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/ Editorial

S
omewhere near the tried-and-tested horizontal lines 
of every book is a vertical waiting to be explored. 
Somewhere along these lines we’ve been told to write 
the unwritten, capture moments forgotten in the noise 
of market-driven media and above all, to ask questions 
whose answers might leave us uncomfortable.

 After two decades of being taught to toe the line, 
abide by the way things have always been, and to 
read no more or less than what was prescribed; this 
year we were lead to the scribbles in the margins. We 
were expected to look closely at the intricate patterns 

that underlie the world around us; we learned to give details that previously 
affected us only cursorily, importance. We stopped to take in the stories that 
illustrate the streets and lives of Mumbai and beyond, stories that made us 
feel a fondness for the lopsided doodles that make our everyday that much 
more real.

 This year, Marginalia is more than just writing in the margin; we question 
its very position, its erasure, its existence. Then sometimes we draw a new 
line from our excursions into the outside world. 

It was an exciting year at SCM, a year that has been an eye opener for most 
of us.  Beginning with the Mumbai treasure hunt, we got to explore Mumbai 
as we never have. We also got the opportunity to meet and converse with 
alumnae like Leena Yadav and Sonora Jha, who have done exceptional work 
in their respective fields. A big event that took place was an Indian Media 
Economy conference panel which discussed social transactions in the media 
economy, with eminent speakers like Sidharth Bhatia (Co-founder, The Wire) 
and Raj Gupta (CEO, Lowe Lintas). The students were introduced to many 
films through the year, with a documentary workshop as well as the films 
made by Anand Patwardhan, whom we got to question face-to-face. His films 
shed light on the issues of communal violence taking place in India. We also 
had an open discussion on the politics of America and India, and the radical 
feminist movement with Professor Robert Jensen, from the University of 
Texas at Austin. Chandan Gowda’s powerful talk on his latest book, “The Way 
I See It: A Gauri Lankesh Reader” gave us an insight on Gauri Lankesh and her 
uncompromising work.

Read about the economics of mental health, and about how the members 
of the LGBTQ community struggle with threats to their mental health; we 
investigate whether toilets are accessible to women in public spaces, and the 
unaddressed issues of Northeast India. Pay heed to the opinion of the women 
who speak in the age-old debate of home makers v/s working women. Be 
enthralled by one of the first female ADs in Bollywood, and learn more about 
the railway unions and an annual chikoo festival!

Through Marginalia 2018, we attempt to document and give space to 
the inscriptions that deserve more notice. Let us take you through the 
bibliography of the world as we see it, one page at a time.

D A L R E E N  R A M O S
M A N I T A  N A T H

S A R O J I N I  P R A D H A N
A A D I T Y A  M U D H O L K A R

THIS 
YEAR, 
M A R G I N A L I A 
I S  M O R E  T H A N 
J U S T  W R I T I N G 
I N  T H E  M A R G I N ;  
W E  Q U E S T I O N  I T S 
V E RY  P O S I T I O N , 
I T S  E R A S U R E , 
I T S  E X I S T E N C E . 
T H E N  S O M E T I M E S 
W E  D R AW  A  N E W 
L I N E  F R O M  O U R 
E X C U R S I O N S  I N T O 
T H E  O U T S I D E 
W O R L D . 

Notes from the margin



8   •  •  MARGINALIA 2017-2018

P
restigious awards, 
coveted fellowships, 
books, award-
winning photos, 
they have done 
them all, yet again. 
SCM alumnae 
have had another 
productive and 

achievement-filled year in 2017.
In May 2017, Shalini Singh (SCM 

2003-04), a journalist with The Week, 
was selected for the Nieman Foundation 
Fellowship at Harvard University. In her 
social media post, Singh said, “I owe all 
professional achievements to the base set in SCM days. I am 
a super proud alum. Grateful to Sainath, Jeroo, Jerry, Smruti 
and all others who taught us.”

› Chatura Rao (SCM 1994-95) has had a busy and award-
filled year. In May 2017, her article titled Women and the 
Trouble Within/ Without Homeswon the National Laadli 
Award for the Best Web Feature. This article had previously 
won the Laadli Media Award for Gender Sensitive Reporting 
(Western Region) in February. In January 2018, her book 
for children, Gone Grandmother, won the Hindu Good 
Books Award 2018 for Best Picture Book. In the midst of 
all of this, her novel, A Blueprint for Love, was 
published by Bloomsbury India in October 2017.
The International School Libraries Network 
(Singapore) has nominated Shabnam 
Minwalla’s (SCM 1989-90) book, The Shy 
Supergirl, for the Red Dot Book Awards in the 
books for Younger Readers category. The awards 
are will be announced in May 2018.

› Nalini Ramachandran (SCM 2003-2004) 
continues her productive streak with her book 
Lore of the Land: Storytelling Traditions of 
India, published by Puffin Books (Penguin 
Random House India). Priyanka Talreja’s 
(SCM 2008-09) book Kitten the Dogwas 
published by Penguin Random House.  
Lubaina Bandukwala (SCM 1989-90), 
author of children’s books, gave a TEDx talk 
on Books and Reading for Children at the DJ 
Sanghvi College of Engineering, Mumbai.

› Melinda Viegas (SCM 2015-16) won 
the JICA Bagan Tourism Development 
Project Prize at the Bagan Photo Festival 
in June 2017 for her photograph of a 
painter in Bagan, Myanmar. She said, 
“I take inspiration from one of the 
assignments we had at SCM called Hands 
of Mumbai.” Hands of Mumbai is a media 
ethics assignment where students take 
photographs that document labour around 
the city and features the hands that power 
Mumbai’s economy. They explore issues 
of migration of labour and visual ways of 
telling stories about issues that touch all our 
lives through this experience.

› Rituparna Chatterjee (SCM 2004-05) co-wrote wrote 
the memoir of actor Nawazuddin Siddiqui, An Ordinary 
Life, published by Penguin/Viking in 2017. She also began 
a column with The Economic Times called California 
Dreaming on life lessons and celebrating the slower, more 
subtle things in life. 

› Bhavna Singh (SCM 1999-00) put together a coffee table 
book, The Colour of White, on the low gender ratios in the 
pharma industry.  This publication won the prestigious Asia 
Pacific Communications Award in the publications category 
in November 2017 in Hong Kong.  This was the 50 years 

commemorative publication of her organisation, 
OPPI, the Organisation of Pharmaceutical 

Producers of India, an industry association 
representing the research based pharma 

companies in India. She has also been listed in the 
‘40 under 40’ list of communicators in the country 

in 2017 by Reputation Today magazine. 

› Nooshin Mowla (SCM  2003-04) edited Beyond 
the Dream Girl, the authorised biography of Hema 

Malini by Ram Kamal Mukherjee published by Harper 
Collins (India).

› Sunitha Chitrapu (SCM 1992-93) had a chapter 
titled Associations and Networks: Inequalities 
in Film and TV Production in The Indian 
Media Economy: Market Dynamics and Social 
Transactions (Volume 2) published by Oxford 
University Press in 2017.

/ Achievements

SCM Sophia Alumnae 
Achievements In 2017
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/ SCM

O
n the 4th of August 
2017, SCM alumna 
Leena Yadav, the 
director, editor, and 
scriptwriter of Parched 
came to share her 

insights of being a woman filmmaker 
and working in the remotest areas of 
our country.

Parched intertwines the story of four 
women; Rani (Tannishtha Chatterjee), 
Lajjo (Radhika Apte), Bijli (Surveen 
Chawla) and Janaki (Leher Khan) who, 
despite being the only bread earners 
of their respective families, have no 
agency to make life decisions of their 
own. This film turns a critical but 
compassionate eye on issues like child 
marriage, the treatment of widows, 
marital rape, the problem of dowry, and 
mental abuse.

Rani (Tannishtha Chatterjee) gets 
married off to an alcoholic and is 
widowed at the age of fifteen. She 
marries off their son, Gulab (Riddhi 
Sen) to Janaki (Leher Khan) when he is 
still young. Gulab rebels by ignoring his 
bride and spends all his time loitering 
with a bunch of friends and frequents 
sex workers. Janaki is also in love with 
another man.

Lajjo is in an abusive marriage and 
is ostracized for not being able to 
conceive. Bijli is a sex worker who is the 
farthest removed from conventional 
society but is most in control of her 
own life. Bijli serves as a catalyst for 
the rebellion as others follow, creating 
a ripple effect. While all these women 
struggle to find a place of comfort, they 
find solace in each other’s company.

Leena Yadav’s Parched brings forth 
the harsh realities of being a woman. It’s 
a film that honors women’s sexuality, 
a notion that still remains unspoken in 
our society. As the movie progresses, 
these women fight the odds and try to 
find a place where equality exists.

Yadav says that her script began with 
a paragraph or two which she circulated. 
“My friends all liked what they read,” 
she said, “because they saw it as a mirror 
to some aspect of their lives. I added 
their perspectives and the script began 
to take shape,” she continues.

 “We hardly find any movies in India 
that celebrate women’s friendship. 
While I stayed in the village for a month, 
I realized that contrary 
to popular belief, rural 
women were very 
open about their sex 
lives. Ten minutes into 
the conversation and 
they all started sharing 
their stories like I 
never was a stranger to 
them. They help each 
other in their thick and 
thin and this is what 

my movie celebrates.” 
Later in the session, Yadav shared 

her experience of shooting and said, 
“The boundaries of formality were 
broken, as more members of the cast 
and crew started opening about their 
own experiences. There was a sense of 
solidarity amongst us. I was screening 
this movie in a few ‘developed’ 
countries and the response we got 
was similar. However, in others, I saw 
women weeping like babies, but when 
the lights came on, they wiped their 
tears, dabbed on their make-up and left 
without saying a word.” 

We asked Yadav what kind of issues 
she faced at the Censors, “The scene 
that caught their attention was the one 
where Rani (Tannishtha Chatterjee) 
puts some turmeric on Lajjo’s (Radhika 
Apte) bruises. One of the members of 
the Censor Board with whom I was 
interacting, said that the whole film 
was fine but we’ll have to blur that 
‘thing.’ He would not say the word 
‘breast’ at all. So, I used ‘breast’ at least 
five times in my sentence to make him 
feel comfortable about that. And I was  
assertive about keeping that shot in the 
final movie.”

It’s not only the members of the 
Censor Board who have their internal 
censors. During the discussion, one of 
our classmates was trying to express 
appreciation for the handling of a 
particular scene but was shying away 
from using the word ‘sex’.  “Why do 
you people feel shy about it? Just say 
‘sex’!” Yadav exclaimed. 

When asked what message she 
would like to give the world, Yadav  
answered, “With the constant pressure 
of proving their masculinity, men often 
forget that they are human. Forget 
being a man, be a human first.” 

“FORGET BEING 
A MAN, BE A 
HUMAN FIRST.”
SCM alum and noted director Leena Yadav interacts 
with Karuna Sharma 
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Leena Yadav discusses 
her film, Parched
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T
he first week of SCM had 
a lot in store for us, quite 
a few people from across 
the spectrum advised 
us about how best to go 
about the rest of the year.

We were told that our lives were 
about to change, we had to bid adieu 
to our social lives. The week was 
overwhelming, yet exciting. 

Towards the end of the week we had 
Smitha Menon, the Assistant Digital 
Editor of Digital Conde Nast Traveller, 
India, visiting us. She showed us how 
to improve our use of  three platforms 
which we thought we had already 
explored extensively: Instagram, 
Facebook and Twitter. 

The class was divided in groups 
of three. She assigned each group a 
task  which was to create content for 
any of these digital platforms. It could 

range from a series of photographs to 
an interesting video. The result was 
quite interesting. One group chose 
‘Photographing staircases’ as their 
subject. They walked in and around 
the campus looking for different kinds 
of staircases.  “They are regular objects 
that we come across on a daily basis. 
We never appreciate them for how 
thoughtfully they have been built. 
The theme of our project was ‘Ups and 
Downs’, a metaphor for our lives,” said 
Sneha Sharma. 

The second group decided to make 
a video on nuns and their quirks in 
colleges. They created a spoof on the 
restrictions and rules that come with 
being in a convent. 

The third group took up something 
that was quite popular at the time, 
the Mannequin Challenge. The steps 
to do the ‘perfect’ Surya Namaskar 

were what they came up with. “The 
workshop happened in the beginning 
of the course, It was one of our first 
group projects together and we 
thought of doing the Mannequin 
challenge since it was quite popular 
back then. It was an interesting way 
of getting to know our classmates and 
breaking the ice,” said Inayat Sood. It 
was a fun session. The products in the 
end were creative and new friends 
were made. 

For the young person who is trying to 
make a digital debut, the following are 
the key points:
1. The online world is tricky, and you
never know what can come back 
to haunt you! Potential employers 
sometimes do a quick check of your 
profiles to understand you. So post 
responsibly.
2. The digital world is big and 
awesome, but also ugly. If you have a 
strong opinion to share, know that you 
could get trolled.
 Don’t worry yourself about it. 
3. The digital world is exactly what you
make of it. Depending on the type of 
person you are, you can choose to play 
an active or a passive role online. 
4. Use the power of the Internet and its
accessibility to your advantage, social 
platforms will come and go. Remember 
to look away from the screen and 
indulge in real time conversations  
and meetings with the people you  
care about. 

/ SCM

YOUR DIGITAL 
PRESENCE 
Aliya Khan writes about one of the very first 
sessions of the year on Digital Media.
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/ SCM

O
ur brief arrived on 
email - comfortable 
shoes, umbrellas, dry 
snacks, and  cameras. 
SCMites were ready 
for an early Saturday 

morning adventure. Still in the first 
week of the course, the outstation 
students were trying to figure out 
the mysteries of Bombay or if there 
were any at all. This treasure hunt 
conducted by the People Place Project, 
a publication initiative that maps 
places through stories, proved to be a 
perfect opportunity. We were briefed 
by co-founder Shriti Das and divided 
ourselves into six groups for the two 
trails. Each group had a Mumbaikar 

to make navigation around the city 
easier. “Essentially, the People Place 
Project is about  building empathy and 
understanding the diversities around 
us and the many layers around us that 
make a place a place,” she says.

Each trail contained a list of clues 
that corresponded to places in Mumbai 
within a given radius. Each clue also 
accompanied a particular task; such as 
reporting on important issues in the 
area or formulating an environmental 
campaign. Das highlighted the fact 
that there is often a particular way of 
looking at a place but once you talk  
to people and understand the world 
from their point of view, the spectrum 
from which you look at the world is 

widened. As points were assigned 
to each task and the winner of the 
treasure hunt would be determined 
by the highest scoring team, the teams 
rushed to the college exit. 

Teams on the first trail visited 
the Masjid Al Hamidiya, the Godiji 
Parshwanath Jain Temple, Mohammed 
Ali Road, Khotachi Wadi, Mani Bhavan 
and the Banganga Tank. “This was my 
first experience of going out in  
Mumbai and talking to people. At the 
end of the day, we didn’t return with 
solely visuals of the place but learnt 
the stories of its people”, says SCM 
student Ipshita Dey. The places on the 
second trail included the Bhau Daji 
Lad museum, the BDD chawls, Worli 
Koliwada and Bharatmata Cinema. 
Reebu Tandon, SCM Student recalls 
reporting on the garbage-sullied 
shoreline at Worli Koliwada and talking 
to the residents there. 

The two winning teams received 
diaries from the organisers and were 
asked to speak a few words about 
the treasure hunt. Tandon adds, 
“After knowing nothing about the 
city, getting the opportunity to know 
more about it in such an interactive 
and interpersonal way, that was the 
real treasure”. In the end, there were 
no winners or losers, we all had our 
unique experiences to share. Das says, 
“The larger idea is that irrespective of 
if you’re the winning team or not, you 
have a more intimate connection with 
your city”. 

