

t Chawls 

t Chandrakant Pandu Shinde was a mill worker. In Sita 
Ram Mills for 27 years. He started his own busiess with his 
compensation money after the mills shut down. He says, "With the 
compensation amount, I could think of investing in my own paper 
folding unit." Many others were forced to take up auto rickshaw 
driving, vada pav stalls, security guards, agricultural work etc. 

The chawls of the city were born out of the need to provide cheap accommodation for the mill workers. When the mills closed, a whole 
generation of young men who had grown up believing that they would have secure jobs, found themselves unemployed and largely 
unemployable. Cotton 56, Polyester 84, a play by Ramu Ramanathan, argued that these young men became the cannon fodder for the 
gangs of the city. 
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Today the abandoned mill 
space is being used in the most 
interesting ways. Who would 
have ever imagined that a 
land that costs a fortune will 
be used as a cricket ground by 
ruffians around the space. 
Most other mills which are 
under lock and key have 
become habitats for snakes, 
birds, wild grass etc. Some of 
these spaces are also being 
used for shooting films. 

~ 

(Hind-Mata Mills, 
Currey Road, 
Mumbai) 
The textile mills which 
once illustrated the face of 
Mumbai now depict just 
another industrial phase. In 
an encounter with mill worker 
turned auto driver, the driver 
said, "Our grandchildren won't 
even know that mills existed 
in Mumbai. They will 
only see malls and high rise 
buildings, won't know about 
our struggle and our stories. 
But I am glad that these 
chimneysare still preserved, it 
is a symbol of our memories". 
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PAINS 
ONTHE 
TRAINS 
The local trains are the lifeline 
of Mumbai. Raksha Mallya 
reports the daily challenges 
faced by women commuters. 
Photograph By Raksha Mallya 

Like metal licked by relentless 
acetylene 
we are welded -
dreams, disasters, 
genns, destinies, 
flesh and organza, 
odours and ovaries 
A thousand-limbed 
million tongued, multi-spoused 
Kali on wheels ... 
From "5:46 Andheri Local" by Arundhathi 
Subramaniam 

O 
eepali Damle, 30, wakes up at 5 
am when Virar has begun to stir. 
She heads straight to the kitchen 
to knead the dough for chappatis 

and cut the vegetables for the family lunch. 
While the potatoes are boiling and the 
vegetables are cooking, she runs to the 
bathroom to fill a bucket of water for her 
bath. She now begins to roast the chappatis 
and begins to pack her lunch box, fills her 
water bottle and leaves for her work by 8 am. 
She has to get the 8.42am local from Virar 
if she is to reach the supermarket at Masjid 
Bunder where she works at 10.30am. 

"It's like a nightmare to travel for two 
hours in the train and change at Bandra to 
take a Harbour line train," Damle says. "If I 
don't reach on time, they either cut my pay 
for the day or hurl abuse at me for being late. 
No one understands how difficult it is for a 
woman to juggle all these things." 

Damle is one of the 6.5 to 7 million 
passengers who are carried across the city 
by the three railway lines: Central Railway's 
Harbour and Main lines; and the single line 
of the Western Railway. She is not well served 
by the trains on which she has to spend 
approximately five hours a day. A normal 
12 coach train has three compartments for 
female commuters; the remaining for the 
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general and the first class. (The first class 
has a ladies section too; a part of which is 
called the video coach; this is because it has 
a window through which men can look at 
the women.) 

This makes the ratio of space available 
to women 1: 4. This must be judged against 
the ratio of female to male commuters which 
is 3:5 on the Western Line and 1: 5 on the 
Central Line. Women like Damle add to 
their travel by doing what is called 'going 
down' in commuter slang. This means if 
you're going North, you start by going South 
in order to get a less crowded train. When 
Damle is returning home, she will often 
take the train one stop South to Chhatrapati 
Shivaji Terminus so that she can sit when the 
train empties before starting its southward 
trek. Unfortunately, hundreds . of other 
women generally have the same idea. 

Shobha Ashok, 43, who travels from 
Bhayander to Churchgate is a government 
official. She leaves home early in the morning 

after getting her two daughters ready for 
school and college. She never gets a place to 
sit until Dadar, or sometimes even Mumbai 
Central, but, "I have to bear with it," she 
says with a shrug. "I've noticed that most 
of the crowd gets off at Mumbai Central in 
the mornings and often the train empties at 
Mira Road while on the way back." She adds, 
"It's difficult to come home early. When I do, 
I help my daughters with their projects." 

But it isn't just family life that suffers. 
When you stuff hundreds of women into 
the space meant for dozens, you're going to 
see fights every day. The epithets fly fast and 
furious. "Paagal hogi tu" (You must be mad). 
"Tere baap ka gaadi hai kya?" (Does your 
dad own this train?), "Bachhe kyu leke aati 
hai peak hours mein?" (Why do you bring 
kids in the peak hours?), "Ruk tu, tereko 
main saath neeche kheenchoongi" (Wait I'll 
pull you down too). 

There's not a lot of difference between 
First class and Second class except for some 



cushioned seats and the abuse is in English. 
Itee Bawa, a student from Dahisar who 
is doing her MSc at the Indian Institute 
of Science, Churchgate says, "If you are 
traveling by first class, asking for a fourth 
seat or a ninth seat is like a sin, they just wave 
their hands at you and say 'This is not second 
class'. I am so used to all such comments by 
now, I don't care any more and I stand near 
the door." 

She adds, "The ladies treat students in 
an insulting way; saying 'Your college gives 
you concessions and you'll just pay half the 
price and irritate us all the time'. Is this the 
way to talk? Offices give the first class passes 
free, I guess," she says. 

In 1992, a special train was started on 
all three lines: the "Ladies Specials". These 
trains were exclusively for the women; 
not even blind or handicapped men. 
(Unfortunately, on the Western Line, the 
ladies compartments become unofficial 
general compartments until the Railway 
Police evacuate the intruders.) Central 
Railway has four to five; Western has six, 
according to their PR departments. The 
problem is that most of these trains do not 
run at peak times. 

Various other problems have been 
noted by the commuters. Damle complains 
about the new trains and their height in 
comparison to the platform. She says, "Many 
of us fall while getting into or off the train, 
the railway authorities haven't even taken 
account of it as yet and made the necessary 
changes." 

There is also the endless problem of 
whether the next train is going to be a 
twelve-coach train or a nine-coach train. 
That problem might have a solution. From 
November last year, the Western Railways 
have planned to scrap the remaining nine
coach trains and convert them all to 12 
coach trains. 

Crime plays an important in adding 
trouble for the women travelers. The annual 
crime rate which was compiled in 2009 
by Government Railway Police showed 
that 452 chain snatching incidents were 
reported in the suburban railway route 
compared to 429 cases in 2008. Damle says, 
''At peak hours, many young boys get into the 
compartment to sell something or the other. 
They outsmart some women and snatch 
chains while getting off the trains. Before we 
can raise the alarm, they run off. I have seen 
this so many times." 

Women who hang outside the train 
during the peak hours dueto the overcrowded 
compartments are usually teased by the men 
at the stations. Generally, they have to run 
the gantlet of sexual taunting but this often 
escalates into actual physical violence. 

"Some men just touch," says a woman 
who does not want to be named. "Others 
can go to the extent of pinching one's butt. 

When we travel after llpm in the middle 
ladies (compartment) or the ladies next to 
the first class, you are bound to get lewd 
remarks from the men who get in to the 
compartments and many molestation cases 
are then registered. 12 cases of molestation 
were reported in the year 2009 and most of 
the others don't bother complaining due to 
private reasons." 

But it isn't just abuse. 
Deepali still shivers when she talks 

about an incident she witnessed a few 
months ago. "I was coming home. It was 
around 8.45 pm and the train had halted in 
Andheri. When the train started moving, 
a lady holding a child in her hands tried to 
jump on. The baby, who was around 2-3 
years old, slipped from her arms and fell 
into the gap between the platform and the 
train. We were horrified and some ladies 
immediately pulled the chain to stop the 
train. Fortunately, it worked and the train 
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bright yellow. This was found very effective 
in Wadala station where the accident rates 
have come down. 

This might go some way towards 
alleviating the general disregard for human 
safety shown by the railways. The Economic 
Times, dated 13 June 2010, carried a 
startling comment. 

"Negligence by railway staff caused 
nearly half of all train accidents in the 
country during the last five years, official 
data has revealed. Of the 1,034 train 
accidents that have happened during the 
period 2003-2008, 488 of them, which 
accounts for 47.2 per cent, have been 
attributed to negligence by the railway staff." 
Joint Director of the Safety Directorate of 
the Ministry of Railways J S Bindra said in 
reply to an RTI application. 

Anuradha Khanna Pentapalli who runs 
her blog "Mumbai Local trains" explains 
why she started writing the blog. In October 

''Negligence by railway staff caused neaTly half of all train 
accidents in the country during the last five years, official 
data has revealed. Of the 1,034 train accidents that have 

happened during the period 2003-2008, 488 of them, 
which accounts for 47.2 per cent, have been attributed to 

negligence by the railway staff." 

stopped. Some men helped get the baby out, 
and by some miracle, it was safe." 

It isn't only babies that are at risk. 
The mortality rate on the Mumbai trains 
is higher than the mentioned national 
statistics; about 3,500 people die every 
year in Mumbai. In the year 2008, a British 
newspaper used the Right to Information 
application to get the breakup of the 
accidents caused by the railways, 3,443 out 
of 4,357 fatalities occurred when the trains 
killed people crossing tracks. Around 853 
fell off or were thrown off from moving 
trains. Other 41 were hit by poles by the 
track side while hanging out of doors, and 
21 were electrocuted by the 25000 volts 
powerful overhead wires. 

An RTI filed by Chetan Kothari tells us 
that 10 people die on an everyday basis due 
to the railway fatalities. Many a times the 
stations where the local trains halt don't 
have a proper foot over bridge. In fact most 
of the deaths occur due to crossing of tracks. 