MAPPING PLACES 
THROUGH 
STORIES
Dalreen Ramos, writes about the very first expedition 
at SCM.
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/ SCM

A 
hushed frisson of 
excitement ran 
through the class as an 
excursion to a spot a 
little outside Mumbai 
was announced. We 

were to go to Kamshet near Lonavla, 
to experience the process of rice 
transplantation, or ‘hard labour’ first 
hand. One can safely assume that the 
excitement was more to do with the 
thrill of doing something new, than the 
fact that we had our first outing as a 
class coming up already.

The excursion is a staple on the 

agenda of SCMites every year. ‘Hard 
labour’ is organized by the department 
simply to acquaint the students with 
the importance of, and the effort that 
goes into agriculture that we take for 
granted. This lesson was imparted to 
the students by Dinesh Balsavar, the 
owner of the farm in Kamshet, as he 
rallied the cause and benefits of organic 
and traditional methods of farming, 
while granting us an all-access pass to 
his paddy fields.

“The organic farming process 
safeguards the farmer. Saving the seed, 
using organic nutrients for the crops — 

these methods ensure 
that the farmer has a 
safety net if his crop 
were to not do as well 
as expected, or if there 
was an unforeseen 
problem,” he explained.

The day started early, 
with a bus ride and the 
faint promise of rain 
on the 8th of July 2017. 
On reaching the venue 
and changing into the 
appropriate attire, a 
short walk brought us 
to the field we would be 
transplanting the rice to.

‘Transplanting’ is 
the stage of the rice 
crop when it is being 
transferred from a 
nursery (a small, denser 
field) to a large field. The 
process involves picking 
the saplings from the 

nursery when they are a few weeks old, 
and replanting them wider apart in the 
hopes of fully grown paddy.

“I was kind of rethinking this initially, 
because it entailed going knee-deep 
into water-logged, slushy soil. But that 
thought quickly went away when I 
realized that this is not only fun, but 
also an extremely integral process to 
produce the food we eat,” said Haima 
Nizar, a SCMite.

Guidance from Jhumbaar Katkar,  
one of the farmers working for  
Balsavar, was a bonus in the learning 
process for the students. Her disarming 
smile and firm instructions enriched 
the experience, and made challenges 
like how delicate the saplings were 
or the getting the exact depth of the 
planting just right, made it seem 
pleasantly easy.

Of course, the short day  
experiencing the work of a farmer 
is nothing compared to the scale of 
labour farmers around the country put 
in every day. This was an observation 
that many students marveled about. 
“It’s so humbling to experience 
the amount of effort that goes into 
producing food, which is such a basic 
part of our lives. I loved doing this,” said 
Sarojini Pradhan, a SCMite. 

TRANSPLANTING 
KNOWLEDGE
Natasha Trivedi writes about the day on the farm.
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/ SCM

I
f you’re not a Parsi and haven’t 
had Parsi food, come to Udvada. 
On September 16th, 2017, 
students of SCMSophia with 
faculty and a few ex-students, 
hopped on to a 5:45am train 

to Udvada, a two-hour journey away 
from Mumbai.

Udvada is a town on the Gujarat 
border, not too far from Mumbai, 
famous for the most sacred 
Zoroastrian fire temples in India.  
The fire in the Atash Behram, is 
believed to have been burning 
continuously for over 1200 years. The  
original fire was said to have been 
carried by the Zoroastrians who fled 
from Iran to India in the 7th century. 
Entry to the fire temple is permitted 
only to Parsis.

As we reached Udvada, we were 
welcomed by Navroze Siganporia, a 

friend and supporter of SCMSophia, 
who planned our tour. We then 
piled into auto-rickshaws for a ride 
to Farohar Caterers, who served us 
breakfast, and later lunch. If you love 
food, and you want to feast like never 
before, without having yourselves 
invited to an exclusive Parsi festivity, 
you must visit Udvada, 

“I loved the fish fry, and doodh 
na puff,” says Karuna Sharma, SCM 
student. The fish fry, the river fish 
‘boi,’ is prepared by marinating the 
fish in turmeric and chilli powder. 

It is usually served alongside 
mutton pulao. Doodh na puff is a glass 
of milk with the flavor of nutmeg 
and cardamom. Doesn’t sound 
particularly interesting? Ah, but the 
milk froths beautifully and is chilled 
in an earthen pot overnight.

As we walked to the Zoroastrian 

Heritage Museum, a few minutes 
away from Farohar, with our cameras 
hanging around our necks, we tried 
to put our photography classes into 
practice. 

The Museum, sponsored by the 
Government of Gujarat, had scrolls 
with the stories of Parsi history, the 
details of Parsi costumes and music. 
We also learned from Mr. Siganporia 
that “Zoroastrians are a true Aryan 
race.” (Etymologically true; the word 
Aryan comes from Iran.)

Walking down the narrow streets of 
Udvada, we felt as if we had stepped 
back in time. Quaint porches, high 
ceilings, pastel shades and a sea-view, 
we were enthralled as we stepped into 
our classmate, Carol Vaid’s Udvada 
home. 

Karuna adds, “I will return to 
Udvada soon, hungry for more.”

YOU WANT A 
LOT MORE OF 
UDVADA
Join Amrita Rajput on her exploration of Udvada.
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“I 
will come and rape you, 
delete that or I will make you 
pay for it.” 

These and other such 
threats are faced by women 
users of social platforms like 

Twitter and Facebook on a daily basis. 
Suhasini Mukherjee and others from 
the Social Surfing team of the Centre 
for Social Research (CSR), New Delhi 
are trying to help those who have 
been targeted. They offer a range of 
services from counselling to legal aid, 
right up to linking them to livelihood 
opportunities. “I was exposed to a life-
altering experience. I started working 
at the Centre for Social Research in 
the year 2015 for a project that sought 
to empower survivors of domestic 
violence,” said Mukherjee.

 The Centre for Social Research (CSR) 
helps students build the skills they 
need to deal with cyber abuse and cyber 

crime through Social Surfing. They 
have managed to reach out to 15,000 
students from all over the country with 
the partnership of Facebook. CSR’s 
volunteers, including Mukherjee, led 

an exciting and informative workshop 
at SCMSophia on August 1, 2017. “Social 
Surfing workshops talk about online 
safety and using social media for social 
change. Our organisation is dynamic 
and everyone gets an opportunity 
to work on all the projects. I started 
working with the media team since 
last year and have conducted over 
50 workshops in 6 states. As a team, 
we have completed close to 300 
workshops in 25 states,” Mukherjee 
said. Apart from online redressing they 
also encourage college students to use 
social media for activism.

 We were engaged in a discussion 
about social media usage followed by 
a discussion on the numerous privacy 
settings and safety features present on 
the portal. Seeking support through 
social media to bring about a positive 
change in the society and Counter 
Speech (verbal comebacks) were the 
other main elements of the workshop. 
Also, reflected upon were positive 
Facebook stories and how the platform 
is being used in a diverse way across the 
globe. “I have personally faced so much 
trolling and it’s mentally exhausting,” 
one of the students said.

“Our intention is to leave a seed in the 
young minds to germinate. The way 
SCM professors like Jeroo Mulla, Jerry 
Pinto, P. Sainath and Smruti Koppikar 
do for you,” said Mukherjee. Learnings 
from the workshop were quickly 
grasped by students as they changed 
their privacy settings and educated 
themselves on the subject. 

ADDRESS THE 
NEGATIVITY
Shraddha Agarwal shares her experience of the Social 
Surfing workshop conducted at SCM on August 1, 2017
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“P
eople eat idlis for 
4-5 rupees and 
come and shit in the 
same temple lane,” 
said Mariyammal, 
a sanitary worker 

frustrated with the people around her. 
R.P Amudhan’s documentary Shit was 
aimed to sensitise the people about 
manual scavenging and acute casteism, 
which is still prevalent in today’s time

“Did you hear the film, or watch 
it?”, asked R P Amudhan right after 
the film was screened. The question 
baffled the class, we glanced at each 
other and said, “We watched it” He said, 
“Whenever I screen it, I have noticed 
that people just listen to it, they don’t 
watch it.”

Even though manual scavenging 

has been legally prohibited from 1996, 
the film explicitly states that Madurai 
Municipal Corporation employs 
manual scavengers, and further, 90% 
of them are Dalits. R P Amudhan says 
that there is a clear caste divide in 
India. When asked as to whether there 
were any improvements, after making 
so many efforts, he exclaimed, “It was 
none or minimal, because the problem 
of our society is that we need the 
lower-caste people to be here and not 
go up in life as someone needs to clean 
our shit! It is only they who will do it 
because they don’t have a choice and 
the opportunity to be allowed to do 
anything else.” 

Many of them suffer from diseases as 
severe as cholera, asthma and at times 
even cancer. He added, “ There have 

been instances where men went into 
manholes full of shit and excreta and 
succumbed to death, because of the 
dangerous gases.”

Amudhan elaborated on the 
challenges he faced while shooting this 
documentary, he said, “the place was 
extremely filthy and I had to make sure 
I did not step on shit while shooting 
and since the film is about shit, it was 
difficult to breathe in that environment 
and still shoot”.  

Amudhan’s session was an eye-
opener to us. Issues pertaining to 
manual scavenging and caste division 
had to be addressed. Apart from 
that, this session showed us on how 
influential the media could be; if used 
in the right and constructive way for 
the betterment of people’s lives.   

After the entire session, one of my 
classmates, Sarojini Pradhan said, “The 
documentary raised a question about 
something that was always in front 
of my eyes but we never noticed that 
almost 90% of the manual scavengers 
are Dalits and the famous cleanliness 
drive shouldn’t be about cleanliness 
but about eradication of caste-based 
discrimination.”

I hope people are inspired by 
films such as Shit and fight caste 
discrimination to bring an end to the 
social injustice.

OH SHOOT, 
IT’S SHIT!
Radhika Jayakumar writes about R P Amudhan’s 
documentary Shit and its impact on her classmates.
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W
ouldn’t it be nice 
if someone tells 
you that you 
have to watch 
films for two 
days as classes? 

This year film screenings got special 
when SCM (Social Communications 
Media) decided to host a two-day 
documentary festival called Long 
Shorts. The festival held on the 16th 
and 17th of August saw nine films from 
eight filmmakers. The special aspect 
about the festival was that all the films 
screened were made by the alumni of 
SCM. 

The festival kicked off with 
screening Deepa Bhatia’s Nero’s 
Guests, a film about farmer suicides 
in Vidarbha district of Maharashtra, 
which left a lasting impact on the 

students. Day 1 continued with films 
made by Paromita Vohra, Madhavi 
Tangella and Minnie Vaid. The day 
ended with a discussion with the 
film-makers where they shared their 
experiences of making the films. 
“Educate yourself, keep educating 
yourself to standup against patriarchy,” 
said Paromita Vohra when asked 
questions on feminism and patriarchy 

which she often challenges in her 
films.

Day 2 started with the screening of 
Superman of Malegaon by Faiza Khan. 
Superman of Malegaon, a film about 
creating a local superman, was enjoyed 
the most by students and turned out 
to be one of the favorites of all the 
students at the end of the festival. “The 
film was fun and informative at the 
same time,” said Inayat. 

The last day of the festival 
proceeded with screening of “Can we 
see the baby bump please?”, a film by 
Surabhi Sharma on the condition of 
surrogate mothers in India. One of the 
favourites of the students was Saints 
of Sin by Suparna Chatterjee which 
explored a sin inside each woman it 
interviewed. The festival closed with 
discussions with the film-makers 
where the makers expressed their 
feelings and thoughts about the films 
they had made. Kavita Carneiro shared 
her experience of making Zaffar and 
Tuddu and the challenges she faced 
while shooting, in Afghanistan for the 
film. “There were hurdles. At one point 
the police asked me to delete the tape 
and I tried to get out of the situation 
by lying to them that I have deleted 
it”, said Kavita. “I even ate a rat while 
shooting with Tuddu’s family”, she 
later told the students adding on to her 
learnings at SCM- “There is no place for 
moral superiority- this lesson I learnt at 
SCM hit me hard. I try my best to apply 
it whenever I frame an image and in 
everyday life as well.”

The festival was open for all the 
students of SCM and saw many 
ex-students coming in to attend the 
event. The discussions were an integral 
part to the festival. “I have come to 
love filming at night. I breathe. I forget. 
I lose a language. I see. I come to love 

the light which heals me,” 
said Madhavi Tangella, the 
maker of Chasing tails.

The festival ended  
with zeal, excitement, 
learnings and a hope that 
the students will be able  
to put in these learnings in 
all of their endeavors and 
also their documentary 
making project. 

DOCUMENTING 
DOCUMENTARIES
Reebu Tandon shares the experience of a two- day 
documentary workshop held at SCM.
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Paromita Vora 
engaging with 

the students

Left to Right
Kavita Cameiro, Supriya Chatterji, Anirudha Sen
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F
or most of us who 
commute on a daily basis, 
women embracing public 
spaces is a rare visual. 
Authors of the book Why 
Loiter, Sameera Khan and 

Shilpa Phadke, conducted a workshop 
on women and public spaces at SCM 
this year. “We wanted to highlight 
people’s everyday negotiation of space, 
particularly through the gender axis,” 
says Sameera Khan, also an SCM alum. 
The exercise they used to demonstrate 
this, was by asking the students to plot 
various groups of men and women 
on a map. “Where would you place a 
female adolescent waiting for a friend 
at say 7pm?” she asked. Most of us 
found ourselves putting her very close 
to a residential complex, or near a 
group of people. But a man of similar 
age, could be anywhere along the 

street. The idea is 
to show that public 
spaces for women 
are extremely 
limited. There were 
however, different 
views on navigating 
public spaces. “I’ve 
been living in Bombay 
for years now, and there are certain 
places that I’ve been visiting regularly. 
The familiarity of these places is what 
makes me comfortable, and feel safe,” 
said Aliya Khan, a student at SCM.

“So what are the kind of places you 
would go to, if you were on a street?,” 
Sameera inquired. A café or a street 
joint is what the class answered. But 
what kind of a street joint? “Would you 
feel as comfortable visiting a tapri?” she 
asked. A lot of women subconsciously 
manoeuvre around public spaces, 

eliminating different spots. So if 
it’s a Café Coffee Day, you’re more 
comfortable, because of its glass walls, 
the kind of people it attracts, etc. All 
this contributes to it being considered 
a ‘safe place’. A ‘tapri’ on the other 
hand, may or not be conducive to a girl 
alone on the street. “I didn’t think of it 
like that, maybe subconsciously 

I avoided those places,” 
says Sarojini Pradhan. 
“The reason I keep 
prodding you guys, 
is because I want to 
push your thoughts 
further. Examine 
your daily routine, 
in a more detailed 
manner,” said 
Khan. 

The book lead 
to Why Loiter 
becoming 

a movement, with 
women across the world posting 
pictures of them hanging out at 
public places, which is a step in the 
right direction. Inayat Sood, sums up 
the crux of the session, “...I believed 
I am a strong person today, who can 
practice her independence. However, 
the session and the map made realize 
there’s a long way to emancipation. 
My beliefs and practices are in 
dissonance. It’s easier in theory, but 
your circumstances, and the societal 
restrictions are still sadly, difficult to 
penetrate.”

RECLAIMING 
PUBLIC SPACES
Why Loiter presents the case for women’s safety in India 
but now has also inspired a movement, Nandakumar 
Rammohan writes.
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Khan and Shilpa 
Phadke talking 
about the need 
to reclaim public 
spaces
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E
very day, there are 
millions of cases of 
assault in India. Reports 
state that sexually violent 
crimes which include 
rape, stalking, voyeurism, 

and ‘assault or use of criminal force to 
women with intent to disrobe,’ have 
increased dramatically through the 
years. With people, especially women, 
constantly looking over their shoulder 
every time they walk alone, basic 
self defence is a must.  A self-defence 
workshop was held in the Social 
Communications Media (SCM) studio 
on the 13th of December, 2017.  The 
trainers, Susovan Ghosh and Akshata 
Khadtare who are professional Mixed 
Martial Arts (MMA) fighters were from 
the Evolution Gym in Bandra.

The students were taught the basics 

of self-defence in a two-hour long 
session, the drills consisted of attacks 
that one could use in emergency 
situations. “It was really interesting 
because even though the drills were 
basic, at least it gave us a starting point 
on how to look out for ourselves,” said 
Natasha Trivedi.

Many drills and attacks were taught 
to the students. They were divided 
into pairs and were made to practice 
the drills at least five times. The 
trainers were going around making 
sure that the positions and the attacks 
are executed correctly. The students 
were enthusiastic during the session 
and practiced diligently. The students 
asked many questions. “How helpful 
will a knife be as a weapon?” asked 
Aasmita Dutta to which the reply 
was that one should only carry a 

weapon when one knows how to use 
it, otherwise it may backfire as one 
might stab himself or herself. One 
should know how to use a knife before 
they hold one and if they do then 
the weapon should be somewhere 
accessible.

The trainers made sure not to 
sugar-coat things. It was made clear to 
us that though it will take practice to 
actually execute these drills perfectly, 
the basics should be known to all. “One 
needs to do at least 1000 repetitions 
of the drill before one can respond 
in an adrenal state,” Ghosh pointed 
out. The post-incident protocols were 
also conveyed by the trainers, with an 
emphasis on the legal procedures that 
are to be followed.

“Throughout the session, I just 
kept hoping that I would never have 
to do use these methods in real life,” 
said Sneha Sharma. These were the 
thoughts that were going through 
most of the student’s heads as they 
stood in the SCM studio; having fun, 
but dreading having to use these 
methods in real life. The trainers 
stated that there are many levels of 
self-awareness, the physical response 
being the last level. “The self-defence 
workshop really gave me an idea into 
real-time situations when we may be 
in trouble, the team also taught us that 
it is not always about fighting we must 
first try to resolve an argument with a 
talk,” said Aishwarya Patil.

IN DEFENCE
Sarojini Pradhan talks to SCMites about their experience 
in the self-defence workshop conducted by Susovan 
Ghosh and Akshata Khadtare from the Evolution gym  
in Bandra.
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V
elvet Revolution 
documents the journey 
of women journalists 
in conflict zones. 
It is a collaborative 
documentary 

produced by the International 
Association of Women in Radio and 
Television. The project is directed by 
Nupur Basu, who is also its executive 
producer. Basu, and the director of the 
Indian segment of the film, Deepika 

Sharma (an SCM alumna herself) 
visited SCM Sophia on the 18th of 
December 2017. 

The film covers the story of Malini 
Subramaniam, an Indian journalist 
who was forced to leave Bastar simply 
because she reported the human 
rights violations happening there. 
Then there’s Bonya Ahmed, a US-
based Bangladeshi journalist, who was 
attacked along with her husband by 
a group of religious fundamentalists 

wielding knives. Her husband, 
Avijit Roy, who had started 
a Bangladeshi website for 
freethinkers, lost his life in 
the attack. Another journalist-
activist, Zaina Erhaim, from 
Syria, was exiled for her 
coverage of the civil war in 
Aleppo. She now lives in 
London with her daughter. The 
film traverses borders to make 
a strong point, which goes 
beyond gender. It documents 
the struggles of communities, 
countries, and people. 

Basu lauded the journalists 
featured in the film. “These 
are some remarkable women 
doing remarkable work and 
society has to wake up to the 
fact that they exist…and not 
abandon them,” she said. The 
personal narratives of these, 
and other women journalists, 
were not only eye-opening, 
but also inspirational to a class 
with a majority of women 
media professionals in the 

making. “As an aspiring journalist, the 
session was enlightening. The film 
made me reaffirm my loyalty to the 
profession even though the challenges 
are apparent,” says SCM student, 
Shraddha Agarwal.

Post the film, the students held a 
QnA session with the filmmakers. 
The questions ranged from the 
process of documentary filmmaking, 
the restraints faced while bringing 
underreported facts to the public 
domain and the emotional baggage 
of chronicling narratives of such 
strong women. The filmmakers also 
answered questions about parallel and 
mainstream journalism- if and where 
the dichotomy ends. When asked why 
the film is called Velvet Revolution, 
Basu explained its metaphorical 
meaning, “The material velvet as 
you’ve seen is very soft but you try to 
tear it apart with you bare hands and 
you can’t. But you do that with any 
other cloth, you can do that with silk, 
you can put your nail through it and I 
can tear it apart right now. But with  
a piece of velvet, you won’t be able to 
do it”. 

ON THE FRONT LINES
Dalreen Ramos and Inayat Sood write about Nupur  
Basu’s documentary Velvet Revolution that documents 
the lives of women journalists, conflict and treading  
the thin line in between. 
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Left to Right
Nupur Basu, Deepika 

Sharma and Dr. 
Padmaja Shaw
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T
he nervous energy was 
palpable in the flurry 
of preparatory activity 
that preceded the 
much-awaited Industry 
Academia Interactive 

Panel Discussion on 8th December 
2017. The panel was being hosted by 
SCM in association with the University 
of Queensland and IIT Bombay. 

The topic ‘The Indian Media 
Economy – Social Transactions 
in Digital Media” was going to be 
discussed by an exciting panel: 
Sidharth Bhatia of The Wire (Founding 
Editor), Raj Gupta of Lowe Lintas 
(CEO), Jency Jacob of Boom Live 
(Managing Editor), Adrian Athique 
of the University of Queensland, 
and Vibodh Parthasarathi, Associate 
Professor at Jamia Millia Islamia 
university.

“With the digital age being hailed as 

the next big thing, I am really excited 
to know what the media giants have 
to say about it with respect to their 
individual fields,” said Ancy Mendonza, 
a student in the audience.

The discussion was kick-started by 
Athique, who defined the parameters 
which would largely cover the 
conundrum of fake news, the scope of 
digital platforms, and how the existing 
media are adapting to the rapidly 

changing paradigm. 
Raj Gupta of Lowe Lintas 

emphasized the fact that digital was 
radicalizing the field of advertising as 
it allowed space for longer and shorter 
ads, depending on the tendency of the 
viewer’s attention span according to 
the platform. “We are now able to tell 
stories that connect with the customer 
and make them relate to the product, 
which is a really great creative process 
and also boosts the client’s image”, he 
explained. 

On the increasingly alarming 
phenomenon of fake news, Jency 
Jacob had valuable insights for the 
audience. Boom Live works at busting 
every kind of fake news that is floated 
around, and substantiates its findings 
with verifiable links on its website and 
Twitter handle. “Social media is a boon 
and a curse. We are able to put out 
the message of a piece of information 
being fake news immediately and 
it is accessible to our audience, but 
simultaneously, the easy accessibility 
of the internet ensures that we are on 
our toes 24/7 busting the fake news 
as it comes in,” he said. “The real 
challenge is that sometimes, they don’t 
want to know — don’t want to accept 
that the information is fake news,” 
Jacob elaborated.

Among the important and relevant 
points that were raised, Sidharth 
Bhatia spoke about the digital media in 
comparison with the traditional media 
as it is today. With media ownership, 
and a restrictive time frame the print 
and broadcast media agencies are 
struggling to escape redundancy. As 
Bhatia put it, “The role that digital is 
playing is consequent to a moment 
when the traditional media platforms 
are in crisis”. 

A DAY DEDICATED 
TO DIGITAL MEDIA
Natasha Trivedi takes us through an exciting panel 
discussion that engaged in a relevant and crucial 
discussion about the digital media.
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Vibodh Parthasarathi, Raj 
Gupta, Adrian Athique, Sidarth 
Bhatiaand Jency Jacob
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T
he SCMites geared up for 
a major serving of food-
for-thought as twin talks 
by Sonora Jha and Robert 
Jensen were lined up on 
the 5th of January 2018. 

As introduced by P. Sainath, Robert 
Jensen is the head of the Journalism 
and Mass Communication department 
in the University of Texas. He has done 
extensive work on researching the 
industry of pornography through the 
radical feminist lens. Sonora Jha, an 
SCM alumna, is an author of two books 
and a professor of communications in 
Seattle University. Her book ‘Foreign’ 
brings together her work as an 
academic, journalist, and a writer. 

Both the guests shared their 

thoughts on politics and feminism. 
Jenson explained, “’Radical’ is the 
positive term for the ability to critique 
not only the way the individual 
politicians become corrupt but also the 
nature of our system.”

His new book ‘The End of Patriarchy’ 
talks about radical feminism for men 
only for the reason that men only listen 
to other men and how it is important 
to show them that feminism should 
not be taken as a threat, but a gift. 
“Patriarchy is not inevitable,” he said. 
He adds that we have been socialized 
to believe that men have a control 
over a woman’s body and it is the 
mainstream media that is influencing 
our lives.

He criticised the way men routinely 

exploit women in pornography 
and prostitution. According to him, 
“Pornography is not only misogynistic 
cruelty form but also a racist media 
form”. He cites the example of the 
Nordic model where there are no 
criminal penalties against women in 
prostitution but they are imposed on 
their male customers instead. “Prof. 
Jensen’s talk brought about multiple 
perspectives to feminism and also its 
relation to the outcome of the 2016 
American election. That correlation 
was really insightful,” says SCM 
student, Dalreen Ramos. 

In her book ‘New Feminisms in 
South Asia’ Sonora Jha talks about 
the shifts in feminism taking place in 
South Asia. India, is moving to the 4th 
Wave of feminism where people are 
moving feminist action from protest to 
enjoyment. It is not only NGOs that are 
speaking up against patriarchy but also 
mass movements like the  ‘The Pink 
Chaddi Movement’ and ‘Why Loiter’. 
She also spoke of claiming pleasure 
in public spaces, that is essentially 
owned by men. “We are looking at men 
sitting on footpaths and watching the 
world go by, when are we doing that?” 
she questioned. Recalling her SCM 
days, Jha finished by saying, “SCM is 
where I developed a consciousness 
of storytelling, a consciousness of 
communication and a consciousness 
of feminism”.

FEMINISM AND 
THE FEMINIST 
Professors of Journalism, Robert Jensen of the University 
of Texas at Austin and Sonora Jha of Seattle University 
visited SCM this year, Apoorva Gupta writes. 
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S
eptember 6, 2017 left 
everyone’s mind filled 
with questions and no 
answers.  The death of 
Gauri Lankesh came as a 
blow to freedom of speech 

and expression, as well as of the fourth 
estate of democracy. The session with 
Chandan Gowda and Smruti Koppikar 
was  a ray of hope for SCMites to 
understand the politics behind her 
murder. Chandan Gowda, Professor of 
Sociology at Azim Premji University, 
Banaglore, was also a close friend of  
Gauri Lankesh. His newly published 
book, “The Way I see It- a Gauri 
Lankesh Reader” comprises of selected 
translated articles from the different 
publications she wrote for in Kannada.

The session started with Gowda 

explaining how P. Lankesh, Gauri’s 
father started his weekly newspaper 
Lankesh Patrike. He talked about 
how different and defiant his writing 
was. “There was irreverence in the 
prose itself, for instance, no honour 
prefixes were used. If a  religious guru 
was called Shri Shri Bal Gangadhar  
Swamiji, he used to call him ‘Balu’!” He 
also described the evolution of Gauri 
Lankesh as a journalist. He said that 
she was never afraid to raise her voice 
and be critical about any authority, 
be it the then Prime Minister of India 
or prominent religious gurus. One of 
the highlights of the discussion was 
the conversation between Smruti 
Koppikar and Chandan Gowda about 
the state of press freedom in the 80s as 
compared to its state today. “That was 

an era when we were encouraged to be 
irreverent about most things. Editors 
were in charge of papers and editors 
knew that journalism is about talking 
to power, regardless of who my editor 
is. That part of journalism is clearly 
over,” Koppikar said. 

Gowda also gave insights about the 
difficulties Gauri faced as an editor 
during the rise of Hindutva. “Being 
critical and impertinent in some states 
is extremely tricky as some political 
parties are very intolerant,” he said. 
Koppikar highlighted the difference 
between the reportage of mainstream 
media and that of Lankesh Patrike, 
the ad-free tabloid. “When people like 
Yogi Adityanath come to Karnataka, 
journalists are forced to report it. But 
given Gauri’s kind of journalism, she 
wouldn’t have stopped at covering Yogi 
Adityanath, she would have taken him 
on, perhaps called him some names 
and still managed to show how he is 
messing with communal relations in a 
state that has been relatively calm over 
the years,” she said.

The talk was followed by a Q&A 
session where the students of SCM 
asked some questions that were 
lingering in their minds. Reebu  
Tandon said while describing the 
session, “It was insightful and 
emotional to hear stories that were  
not printed anywhere, and to hear 
these from a friend of Gauri is even 
more impactful.”

FROM THE 
PAGES OF GAURI 
LANKESH’S LIFE
Manita Nath writes about the session with Chandan 
Gowda and Smruti Koppikar on Gauri Lankesh.

Smruti Koppikar 
in conversation 
with Chandan 
Gowda

Robert 
Jensen
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I
n 2012, Prachi Biswal’s 
teachers noticed a 
slump in her academic 
performance and 
sent her to the school 
counsellor. “I would 
attend school two or 
three times a week. I had 

stopped going to the canteen 
entirely because it was giving 
me a lot of anxiety…I would 
make excuses for exams, I 
would just sit in the bathroom 
during exams and refuse to 
give them,” she says. Around 
the same time, Biswal started 
developing urges of self-harm. 
She began skipping lunch and 
spending her breaks with the 
counsellor. This worried the 
counsellor. “She said that ‘not 
eating’ is a form of self-harm, 
an invisible form of self-harm. 
She said it because she was 
concerned and I was like ‘Oh my 
God, this is it,’ like I don’t have it in 
me to physically harm myself…after all, 
this was in my head, I would purposely 
not eat. That’s when my eating disorder 
really developed,” she says. 

Her parents, meanwhile, were 
unaware of all this. It was only when 
she dropped out that they found 
out what was going on. It was then 
recommended that they take her for 
psychiatric treatment. Biswal was 
diagnosed with Bipolar Disorder at 
seventeen and has been in and out 
of therapy ever since; she is now 22. 
In the initial stages of treatment, she 
would make three or four trips to a 
Mumbai clinic every week where every 
half-hour session cost two thousand 
rupees.  She never mentioned her 
eating problems. “I find it difficult to be 
honest because the only way to get out 

of this is to 
go to therapy and following through is 
both time-consuming and expensive,” 
she says. Facing the front desk after 
a session, she admits, always left her 
feeling guilt-ridden. “I knew that my 
dad has taken a bunch of loans for a 
bunch of different reasons and here I 
am watching my parents pull out four 
thousand rupees just for an hour of me, 
lying, to a therapist about how I feel,” 
says Biswal. 

The clinic had also begun 
experimenting with Repetitive 
Transcranial Magnetic Stimulation 
(rTMS), a form of brain stimulation 
therapy. “…They would put electrodes 
on my scalp and it would go ‘tick…tick’ 
for like three hours…I would just sit 

there in a room with these 
magnetic stimulations 
on my scalp,” she says.
The procedure cost her 
father, Prasanta Biswal, 
a business executive, a 
total of four lakh rupees 
for twenty sessions, at 
Rs. 20,000 a session. 
“As a father, I couldn’t 
say no if someone 
says it is the best…
In the case of rTMS, 
evaluation is very 
difficult. It seemed 
like she had improved 
and then again 
returned to what she 
was previously. The 
success rate is 90 per 

cent and not really a 
100,” he says.