But the Central Railways has an 
innovative initiative to discourage 
commuters from crossing railways tracks. 
Track-crossers, the authorities noticed, do 
not notice the warning signs near the tracks. 
They wondered whether graphic images 
of mangled bodies might h~lp. The other 
initiatives pondered over are to place whistle 
boards 150 meters away from the accident 
prone areas and painting the railways tracks 

2004 she created the blog because she could 
not get the necessary information online 
about time tables and she wanted to write 
and share her experiences. 

One of the incidents that Anuradha 
shares happened some years ago. "I was 
returning to my home in Goregaon and took 
a Virar train because I found it empty. My 
friends warned me not to get into a Virar as 
I would not be able to get off at Goregaon. 
But I replied that I would get off at Andheri." 

She pauses and continues, "When I 
stood near the door to get off at the station, 
I was shocked to see the crowd. I jumped 
before the train could stop but the crowd 
was so much that they pushed me in, and my 
leg got stuck in the gap between the platform 
and the train. I had never shouted so loudly 
in my life and after that I was sitting at the 
station for next 15 minutes, crying." But 
Khanna Pentapalli has something positive 
to say, "Not everything is negative about the 
trains. It's a place where you get to bump 
into people who you were friends with and 
lost contact." Ashok adds, "What I suggest to 
whoever travels by the locals every day is to 
maintain their cool." 

And then there is that peculiar Mumbai 
concept of train friends. They keep your 
place. They fight your battles for you. In a 
box of steel, rattling down the tracks of an 
over-crowded city, that can make all the 
difference. 
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GO GORAl! 
A village by the sea takes on a corporate ... and wins. But the battle isn't over yet for the residents of 
Uttan and other villages on the coast. Arlene Mathiah reports from the front lines. 

. . I t is only our efforts that have 
helped us earn some justice 
over the Special Economic 
Zone (SEZ) issue. This village 

comprises fishermen and farmers who wield 
no influence over corporate or government 
officials. We have been together since the 
start and continue to fight together," says 
Rita Ferrao, 52, a fisherwoman in Uttan, 
a coastal village in the Thane district of 
Maharashtra, that adjoins Gorai 

Like Rita, many villagers of the Gorai
Uttan belt, have been agitating against the 
SEZ that was first proposed in this region 
in the year 2006. The 5740 hectares (14,178 
acres) ofland comprising 10 villages were to 
be allotted to Pan India Paryatan Limited 
(PIPL) for development into a Recreation 
and Tourism Zone. Since then, the villagers 
have opposed the Special Economic Zone 
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(SEZ) by PIPL, a company that also owns 
Esselworld. 

Their efforts have paid off, if not in full 
measure. The land sanctioned has been 
reduced to 1000 acres. The SEZ is about to 
be cancelled in that zone but the fight still 
continues. To the villagers this is no victory. 
They are sure that they are not going to be 
forced to part with their land. 

After all they know what it is like to lose 
their land. When the Esselworld project 
began, the villagers weren't aware of what 
the corporate was up to. They didn't object 
to the project since most of the community 
was not savvy about the ways of the world, 
they say, adding that they had no one to 
guide them. And so the plan materialised 
and the park was built. 

Today, after 25 years, things are 
different. "There are now many educated 

people in the village," says Angela Domnick, 
70, from the fishing community. She says 
that she regrets not having taken action 
even then. 

It is through people like Dominick and 
Ferrao and the various committees formed 
that the entire village has been made aware 
of the consequences of having an SEZ in 
one's backyard. Thus the entire village 
stands united to fight for what is left. 

"It certainly was no joke when we heard 
of the SEZ plan a few years ago. We took 
up so many local dharnas, strikes, various 
kinds of people's protests and agitated 
against that plan. It wasn't easy at all. But 
because of the efforts of everyone in the 
village, we have a reason to rejoice," says 
Tony Gonsalves, an office worker and a 
resident of Gorai. 

Recently, the Mumbai Metropolitan 
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Regional Development Authority 
(MMRDA) came up with a plan for the 
entire stretch that comprises ten small 
villages. "The MMRDA plan tells us that 
something will be done for the villagers 
here but does not mention a single detail," 
says Noel Kinni, chairman of the Gorai 
Machimar Samiti, an organiation that has 
been looking into the issues of the SEZ in 
the Gorai-Uttan belt. 

Members of groups like the Gorai 
Machimar Samiti (GMS) and Dharavi 
Bhet Bachao Samiti (DBBS) that work for 
the welfare of the fishing community and 
the villagers in the Gorai-Bhayander area 
have been busy trying to find out what 
the MMRDA intends to do. In the same 
way, they have been playing a crucial role 
in telling the villagers to be vigilant of 
any corporate body that comes to their 
house and draws a plan for their private 
property. With the MMRDA plan that 
has been just proposed to them, all they 
want to know is what the plan is about. 
"Why not, if it is something for the greater 
good of the village? But we want to know 
what it is. The plan only mentions the 
different boundaries of the village that 
would be included in the project but 
doesn't mention anything else. We do not 
need money. We need development," said 
a member of the GMS. The committees 
working for the villagers came up with 
30,000 objections that they submitted to 
the MMRDA in the month of December 
20lO. Each and every member of the village 
above the age of 18 years was made to sign 
the objections. 

There is not a single college or hospital 
in this entire belt."There is a lot of spare 
government land in the village. We have 
requested the MMRDA to keep those plots 
of land reserved for building of hospitals, 
schools, colleges and other institutions. 
It is sad that the children of the village 
travel every day to the other side to go to 
college. It's the ferry service to Borivali or 
the bus to Bhayander station that they have 
to use. And it's not affordable to spend on 
travelling. There is a need for affordable 
government educational institutions · in 
the village itself," says Joseph Gonsalves, 
member of the GMS. 

Displacement is a threat to many 
livelihoods. There is also the fear that the 
city will swallow up the villages and their 
peace and serenity. Not just the senior 
citizens of the village, but also the youth and 
the working population, find it difficult to 
adjust to the fast pace of the city. "We donot 
want to migrate elsewhere. We do not even 
want the authorities to give us anything if 
it means leaving our original homes," says 
one of the members of the GMS. "Once 
the corporates are in, the village would be 

commercialized making it a free zone for 
anyone to take up any activity also causing 
pollution, traffic and also leaving it over 
populated," she adds. But wouldn't that 
mean employment? "None of the villagers 
here would be employed. They will give us 
some excuses like lack of managerial skills," 
she retorts. 

Benson George, Executive Director 
of the Centre for Human Ecology, who 
has been actively looking into the issue 
of the SEZ around many areas, feels that 
the government considers only the Gross 
Domestic Product. It is not interested 
in the GEP (Gross Ecological Product). 
"The SEZ in the Gorai Uttan belt will be a 
socio-ecological disaster in the short term 
and the long term. The extent of economy 
generated from the local natural habitat by 
the local social fabric cannot be replaced 
by any SEZs. This will be cost beneficial 
socially, ecologically, economically too," 
says Benson. 
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tell us that they would employ us in their 
organizations, if we give away our land and 
allow them in. We may be villagers but they 
forget that we are not fools. We have learnt 
from the past. Even the 5 per cent of our 
villagers working in the amusement park at 
Esselworld have been given menial jobs and 
made to do housekeeping work and even 
are ride operators there. Thus what would 
we be doing there, when everything runs 
on computer and requires some education 
which we are totally handicap at?" 

Rossi D'souza, an activist, feels that 
the government violates with impunity the 
rules that it sets for others. "The entire belt 
is an eco-sensitive zone. Most of the land is 
mangrove land that is most important for 
fish breeding. And the fishermen depend 
upon this mangrove land for their daily 
living. The role that mangroves play in 
natural calamity is known to all. And they 
still want to re-claim that piece ofland". 

Gorai is a famous place for many 

"The entire belt is an eeo-sensitive zone. Most qfthe land 
is mangrove land that is most importantforfish 

breeding. And the fishermen depend upon this mangrove 
landfor their dail;lJ living. 

Development is the need of the hour,. 
For there isn't a single computer typing 
shop in this village. This may seem like an 
unimportant detail but it has repercussions 
on the lives of the villagers and their ability 
to fight corporates and government. To get 
legal documents typed, they have to make a 
trip to Bhayander. But this hasn't stopped 
them. Wills Gonsalves, a villager from 
Uttan, says, "We will never stop fighting. 
What is ours will always remain ours." 

The population in this belt, which 
comprises the villages of Manori, Gorai, 
Uttan, Chowk, Dongri, Tarodi, Pali, Murdhi 
and Morva, are generally fishermen and 
farmers. There are also a lot of tribal adivasis 
residing in the inner villages. They have been 
farming and growing vegetation for long on 
the land. They are the original inhabitants 
of the land. However, the government wants 
to claim that land too. And the SEZ plan 
includes these ancestral villages. The land 
belongs to their ancestors and they see no 
other place where they would belong too or 
get themselves employed having little of no 
education at all. 

Eric Peter Ferreira, a rickshaw owner 
who has been driving for the past 10 years 
says, "Most of our families who have been in 
to fishing and farming haven't even passed 
class ten. The corporate that are looking 
with greedy eyes at the land in this area 

Mumbaikars for recreation and also a 
common picnic spot. There are plenty of 
resorts in Gorai-Uttan that belong to the 
villagers of this area. Thus, they feel if 
the place is taken over for some corporate 
dealing, it would not only take over the 
earning of those who run the resort, but 
also it would take over the peace and 
serenity that the place provides. 

People visiting the place also agree 
with what the villagers say. "The place is 
indeed serene. A stone throw from the 
main city, and we feel transported to a 
new place altogether. It has a charm in 
it that no place so close in proximity to 
the crowded fast running city of Mumbai 
would give," says Manoj Shah, a visitor 
with his family who has been frequenting 
Uttan for many years and loves the place. 
Lourdes D'souza, secretary of the DBBS 
says, "It took a lot to reach here. Running 
from the village to the town isn't an easy 
task for any of us villagers residing here. 
Moreover attending the many hearings in 
court and not being given a fair chance to 
raise one's voice has ma.de us loose hope in 
the system. But we strived hard for what we 
wanted. There were numerous times when 
things were not in our favour." 