Apart from the 
cost of therapy, 

Biswal was prescribed 
antidepressants, mood 

stabilizers and anti-anxiety 
pills in all shapes and colors. “The 
antidepressants would keep me from 
sinking into a really depressive state, 
the mood stabilizers were essentially 
for my bipolar condition because I feel 
emotions in extremes and anti-anxiety 
to calm me by bringing my heart rate 
down,” she says.Out of all the pills 
prescribed, the only one she thought 
genuinely worked, started affecting her 
thyroid.

Owing to her exhaustion, the visits 
to the clinic came to a halt and so did 
the medication. “I started lying a lot 
also. We never really discussed my 
eating disorder which was getting 
gradually worse and worse because I 
felt like I needed to keep something to 
myself,” she says. 

The Price of Sanity
Why does paying a physician feel like a necessity but paying a psychiatrist seem to be a luxury? 
Dalreen Ramos examines the link between economics and mental health.
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Biswal credits her friends and family 
as being her being the replacement 
for formal therapy and helping her 
cope better. “Once my parents started 
understanding…they became more 
approachable…they became more 
empathetic. The fact that they were 
beginning to understand that I’m sick, 
that I need the kind of attention that a 
physical illness would, after that even 
though I was just hurting a little bit 
of pressure was kind of lifted. I’ve not 
recovered, I’m no where near recovery 
but I’m coping much better,” she says. 

N
ow a student at 
Rutgers University, 
New Jersey, Biswal 
says an all-round 
checkup before 
psychiatric evaluation 

would make the healthcare system in 
India more efficient. When admitted 
into a psych ward in New Jersey, 
blood tests were conducted at regular 
intervals in addition to keeping a check 
on blood pressure, heart rate, weight 
as well as urine tests. Being admitted 
into private hospitals in Mumbai did 
not result in the same experience. 
“Especially when you’re a teenager 
and you’re being rebellious and you’re 
being an angsty idiot, that’s not always 
the best way to deal with things…But 

here, they will check my BMI…that in 
itself will tell them that something is 
wrong even if I don’t discuss my eating 
habits,” she says. 

At university, Biswal is covered 
under health insurance as part of the 
tuition fee which is a requirement 
for all degree-seeking students. The 
annual cost amounts to 2,500 dollars 
(approximately 1,50,000 rupees). 
Albeit expensive, Biswal’s university 
health insurance covers a broad range 
of illnesses and treatments from flu 
shots to hospitalization costs for 
psychiatric treatment. The option of 
not paying upfront also helps curb 
the guilt. The Mental Healthcare Act, 
passed by the Lok Sabha in March, 
2017 states under the Right to Equality 
and Non-Discrimination, S. 21 (4), 
“Every insurer shall make provision 
for medical insurance for treatment 
of mental illness on the same basis as 
is available for treatment of physical 
illness” There is currently no distinct 
insurance cover available in India for 
the mentally ill and insurance doesn’t 
cover counselling sessions. 

“The cost would go down if there 
are more therapists. More schools 
should have counselling and must 
make it a point to talk to the parents. 
There are so many cases but only 10 
per cent go to the doctor. We need to 

treat mental illness with a more holistic 
approach and parents themselves need 
counselling on how to deal with the 
same,” Mr. Biswal says. 

The case for expensive therapy in 
India presents a classic demand-supply 
problem; there is a shortage of mental 
healthcare professionals. According 
to the World Health Organization’s 
Mental Health Atlas of 2011, India has 
only one psychiatrist for every 343,000 
people. If you consider that one in 
every ten or so people need some 
mental healthcare, that means there 
is one professional for every 34,000 
people in need. Multiple variables 
are involved in order to solve India’s 
demand-supply equation; one is 
that of ‘brain drain’ or human capital 
flight. “Half of psychiatrists trained 
in India have settled abroad. But the 
main problem is a severe shortage 
of other mental health professionals 
like clinical psychologists, psychiatric 
social workers and psychiatric nurses,” 
says Dr. Pratap Sharan, Professor of 
Psychiatry, AIIMS. In addition, Sharan 
also advocates the need for greater 
public setups.

The Clinical Establishments 
(Registration and Regulation) 
Act, 2010, aims at the mandatory 
registration of all health facilities and 
mandatory infrastructural standards of 
provision of health services by private 
practitioners. Due to dissent within 
the private sector, the act has not been 
implemented in most states across 
India. “The main problem with private 
practice is that it is not regulated 
adequately by the government. 
Treatment with medication alone 
and focus on acute care are other 
problems,” he says.

Also contributing to this shortage is 
the stigma towards becoming a mental 
healthcare professional itself. 

Preeyal Bhagchandani, 
psychotherapist, says, “I’ve had a lot of 
college students come to me and say, 
that my parents don’t want me to get 
into this because eventually they feel 
like I will become mad… it’s amazing 
what kind of stuff you will encounter 
even in schools. I have been to some 
schools where the parents have told 
me that, “Look, we don’t need help, my PR
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children are not mad”. There is a lot of 
illiteracy so to speak, a lot of myths that 
we need to shake.”

The mad hatter, the mad scientist, 
the mad woman in the attic—for 
years, men and women have been 
jailed, exorcised, burned as witches or 
simply, called ‘mad’. Even the formal 
terminology for both mental illness 
and wellness has evolved from time to 
time. The World Health Organisation 
(WHO) defines mental health as “a state 
of well-being in which every individual 
realizes his or her own potential, can 
cope with the normal stresses of life, 
can work productively and fruitfully, 
and is able to make a contribution 
to her or his community”. In India, a 
recent survey by the National Institute 
of Mental Health and Neurosciences 
(NIMHANS) revealed that around 13.7 
per cent of India’s general population 
suffers from some form of mental 
illness. 

With nearly 150 million Indians in 
need of active medical intervention, 
coming to terms with reality can only 
mean coming to terms with fiction. The 
economic costs resulting from stigma 
alone is huge. Dr. Austin Fernandes, 
psychiatrist, attributes stigma as being 
a hindrance to psychiatric treatment 
and not cost. “The mental health care 
services in our city are well developed 
both in the public as well as the private 
sector. All the major public hospitals 
having medical colleges attached 
to them are running full-fledged 
psychiatric Out-Patient Departments 
(OPDs) daily. Psychiatric OPDs have 
also been started in smaller public 
hospitals so as to make it convenient 
for the public to avail of these 
services…So I don’t think that the cost 
factor is a deterrent to people to avail 
of psychiatric services. What is majorly 
a deterrent, is the fact that people find 
it difficult to accept that they may 
need the help of a psychiatrist for their 
illness or problems,” he says.

M
ore psychiatrists 
may help bridge 
the treatment 
gap and bring 
down costs in 
the long run 

but their number alone cannot 
solve India’s mental health crisis. 

From a macroeconomic perspective, 
productivity can be seen as the loss 
of potential employment i.e. the 
contribution of persons with mental 
illnesses given an ideal health situation. 
Disability-Adjusted Life Years (DALY) 
is a metric that measures ‘the sum of 
potential life lost due to premature 
mortality and the years of productive 
life lost due to a disability’ (WHO). In 
India, the estimates go as high as 2,443 
DALYs per 1,000,000 population. “The 
economic impact of mental health 
in India in terms of productivity and 
Human Capital Acquisition is hard to 
measure because it doesn’t account 
for those who haven’t been clinically 
diagnosed,” says TT Ram Mohan, 
Professor of Finance and Economics, 
IIM Ahmedabad. He also adds that 
there is a direct relationship with 
economic crisis and the mental health 
of a population.

“Given a situation of economic 
depression, there is unemployment 
and uncertainty in the market. This 
would have a significant impact 
on mental health although its 
macroeconomic impact would be quite 
small in relation to the overall impact 
of economic depression,” he says. Of 
the overall budget, the Union Health 
Budget accounts for approximately 2.2 
per cent of which India spends a paltry 
0.06 per cent on mental health. The 
figure is less than that of Bangladesh, 

which spends 0.44 per cent. 
According to a 2016 report by the 

World Economic Forum and the 
Harvard School of Public Health, India 
stands to lose $4.58 trillion before 
2030 due to Non-Communicable 
Diseases (NCDs) and mental health 
conditions with the latter accounting 
for $1.03 trillion. A major component 
of this economic burden is the effect 
of mental illness on productivity, 
and consequently, the profitability 
of businesses. In 2013, the report 
states that 69.5 per cent of business 
executives reported an expectation 
of mental health conditions having 
at least a ‘moderate impact’ on their 
companies in the next five years. This 
economic burden is largely two-way; 
with direct costs i.e. the cost towards 
consultation and hospitalisation as 
well as indirect costs i.e. the cost of 
neglecting mental healthcare that 
can be attributed to lower levels of 
productivity and unemployment 
(Yerramilli & Bipeta, 2012). According 
to the World Economic Forum, the 
indirect costs of mental illness exceed 
the direct costs.

S
harat Bhushan, 64, a Delhi-
based consultant, has 
been battling depression 
for the last thirty years. 
His journey with therapy 
dates back to 1985 when 

/ LEAD FEATURE

PR
A

C
H

I B
IS

W
A

L



MARGINALIA 2017 - 2018  •  •  27  

/ SCM
Bhushan started experiencing panic 
attacks. He first visited his local 
physician who recommended that he 
visit a cardiologist. “The cardiologist 
told me that it wasn’t a heart problem. 
I didn’t even know of psychiatry as 
a profession back then. It was only 
later that I visited a psychiatrist who 
diagnosed me with ‘Anxiety Neurosis’,” 
he says. Bhushan took to homoeopathy 
and spirituality after his allopathic 
prescriptions started affecting his work. 

“Medicines are necessary in the 
initial stages but they alone cannot 
cure depression,” he says. The side 
effects included drowsiness and 
nausea, water retention and reduced 
mental functioning. The shift to 
homoeopathy, he claims, reduced 
his healthcare expenditure. In 1985, 
a single psychiatric consultation cost 
Bhushan two hundred rupees, that 
figure, has risen to a thousand now. 
The cost of homoeopathy is around 
five hundred rupees per month, 
consultation and medication included. 

There is a need to tap low-cost 
interventions in India where models 
exist, but data doesn’t. In the 
developing world, there is a paucity 
of data on the cost-effectiveness of 
interventions according to researchers 
Yerramilli and Bipeta from Osmania 
Medical College, Hyderabad. Low-
cost psycho-social interventions 
have been developed by The Public 
Health Foundation of India (PHFI) 
through the PRIDE project. The project 
targets adolescents and helps them 
navigate through life by teaching 
them simple problem solving skills. 
Another initiative by the PHFI is 
a digital platform called ‘It’s Ok To 
Talk’, that uses both social media and 
typical outreach. “There is the ‘Pagal 
Hai’ school of thought. Young people 
are growing up in a culture where you 
don’t talk. We’re saying, talking is the 
first step” says Pattie Gonsalves, Project 
Coordinator, PRIDE. 

The issue of equity and access 
thus cannot be ignored for mental 
illness doesn’t discriminate on the 
basis of our bank balances. “There is 
a problem in the way the biomedical 
profession conceptualises mental 
illness…the private sector in India is 
primarily dominated by psychiatry,” 
says Dr. Vikram Patel, Professor of 

Global Health & Social Medicine, 
Harvard Medical School. The Indian 
healthcare system is not equipped to 
deal with chronic illnesses making 
it essential for community-based 
healthcare interventions. “The system 
in the country is geared towards acute 
illnesses. It is too doctor-centric. It is 
too hospital centric…What we should 
really be focusing on is a person-centric 
approach,” he says. 

In a regime obsessed with 
growth rates, mental healthcare 
as an investment is of paramount 
importance.  The effect of economic 
growth on a population’s health is 
easier to measure than its reverse 
causation. However, India spends less 
than 1 per cent of its GDP on healthcare, 
despite being one of the fastest 
growing economies.

Albeit difficult to compute, 
psychosocial variables need to be 
incorporated into the economic 
equilibrium, in addition to mental 
health literacy. Fr Terrence Quadros, 
Director of the Counselling Centre at 
St Xavier’s College says, “Education 
is required but it doesn’t manifest 
itself.  So family therapy is essential, 
because ultimately most of our 

upbringing is not in school or colleges 
so there should be some way of finding 
organisations or support systems,” 
says. Given the chronic nature of 
mental illness and its early onset, it 
is important to invest in adolescents. 
A survey by the National Institute of 
Mental Health and Neuro Sciences 
(NIMHANS) in 2015 revealed that 
nearly 9.8 million Indians in the age-
group of 13-17 are in need of active 
interventions. “…from childhood, 
children should be taught coping 
mechanisms. Because life is full 
of challenges, you have no way of 
predicting the end of it,” he says. 

The symbiotic relationship between 
economics and mental health is key 
to understanding either in its entirety. 
As a social science, economics is 
incomplete without ‘ceteris paribus’ i.e. 
Other things beings equal. The Latin 
phrase dictates the terms for economic 
models and theories, one of the many 
assumptions being that of ‘rationality’. 
That is the cornerstone of neoclassical 
economics where economic actors 
are rational only when engaged in the 
pursuit of self-interest. Irrationality 
becomes a politically correct term of 
assigning an identity to the mentally ill 
like ‘x’ in a mathematical expression. 

In 1994, a colossally irrational John 
Nash Jr. won the Nobel Prize for a 
very rational economic model. In a 
26-page dissertation with 2 citations, 
Nash refined modern game theory as 
developed by Von Neumann in the 
1940s—a model of strategic interaction 
where an attempt is made to 
mathematically and logically maximize 
risks and minimize constraints given 
a scenario of interdependent decision 
making. Nash proposed an equilibrium 
where the strategy of each player is 
optimal given the strategies of other 
players—the ‘Nash Equilibrium’ which 
makes that fundamental assumption of 
‘rationality’. Nash was schizophrenic. 

In a framework set for rational 
firms and rational consumers, there 
is little to be said for the irrational. 
Economics is dead wrong not only 
with how we make choices, but with 
how we perceive choices. Like Nash 
once said, “To some extent, sanity is a 
form of conformity.” Institutions and 
individuals can do better than just help 
people conform.

“The system 
in the country 
is geared 
towards acute 
illnesses. It is 
too doctor-
centric. It is 
too hospital 
centric…What 
we should 
really be 
focusing on 
is a person-
centric 
approach,” 
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D
iagnosed as 
bipolar at twenty-
three, How to 
Travel Light 
(Penguin Books) 
tells the story of 
journalist-editor 
Shreevatsa 

Nevatia’s journey through depression 
and mania. Translating this language 
of ordeal, Nevatia writes, “When you’re 
manic, you do everything to avert the 
end of the world, but when depressed, 
the pieces of your apocalypse prove 
too heavy to pick up.” He narrates his 
encounters with Diana Eck and Deepika 
Padukone while making sense of a 
painful past of sexual abuse and mental 
health institutions. The memoir is “not 
a story of survival” and the solution, if 
any, is conjured in an inexplicable void.  

Shreevatsa Nevatia is the Editor-In-
Chief of National Geographic Traveller 
India. He has worked for Hindustan 
Times, Mumbai Mirror and Outlook and 
written for Film Companion, Open and 
The Hindu’s BLink. 

Drawing from your personal 
experience, how should one 
estimate the cost of treatment? How 
does one go about shopping for a 
therapist?
Mental afflictions, much like physical 
ailments, can prove expensive to 
treat. Of the several costs, there are 
three heads that eventually matter 
more than others—the fee of doctors, 
medicines, and hospitalisation or 
institutionalisation. I, for one, sought 
treatment in various cities. In Delhi, I 
was once asked to pay a psychoanalyst 
Rs 2,500 for a session. This was almost 
six times more than the Rs 400 I 
was used to paying my therapist in 
Kolkata. Similarly, you pay Bombay 
psychiatrists three times the amount 
you pay psychiatrists in Kolkata. As far 
as my experience of the mental health 
system in India goes, economy is often 
fashioned by geography. Medicines 
are a cost you regularly incur, but I 
find that these are easy to budget for. 
You know exactly how much money 
you need to shell out month in month 

out. In comparison, the cost of sudden 
hospitalisation or institutionalisation 
is much harder to bear. Rehab facilities, 
which double up as mental health 
institutions, have left my parents 
with bills that are six figures large. 
The severity of an affliction doesn’t 
count. This cost is almost impossible to 
account for.

It took me two years and two manic 
attacks to find my therapist in Calcutta. 
I found that the more fashionable 
cognitive behavioural therapy (CBT) 
did not work for me. The conclusions 
it arrived at were too damning and too 
pat. The approach my therapist used 
was a variant of Freud’s psychoanalysis, 
and the ‘talking cure’ she prescribed, 
eventually helped me manage my 
bipolarity. Shopping for a therapist, I 
feel, requires a certain amount of trial 
and error, but it also requires a certain 
amount of faith. You need to find 
someone you can trust, someone who 
gives you the time of day, and thereby 
allows you to articulate the many 
fluctuations which might ravage your 

On 
Travelling 
Light
Dalreen Ramos in 
conversation with 
Shreevatsa Nevatia, 
author of How to 
Travel Light, a memoir 
that takes us through 
the finer details of 
mental illness.
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mind. Therapists are people you meet 
more often than psychiatrists, so you 
also need to find someone you can 
afford. Even though I live in Bombay, I 
still only visit my therapist in Calcutta. I 
find comfort in her chamber, even if I’m 
only seeing it on Skype.

How individually do you think 
doctors treat each patient?
This is a hard question to answer 
because the method of treatment, in 
my experience, varies for each doctor. 
And in some cases, doctors even 
have to tailor their treatment for each 
patient. In Bombay, a psychiatrist I once 
visited gave me and other patients all 
of five minutes each. For him, I was 
nothing but a set of physical symptoms. 
Not interested in the 
extent of my depression 
or despair, he would ask 
me if my hands trembled. 
For him, my blood 
reports mattered a lot 
more than the specificity 
of my mental state. I 
have heard many fellow 
patients narrate similar 
experiences. For nine 
years now, I have visited 
a psychiatrist who speaks 
to me for at least three 
quarters of an hour. He wants to know 
about all that I have been doing, how I 
have been feeling, but he also wants to 
know what I have been thinking about. 
He examines my mind by observing my 
language. In it, he either finds evidence 
of sluggishness, lucidity or an unwieldy 
hyper alertness. This gives my own 
narrative some credibility, and my voice 
an audience. 

What resources can people 
struggling with mental health look 
up?
Psychiatrists and therapists often help 
those afflicted with mental health 
ailments find support groups. In 
these spaces, you find your own fears, 
and sometimes your own condition, 
mirrored in others. The internet of 
course gives you access to virtual 
support groups and to testimonies 
that might give your own experience 
some validity. In recent times, I have 
come across platforms like The Health 

Collective (http://healthcollective.in/). 
This website creates a vetted database 
of psychologists and psychiatrists in 
India, and by doing this they allow you 
to find help close to where you are. 
They have also kicked off an interesting 
conversation around mental health in 
India, and are a credible resource we 
could all look up. 

You mention that “Hypomania 
brings with it a euphoria that 
is untouched by aggression, a 
percipience that is not yet tinged 
with belligerence”. Do you think 
doctors overlook depressed 
symptoms in manic patients 
and focus on the more obvious 
manic symptoms? What were the 

pitfalls you faced with 
treatment?
When manic, I am doing 
several things at once. 
My thoughts, charged 
and erratic, are a lot 
more conspicuous to 
detect, and as a result, my 
symptoms are a lot more 
apparent. I am perhaps 
easier to treat. Post-manic 
depression, the price 
that a manic subject 
pays for her unhindered 

megalomania, can’t always be treated 
by conventional antidepressants. You 
don’t want your patient suffering a 
high again. Depression, however, with 
its onslaught of suicidal thoughts, is 
no less dangerous than mania. While I 
don’t think my doctor has overlooked 
symptoms of my depression, the 
depression itself has weighed me 
down more because unlike mania, it is 
something I have had to consciously 
work through. Your question, 
though, hints at a state when mania 
and depression aren’t exclusive, but 
simultaneous. While this makes the 
conundrum all the more interesting, 
I’m not sure how psychiatrists treat 
both together.  

Is there anything you can think of 
that would help achieve a more 
accurate diagnosis?
If doctors decided to move away from 
their ‘one size fits all’ approach to 
mental health and gave patients more 

time, I think it might be possible for 
them to arrive at a diagnosis that is 
more accurate. The shortfall of mental 
health practitioners in India, though, 
doesn’t help. Patients are often lined 
up like herds and dismissed without 
a hearing that is adequate. Those 
suffering from mental health conditions 
need to be better understood, and for 
that, patients and doctors both need to 
be given a lot more time. 

How have medications affected 
your work? 
Shortly after I was diagnosed, I was 
hunched over my boss’ computer 
when he handed me a cup of coffee. 
The lithium made my hands tremble 
and in a matter of seconds, the coffee 
had spilled all over his keyboard and 
his shirt. My embarrassment does 
still haunt me sometimes. The side-
effects of the medicines I take have 
often been debilitating. I have felt 
sluggish and slow, unable to muster the 
alertness that is required for everyday 
journalistic work. This, in turn, has 
often eroded my confidence. It took me 
and my doctor nine years to arrive at a 
prescription that did not interfere with 
my productivity.

Neoliberalism creates two 
contradictory ideas of self-interest 
and that of the free market. In an era 
of global neoliberalism, do you see 
this culture as being disastrous for 
mental health?
For the longest time, the Indian 
State dismissed mental health as a 
private affair. Its few interventions—
exemplified by government-run 
asylums—were nothing short of 
disastrous. Passed by the Lok Sabha 
last year, the Mental Health Care Bill 
sees the State take some responsibility 
for the mental health of its populace. 
The provisions here are humane, and 
the Bill itself highlights State function. 
It doesn’t minimise it. I think this is 
a departure from the government’s 
earlier neoliberalist policies. Globally, 
an insistence on self-interest has helped 
societies abjure basic responsibility. If 
it takes a village to raise a child, it also 
sometimes takes one to make her or 
him go insane. We need to be cognisant 
of that reality.
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U
p until 1973, 
DSM I (the 
Diagnostic 
and Statistical 
Manual I of 
the American 
Psychiatric 
Association), 

classified homosexuality as a 
“paraphilia”, a condition characterized 
by abnormal sexual desires. It was 
removed from the classification of 
mental disorders from the DSM II 
and replaced under the category of 
“sexual orientation disturbance” for 
those in conflict with their sexual 
orientation which was later termed 
as “ego-dystonic sexual orientation”, 
a condition where the person is not 
in doubt about his or her sexual 
preference, but wishes it were different 
because of associated psychological 
and behavioral disorders. However, 
by 1987 homosexuality completely 
disappeared from the DSM 
although WHO’s International 
Classification of Diseases (ICD) still 
carries the concept of ego-dystonic 
sexual orientation. More recently, 
transsexualism appeared in the DSM 
as gender identity disorder to later 
become gender dysphoria in the DSM V. 

The root of the problem lies in the 
fact that most mental health problems 
suffered by persons belonging to 
the LGBTQIA+ stem from their 
position in society and not from 
heredity factors which are usually 
one of the strongest contributors to 
mental illnesses.  Prejudice, bullying, 
discrimination, denial of civil and 
human rights, abuse, harassment, 
victimization are most often the 
contributing factors. Akash, a 20-year-

old student, says “I was bullied from 
the age of 12 to 16, when I passed out of 
high school. It got to the point where 
I hated my voice, my walk and my 
mannerisms. I would curb myself and 
restrict my movements because I didn’t 
want to attract any unwanted attention. 
School was tough because people don’t 
see you for who you are.”

According to the US-based National 
Alliance on Mental Illness, the most 
common mental health problems 
among the LGBTQIA+ community 
include self-harm, Post-Traumatic 
Stress Disorder, substance abuse and 
suicidal thoughts and behaviour. 
They are at a higher risk due to lack of 
support from family and peer groups. 
The youth belonging to this community 
are four times more likely and  youth 
questioning their sexuality are three 
times more likely to attempt suicide, 
experience suicidal thoughts or engage 
in self-harm than heterosexual people. 
Havovi Hyderabadwalla, consulting 
psychologist and therapist says, “There 
is a major struggle with acceptance in 
families. A lot of individuals have had to 
leave the country to settle down to be at 
ease with who they are. Some families 
feel it’s a phase. Unfortunately, it takes 
time to realize it’s not and it’s actually 
who they are.” 

There are an encouraging amount 
of cases wherein the family has been 
unwaveringly supportive of the 
individual. “There is no right or wrong, 
normal or abnormal about having a 
sexual preference other than what is 
generally seen as acceptable. Although 
most parents would have a tough time 
coming to terms with it, it was not really 
difficult for me to accept the fact that 
my daughter was differently inclined.

When she came out to me, I supported 
her and treated her significant others 
as I would treat my elder daughter’s 
boyfriends”, says Virginia Simoes, 55, 
businesswoman. 

 The reception of the society to 
the LGBTQ community makes it a 
challenge for those who are part of the 
community to come to terms with 
their sexual orientation. “I wasn’t one 
of those people that ‘knew since they 
were five years old’. The realisation of 
my sexuality dawned upon me much 
later in my life, when I was around 15 
or 16. So growing up wasn’t as bad as 
it is for a lot of people, because I didn’t 
know I was different till several years 
after I hit puberty. Coming out to my 
family made me extremely averse 
to any conflict. I hated fights. They 
made me uncomfortable, and I shut 
down internally,” Akash explains while 
Harsh, (name changed for anonymity), 
a 22-year-old gay male, says, “Coming 
to terms with my sexuality was very 
difficult. I didn’t understand it. I prayed 
a lot. I was very religious as a child, 
it’s funny, considering I’m an atheist 
now. I really did fight it. I kept going 
for religious retreats in the hopes that 
it would ‘cure’ me. The pressure of 
coming out is actually very difficult. 
You’re performing your role and doing 
theatre every single day of your life and 
that’s really excruciating.” 

Conqueering 
the stigma
‘You won’t belong.’ ‘It’s just a phase.’ ‘Isn’t that…like…criminal?’ 
What if your sexual preferences were always greeted with 
comments like that? HAIMA NIZAR explores mental health 
issues in the LGBTQIA community.
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Self-harm as well as suicidal behavior 
has been extremely common amongst 
trans persons as a consequence of 
poor mental health. According to 
the Indian Journal of Psychological 
Medicine, 31 percent of trans persons 
in India end their life by committing 
suicide, and 50 percent of them have 
attempted suicide at least once before 
they have reached the age of 20. 
Forms of self-harm committed by this 
patient cohort may involve slitting of 
one’s wrists and other areas, excessive 
drinking, eating and drug use, harmful 
sexual behavior, etc. The psychological 
autopsy of suicides among transgender 
persons has revealed that causes of 
suicidal behavior include denial of 
sex reassignment by family members, 
psychological distress caused by 
damaged self-image, child sexual abuse, 
early discontinuation of schooling, 
forced marriages, forced beggary, 
gender dysphoria, sexual and financial 
exploitation by the police and concerns 
regarding physiological conditions 
such as STDs. Kabir, a 20 year old trans 
male, says “A lot of people keep telling 
trans youth it gets better. That’s a lie. 
Things don’t always get better after 
coming out. The result of coming out 
can even be fatal. This is a harsh reality, 
but the closet is better than the coffin. 
I would urge trans youth to use their 
discretion and only come out if it is safe 

for them. Otherwise, they should try to 
get financially independent and get to a 
safer environment.” 

Trans persons, who belong to 
the last rung of the ladder for those 
who can readily access an organized 
health care system, fail to receive 
timely treatment due to inferior 
services, insensitive hospital policies 
and admission procedures. Regular 
operating hours are also inconvenient 
for a patient cohort that is majorly 
involved in sex work. The emphasis 
must be on scheming community level 
interventions that are suitable to the 
individual needs of persons belonging 
to the LGBTQIA community, especially 
trans persons in India. There must be 
a non-discriminatory, homosexual/
trans-friendly and an all-inclusive 
policy that helps them to reach out to 
any medical assistance available. “Any 
true fight for trans rights is also a fight 
for the rights of people with disabilities, 
or dalit rights, or neurodivergent 
people, and so on. A trans person may 
be dalit and a dalit person may be 
trans.The intersectionality of identities 
links together all movements for 
equality into one large endeavour for 
peace and brotherhood,” Kabir further 
emphasizes.

From ignominy to an illusion of 
integration, the LGBTQ community 
has been subjected to a wide range of 

brutalities including moral policing, 
grueling aversion therapies and 
everlasting socioeconomic and health 
care barriers, making them extremely 
vulnerable to a series of mental health 
issues since the very beginning. 

However, in the recent past, 
multiple organizations like Sangama, 
Samara, Naz India, Humrahi, Prism, 
Jeeva, Aneka, IDF and the Karnataka 
Women Development Corporation of 
Bengaluru, Sahodari in Tamil Nadu, 
The Humsafar Trust in Maharashtra, 
etc. have risen to aggressively support 
and provide assistance to LGBTQ 
persons in India in the form of helpline 
services, legal and advocacy support, 
soft-skills training, financial assistance, 
and self-help group formation. 
Sudhanshu Latad from Yaariyan, a 
voluntary youth initiative and  support 
group by The Humsafar Trust, shares, 
“Any member from the community 
can reach out to the current team of 10 
Yaariyan core members for assistance 
regarding any legal or medical help. 
The core team are no professionals but 
enthusiasts who act as a link between 
the members and the professional. As 
we are a part of The Humsafar Trust, 
we have counseling as well advocacy 
aid available with us. We also provide 
help during crisis situations by reaching 
out to the parent body that is The 
Humsafar Trust. Apart from that, we 
provide healthcare like condoms and 
water-based lubricants along with safe 
sex practice guide books. We organise 
events that help the community, 
especially the youth, to come together 
which builds community bonds. The 
events are organised every month and 
may have varied themes ranging from 
safe sex, self defence, mental health 
and film screenings. HIV weekend  
test camps are an important activity   
as well.”

Contrary to popular belief, 
the LGBTQIA+ population can 
be extremely approachable to 
gain insights into cohort-specific 
data. Researchers and health care 
providers should be qualified to fully 
comprehend the predicaments and 
limitations of LGBTQ persons in India 
to help dissolve barriers and create  
a safe space for their physical and 
mental wellbeing. 

At the 2018 
Pride March in 
August Kranti 

Marg
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/ STREET BEAT

T H E  S E C R E T  W O R L D  O F

THE 
ANGADIAS

Nandakumar Rammohan investigates an age-old 

courier service, a masonry of delivery men.
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I
t’s a bustling evening in 
Bhuleshwar, and as I wade 
through a sea of people, a 
few young men slip out of an 
alley, parcels in hand. These 
narrow bylanes are home 
to about fifty-odd angadias. 
Angadia means courier in 

Gujarati; they are an unofficial but 
indispensable courier service of the 
Gujarati trader community. So, while 
the bulk of the business happens 
between Mumbai and Ahmedabad, 
the service also penetrates into smaller 
towns like Navsari, Khambat and Vapi. 
They transport everything from sweets 
to lakhs of rupees and precious stones. 
Traders prefer the angadias over 
the regular courier service because 
they are extremely quick and more 
importantly, can be trusted implicitly 
with valuable cargo. The mutual trust 
between the traders and the angadias, 
is a result of years of association, and 
has made them firmly entrenched 
in the business circle of the Gujarati 
community. Getting an angadia 
apprentice to talk though, is difficult; 
my prodding annoyed them, leading to 
a rather aggressive reaction from one of 
the boys. “Ay, kya hai?” he yelled, and 
had to be calmed by one of the senior 
men at the office, who took me aside 
and told me to mind my own business. 