Once again, the battle is to be waged to 
save a way oflife but this time the villagers 
are ready. 

VOICES 
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THERE'S SOMETHING 
ABOUT MOBAI 
The East Indian community in Mumbai counts their members as being among the original settlers of 
the city. With spiralling land prices, their way of life is under threat. Maleeva Rebello reports. 

66 T he high- and low-rises in 
Mumbai are a testament 
to the various periods of 
history that the city has 

seen," says journalist and writer Naresh 
Fernandes. He should know. The area in 
which he lives, Bandra, has seen some of 
the most rapid changes in skyline. Within 
living memory, the twin spires of the 
Basilica of Mount Mary, once the highest 
points on a palm-covered hinterland, have 
been dwarfed by high-rises. 

And few communities have felt the 
impact of this growth in real estate and 
development as the East Indians have. 
This group of Koli settlers was converted 
to Christianity when the Portuguese first 
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arrived in the city in 1494. They are the 
original inhabitants of the city of'Mobai'-a 
Marathi-speaking island. David Cardoz, 
architect and former member of the state 
government's heritage committee says, 
"The name East Indian came to be after the 
Koli Catholics wanted to be distinguished 
from the Goan Catholics who started to 
migrate to the island city, Bombay in the 
1850s. They took the name East Indians 
sio that they might be associated with the 
British East India Company so that they 
might get jobs." 

The East Indian villages in and around 
the city at Girgaum, Mazagaon, Bandra, 
Andheri, etc have people of other religious 
faiths also residing there. These villages 

together form a gaothan-where people 
are supposed to live together in harmony 
and fellowship with each other as they 
might in a village. James Ferreira, fashion 
designer, social activist and a resident 
of Khotachiwadi-a gaothan in South 
Mumbai says, "The people living in the 
gaothans are emotionally connected to 
each other. We live together as one big, 
happy family." 

But these close-knit bonds and the 
uniqueness of the East Indian heritage 
villages in the city is being threatened by 
the land mafia. Valerie D'Souza, a resident 
of Kurla gaothan, says, "The builders 
harass my family and our neighbours 
regularly." Many East Indians have been 
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forced to sell their lands and live in flats 
instead. Premika Baptista, 52, a former 
land owner in Marol recounts how she had 
to sell her land, "The builder's goons would 
come to harass us regularly offering a large 
sum of money as well as a number of flats 
in the new building that would be built in 
return. Due to some financial problems we 
were forced to finally sell our land about 
three years ago." In Swiss urban studies 
researcher, Matias Echanove's view the 
reason why people sell their bungalows in 
Mumbai is that they are unable to maintain 
them due to financial reasons. 

Cardoz adds, "The Transfer of 
Development Rights (TDR) has led to 
haphazard and unrestrained development 
in the suburbs. It first seemed like a 
constructive program which aimed to 
create more open spaces. But the Floor 
Space Index (FSI) which allows the total 
area of a building that could be constructed 
on a plot to be given north of the property 
has caused more problems, with people 
selling off-TDR and FSI." 

"This has led to a total loss of sense in 
planning the right way in which the city of 
Mumbai should be developed," feels Bento 
Lopez, 66, a land owner from Chakala, 
Andheri. Lopez adds, "The land mafia is 
continually trying to destroy our culture in 
the name of development." James Ferreira 
strongly feels that the builders own the 
government as they seem to do little or 
almost nothing in the face of continuous 
harassment faced by the residents of 
bungalows in and around the city. 

Echanove, a former resident of 
Khotachiwadi, says, "I have lived at 
Khotachiwadi for two years and loved the 
community feeling there, it was amazing." 

ensure optimum use of the land and help 
save space." While structural engineer 
Sudhir Badami also feels that there is 
no problem with the construction of sky 
scrapers and high rise buildings. He said, 
"People feel like they are achievers when 
they live in high rises. But infrastructure 
is a very important point that needs to be 
taken into consideration' while constructing 
multi-storey buildings and sky scrapers." 

Naresh Fernandes feels Mumbai is 

"Diwali and Chl'istmas really bring alive the spirit of 
living together so close to each other. We, the people come 

together as one community of Khotachiwadi and celebrate 
together like one bigfamily." 

Wilfred Felizardo, 47, a resident of 
Khotachiwadi has fond memories of the 
area. Felizardo said, "Diwali and Christmas 
really bring alive the spirit of living 
together so close to each other. We, the 
people come together as one community 
of Khotachiwadi and celebrate together 
like one big family." Cardoz feels , "People 

. love the way they live-in an open space 
with a large house, a community feeling 
contributes to it. The architecture of a place 
gives a better understanding of the people 
who live there." 

Builder Maurice Caeiro however feels, 
"High rises are the need of the hour as 
the cost of housing is high, plus high rises 

losing its diversity as a result of the vertical 
expansion of the city. Cardoz agrees, "Going 
vertical is not the answer. The closer people 
are to the land the better it is. In the case 
of a fire, the people living on the top floors 
of a skyscraper have virtually no chance to 
escape." 

Can the city and suburbs of Mumbai 
and its infrastructure take the burden of 
building high rises? Are the floods every 
year in the months of July and August are 
an answer to that question? Ferreira says, 
"The roads in our area are narrow and flood 
in the monsoons as the water now has no 
place to go. Many buildings have come up 
around Khotachiwadi which have lead 

to water problems in the area. We hardly 
get water for two hours a day." Cardoz 
too agrees, "The pumps of buildings are 
much stronger which causes their pumps 
to pull majority of the water which causes 
a problem for small pumps in the houses of 
individuals. The ambience of the villages is 
being swamped by the buildings around:: 

The Khotachiwadi case opened up 
the debate about the building of high 
rises instead of bungalows. But in North 
Mumbai especially Bandra and Andheri 
this debate has been on for a long time. 
Mathew Gonsalves, 70, a land owner in 
Chakala, Andheri said, "Many bungalows 
here have been declared as slums and 
ordered to be demolished in the area." 
Sadly all land owners in the city do not have 
their land on the Heri~age List and can do 
little or almost nothing to save their lands 
from being taken by builders. David Cardoz 
says, "The North of Bombay was urbanized 
earlier than the south; development took 
place from the north to the south when 
the British tried to convert Bombay into 
a .city. Very few people are aware of this 
fact ." Ferreira and the other land owners 
in the city feel that if redevelopment has 
to be done then the existing houses should 
be made stronger rather than demolished. 
This in their view is real development. 

Land and space are issues that every 
city in the world must confront. The desire 
to build must take on the desire to preserve. 
What wins decides the fate of the city and 
the fate of its history. 
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ON 
GILBERT HILL. 
Brenda Natasha Barnes climbs up a hill she has 
ignored all her life. 

ecember 2, 2010. An article in the Times 
of India said 'Ropeway to Gilbert Hill likely'. 
This article goes on to talk about the proposal 
of building a ropeway to the top of the hill and 
talks of the problems it faces today. 

I have lived in Andheri all my life and 
though it is practically in my backyard, I have 
never visited Gilbert hill nor have I ever been 
so inclined. But this article made me stop and 
ask what all this hue and cry is over a small 

hill and, in my unknowledgeable thinking, an inconsequential one. 
So I go scouting to the Hill trying to find all I can on it. 

December 12, 2010. As all research starts with the internet these 
days, I googled Gilbert Hill and this is what I find. 65 million years 
ago, in the Mesozoic era the earth squeezed out lava which formed a 
huge vertical cleft of 200 meters known today as Gilbert hill. This was 
not the only one but similar smaller hills were also formed around 
it right up to Jogeshwari which have been quarried off by human 
settlers. This is only one of its kind in India and finds similarity 
with the Devil's Tower in Wyoming and Devil's Post Pile National 
Monument in eastern California, USA. Naturally no one pays much 
attention to Gilbert Hill. One-of-a-kind things must be ignored. This 
is a rule in India. 

December 27, 2010. It takes not more than 10-15 minutes from 
the station to reach Gilbert hill. Alighting from the bus the first thing 
you see is an entire area covered with slums. But if you look more 
closely behind these huts stands the majestic column. The way to the 
hill is through the slums. A narrow path sloping upwards takes you to 
the base of the hill. Settlements can be seen right up to the base which 
even to my little knowledge of the hill tells me is dangerous, not only 
to the hill but also for the settlers. 

Daulat Begum, a lady of 70, runs a madrassa for girls right at the 
base and lives there as well. Soft spoken, yet talkative, she tells °me 
of the reasons this Hill attracts so much attention. "The hill used to 
extend all the way to Jogeshwari but when development came, parts 
of the Hill were quarried off. Now, only this long length remains and 
builders came close to destroying this too, so we locals got together 
to save it. There is a temple on top. The trustees of the temple fought 
a case in court to save the Hill. Because they said that shifting the 
temple anywhere would be unthinkable as it has been here for 60 
years or more". 

This slightly contradicted with the articles which said 
environmentalists filed cases to save Gilbert Hill. On prodding she 
flatly denied any environmentalists ever doing anything for the Hill. 
"In fact," she says, "it was a Muslim builder who built a railing on the 
top to prevent devotees and tourists from falling from the top and 
made steps to climb up the steep climb." The reason for the railing 
was that two years ago a young girl while leaning out of the Hill's edge 
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Ask her about the recent controversy regarding rehabilitation of ~ 

slums from Gilbert Hill to elsewhere and an indignant look light up ~ 
>

her black eyes. Why should we go anywhere," she says, "I have lived e; 
here all my life. Our ancestors settled here when they came from ~ 
Lucknow. In fact, my father-in-law had helped the trustees to fight ~ 

the case". Point well taken. 5 
In one of the website, I had read about falling rocks from the iE 



hill during the monsoon. This has never affected them according to 
Daulat Begum since the rocks fall close to the base and they are a little 
away from it but the locals are angry over the incessant constructions 
of buildings which are being built very close to the base. 