The angadias have been the 
backbone of the diamond industry 
in particular, having known several 
companies and parties for the last 
40 or 50 years, since the inception of 
diamond trading. 

Praveen Shankar Pandya, Chairman 
of Gems and Jewellery Export 
Promotion Council, vouches for the 
use of the angadias by the industry. 
“There are around six thousand 
factories, and numerous other small 
businesses that use the angadias. While 
our job is to merely seal the goods, 
and add the GST, we do communicate 
with the angadias for their transport. 
They are the first choice of most traders 
in the business.” he says. Regular 
customers can opt for a monthly billing 
cycle, making the process easier. So 
what happens to an apprentice of an 
angadia who cheats a client? Pandya 
says that it is very difficult for them to 
get away with it, because the circle is 

extremely closely knit. Most of them 
are from the Kathiawar region and 
betrayal is dealt with severely, often 
leading to death. This is not to say 
that there isn’t solidarity within the 
community, it’s because they have 
each others’ backs that they are able to 
operate as a secret community. 

T
he charges for the 
angadia service 
are economical 
when compared 
to a regular 
courier service. 
For diamonds and 
other precious 

stones, their charges are determined 
by the value of the consignments, and 
often a commission is taken. The speed 
of the angadias is an attraction for 
Girish Umrigar, who works in customs 
clearance at the Jawaharlal Nehru 
Port Trust. “We often need money to 
be sent to Mumbai from our clients, 
and sending one of our employees 

wouldn’t be feasible. The angadias 
ease the process for us and delivery 
happens within twenty-four hours,” 
he says. It’s the “hand-to-hand” service 
that they employ, that makes them 
unique according to him. “We can send 
even important bank documents with 
them, knowing fully well that it will 
be secure,” says Umrigar. They take 
specific measures to ensure security of 

the goods. So if they are travelling by 
train, they make sure that they travel 
in a group, and take over an entire 
coach. Similarly, even with buses, or 
cycles if the transport is locally, they try 
to remain as unassuming as possible. 
“Nowadays the angadias are escorted 
by the police so safety is assured,” says 
Pandya. Their legality however was 
questionable for the longest time, with 
most governments not recognizing 
them. But Umrigar begs to differ, “This 
has changed though, with the current 
government. Also, the angadias are 
now recognized under the Couriers 
Act, which means you can claim 
insurance.”

A strong code of conduct is followed, 
which is to keep their work shrouded 
in secrecy. Multiple raids and the 
allegation of being conduits for an 
informal transfer of funds (Hawala) 
have made the angadias extremely 
cautious. A jeweler from Ahmedabad 
on condition of anonymity says, “If 
you want to transfer large sums, at 

a particular time to 
another city, you can 
rest assured that it 
will be received by 
your party in fifteen 
minutes.” This hints 
at the amounts of 
cash that are stored 
by them, and is one of 
the primary reasons 
for their reclusive 
nature. So while there 
have been problems 
like demonetization, 
the community is still 
revered by most traders. 
It extends to even local 
Gujaratis, who use 
them for the simplest of 
items. “I use the angadia 
service a couple of times 
in a year to send things 

to my brother in Ahmedabad. Sending 
the annual rakhi through them is 
something I have been following for 
years,” says Bijal Kadakia, a resident of 
Breach Candy in South Bombay. The 
success of the angadias has largely to 
do with their professionalism and more 
importantly, faith. That has kept them 
in good stead for decades and is their 
trump card.
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Food is not rational. Food is culture, 
habit, craving and identity

Jonathan Safran Foer

W
hen they come 
to the city 
of dreams, 
migrants carry 
many things, 
some they 

need for their new lives, and some that 
remind them of home. Some they carry 
in their minds, memories of home. A 
constant reminder of any place is its 
food. Whether it is the home-cooked 
food or the savory street food, food 
becomes an obvious face of culture for 
any city or region however big or small, 
whether rural or urban.

“My mother used to make delicious 
momos back at home in Gangtok 
so when I started cooking at the 
restaurant I decided not to change the 
recipe at all,” said Sylvester Wangchuk 
who cooks in a Tibetan restaurant 
called Sernyaa Kitchen. Wangchuk 
has travelled all over the world as part 
of his hotel-management studies but 
decided to settle in Mumbai. “I wanted 
to ‘put some home’ in the city I was in 
so I decided to open a restaurant where 
only home-style food will be available,” 
said Srijana Rai, who manages Sernyaa 
Kitchen and owns Dumpling Kang in 
Santa Cruz .

There are many places in the city 
that try to bring some bits of their 
culture to the city by means of their 
food. Kachui Vinaiza Zimik, CEO 
of Seven Springs, Meghalaya Food 
restaurant in Meghalaya House, Vashi, 

says, “Yes, we serve food of the region 
but it’s not exclusively for the people 
belonging to that place. There are many 
Assamese people who come here from 
as far off as Borivali to eat but there are 
also other people who just come to try 
and explore something new.” 

If the consumers are not region 
specific then why should the 
employees be? “I am from Kerala and 
I have been managing this restaurant 
for the past 15 years. There are many 
employees here who don’t belong to 
Assam but still have been working here 
for years. The city is heterogenous and 
so is our restaurant. There is not a big 
population of Assamese people that 
resides in this part of the city so we 
have people working for the Assam 
Bhawan from all over the country, 
including me,” said Prabhash Shankar, 
the manager of Bhogdoi, restaurant 
that serves food from Assam in Vashi.

The employee might not belong to 
the region but the food needs to. The 
managers of the restaurants solemnly 
believe that the real ingredient is 
found in its origins. “We get the basic 
ingredients in the market nearby but 
for some specific requirements such 
as a specific type of rice, we have to 

get it from Assam,” said Shankar. “We 
wait for the time someone is travelling 
to Assam and ask them to get a hefty 
quantity at once or sometimes we send 
people specially to get what we need,” 
he added.

“I don’t play around with my recipes 
only because Mumbai needs a different 
type of momos. Tandoori momos 
are then not momos. I try to keep my 
recipes as original as possible. There are 
also utensils that we only get in Sikkim 
to cook certain type of food. I do all I 
can to maintain the authenticity of the 
food,” said Wangchuk. “I visit this place 
often even though I stay in Chembur 
because it reminds me of home,” said 
Tshering Thendup, a regular visitor at 
Serneyaa.

“There are people who want to try 
different cuisines but tastes are still 
specific. I make changes to the recipe 
only on request, otherwise you get 
authentic Goan food here,” said Latru 
Noronha, the chef at New Martin Hotel 
in Colaba. “People come here because 
we have been in service for 46 years 
now, since 1971, so they know that our 
food is original,” he added. 

The search for authentic food is 
not just limited to restaurants but 
also extends to stores. “We have great 
demand for Goan sausages which we 
get from Goa twice a week but there is 
no barrier in who buys those. Not just 
the people from Goa but people from 
other communities residing in this 
area demand for the same,” said Daylan 
Pires, owner of Fatima Cold Storage 
in Mahim. Jackiesh P T. Basheer, the 
owner of Taste of Kerala, a Kerala 
cuisine joint in Fort has a similar story 
to tell. “This place serves dishes that 
are very specific to someone belonging 
to the region but the footfall here does 
not suggest the same. We get more 
customers from other regions who 
want to try out those recipes,” he said.

Food brings people together by 
reuniting them with their culture and 
by introducing a new one to some 
people. There are places in the city 
that are trying to keep the culture of 
the entire country together in one 
place. Authentic, original and true to 
their roots these places, their food and 
mainly their cultures are experiences 
one must have.

THE FOOD 
GATEWAY
Reebu Tandon attempts to understand the various reasons 
food from various cultures is brought to the city of the gateway.
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“I 
want to become a police 
officer but I hate going for 
tuitions as they are boring, 
but I love English and 
environmental studies”, 
says Arjun Koli, a fifth-grade 

boy who lives on the footpath near 
the Marine Lines Station. Arjun, now 
has a chance to study and maybe even 
become a police officer because of the 
initiatives of the late Sister Dorin da 
Costa of Our Lady of Seven Dolours 

School, Marine Lines. In the 1990s, she 
decided to educate the street children 
in the area. 

“We have students who have 
achieved something. Recently a 
boy from class nine represented 
the school in a football tournament 
in Manchester. Also, in the 1990s, 
Devendra Valmiki and his brother were 
part of the tribal national football team. 
All I want for them is to achieve their 
dreams,” said Sister Ana Costa, who 

now heads the team that educates and 
empower street children of Marine 
Lines, Mumbai.

Sister Ana took over in June 2017, 
after Sister Dorin passed away. She is 
very enthusiastic about empowering 
every street kid she comes across. She 
has made it her mission to go in search 
for them even though it’s a very tough 
job because street kids can never be 
found in one place. 

“They are the first generation of 
learners. These kids are so eager to 
learn but their lives often make it 
difficult for them to be regular. Their 
parents might insist that they go and 
work or they might even find that they 
do not have enough to eat and so they  
must go and earn a meal. But I never 
give up. I can confidently say they can 
beat any normal school student if given 
the proper resources.”

The grandparents of these children 
are generally from Gujarat who 
migrated to Mumbai in search of jobs. 
“They have their voter id, Aadhaar 

EDUCATING 
EVERY LAST CHILD 
Sister Ana Costa has made it her life’s mission to educate every 
street child in Marine Lines, Mumbai. Vivian Natasha Fernandes 
takes us through this inspiring journey.
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cards, and ration cards with them. 
But their lives are not easy. They live 
because of the tarpaulins they put up 
on the street. The tarpaulin helps them 
fight nature throughout the year. In 
the middle of all this, the municipal 
clearance drives displace them but 
they come back to the very same spot 
as they have nowhere to go,” said Sister 
Ana. 

She also spoke about how difficult 
it is to convince their parents to let the 
children come to school and to stop 
sending their kids to work at such a 
young age. “In many cases, the parents 
do not agree but after giving them 
examples of neighbourhood children 
who have done well, sometimes they 
do change their mind.  Some parents 
are very supportive from the start, 

but when the girls reach the age of 15, 
they get them engaged to someone 
twice their age and that’s the reason 
they are forced to leave school,” says 
Sister Costa. At present, she has 20 
students, 12 girls, and 8 boys. With the 
help of TR Margaret, a fellow teacher, 
she manages to handle the naughty 
bunch. “My aim is to see them become 
someone respectable in this world,” she 
says. 

To educate and help the children, 
money is necessary but for the sisters 
it can be quite difficult. “I had to 
start from scratch with the support 
of an IT-Park youth, who donated 
stationary worth Rs 3000. I began 
slowly, the word started spreading 
and many people volunteered to give 
things in kind. But the school fees 

are the problem, I admitted them in a 
municipal school because they were 
too old to be sitting in the  English-
medium primary school. When they 
have caught up a little, we move them 
here,” said Sister Costa elaborated.

“We also have a person who sponsors 
from abroad. Some of our very own 
ex-students also willingly sponsor, so 
do the parishioners. Some give in cash 
and some in kind; the basic stationary 
is purchased with the help of those 
funds,” she continued. 

T
he students are provided 
with two sets of 
uniforms and essentials 
such as books, pencils, 
erasers and a school bag. 
After the class ends the 

uniforms are collected and kept with 
the sisters to avoid the risk of them 
getting stolen.

Treating everyone equally is also 
one of their main goals at the school. 
‘’There were times when the other 
school children’s parents would come 
and complain telling us not to allow 
those kids to sit near their kids and 
when their plea was not heard they 
went to the extent of shifting their kids 
to other schools.  It does take some 
time for the street children to follow 
rules because they never had anyone 
telling them what to do. So when it 
comes to the discipline part, nothing 
seems to fall in place. We are still 
working on that aspect. The children 
on the other hand do not discriminate, 
they play with each other without any 
qualms,” explained Seema Alexandra, a 
teacher at the school. 

Tejal Amalia from the fifth grade  
is the older of two siblings. Her  
parents Sunitha and Suresh run a  
small business of stitching torn bags 
and clothes. She says, “I want to 
become a ‘plane fighter’ (fighter pilot) 
even though my mother will teach me 
how to stitch.” Sanjay Koli, the father  
of the future police inspector Arjun 
says, “I am very happy that Arjun and 
Karan are going to school. It is difficult 
for me because I need help selling 
the bags, but I manage. I want them 
to follow their dreams and become 
successful, I want them to have a 
proper house.” 

Sister Ana Costa 
engaging with 
the kids
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“I
used to be very friendly 
with most people on the 
set. This one time, one of 
the light-boys, walked up to 
me and said that the others 
had laid a bet on me. They 

found it very strange, seeing a clap-girl, 
a term they hadn’t heard before. Most 
of them had bet saying that I wouldn’t 
be able to do it. He, on the other hand, 
had said that I would. Just as I was 
leaving for home that day, he brought 
me a cup of coffee, as a treat since he 
had won the bet.” 

Never did Irani think she would 
end up in the Indian film industry. 
“My father was a judge posted in and 
around Hyderabad. We spent most of 
our childhood shifting from one village 

to another, based on where his job took 
him. My mother insisted that we get 
good quality education, so we shifted 
to the city. Our father visited us, when 
he had time off.

“We had relatives in Bombay who 
were part of Bollywood. My father had 
an extremely blinkered opinion on 
what they did and the film industry, 
in general. He always said that money 
that was earned by them was haraam 
(forbidden by Islamic law). This 
changed when he visited my aunt, 
Ismat Chughtai, who was living in 
Bombay at the time. He saw how hard 
she and her husband, Shahid Lateef 
worked. She insisted that he join her 
on one of their shoots and visit their 
sets. Initially, he refused adamantly but 

she persisted and finally, he agreed. 
On seeing the inner workings of the 
industry, his opinion changed. He was 
quite taken aback by how everyone 
worked so hard, whether they played a 
role in front of the camera, or behind”. 

Irani was eighteen years old when 
they heard that her father had been 
killed by a person or persons unknown. 
No one knows what exactly happened 
to him. His body was never found. 
Her mother was distraught. She did 
not know how she would bring up 
six children on her own. The family 
decided to move to Bombay and 
began to live with her sister, Ismat 
Chughtai, Salma Irani’s Khala Jaan (an 
affectionate term for a maternal aunt). 

“It was because of Khala Jaan that I 
entered the industry. She realised that 
I had a lot of free time. She wanted me 
to do something fruitful. She took me 
under her wing and gave me my first 
job, as her secretary. I was earning Rs 
50 at that time. She would make me 
run all over the place, doing all sorts 
of errands and shadowing her. It was 
daunting in the beginning, but it gave 
me the confidence that I needed to 
work on bigger things”. 

Irani was trained by Chughtai for a 
couple of months before she moved 
from being her secretary to handling 
more responsibilities in Shahid 
Lateef’s films. She bounced from one 
department to another, from costume, 
to make-up, to hair. Her aim was to pick 
up as many skills as she could, along 
the way. 

Arzoo (1950), one of the films written 
by Ismat Chughtai, was the first film 
that Irani worked on. She assisted in 
the costume department in the film. 
“I progressed from learning how to 
stitch the costumes, to becoming the 
Costume In-charge. I was then taught 
the concept of continuity and took up 
the task of being the person in-charge 
for costume-continuity”. In the film 
Buzdil (1951), the Kishore Sahu and 
Prem Nath starrer, she worked in the 
hair and make-up departments. 

“No one ever taught me anything. 
Everything I learnt was through 
observing people on set. I never had 
any experience in hairdressing. In 
Buzdil, there was a crowd scene. There 
were a lot of women who needed 

LESSONS FROM 
ISMAT CHUGHTAI
Aliya Khan interviews one of Bollywood’s first female 
assistant directors: Salma Irani.
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their hair to be styled for the shot. The 
hairdressers were harrowed. Shahid 
Bhai was getting really upset because 
we running very late. So I asked Mrs. 
Solomon, who was the head hair 
stylist at that time, if she needed help. 
She jumped at my offer. I followed 
exactly what she was doing, and that 
is how I learnt how to do it myself. So 
I was working in the costume and hair 
departments in Buzdil.”  