One such building, already lived in is Shiv Sagar society. This 
one is practically a hair's breath away from the Hill and some slum 
children said narrowly missed being hit by a rock last monsoon. Apart 
from Daulat Begum, the children are my guide since others are scared 
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to speak. The reason being that with a lot being 
written in the papers, the builders have posted 
goons to stop busybodies like me. 

While there are petitions going around to 
stop construction near the Hill, along with a case 
in the Bombay High Court, three buildings are 
already nearing completion. 

December 28, 2010. I meet Prakash Patel, 
who owns one of the buildings under construction; 
When asked how he could build a building when 
the case is in court he says, "The case will go on for 
years. I can't let my livelihood be affected. Besides, 
the construction was stopped last year but now 
we are back with BMC permissions." What about 
the danger of falling rocks in the monsoons? 
And he answers angrily "What is your business 
asking these questions? Are you a reporter? If 
falling rocks are so much of a threat why is the 
BMC constructing a ropeway? Don't you think it 
is dangerous as well? With the children's warning 
ringing in · my ears about being careful with 
questions I get my cue to get out of there. 

January 6, 2010. As I sit writing this article 
I wonder if Gilbert Hill could be saved if someone 
would do something about it. And I remember that 
Gilbert Hill was declared a National Park in 1952 
by the Central Government under the Forest Act. 
In 2007, after years oflobbying by geologists, the 
hill was declared a Grade II heritage structure by 
the BMC. It has also been declared as a National 
Geological Monument by the Archaeological 
Survey of India. With so many 'Government 
Protection', the 'National Park' has become a 
playground for local cricket and football, the 
'Grade II Heritage Structure' is falling apart and 
the 'National Geological Monument' is covered 
with garbage. "Although the structure has been 
notified as a Grade II heritage site, no authority 
has put up a board near the hill stating that it is a 
protected site," said activist Shail Rane 

January 28, 2010. I tried contacting various people to 
try and find out how Gilbert hill got its name but all I could get 
as an answer is that no one knows how the Hill got its name. 
Kalpana Swaminathan, who is writing a book on Gilbert Hill to be 
published in 2012 replies to me saying "I have NQ. answer to your 
question! Strange, considering we have been working on a book 
about Gilbert Hill (to be published 2012). There are a lot of guesses 
about Gilbert, but none of them hold water". Hence the hunt for the 
origin of the name still continues. 

February 6, 2011. As luck would have it, I finally managed 
to find the origin of the name-Gilbert hill. Fiona Fernandez, a 
journalist from Mid-Day, sent me an e-mail on 5th February that said 
the following: 

'If old-timers are to be believed, Gilbert Hill once stretched from 
Bhavan's College,Andheri uptoAndheristation. Its decline began when 
the British started quarrying the hills for developmental work. "During 
the British Raj, the hills were blasted and the rocks were used for the 
development of what was then called Bombay. In fact, the hill was 
named after a British officer, Gilbert, who would often picnic at the 
place with his family," said Anees Sohrab, 51, whose grandfather 
migrated from Iran to Mumbai and had the contract to clear away 
the hills. Sohrab, who has been living in his 100-year-old ancestral 
house near the hill, added, "Earlier, Gilbert Hill was surrounded by a 
forest and one could frequently spot jackals, rabbits, snakes, etc. The 
forest was later hacked for development and today the face of Gilbert 
Hill has changed." 
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NOVACANCY 
In a city once known for its cosmopolitanism, Priyanka Chopra 
finds out what it is like to go house hunting as part of a minority 
community. 

"Unity and secularism will be the 
motto of the government. We can't 
afford divisive polity in India." 

- Manmohan Singh, Prime Minister of India. 

P
erhaps, Manmohan Singh even 
meant it. After all, he comes from 
a minority community that has 
suffered considerable violence 

after the death of Indira Gandhi, when she 
was assassinated by her own Sikh guards. 
But preaching secularism and practising it 
are two different things. How do you make 
sure a minority community feels safe? How 
do you protect it from discrimination? If 
Mumbai, once lauded as a cosmopolitan 
space where no one had time for anything 
but the making of money, can no longer 
make its Muslims feel at home, which city 
can? 

Farida Pachar, 51, a documentary 
filmmaker, residing in Andheri (East) has 
been a victim of discrimination in seeking 
a home. She is of the opinion that after the 
riots, living conditions of Muslims have 
gone from bad to worse. One might assume 
that after the riots of 1992-'93, Muslims 
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might have felt secure moving into areas 
where they were in a majority but the trend 
has not stopped. "There is a growing sense 
of ghettoisation in the city, since the '92 
and '93 riots," Pachar says. Recently Pachar 
was looking for an apartment in Mumbai, 
for a friend of hers from America. She 
approached many brokers and flat owners 
but her name was enough to put a frown 
on to their smiling faces or change the tone 
of their voices. "The kind of response that 
I get being a Muslim, is always the same. 
Whenever I mention my name to somebody, 
they think either I am a Zoroastrian or I am 
a Muslim." 

Pachar says that it is never an outright 
'no', but a subtle and ridiculous one. She 
says, "They say that the house got sold to 
someone, that too just within a day. Or 
they say, 'You might not feel comfortable'. 
I fail to understand how I would feel 
uncomfortable. It seems that these days my 
discomfort is a city-wide trend." 

In the state of Maharashtra, housing 
societies are not allowed to q.iscriminate 
against any community unless the building 
is built by a charitable trust. However, 
this law is barely followed. In 2005, a 
Supreme Court judgement upheld the 

right of cooperative societies to restrict 
membership to their community. 

Pachar feels that legal recourse may 
not be the answer. "The community doesn't 
want to do anything. No one actually feels 
the need to protest today," she says. 

Sharada Dwivedi, sociologist and 
writer has observed the living conditions of 
communities in the city for many years and 
says, "Initially, history tells us that Hindus 
and Muslims lived quite amicably in the 
city; there never seemed to be any problem 
between the two communities. The 
problem arose only when certain political 
parties began dividing the communities to 
get votes. What the Britishers couldn't do 
in the past in Bombay, political parties are 
now able to do." 

She says that caste and religious 
differences existed but there was no 
polarisation. "Even in restaurants they 
would have different coloured cups and 
plates to serve different communities. 
Discrimination in some form or the other 
has always been there but now insularity 
has been instituionalised." 

So has Mumbai lost its cosmopolitan 
nature? Syed Firoz Ashraf, scriptwriter for 
Doord30arshan has also faced difficulty « 

~ getting a house in the city because of -' 
« 

his name. But he argues, "I do not know ::;;; 
why we equate cosmopolitanism and 
secularism with where people live. I fail to 
understand, what is the problem of Muslim 
people staying in the Muslim areas only? 
Sometimes I feel that the people of the 
community themselves want to show how 
secular they are. If a particular community 
or caste doesn't want us then it's okay, it's 
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their choice at the end of it." 
Ashraf may not feel that this is a 

problem but the result has been that the 
city has now turned into a series of areas, 
dominated by communities. Farida Pachar 
elaborates, "Many areas in South Mumbai, 
such as Bhuleshwar, Mohammed Ali Road 
Byculla, Nagpada, etc. were predominantly 
Muslim traditionally. After the riots, we 
saw more people moving towards ghettos 
in Jogeshwari, parts of Kandivali, Govandi 
etc. They seemed to feel more comfortable 
with their own people. Now, some what I 
observe was total non-acceptance Areas 
like Vile Parle (East), Kandivali (West), 
Mahim and Santa Cruz (West) have a no 
tolerance policy for Muslims or members of 
other minority communities." 

Shailesh Mehta, 52, a resident of Vile 
Parle (West) and a business man feels, 
"It is not that the Hindus do not want to 
accept Muslims in a housing society. It is 
the Muslim community who would feel 
out of place. We are open to every kind of 
person otherwise." Mehta's is the standard 
comment, which places the blame on the 
excluded, rather than on the excluder. 

The result has been exclusive and 
restricted community spaces for minority 
communities. Problems arise when the next 
generation branches out. What happens 
when a Jain boy brings home a Muslim 
bride? Often the objection is phrased in 
terms of diet. 

Khalid Batliwala, 41, managing director 
of Only Kidding and Entertainment, 
went through a similar situation of being 
discriminated while buying a house in 
Mumbai. Khalid was seeking a flat in a 
residential locality in Andheri and was 
denied subtly. He says, "I approached a 
Gujarati Housing Society and they told me 
that they do not want a non-vegetarian in 
the society as it is uncomfortable for them 
but then it is perfectly fine for them to 
have a non-vegetarian who is a Punjabi or 
a Sindhi. These are soft ways in which we 
(Muslims) are asked to leave." 

Mumbaiites have now formed this new 
subtle way of discriminating, which is to 
divide societies and areas into vegetarian 
and non-vegetarian zones. This trend has 
even been commented upon in Paromita 
Vohra's documentary, Cosmopolis. Vohra 
says, "Food is one thing that unites people 
and in most cases it does, but in Mumbai 
what I observed was that it acts as a divisive 
tool. If you were to ask me, which is the 
biggest ghetto in the city, I would say it's 
Walkeshwar, which is one pocket that only 
allows vegetarians in; even the restaurants 
there can't serve non-vegetarian food. The 
message has always been very subtle. Caste 
divisions have always been there in our 
society but now the ways to discriminate 
from community to the other have changed, 

food being one of them." 
On a similar note, Avantika Jain, 42, 

resident of MIG colony, Bandra (East) says, 
"Though my housing society is fairly liberal, 
there are still restrictions based on food, as 
there are a lot of Jains. Due to my religion 
I cannot have non-vegetarian food around 
me but then I would have no issues with a 
Muslim staying in this society, if they are 
willing to follow the norms of not cooking 
and having non-vegetarian food here." 

However, it is not just being a vegetarian 
and non-vegetarian that make much of a 
difference in getting a Muslim a residential 
place in Mumbai. There are other reasons 
too that tag along. 

Khalid Batliwala has faced another such 
incident. "In another incident that I faced 
while I was looking for a place in another 
housing society at Khar. It was because of 
my surname, Batliwala that initially I was 
thought to be a Parsi, I had even sent the 
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I did not see any point to comply with the 
society's demands. They created a scene but 
had to give in to my demand. The Muslim 
family would have done no harm to the 
society. It is just that these days people are 
scared after all the terrorist activities and 
are insecure but, this thinking needs to be 
changed," says Sehgal. 

The discrimination doesn't lie at the 
level of the consumer only. The builders 
and the housing societies discriminate the 
most. According to Asif Rizvi, 41, owner 
of Rizvi Builders, "Mostly an orthodox 
Muslim family doesn't want to comply to 
anything, those who are not much educated 
feel the need to be in Muslim environment, 
the others plan to move out. I am a Muslim 
and am a builder so I do give preference to 
my community as it is a minority, but then I 
understand that the others too feel this way, 
they would want to give preference to their 
community be it anyone." 

''In another incident that Ifaced while I was looking 
for a place in another housing society at Khar. It was 

because of my surname, Batliwala that initially 
I was thought to be a Parsi, 

deposit money to the society but then later 
when I went to meet the person in charge 
and had a conversation, he realised that I 
was a Muslim and immediately gave my 
deposit back saying that the society would 
have an issue with the qurbani (holy ritual 
of Muslims sacrificing a goat during Eid). 
I was asked to look for another place and 
I was told that the others in the society 
would have a problem and the children of 
the other community would be affected by 
this ritual of ours." 

Batliwala is of the opinion that Mumbai 
being India's biggest metropolitan has the 
maximum number of cases in this respect. 
He says, "I travel across India often and 
have relatives everywhere but nowhere did 
I ever face this problem or even have heard 
of it. It is pretty disgusting." 

Though the situation in the city is 
bad, there are some who still try to live in 
harmony, Neeraj Kumar Sehgal, resident 
of a Cooperative Housing Society (CHS) 
on SV Road, Santa Cruz (West), wanted to 
move to a house in Bandra. He wanted to 
rent out his apartment in Santa Cruz but 
the CHS was creating as scene as the tenant 
would be a Muslim. 

Sehgal protested against the housing 
society, that didn't allow him to rent his 
apartment to a Muslim. . 

"I do not believe in these stupid political 
gimmicks. The house was in my name and 
I could rent it out to anyone and since we 
live in a secular country with secular laws 

Another such experience is that of 
Tashfeen Khan's, 32, working with a 
company named Elseviers, who is unable to 
find a flat for himself. "I have been staying 
with my khaala (father's sister), for several 
years now, whenever I try to find a flat for 
myself, the first thing that these people 
have a problem with is my religion and 
then they tell me that I am single and they 
want a family person. I no longer care what 
everyone thinks now, it's just that people 
have developed this bias and it clearly 
shows in Mumbai. I have a house in Delhi 
as well but there this situation isn't that 
grave but in Mumbai it is just impossible to 
find a house." said Khan. 

It is the same problem that has been 
carrying on since time immemorial. If 
this city is apparently cosmopolitan in 
nature, why then even now Muslims feel 
threatened and do not feel at ease? Or is it 
true that what the Britishers couldn't do in 
Mumbai to bring the concept of divide and 
rule, the saffron terror has achieved it for 
its political benefit? Or is it that the various 
communities in the city, now best belong 
to their pockets itself and have become 
indifferent to the other communities? What 
has happened? Why have people suddenly 
turned a blind eye to certain communities? 
Why is that once, those who were living 
amicably once are now threatened by each 
other's presence. We have to find answers 
before the city grumbles into mutually 
confrontational ghettoes. 
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TEARS FOR FEARS 
Akansha Khanna explores the twist and turns in love that lead a relationship down the path of fear 
and terror to abuse. 

T 
risha Agarwal was in class 12 in a 
junior college in Delhi when she 
met a handsome young man, Varun 
Malik, on her visit to Nagpur. "He 

was my elder sister's husband's relative, he 
liked me and so did I." says, Trisha. When 
the two were together in Nagpur, things 
were fine. But once Trisha returned to 
Delhi, she began to suspect that something 
was wrong. Varun had presented himself as 
a wealthy young man, yet he never seemed 
to have any money. Certainly, none with 
which to charge his phone. 

"He would ask me to recharge his phone 
on a day-to-day basis," says Trisha. "And 
yet he would never call me. I did complain 
many times, but it didn't affect him." 

This was only the beginning. Trisha 
started drinking and smoking because 
Varun wanted her to. She felt guilty about 
this and the stress began to tell on her 
health. She was unwell often and unable 
to concentrate on her studies. She was a 
bright student, but her grades started to 
decline. He forced her to steal money from 
her mother's wallet. She says, "I had no 
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choice. He said he would leave me if! didn't 
and I didn't want to lose him." Trisha's 
biggest fear was separation from Varun, so 
dependent was she on him. The relationship 
continued when she went to Aurangabad to 
study hotel management and Varun was in 
Mumbai trying to get a break in Bollywood. 
"He would insist that I buy him expensive 

gifts. He would make me clean his car. Once 
he called me from Aurangabad and insisted 
that I miss college and come to Mumbai 
simply so that he could have sex with me. 
As an aspiring actor, he asked me if! could 
help his career by sleeping with someone 
else who might be able to help him along." 

It took Trisha three years before she 
realised that this was not the way ordinary 
human relationships were conducted, 
that she was in an abusive relationship. 
The Centre for Relationship Abuse, USA, 
defines an abusive relationship as, "a 
pattern of abusive and coercive. behaviors 
used to maintain power and control over a 
former or current intimate partner." Most 
people assume that abuse involves some 
physical violence. This is a mistake because 

some of the worst violence a woman can 
endure is the loss of self, the destruction 
of her sense of agency, the erosion of 
her sense of self-worth. Abuse can, the 
Centre for Relationship Abuse maintains, 
be emotional, psychological, financial, 
sexual or physical and can include threats, 
isolation, and intimidation. It also warns 
that "abuse tends to escalate over time. 
When someone uses abuse and violence 
against a partner, it is always part of a 
larger pattern to try to control her/him." 

The odd thing is that Trisha was not a 
pushover. She is an educated young woman 
from what might be called a good family. 
Her parents are rich and caring. Until she 
met Varun and found herself turning into 
his sex object and unpaid servant, she was 
a good student. What makes a woman turn 
against herself just for a man? 

One answer could be that young women 
are getting into relationships earlier. "I 
think I was vulnerable," says Trisha. "And 
he took advantage of that," she added. 

Relationship abuse is everywhere. 
Dr. Rajiv Anand who has been running a 
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counseling clinic for 30 years, says, "I see 
around 15-20 cases every month. Most of 
them are women between the age group of 
18 and 35." 

Reading psychology at the masters' 
level did not help Megha Joshi see what was 
happening to her. She has tears in her eyes 
when she speaks about her relationship 
with Gaurav Bhatia. "He was my best friend 
in school. When I was in standard eleven, 
he proposed. Everybody said, 'What could 
be better than a relationship with your best 
friend?' That was my biggest mistake." 

The relationship lasted two-and-a-half 
years. "In the beginning, everything was 
beautiful. But soon, I realised that nothing 
was uglier than this relationship in my life. 

cleaning his shoes to spending on him and 
his friends. She says, "At times I would 
wonder, why am I doing this? I thought he 
might harm my family if! left him. 

"One day, I tried to make it clear. 'I don't 
want to carryon with you, I don't love you,' 
I said. He punched me. And then he said, 'I 
don't love you, you're an ugly chick. But you 
have to be with me; otherwise I'll do to your 
sister what I am doing to you'." 

Sheetal was depressed for months. Her 
parents thought that she was stressed out 
because of her examinations. Then one 
day, Mazhar took Sheetal to his friend's 
birthday party; almost 18 of his friends 
were present. "He was drunk and was 
trying to get close to me, and I was finding 

changed drastically. At times, I feel I don't 
know her." 

Once the abusive relationship is out in 
the open, everyone involved seems to want 
to forget about it. But amnesia may not be 
the best policy. "Trained intervention is 
very important," says Dr Anand. "These 
young women feel that have been used by 
their men; they feel betrayed. They realize 
that it was only one-sided love and the man 
did not love them, so these women feel 
disillusioned with the idea of love. Some 
express the wish to remain unmarried 
forever. Some resolve never to fall in love 
again, though most of them are not sure 
whether they will be able to maintain this 
resolution." Dr Prakash Kothari, eminent 

''He said ... " she said between sobs, "that he loved it 'when he'd put 
his hands in my sister's underwear." 

He would force me to make out even when 
I did not want to. I don't know why I would 
agree to his demands but I did." 

Megha has a younger sister, Arushi, 
who was in standard ten. "For my mom, he 
was my best friend. Once, he came to my 
place to meet me and told my mom that 
he wanted to talk about some class work. I 
was talking on the phone and so I did not 
pay much attention. He had a good rapport 
with Arushi. What I saw when I entered my 
room, where Gaurav and Arushi were, I can 
neither forget nor forgive." 

There seems to be a pattern in such 
abusive relationships. In order to maintain 
a hold on the object of abuse, the abuser 
turns to someone younger or threatens to. 
This is what happened to Sheetal Sharma. 

She fell in love when she was in school. 
"His name was Mazhar Tariq. He was two 
years older than me," she says. She met him 
at a friend's party and they clicked instantly. 
She says, "He used to compliment me a 
lot, and like a fool I would get flattered." 
But Mazhar's dark side began to emerge. 
"He once asked me to book tickets so we 
could watch a movie together. I did so and 
spent three hours waiting for him. He did 
not even answer my calls. The next day, 
he called me and didn't mention anything 
about the movie or my calls." Mazhar 
would humiliate her publicly. He beat her 
often. He held her tight but only to inflict 
bruises. He called her ugly. 

"I often told him that I didn't want to 
be with him but whenever I mentioned a 
break-up, there was a sudden change in his 
behavior." Sheetal somewhere knew, that 
whatever was happening was not good, but 
she just failed to muster the courage to talk 
to anyone about it. 