Being a woman helped propel her 
to new experiences. “Since I was the 
only female on set, I became the bridge 
between the direction team and the 
female actors. I would deliver messages 
and go over dialogues with them.  This 
gave me the opportunity to step into 
the direction team in the film Sheesha 
(1952)”. 

 She was then taught how to give 
the ‘clap’, the indication of the start 
of a shot during filming. “The term 
‘clap-girl’ had never existed in their 
vocabulary before they saw me,” she 
chuckled. Dressed in a cotton sari, Irani 
would stand in front of the camera and 
call shots, before running out of the 
frame with as much agility as anyone 
else. “I was always comfortable in a sari, 
it never came in the way of anything”. 

The only women on the set besides 
her were the hair-dressers. She was the 
only one who was actively involved in 
the direction process. Word got around, 
which led to people coming from other 
sets to Famous Studio, to watch her 
work. No one believed it, until they saw 
her for themselves. 

“When we had night shoots, I would 
finish my work find a free room to 
sleep. No one ever entered the room 
or said anything unpleasant. I was 
quite friendly with most of the crew 
members. They started looking past 
the fact that I was a girl. We would 
spend a lot of time together. We would 
all sit together and eat lunch. I soon 
became part of their gang. Raj Khosla 
was assisting with me, at the time. All 
my colleagues were quite protective 
of me. 

There was just this one time when 
I had a bad experience. I was working 
in the hairdressing department for a 
film. Even though I was friendly with 
most people, I knew my boundaries. I 
knew good touch from bad touch. The 

producer of the film tried being over-
friendly with me. He tried touching 
me inappropriately. That is when I 
decided to walk out of the film. I put 
my foot down and left the film midway. 
It was extremely important to do that. 
Keeping quiet would have lead to 
bigger problems. When Shahidbhai 
asked me why I had left, I told him 
what had happened. He arrived at 
Famous Studio the next day. At the 
main entrance, which was usually 
the most crowded spot, he called him 
and told him off in front of everyone. 
Nothing of that sort ever happened to 
me again”.

She spent all her time in Famous 
Studio, whether it was a shoot she was 
working on or not. Everyone knew 
her there. “It was always a good way 
to spend time and learn,” she said.  It 
was because of this, that she became 
friendly with Meena Kumari, Nutan 
and Madhubala. They were as intrigued 
as everyone else was, seeing her work 
in an industry flooded with men. “It 
didn’t take time for us to establish 
a good relationship. They opened 
up to me very easily. I think being a 
woman had a major role to play in that 
equation,” she elaborated. 

It is in the industry that Irani met 
her future husband, Nariman Irani, 
who was working as an assistant 
cinematographer at that time, and 
eventually went on to produce the 
Amitabh Bachchan box office smash 
Don (1978). He was smitten by her and 
amazed by her independence. “We 
shared a great relationship. It started off 
as friendship. We would spend all our 

time together. We had a lot in common. 
Lighting the set would take a long time. 
This was when every other department 
got time off. Only the cinematography 
team would be working during 
this period. He would put his team 
members to work and sneak out to 
grab coffee with me. We worked on 
a couple of films together. Soon, he 
asked me if I would marry him and I 
said yes,” she said.

It is after marriage that her dream 
changed from directing her own film 
to starting a family. “He was in the 
industry and that was good enough 
for me. I would visit him on his sets. 
I became more invested in spending 
time with my children. Working 
in films was still a great passion of 
mine. So I started co-producing with 
Nariman. Finding the right balance 
between family and work was a 
challenge, but I think I managed to pull 
it off,” she says with a smile. 

Irani worked with her husband on 
Don. Unfortunately, at the near-end of 
the shoot, with ten days of work left, 
he met with a major accident. He was 
shooting for Manoj Kumar’s opulent 
costume drama Kranti simultaneously. 
He realized that a set wall was leaning 
over a bunch of children who were 
playing right next to it. He ran towards 
it to stop it from falling on them. In the 
process, it fell on him, pressing him 
between the wall on top of him and the 
camera trolley track below. This lead to 
a major hip bone injury. Though he was 
hospitalized, he could not survive it. 
Salma Irani was shattered. Everything 
around her came to a standstill. It took 
her a while before she could get to 
terms with it. “I still think of him every 
single day. Sometimes I wonder what it 
would be like if he was still around. He 
was a great man.” She brought her three 
children up on her own. She continued 
to be an independent, strong woman. 

“It makes me happy to see so many 
women working in the industry now. 
Times have changed and mindsets 
have changed too. The one thing 
that I would want to say to every 
woman working out there is to put in 
everything you have. Work as hard as 
you can. Not for anyone else, but for 
yourself. This is what Khala Jaan (Ismat 
Chughtai) taught me.” 

/ SCM
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T
he grey skies of Mumbai 
are catalysts for emotions 
that are generally, if not 
always, acquired from 
Bollywood films. Curled 
up in a room, mulling 

over the thorns of life, it’s not difficult 
to magick yourself into a movie of your 
own making—merely one close-up of 
watery eyes, a flash of blue lightning, 
a boom of thunder and we have to 
ourselves Rajesh Khanna out of Zindagi 
Ke Safar Mein (Aap Ki Kasam, 1974) 

Such is the power of rain in cinema. 
Be it, sorrow, romance or happiness; 
showers, few close-ups and the magic 
of pathetic fallacy begins.

Ashutosh Gowariker’s film, Lagaan 
(2001) is cherished for capturing 
on screen the value of monsoons. 
Arguably, it recognized what rain meant 

to Indian farmers. Did the film consider 
the environmental hazard of producing 
this rain? 

Can one overlook the ecology of 
creating the myth of the filmy ‘Baarish?’ 
What do the denizens of Mumbai think 
of this glamorization?

“Chatai, kapda, khaana, hum… 
sab geela ho jaata hai. Agli subah fir 
pipe dhoondte hai… (the mattress, 
clothes, food, our bodies, it all gets wet 
during the rains. We leave in search of 
another pipe to find shelter in, the next 
morning…) 

Badiji, leaning on the top of his pipe-
house, smoking a beedi looked at his 
make-shift home.

“Meri samajh mein, Bombay do 
cheez ke liye sabse zyaada pehchaane 
jata hai- uska baarish, kyunki sab jagah 
baadh aata hai tab aur news mein aata 

hai na fir? Aur cinema (Mumbai is 
renowned for two specific features: its 
rains, because it floods everywhere, 
showcased on news channels. And 
cinema). Thirteen-year old Saanya 
wasn’t looking up from the barely-filled 
earthen pot she dangled her feet in. She 
lives with her family “in Mumbai,” their 
permanent address for 16 years. And yet 
they search for refuge, daily.

‘Bombay ki Baarish aur Cinema’ - 
Saanya is not the first one to figure that 
equation out. Bollywood has gift-
wrapped the muggy, crowded streets of 
Mumbai and the surging metres of cab 
drivers to present to audiences a rain-
laden Mumbai no one has ever seen. 
Oh, the showers of fiction! 

The heroine’s steam must seduce 
the weather. An orgasmic, thunderous 
rainfall is then amongst the only 
satisfying climaxes. With a dripping wet 
Smita Patil prancing to Aaj Rapat Jaye, 
her suitor, Amitabh Bachchan’s day is 
made. (Namak Halal, 1982)

Unafraid of being washed away, or of 
pneumonia (fates that only our pixel-
less, frame-less lives meet), Aamir Khan 
and Sonali Bendre hop in and out of 
their personal waterfall dancing to Jo 
Hal Dil Ka (Sarfarosh, 1999) 

You may be as lucky as Zeenat 
Aman and Rajesh Khanna, in Bheegi 
Bheegi Raton Mein, but, if not carrying 

TIP, TIP, BARSAA 
RAIN SEQUENCES
Inayat Sood discusses how Bollywood glamorizes the Mumbai 
Monsoons paying close attention to the environmental risks of 
creating ‘rain sequences’

/ SILVER SCREEN

A still from 
Namak Halaal 

(1982)



adequate protection, you could meet 
Sharmila Tagore’s fate after Roop Tera 
Mastana (Aradhana, 1969). The rains 
could bring love and romance, for our 
Bollywoodenizens, they could, but 
they turn you into a sociopath, if you’re 
Shahrukh Khan from Baazigar, who lost 
his parents to the rain.

While witnessing Bombay  ki baarish, 
you’re a suited-booted Ajay (Amitabh 
Bachchan) and a dainty sari-clad Aruna 
(Moushumi Chatterjee) gallivanting 
through the streets of a Bombay 
welcoming rains in 1979. Showered 
with love and water, they walked from 
Fort to what looked like the Worli 
sea-face, and the Marine Drive. Lata 
Mangeshkar serenaded their emotion 
with the chartbuster, Rim Jhim Gire 
Saawan. The two lovebirds of Basu 
Chatterjee’s Manzil, wearing invisible 
cloaks of privilege, luck and fantasy, 
didn’t witness the annual nightmare- 
which consumed more than a 

thousand people the same decade.
Post the 1974 floods, the 2005 floods 

of Mumbai brought the city’s yearly 
fate to the public discourse. Four 
years later, in 2009, Kunal Deshmukh 
directed Tum Mile, a film illustrating 
the 26/7 Mumbai deluge. The maker, 
in a statement, himself brought out the 
irony of their film. “My film… had to use 
around 200 tankers of water. There is 
a sequence in the film where a wall is 
breached because of the water and for 
that sequence alone, we used about 
300 litres!” 

 According to Mid-day, Tum Mile’s 
200 tankers of water amount to 24 
lakh litres. That’s a lot of water, enough 
water for 27,000 people for two 
months. Likewise, Priyadarshan’s film 
De Dana Dan, wasted 84 lakh litres of 
water which could have been used by 
the same 27,000 people for more than 
six months. How many gallons of water 
were wasted for the re-taken shots? In 

2015, NASA’s satellite data revealed that 
21 of the world’s 37 large aquifers are 
severely water-stressed. Is every rain 
sequence a contribution to the deficit?

April 2016, the same year when 
90 lakh Maharashtrian farmers were 
devastated by acute water shortage, 
Anurag Basu created a 12-hour long 
artificial rain sequence for his mystery-
musical drama Jagga Jasoos. With 
‘Bisleri’ insured contracts, two tankers 
of water were showered over Ranbir 
Kapoor and Katrina Kaif, to re-create 
and glamourize Bombay ki baarish. 

At high tide, Marine Drive infamous 
for its fury, is cordoned-off for all 
Mumbaikars. Exceptions to the rule are 
our two filmy beauties, Aisha Banerjee 
and Sid from Ayan Mukherji’s ‘Wake Up 
Sid’. Bombay ki baarish may consume 
thousands; Badiji’s family may suffer 
from cholera, homeless.  But after all, 
‘the spirit of Mumbai,’ and Bollywood 
must live on.

/ SCM
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W
e arrived at 
Hyderabad after 
a 12-hour-long 
train journey 
from Mumbai. 
We walked up 

to the Golconda Fort, saw the imposing 
Charminar in the old city, and then 
explored a make-believe city: Ramoji 
Film City which we drove through by 
in bright red buses. We visited Eenadu 
Television Office. Next, we visited 
the Hyderabad Central University 
where we attended a seminar on 
community radio delivered by Prof. 
Kanchan Mallik, Prof. Vasuki Belavadi 
and Prof. Vinod Pavarala. “The right 
to information is one-way. The right 
to communication is more complex”, 
Prof. Pavarala said. The characteristics 
of Community Radio were also 

emphasised as not always being 
binaries but fluid. 

This session was a precursor 
to our communications research 
and broadcast journalism projects 
conducted at Pastapur. The Deccan 
Development Society (DDS) claims to 
have pioneered the community radio 
movement in India by setting up the 
first rural radio Station in India. With 
Mr. P.V. Sateesh’s help, the women 
farmers have started a collective or a 
‘Sangham.’ They grow and sell millets, 
a high nutrition crop that uses a 
tenth of water that crops like rice and 
wheat need. The women run a millet 
complex, grains from which are packed 
and sent to many outlets and cafes. 
The women farmers of Telangana have 
learnt to tell their stories themselves 
as videographers. Along with their 

sickle, they have also learnt to operate 
cameras. They script, shoot, edit and 
present news features, tackling local 
problems. 

We also visited the Pochampalli 
Handloom Factory where traditional 
weavers struggle everyday with the 
coming in of big powerlooms. One of 
our classmates Nitipriya Bhatla

says “This tour was not only fun but 
for me it was a platter of knowledge 
and learnings. We learned more than 
we anticipated. I personally loved 
the handloom process of making Ikat 
fabric.”

The Telangana tour was truly 
enriching. We conducted in-depth 
interviews as part of rural research on 
Food and Nutrition. For our advertising 
assignment, we also conducted a brand 
tracking survey. It was interesting to 
see how brands familiar to us are alien 
names to many. E.g., the brand ‘Hero,’ 
meant the actor or hero, Prabhas, 
to many people. Overcoming the 
language barrier was an important 
takeaway. “A part of me didn’t want 
to go for the tour, but no part of me 
wanted to come back! Telangana was 
nothing like anything,” said Sarojini 
Pradhan, echoing how most of the class 
probably felt. 

TELANGANA 2017
—OF ROUTES AND ROOTS
Inayat Sood and Ipshita Dey take us through the 
annual study tour.
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“I 
would not classify it as 
discrimination, but there is 
a separation amongst the 
people. People do behave 
differently towards us. For 
instance, the indigenous 

shopkeepers, etc., are called ‘daju’ 
whereas we are called ‘bhaiyas’,” said 
Raju, a fruit vendor whose family 

migrated to Sikkim from Bihar 30 years 
ago.

The Northeastern region of India 
comprising of eight states—Arunachal 
Pradesh, Assam, Manipur, Meghalaya, 
Mizoram, Nagaland,  Sikkim and 
Tripura—is connected to the Indian 
mainland by a small corridor. 
Generally, one hears a lot about the 

discrimination faced by the people of 
the Northeast when they migrate to 
other parts of India; the stereotypes 
that have been formed and the casual 
racist comments that people pass 
against them are things that they face 
almost every other day. 

But these comments don’t only 
stop here. In the eight states, there 

REVERSE    RACISM?
Sarojini Pradhan asks a vexed question about the North-East
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are people who have migrated from 
‘mainland’ India, who have settled 
there and have faced discrimination 
against them. After partition, there 
was a huge influx of immigrants 
from Bangladesh to India, especially 
to Tripura and Assam. Government 
officials are updating Assam’s National 
Register of Citizens (NRC) for the 
first time in six decades, ostensibly 
to identify illegal Bangladeshi 
migrants who are overwhelming 
the state administration. Indigenous 
communities always voiced their fears 
of losing their identity along with their 
land to ‘outsiders’ and are consumed 
by the fear of losing their resources and 
opportunities.

“I feel that this happens to preserve 
their sense of identity. In the sense, The 
Khasis want to preserve their land and 
culture,” said Saiaphi Lyndem (22), a 
young Khasi woman from Meghalaya, 
who now studies in Mumbai.

The Inner Line Permit (ILP) 
debate can be seen in this context. 
It is a way of regulating the influx of 
illegal immigrants from Myanmar, 
Bangladesh, or the rest of India. 
According to the Indian Penal Code 
(IPC), some lands need to be protected 
because those lands are inhabited by 
tribal people so that there is a record 
of outside people coming in and going 
out. ILP is functional in Nagaland, 
Arunachal, Mizoram, and Manipur. 
Reverse racism is a term that has been 
used to denote these occurrences. 