And then it got worse. Mazhar made 
Sheetal do all sorts of work, right from 

it extremely disgusting. He started talking 
to me and suddenly he said something I just 
couldn't bear," she says. 

At this point, Sheetal broke down and 
began to cry. "He said ... " she said between 
sobs, "that he loved it when he'd put his 
hands in my sister's underwear." This was 
more than she could take. She slapped him, 
ran home and confessed everything to her 
parents. 

The scars of such a relationship may last 
forever. Megha was a firm believer in love; 
now she has turned against it. "I counsel my 
friends not to get into relationships," she 
says. She has turned into a tomboy. She is 
also extremely possessive of her sister. One 
of her friends, Alisha, says, "Megha has 

Are you in an abusive 
relationship? 
• He demeans you 
and belittles your 
achievements. 

• He insults you in 
public. 

• He forces you to be 
intimate with him. 

• He asks for gifts, 
for money. He never 
reciprocates. 

• He makes you do 
his chores. He never 
reciprocates. 

• He hits you. 

• He asks you where 
you have been, 
whom you have been 
with. He does nottell 
you similar details of 
his own day. 

· He breaks 
appointments and 
does not explain. 

• He blames you for 
what is going wrong 
in the relationship. 

• He warns you notto 
tell your parents and 
threatens your loved 
ones with harm. 

SCORE: There is no 
score. You may have 
answered 'Yes' to only 
one but that means 
something may be 
wrong with your 
relationship. If you 
feel numb, if you are 
embarrassed about 
being with him, if you 
hate yourself or blame 
yourself for what is 
going wrong, you 
may be in an abusive 
relationship. 

Wake up. Tell people 
you love what is going 
on. Get help. Get out. 

sexologist, warns, "If a woman has been 
used as a sex toy, she can turn against sex." 

Renowned journalist and author 
Ammu Joseph, says, "Vulnerability of both 
young girls and older women in terms of 
their acceptance of abusive relationships 
(or, at least, their apparent inability to 
either get their partners to stop the abusive 
behavior or get out of the relationship) has 
a lot to do with poor self-esteem. This is 
not necessarily a personal failure. Societies 
that devalue their female members are 
full of messages that chip away at the self
confidence of girls, making many grow up 
believing they are worthless or helpless 
unless they are attached to a man, even 
if he is abusive. Those who are exposed 
to countervailing influences -- via family 
members, teachers, and other mentors -
are able to develop a sense of self that will 
not tolerate abuse, but not everyone is so 
lucky. 

'~t another level, I do not think there 
is adequate emphasis on life skills in our 
educational system or, really, in most 
families. The rapid pace of change in 
society today places both opportunities and 
challenges before young people in many 
aspects of life, including relationships. I 
am not convinced that enough is being 
done to help youngsters understand the 
evolving landscape and navigate their way 
safely through new terrains". 

Trisha has sought help. She is dating 
again and calls her new partner, "a reliable 
fellow". But she wishes that there was more 
light and air in the space where parents and 
children talk about sexual matters. "Had 
my parents not been beside me, I would 
never have smiled again," she says. 
(All names have been changed to protect 
the identities of the innocent. Model in the 
photographfor representational purposes.) 
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A LOST CHILDHOOD 
Tara Bhatnagar explores the rights of delinquents in India through an understanding of the Juvenile 
Justice Act. 

Case 1: 12-year-old Bunty, a 'kabadi' 
collector, was addicted to whitening glue. 
He and his friends Aashu and Rakesh. 
scavenged from garbage dumps and houses 
to feed their habit. One day, a passer-by 
noticed the three scruffy youths inhaling 
glue. She complained to the police, alleging 
that the boys were peddling drugs. The 
police took prompt action. The three boys 
are tossed into a remand home, the case is 
closed and the problem has been taken off 
the streets. 

Case 2: Roopa Kumari, a five-year
old beggar at a railway station in Patna, 
was taken to the Deogarh Observation 
Home in 2001. She was in the house with 
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a fractured leg that the authorities ignored . 
. Her parents spent every penny from they 
had trying to get her out. The girl suffered 
for seven long years. 

According to the Juvenile Justice Act 
of1986, any child who has committed and 
offence in the eyes of the law is referred to 
as a Juvenile Delinquent. Once arrested, 
these children are sent to a Juvenile 
Home or Observation Home which is an 
institution established or certified by the 
State Government. The Legal Services 
Authority Act, 1987 is supposed to ensure 
that free and competent legal services are 
provided to weaker sections of society; 
justice to these sections cannot be denied 

on grounds of economic or other disabilities 
and should be promoted on the basis of 
equal opportunity. 

The Juvenile Justice Boards, however, 
have always been dependent on the Criminal 
Procedure Code for their procedures. They 
forget that children in conflict with the law, 
especially those under the age of 18 years, 
cannot be punished on the same lines as z 
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years at a stretch. Anant Kumar Asthana, 
a child's rights activist, points out the 
real issue: "The main problem is that the 
Juvenile Justice has not been able to find 
an open legal basis for introducing child
friendly procedures when dealing with 
child-related cases." 

Minna Kabir, a child's rights worker 
and wife of Supreme Court of India judge, 
Altamas Kabir, took up the cause of 
Juvenile Justice knowing that her position 
would help her make a difference. "When 
I first started visiting the Observation 
Homes in both Jharkhand and Delhi, I 
found that the majority of the children, 
who remained in the homes, sometimes 
for years, were from poor, illiterate, and 
underprivileged families. Almost 80 per 
cent of these children or juveniles had 
committed offences because of hunger, 
poverty, or faulty peer groups formed 
because they had dropped out of school," 
said Kabir. 

For Roopa Kumari, the beggar-child 
taken into custody and forgotten, it was 
Kabir's insistence that really got the ball 
rolling in court. Her case was sorted out in 
a month and she was able to go back to her 
parents with a compensation ofl1akh from 
the State just so her leg could be replaced 

. by a prosthetic one. But this is just one 
success story out of a thousand neglected 
ones! 

Though the Juvenile Justice Act and 
Juvenile Justice rules have been formulated 
for the welfare of children in conflict 
with the law, they do not have detailed 
procedures on the process of investigation 
by police and inquiries and therefore resort 
to the Criminal Procedure Code (CrPC), 
which should technically be applied to 
adults, i.e., people, above the age of18 years 
and in conflict with the law. However, these 
aren't; the only reasons for the prolonging 
of cases pending in the Juvenile Courts; 
lack of Juvenile Justice Board districts, 
insufficient support staff and lack of clarity 
of cases are supposedly the reasons for 
children living in remand homes for years 
at a stretch. 

In the article 'Paying lip service to the 
Silenced: Juvenile Justice in India' from 
the Harvard Human. Rights Journal, 
Erika Richards, a magistrate talks about 
how the Juvenile Justice Act needs to be 
more concerned with the rehabilitation of 
its charges, the care and protection of the 
children, rather than adult criminal justice. 
"When discussing juveniles in conflict with 
law, international agreements generally 
emphasis the importance of preventing 
juveniles from coming into conflict with 
the law in the first place, as well as an 
expectation of complete rehabilitation 
by the time they leave the juvenile justice 
system." However, this isn't always the case. 

While concentrating on the chain of events 
ranging from the eviction of charges, 
gathering evidence, bail able and non-bail 
able warrants, hearings and dates - the 
child is ignored and so are the probable 
harmful effects .oflong institutionalization. 
"Of 33,320 juveniles arrested and brought 
before Juvenile Justice Boards in 2003, 
12,049 (over a third of the total) were still 
pending disposal at the end of the year," 
says Richards. 

The families who have to deal with 
this situation are those already burdened 
by poverty and a struggle to make ends 
meet. They are not able to understand the 
workings of the system and are, therefore, 
at a loss. "They are totally at the mercy of 
the police and the lawyers who are dealing 
with the cases, and their already broken 
backs are broken by a system, which tries 
to make capital out of the mistakes that 
these children have made," says Minna 
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psychologically affected by long years of 
being institutionalized. 

Kajol Menon explains how Childline, 
not only deals with children in conflict with 
the law, but all children in need of care and 
protection. "Childline," she says, "works 
very closely with Child Welfare Committees 
as all children are produced to the CWC in 
each district for safe custody, restoration, 
etc. On order from the Juvenile Justice 
Board, Childline has also facilitated home 
study reports to find the circumstances in 
the family of the juveniles, factors leading 
to the delinquency of the child and also 
whether the child would have a suitable 
atmosphere and opportunities for growth 
of development ifhe/she is sent back home." 

Delhi has seen a growth in the number 
of Juvenile Justice Courts over the last 
year. Both Juvenile Justice Boards, the 2nd 
and 3rd, were established mainly because 
some juveniles approached the Delhi High 

"Only when legal aid groups work in collaboration with 
the Juvenile Justice Boards, can the law ensure the best 
interests of all children. Only then will we ensure that 
children receive a form of justice that strikes a balance 

between the legal, the humanitarian, and the social angle 
with which enquiries can be conducted," says Kabir 

Kabir, suggesting the corruption within the 
system. Talking about the Juvenile courts 
in Ranchi and Delhi she says, "Children 
never got out on bail because it was much 
easier to bargain with families for higher 
fees when the family was distraught and 
disparate about a locked up child!" 

Another pressing issue is brutality and 
abuse to children within the observation 
homes to which they are assigned as 
their cases wend their way through the 
buraucracies of the government. Ek Tha 
Bachpan directed by Suhail Tutari; a 
documentary film highlighting the state 
of children trapped in the Juvenile Justice 
system explains, in detail, the mental, 
emotional and sexual abuse some of the 
kids are subject to. The film also sheds light 
on how children are sometimes arrested 
for the crimes they commit and sometimes 
to cover the criminal records in jails - a 
method police constables use to please 
their higher authorities. Ek Tha Bachpan 
highlights the incompetence displayed in 
behalf of the Juvenile Justice system in 
ensuring an innocent and free childhood to 
these helpless children. 

However, organizations like the Child 
Welfare Committee and the Human 
Rights Law Network are working in 
collaboration with several other NGO's 
like Childline and Smile Foundation to 
rehabilitate these children who have been 

Court complaining that their inquiries had 
been pending for more than the prescribed 
period under the Act. Anant Kumar 
Asthana explaines, "with three Juvenile 
Justice Boards in Delhi, on an average 
each one will have around 400-500 cases 
before them. This will mean less number 
of pending cases, and efficient dispensing 
of justice for these children." The State of 
Maharashtra, too, isn't very far behind. 
According to a report by the National 
Commission for Protection of Child's 
Rights (NCPRC), there are a total of 28 
Juvenile Justice Boards in Maharashtra, 
of which two are in Mumbai. However, 
with the increase in the number of pending 
cases year after year, there is a need for 
an amendment in the number of rules 
followed by the Juvenile Justice Board and 
an adjustment in the ratio for the number 
of sittings to the number of cases. 

Every child has the right to a proper 
childhood and it is the duty of the law to 
ensure that. "Only when legal aid groups 
work in collaboration with the Juvenile 
Justice Boards, can the law ensure the 
best interests of all children. Only then 
will we ensure that children receive a form 
of justice that strikes a balance between 
the legal, the humanitarian, and the 
social angle with which enquiries can be 
conducted," says Minna Kabir. It is time 
these children got their due. 
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ZOOSTORV 
The animals at the Veermata Jijabai Bhonsale Udyan ani Prani 
Sangrahalaya are in a pitiable state. Kanak Rajadhyaksha reports 
from the Byculla zoo. 

T
he greatness of a nation and its 
moral progress can be judged by 
the way its animals are treated," 
said Mahatma Gandhi. 

The Veermata Jijabai Bhonsale Udyan 
ani Prani Sangrahalaya looks like any 
other garden from the dusty, polluted 
flyover outside it. But the inside doesn't 
feel like Mumbai at all. 1\vo tall baobab 
trees flank the entrance; there are rows 
and rows of trees some of them more than 
a hundred years old. You can actually hear 
birds chirping. Children point excitedly 
at butterflies and it feels two degrees 
cooler than outside. In case you are still 
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'wondering if such a place really exists in 
Mumbai, this place is popularly known as 
Rani Bagh. 

Established in 1861 as a public botanical 
garden by the then agro-horticultural 
society, Rani Bagh is the very place to go 
to for a breath of fresh air; there are trees 
and flowers everywhere. But if you want to 
visit the zoo to catch a glimpse of a tiger, 
a cheetah or a giraffe you may want to 
reconsider. There are no tigers, ,cheetahs or 
giraffes in the zoo. 

A lone lion crouches behind the stones 
in its cage with an expression of utmost 
boredom, far away from the visitors who 

crowd outside its cage, whistling to it in 
vain. Children crowd outside the cages 
housing the monkeys. A prominently 
displayed sign says 'Please do not tease or 
feed the animals'. Children rattle the bars 
of the cage and poke sticks in through the 
cage at the monkeys. Adults are no different. 
Parents bang on the glass boxes that hold 
snakes trying to get them to slither around 
for their children's amusement. The hyena 
sleeps curled up in a corner of its musty 
cage while people throw sticks at it trying 
to provoke it into action. The signs warning 
people not to do so and that they will be 
fined if they do are prominently displayed 
all over the zoo but there is no one to fine 
people. There are no volunteers around to 
see that the animals aren't heckled and the 
keepers don't say anything. 

The zoo has been mired in controversy 
for many years for various reasons. The 
most prominent is the death of the captive 
animals due to neglect by authorities. A 
large number of blackbucks died in the 
zoo in 2006. Khushi, a young female 
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hippopotamus died in 2006. Jassi, a seven 
year old female hippopotamus died oflung 
failure in November. Hippopotamuses 
normally live much longer, the average life 
span of a hippopotamus being 50 years. And 
these are just the more recent examples in 
the long history of animal deaths in the zoo. 

Sunish Subramanium, Senior member 
of Plants and Animals Welfare Society 
(PAWS) said, "The condition of the animals 
in the zoo is really bad. And the worse thing 
is that that the zoo officials simply don't · 
care to do anything about it. There isn't an 
international standard qualified staff at the 
zoo to look after the animals. I remember 
this time when we had gone to the zoo and 
I saw a man poking the bear with a wooden 
pole. I shouted at him and asked him what 
he was doing. It turned out that he was the 
keeper and was trying to put medicine on 
a wound that the bear had with the pole. I 
have never heard of such a way of treating 
animal injuries!" 

Gerald Durrell, the founder of the one 
of its kind Durrell Wildlife Conservation 
Trust that works towards saving species 

from getting extinct believed that 'the 
primary purpose of a zoo should be to act 
as a reserve of critically endangered species 
which need captive breeding in order to 
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for entertainment purpose, then there is no 
reason why they shouldn't be got to stop in
breeding between animals. Bittu Sahgal, 
editor of Sanctuary Asia magazine, said, 
''Apart from deer, which multiply easily, 
they are unable to claim any conservation 
purpose that comes even close to acting as a 
reserve of critically endangered species and 
breeding them to release the animals into 
the wild." 

The animals live in terrible conditions. 
Dr. Pawar says that the enclosure of the 
animal must reflect its habitat. "The animal 
mustn't know that it has been caged," she 
says. The monkeys' enclosure is just a cage 
of iron bars with no trees to swing from. 
Instead metal swings make up for the lack 
of branches. The hyena's enclosure doesn't 
resemble grasslands or the savannas; it 
lives in a long, dark cage and sleeps in a 
corner. The snakes are in a particularly 
bad condition; they live in glass enclosures 
with little space. The elephants live in 
enclosures about half their own size. 
Poorva Joshipura, Chief Functionary, 
PETA India says, "The Byculla Zoo's 
manufactured environments usually 
preclude natural behaviors like flying, 
swimming, running, hunting, climbing, 
and scavenging and partner selection. 
The physical and mental frustrations of 
captivity can lead to abnormal, neurotic 
and even self-destructive behavior such as 
self-mutilation." Shiva, a 30 year old male 
rhinoceros died without a mate. Many of the 
animals watering holes remain empty and 
algae can be seen in almost all the moats. 
"The water facility in the zoo is bad. The 
water in the cages is never clean and many 
animals have suffered from viral infections 
because of this," says Subramanium. The 
enclosures seem to have been built for the 
viewing comfort of the visitors and not for 
the comfort of the animals. Joshipura says, 

The Byculla Zoo's manufactured environments usually 
preclude natural behaviors likeflying~ swim1lling~ 

running~ hunting~ clilnbing, and scavenging and partner 
selection. 

survive and that non-threatened species 
should be re-introduced into their natural 
habitats.' 

The Byculla zoo doesn't seem to believe 
in doing either. A L Paranjpe, public 
relations officer of the zoo says that the zoo 
houses endangered species like the one
horned rhinoceros and the four-horned 
antelope. However, he isn't aware if the 
zoo breeds endangered species. Dr. Komal 
Pawar, the zoo vet says, "The zoo used 
to breed animals. But we have stopped 
now because of in-breeding." However, if 
animals can be got from other zoos purely 

"The Byculla Zoo has heard innumerable 
appeals over the years to make basic simple 
cheap improvements but they lack either 
the will or the capability to listen and act." 

There have been plans of redeveloping 
the zoo for Rs. 600 crore. These plans 
which include importing 25 new species of 
animals and cutting down a huge number 
of trees, some of them rare specimens. 
Some observers suggest that the animals 
be rehoused elsewhere and the garden 
retained. The animals would be happier 
and Mumbaikars would still have a green 
haven in their midst. 
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TOPEE,OR 
NOTTOPEE 
It's a pressing need and it remains unfulfilled for the majority of the 
city's women: a sanitary and secluded place in which to answer 
nature's call. Zinnia Ray Chaudhuri visits Behrampada to discover 
how the other half goes? 

O
n a lazy Sunday morning the 
hostel girls of Sophia Polytechnic 
woke up to a notice on the board 
that read "No water supply on 

Monday and Thesday of this week, not even 
in the bathrooms so please remember to fill 
your buckets up". There was much hue and 
cry and you could literally hear the dramatic 
music that was playing in everyone's head 
while reading this. Some were worried they 
were not going to be able to wash their hair, 
some about baths, but most were panicking 
about how to flush. 

You don't realise the value of the 
well until the water dries up. Not having 
access to proper functioning toilets for 
just two days seemed like the worst thing 
that could happen to us. But what were 
we complaining about? As members of 
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the upper classes, we have clean toilets at 
almost all times, in our work places, malls, 
restaurants and of course, at home. The 
poor, on the other hand, have to face the 

·lack of this basic facility of sanitation on 
a daily basis. "As citizens, we should feel 
outraged that there are people in this city 
of amazing wealth and privilege who still 
daily suffer the indignity and humiliation of 
open defecation, bad sanitation, absent and 
abysmal toilet facilities," says researcher and 
writer Sameera Khan, who has co-authored 
Why Loiter? a new book on women and 
public spaces. "On one end of the spectrum 
is one man's family that occupie,s a 27-storey 
luxurious house (with god knows how 
many toilets, showers, bathtubs) and on 
the other end, a poor old woman who holds 
her bladder for more than an hour till she 

makes it to the end of a long queue to finally 
relieve herself in a congested, water-less and 
often filthy public toilet, often no more than 
a hole in the ground, in a slum. That this 
continues happens in 2011 at a time when 
this city is amassing great wealth is quite 
reprehensible." 

According to the World Health 
Organization's report, poor sanitation and 
inadequate sewage disposal is at the root 
of nation's biggest public health problems. 
Slum areas like Behrampada in Bandra 
East, Mumbai have to deal with improper 
sanitation every day. This basic human right 
is denied to them. 

Everybody knows the living conditions 
are poor in the slums, but what defines 
poor? You know 'poor' when a woman living 
in a one-room house tells you that she has 
to relieve herself inside that house and 
then wash the area clean because the loos 
provided by the Brihanmumbai Municipal 
Corporation (BMC) are too terrible to be 
used. Or when a 14-year old menstruating 
girl does not change her menstruating cloth 
because she cannot find a place to wash it. 

Paromita Vohra's documentary Q2P is 
an eye opener. It deals with sanitation and 
how it is inadequate and a massive problem 
for all. She establishes the fact that in a city 
a toilet is a luxury only available to the elite. 
Her documentary shows how government 
schools have next to no provisions at all for 
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girls. And so a natural process becomes an 
ordeal. Imagine this; you wake up in the 
middle of the night. Nature's calling and 
you just have to go. You're uncomfortable 
and can't go back to sleep unless you relieve 
yourself. Now imagine having to wait till the 
morning. Imagine having to stand and wait 
in a line for half an hour for your turn. On 
being asked what they do in such situation, 
they just look at me like I'm from a different 
planet (and for them, maybe we are) and say, 
"To kya? To wait karte hain" (then what? We 
wait.) 

Though lack of sanitation is an issue 
that concerns both men and women, but 
women, especially, realize the severity of 
this situation. It becomes a matter of their 
dignity, security and, of course, health when 
they are forced to urinate or defecate in 
open spaces or in dirty toilets without water 
supply, to wash afterwards or even a latch 
to ensure privacy. They hold the door with 
their hand to keep it from opening while 
squatting. When women are menstruating, 
or are pregnant the situation becomes ten 
folds worse than usual. Sumati, a resident 
of Prem Nagar and at the end of the second 
trimester of her pregnancy says, "Har baar 
jaana hota hai to paanch dus minute chalna 
padta hai toilet tak." (Every time I have to go 
to the toilet I have to walk five to 10 minutes). 

Dr. Prema Kania (MD), working at the 
Bombay Hospital, talks about the medical 
repercussions that unsanitary condition can 
have on women, pregnant and otherwise. 
Pregnant women have a lower immunity 
and therefore have higher chances of 
contracting infections like urinary tract 
infection and Hepatitis E, which can be fatal 
in pregnancies. Dr. Kania works in the free 
ward of the Bombay Hospital and says the 
women belonging to lower classes who come 
for treatment are generally suffering from 
anaemia. Along with all this, an expecting 
woman has to bear the discomfort of having 
to go multiple times and frequently during 
the day due the uterus' pressure on the 
bladder, and in slum areas, waiting in a line 
for long every time results in exhaustion 
and weakness. Any woman is susceptible to 
vaginal infections during menstruation if ' 
she cannot keep herself clean. 

When you cross Bandra station to the 
East side, you cannot miss Behrampada. 
As you walk through its narrow lanes of 
Behrampada, it becomes apparent that it 
is here that women must fight a daily battle 
for a basic right: cleanliness. Most have 
accepted the lack of a clean and functional 
toilet as normal. Ask about the state of the 
toilets and they answer, "Haan saaf rehta 
hai" (Yes, it's clean). A man has been hired 
to come and clean the toilets every second 
day and is paid Rs. 10 by all the households 
in one of the lanes. Three women, Yasmin, 

Mreen and Sana, live in a house right in front 
of the toilets, and talk about the problems 
they face. During the rains the bathrooms 
the water leaks through the broken roof. 
"But it doesn't matter because we're already 
wet from waiting in line in the rain," says 
Yasmeen. The women have to stand in line 
for half an hour and sometimes one hour. 
During Ramzan the wait lengthens to two 
and even three hours. 

Sana is a lively woman living in a one 
room slum along with her in laws in a house 
that consists of two very small rooms, just 
enough for her family that consists of nine 
members. Mother of three daughters, Sana 
remembers that her biggest problem was 
having to relieve herself in a squatting 
position with her pregnant stomach. ''And 
when you're in the later stages you have to 
go so many times, it's exhausting," she says. 
Would have been easier if they had a toilet 
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have this indoor toilet till around 14 months 
ago as their house before was too small, 
"Public itne mein rehti ya toilet banati?"(Do 
people live in this limited space or build 
toilets?), she asks. 

Urban sanitation improvement is 
dependent to a great extent on government 
intervention and an investment in the 
infrastructure of the city which is inclusive 
of the slums. The general pattern is that 
there's a heavy dependency on BMC for the 
provision of clean urinals and toilets but 
sadly in most places the BMC hasn't come 
through. The toilets that have been provided 
by are in a state of utter disrepair and filth 
and not in usable conditions. Fatima, an 
old lady living in Behrampada says, as she 
walks slowly towards the loos, "ye aurat log 
khud hi ganda rakhti hai, paani nahi daalti 
hai, kapda kahin bhi ghusate hai, ganda to 
hoga hi" (the women themselves keep the 

Though lack of sanitation is an issue that concerns both 
men and women, but women, especially, realize the 
severi~1j of this situation. It becomes a matter of their 

dignity, security and, of course, health 

inside the house? "Haan phir khud saaf 
rakhte aur kabhi bhi jaate, na?" (Yes, then 
we would have kept it clean ourselves and 
gone whenever we wanted). 

There are some who can afford the 
luxury of having toilets inside their homes. 
One such household is Khurshida Begum's, 
a 56-year-old woman who lives with her 
family of six members. Khurshida Begum, 
a smiling and friendly lady, could barely 
sit up while talking. Her daughter said, 
"Yeh zyaada thaki hi rehti hai, sugar ka 
bahut problem hai" (She's tired all the time; 
it's her blood sugar problem). Due to her· 
blood sugar problem she would feel faint 
and nauseous and there were quite a few 
instances where she returned from the 100 

half unconscious. 
Her family decided to get a toilet built 

inside the house once they saw the toll it 
was taking on her health due to the long 
waiting hours outside the toilet. Life has 
been slightly easier since then for her and 
her daughters Zara and Saida. The men of 
the house, too, were very supportive in this 
matter and it was their decision to have 
an indoor toilet to lessen her distress. The 
family doesn't tell people about the existence 
of this personal toilet as they don't want to 
be sharing this toilet with everyone in the 
lane, "Bas hamare rishteda~r jo aate hai 
unke liye hai, baaki sab idhar bahar hi jaate 
hai" (Only our relatives can use it, other than 
that everyone else goes to the communal 
toilets outside). She and her family didn't 

bathrooms dirty, they don't throw water 
properly after they are done and stuff their 
sanitary napkins anywhere, obviously they 
will be dirty). 

Gandhi was a great stickler for hygiene 
and it pained him to see Indians casually 
relieving themselves in the open. Gandhi 
never let a person belonging to the lower 
caste clean his toilets; he believed that 
human beings should be responsible for 
their own hygiene and to that end he always 
made sure that he cleans his toilets himself. 
In places like Prem Nagar initiatives have 
been taken by the residents themselves to 
maintain a clean toilet. There's one public 
toilet at the entrance that has been kept 
clean. An old woman is paid to look after it; 
the fact that it has a full day supply of water 
helps. But these are not the real problem. 
The problem is the lack of political will. 
While the government seems willing to 
spend on bridges and flyovers as symbols of 
modernity, it seems willing to let its citizens 
live in squalor and defecate in the open. By 
acquiescing, we have all become part of a 
system that damages public health to no 
small measure. 

Gandhiji spoke of the salvation of the 
nation as coming out of a short-handled 
spade. The city will not allow for his solution. 
There isn't enough soil to turn over and even 
the natural processes that turn night soil 
into life-giving manure will be defeated by 
the amount a city can produce. Meanwhile, 
the women of Behrampada wait for hours. 
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Toystory 
PHOTOGRAPHS BY CHETNA AGRAWAL AND SALON. GAJJAR 

PHOTO 
ESSAY 

played out in the open. 

Thikri, Aatiya patiya, Gilli 
danda, Naagolchu, Kanche .... 
sound familiar? Maybe not to a 
child who's grown up with the 
likes of Mortal Kombat, Land of 
the Dead, Stronghold Crusader, 
Beyblade and G. I. Joe. These 
are the names of the traditional 
games Indian children once" 

"The work of a child is play," maintains Matthew Spacie, who runs 
the NGO Magic Bus, which combines sports and development. But 
where's a child to play when the city has so little green space? 
Veteran child psychiatrist Dr. Mohini Paul says that the lack 
of open land spaces in the city of Mumbai can have several far
reaching implications. "Children are programmed to play," she 
says. "It is part of nature's way of building like skills. Almost 
all play activity foreshadows adult activity. And while running 
and hiding and seeking and capturing are no longer what most 
children will do when they grow up, the idea of cooperation and 
competition are taught largely through play. The video game, 
which children use as a vicarious method of playing, can lead to 
the child turning into a loner or to the 'couch potato' syndrome, 
and stunted physical growth." 
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But the marginal children of the city refuse to allow its 
inhospitable terrain to stunt their desire to play. All a game of 
marbles needs is an empty space and a handful of marbles. In 
the absence of marbles, ball bearings do just as well. You can see 
the concentration required; you can also see the way hand-eye 
coordination improves, just by studying the face of a child who is 
trying to spike a marble. 

But that is the real secret of the toy. According to Shekhar 
Kunte, a child psychologist who specializes in hypnotism, "the real 
toy is the one that a kid makes with his own creativity". Dukaan 
Dukaan is a game that six-year-old Gastu plays with his friends on 
a Sunday morning outside a temple in Shiv Shakti Nagar, South 
Bombay. Some play the role of the trader and collect trashed gutka, 
supari wrappers from the mud, and the rest act as shopkeepers. 

One is amazed at the creativity, persistence and patience of the 
eight-year olds of Shiv Shakti Nagar who make toys out of trifles. A 
discarded two-pin plug is used as a gun while the kids play daaku 
daaku in their homes. Broken switch board wires, wooden sticks, 
plastic refuse and several other odds and ends also become their 
playthings. For the children outside the tony enclave of Badhwar 
Park, playing hockey with logs of wood is as much fun as playing 
with hockey sticks. 

The games go on. The children play on. 
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