There have been many communal 
riots and clashes in the Northeast 
through the years. Most recently, 
in Nagaland in 2015, there was a 
lynching of Muslim man Syed Farid 
Khan after he was accused of rape. 
In July 2012, Assam broke out with 
riots between indigenous Bodos 
and Bengali-speaking Muslims. 
The Naga insurgency that started in 
1950 is considered to be the biggest 
insurgency that has happened in the 
Northeast till date.

The political arrangements made by 
the central government have also been 
lacking. The Armed Forces Special 
Power Act (AFSPA) is an example of 
this. It was passed on 18 August 1958 
as a short-term measure to allow 
deployment of the army to counter 

an armed separatist movement in the 
Naga Hills, which eventually led to an 
ongoing escalation of the conflict by 
bringing it to a military level. 

Rupa Chinai, a journalist and an 
author who has done extensive work in 
the Northeast was of the same opinion. 
“One has to realize that there is a clash 
of cultures, we have to understand 
it in the context of history,” she said. 
Reflecting on the situation in Nagaland 
in the 1950’s when the Nagas did not 
want to be a part of India, instead of 
having a dialogue, the government 
used force and enacted repressive laws. 
The ILP, she states, is a constitutional 
commitment that was made to the 
minorities to preserve their land and 
culture. “I would say this is a reaction 
based on history and past experiences. 
The average Northeasterner I feel is 
a gentle soul. One needs to stand in 
their shoes to understand the whole 
context,” she continued.

“M
anipur 
has been 
extremely 
tolerant or 
accepting of 
outsiders. 

If you come to Manipur you will see 
90% of shops are owned by Marwaris, 
Punjabis and mainlanders. Manipuris 
will be working for them. So ILP is a 
reaction to this sudden realization 
that we are being driven out of our 
workforce and lands by outsiders and 
soon it might become another Tripura 
where the natives depend on the 
outsiders,” said Ritu Konsam (23), a 
Meitei woman from Manipur.

“What we face in Delhi is racism, 
built entirely on a prejudice against 
the way we look, dress, speak and 

eat. There’s a lack of tolerance in the 
“alien-ness”  the locals feel towards the 
Northeast, it would be very misleading 
to state this as reverse racism,” was her 
reply when asked whether she would 
classify this as  reverse racism. 

In Shillong, the term ‘Khar’ is used 
for the people who are not Khasis. The 
ethnic tension that led to the state’s 
creation out of Greater Assam in 1972 
has been kept alive by vested interests. 
The tribal sentiment is periodically 
rallied around the idea of an outsider 
invasion.

 “There have been many instances 
that I have noticed. For example, 
something like not paying the hawker 
or picking a fight for no reason,” said 
Lyndem.

 In Sikkim, the situation may be 
better than that in Manipur and 
Shillong. ‘Madishe’ is what outsiders 
are called by the ‘Sikkimese’ people. 
Though it may not be vocalized or out 
in the open, one can see the invisible 
line that divides the two groups. In 
Gangtok, in the main town, most of 
the shops and businesses are owned 
by Marwaris. This applies to the 
other states as well, as the Marwari 
community has established businesses 
in all the states. “During the 1980’s, 
the Marwari traders were extremely 
exploitative, and their commodity 
prices were very high,” said Chinai. 

“I belong to a family whose last 
three generations have lived in Sikkim 
and I would not deny that I too had 
to face some sort of discrimination. It 
is actually the mindset of the people 
which has regressed and though 
discrimination does not take place 
openly, it happens in very subtle ways. 
There have been minor incidents 
where I was looked down upon but I 
did not pay much heed to it then,” said 
Anshu Singh (22), as she handled the 
cash register in her shop in M G Marg in 
Gangtok, Sikkim.

With the non-tribal community 
growing larger every day in the eight 
states, the tribal people are concerned 
about their identity and the loss of 
their culture. I’m left wondering how 
protecting one’s land and culture, an 
issue which has not been given enough 
attention by the government, can 
count as reverse racism? 

/ SCM

 “I belong to a 
family whose last 
three generations 
have lived in 
Sikkim and I 
would not deny 
that I too had to 
face some sort of 
discrimination.”
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31 
December 2016, 
the last day of the 
year, is always a 
day of celebration 
and hope. But 
in Assam, as the 

clock struck 12, a large number of 
people sat in front of their screens 
with anxious hearts. Everyone had the 
same question on her/his mind “Will 

my name be on the list?”
Assam, a land of diversity is the 

home of people from different 
religions and ethnic tribes. But an 
influx of migrants from Bangladesh 
and neighboring lands has been a 
persistent problem in the state and has 
severely affected the social, cultural, 
political and economic structure of 
Assam.  While every government 

makes noises about getting tough on 
‘illegals’, ground realities get in the 
way. Politics slows things down as do 
the lack of enforceable laws. 

In response to this, the National 
Register of Citizens (NRC), (which 
together with the electoral rolls is 
called legacy data) was formed after 
the 1951 census. But, the data was 
not updated till 2015. In 2015, the 
NRC drive was again brought to life 
to identify the illegal migrants in the 
state. According to that, anyone who 
entered the state after 24th March, 
1971 is considered to be an illegal 
migrant.

The first updated list of the NRC 
drive was published on 31st December 
2016 by the Assam government. 
According to reports from the NRC 
office, 19 million people have passed 
the test but 13.9 million names are 

IT’S MY LAND 
TOO…ISN’T IT?
Manita Nath investigates the fear and tension looming large in 
the minds of the people of Assam post NRC.
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still under scrutiny.  Shekhar Baruah, a 
government employee, could not find 
his name in the list. “I was shocked to 
find that my name is not in the list. I 
have completed all the procedures, yet 
it is not there. If my name doesn’t get 
added, I don’t know what will happen.” 
In the Das family, there was a hoot of 
laughter when they found out that the 
mother, Kripa Das’s name was missing. 
“My brother’s and my name are there 
in the list. But, my mother’s name is 
missing. This is so strange. How can 
our names be there and not hers?” 
asked Sanjoy Das. 

People are questioning the 
methodology used to create the NRC 
list. Mrinal Roy is very shocked and 
dissatisfied by the first draft. “My 
family has been living here for five 
generations. I have given my life in 
serving the Assam government for 

years, but my name is not there.” 
Though the names of some citizens 
did not find place in the first draft, 
according to reports, the violent 
separatist  organisation ULFA (United 
Liberation Front of Assam)’s chief 
Paresh Baruah’s name has a place in 
the list. This has raised many eyebrows 
about the integrity of the drive. Many 
lawmakers and eminent personalities 
of the state are waiting for their names 
to be published. 

Farooq Lakshar is tense as his 
family’s name is absent. “We have 
eight members in the family and no 
one’s name has been published. My 
father’s name is there in the legacy 
data of 1951, but it is missing in the 
updated list. We have submitted all the 
required documents. I will be visiting 
the NRC Kendra soon.” Muslims 
have been targeted time and again 
in the state and are accused of being 
‘Bangladeshi’. According to Census 
2011, 34.22% of the total population 
is Muslim. They fear that they may 
be deported, despite having all the 
documents.

Though some are really scared about 
their names not being there, some are 

hopeful that their name will be 
published in the second draft. 
“My family’s name is not there 
in the list. There is nothing 
to panic as I think everyone’s 
name will be there in the next 
one”, said Subrajyoti Das. 
Suman Nath thinks that NRC 
is a good initiative to identify 
the illegal migrants. “Neither 
my mother’s name nor my 
name is there in the list, yet we 

are positive that it will be there in the 
subsequent draft.”

NRC office has published a notice 
that it is just the first draft of the 
list. Those whose names are not 
published are in the verification 
stage. They are planning to publish 
the second draft by the end of April.  
However, harassment by the NRC 
office doesn’t end here. After a week 
of publishing the list, they have again 
started re-verifying the documents. 
Partha Pratim Nath, who lives in 
Kolkata now, had to fly to Silchar to 
get the documents of their daughter 
re-verified, who currently stays in 
Mumbai. “I got a call from the office 
that my daughter had to reach Silchar 
in a day or two to re-verify her birth 
certificate. I tried to tell them that it is 
not possible for her to go there in such 
a short time. After much deliberation, 
they agreed to take the documents 
from my hand. It is nothing but mental 
torture.”

The first case of suicide connected 
to NRC was reported in Silchar. 
Hanif Khan committed suicide on 
31 December, 2016, the day the first 
draft was published. He did not have 
the required documents to prove his 
citizenship.

While some celebrated NRC’s first 
draft as a New Year gift, for some it 
has put a question mark on their 
citizenship. NRC is a good initiative to 
make the state free from infiltrations 
and anti-social elements from foreign 
lands. Proper and systematic process 
should be adopted so that real citizens 
do not lose their citizenship. The 
second draft will be crucial for people 
whose names have not been included. 
Till then, one question will be lingering 
in their minds, “How do I prove that 
this is my land too?”

/ SCM
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S
ini Devi (70), walks back 
to the threshold of her 
mud—hut with a worn 
plastic bag containing all 
her official documents. 
She pulls out her ration 

card — the card that has been cancelled 
by the Jharkhand government because 
she has not been able to ‘link’ or 
‘seed’ an Aadhar card with her Public 
Distribution System (PDS) account. 
In Labodag in the Khunti district, Sini 
Devi has been living alone since the 
death of her husband two years ago. 
She has no family, and mostly depends 
on her neighbours to look after her 
well-being. “She does not have an 
Aadhar card to her name, even though 
her husband had one. Now that he has 
passed away, there is no valid Aadhar 

linking for her ration card. She doesn’t 
even get the old-age pension because 
of this,” said Pravin Munda,  
a neighbour.

The death of an 11-year-old in 
Jharkhand’s Simdega district in 
September 2017 was a tragedy that 
some NFSA (National Food Security 
Act) activists might have seen coming. 
Santoshi Kumari’s demise due to 
starvation was aided by the fact that 
her family’s ration card had been 
cancelled due to non-linkage with 
their Aadhar card number – her family 
is only one of the countless who are 
susceptible to hunger and helplessness 
due to a similar circumstance.

A Scroll.in report (‘Denied food 
because she did not have Aadhar-
linked ration card, Jharkhand girl 

dies of starvation’, 16th October 2017) 
mentions, “…several ration shops in 
Jharkhand, Rajasthan and other states 
have been denying rations to eligible 
citizens by insisting on biometric 
authentication linked to Aadhar, 
instead of accepting people’s ration 
cards.”

Ever since facilities like banks, 
mobile network operators, the Election 
Commission, and the PDS system 
have demanded that a citizen’s Aadhar 
card be ‘linked’ or ‘seeded’ with 
their accounts, activists have rallied 
against this action. They do so while 
highlighting the vulnerable position it 
creates for the parts of the population 
that depend heavily on social schemes 
like PDS and the old-age pension. 
“Even though some villages don’t 
have enough connectivity for basic 
internet, most ration dealers insist on 
using biometric authentication. This 
causes numerous problems,” said 
Balbir Singh, a volunteer who has been 
working with the NREGA (National 
Rural Employment Guarantee Act) 
Sahitya Kendra in Khunti block office 
since 2009.

In the month of Santoshi Kumari’s 
demise, the government of Jharkhand 
announced that 11 lakh fake and 
duplicate ration cards had been 
cancelled with the help of Aadhar. 
Prominent development economist 
Jean Dreze along with Reetika Khera 
has worked extensively in relation to 
the NFSA and NREGA schemes among 
others. They organized a survey in 
December 2017 in the Khunti district of 
Jharkhand, to verify this claim. 

“There are various reasons that 
someone would not be able to link 
their Aadhar card with their ration 
cards and bank accounts; sometimes it 
is a case of migration, and sometimes 
it’s due to an illness. Regardless, it’s 
necessary to verify whether these 
cancellations are genuine,” said Reetika 
Khera.

The survey aimed to answer two 
questions: Whether or not the linking 
of the Aadhaar to the PDS is voluntary 
like the government said it was, and 
how many of the cancellations of ration 
cards were actually justified. 

“The government claims that 
the linkage is voluntary, but the 

AN ACTUAL 
AADHAR?
A verification survey questions the actual benefits (or harm) of 
the Aadhar scheme. Natasha Trivedi looks at the insights.
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evidence points otherwise. Indeed, 
buying food rations from the PDS 
in Jharkhand requires biometric 
authentication, which is not possible 
without Aadhaar. Failure to link ration 
cards with Aadhaar has often caused 
a loss of food and livelihoods for the 
underprivileged,”  Dreze explained.

A team of thirteen volunteers from 
Delhi and Mumbai, including three 
local volunteers went into the field 
on a verification 
survey. Two lists of 
data of the Khunti 
district – cancelled 
ration cards 
divided dealer-
wise, and cancelled 
pensions divided 
village-wise were 
provided by the 
District Collector’s 
office. The survey 
spanned a duration 
of 10 days, and 
resulted in several 
useful insights.

The ration card 
is supposed to 
be issued in the 
name of the eldest 
woman in the household. In most 
cases that were wrongfully cancelled 
due to non-linkage, the ration card 
holders had Aadhar cards, but had 
missed the deadline to link the two due 
to varied reasons. Gangi Devi (65) in 
Kalamatti was unwell when the Aadhar 
issuing drive happened in her village. 
“I couldn’t step out to get my Aadhar 
card made when the rest of the village 
got it, so I haven’t been able to do the 
seeding,” she said. She has stopped 
getting rations since June 2017.

“My mother is an invalid, and my 
father is usually inebriated, so we 
missed the deadline to link our Aadhar 
card with our ration card. My father 
tried to get it rectified at the block office 
several times, but each time returned 
without being able to talk to anyone,” 
said cardholder Ratni Mundain’s 
daughter, in the village Jiarappa.

When it came to the old-age pension 
scheme, the navigation of official 
regulations seemed even more murky 
and confusing.  Rajkumari Devi (95), 
who lives with only her grandchildren 

in Dahugutu stopped receiving her 
pension a year ago. “I have made at 
least 20 trips to the bank, but they 
never say anything concrete. They 
only say that there is no money in my 
account. I have an Aadhar card but it 
has not been linked, so they suggested 
that I link it, and we did that a few 
weeks ago. I’m hoping it starts soon,” 
she said as she sat on her haunches on 
the road outside her home. 

The government 
is using Aadhar 
as a way to catch 
identity fraud and 
duplicate cards, but 
this method could 
prove ineffective for 
the most part. Often, 
the repercussions of 
faulty data collection 
in the 2011 census 
are amplified with 
the introduction 
of Aadhar linkage. 
The evidence 
for this is cards 
getting cancelled 
due to wrongly 
spelt names, and 
the relationships 

between the family members getting 
mixed up.

M
aki Tuti (21) in 
Salgadih, had all 
the prerequisites 
in place. She had 
been issued an 
Aadhar card that 

had been linked to her ration card, but 
her ration was stopped in July 2017. 
“My name on my Aadhar card and 
ration card are different. I have not 
gone to the block office yet, but I’m not 
sure if they will be able to fix this,” she 
said, holding up both her cards.

The case of Mini Tuti (50) in 
Labodag, is an extraordinary one. Her 
entire family is listed as recipients on 
her sister-in-law, Jauni Devi’s ration 
card. But because Jauni Devi does not 
have an Aadhar card, her ration has 
been cancelled, resulting in the loss of 
ration for Mini Tuti’s family too. Jauni 
Devi lives in Ranchi with her family, 
and is ineligible for the PDS system 
according to its protocols. “My husband 

has an Aadhar card and a ration card, 
but only his name is listed on it as a 
recipient. So now we get only 5 Kgs of 
rice for a family of 6,” Mini Tuti said.

For bank accounts too, the mismatch 
of spellings has proved severely 
detrimental to the recipients of the 
old-age pension. Asha Devi Gonzu (70) 
stopped getting her pension in October 
2016 due to the wrong spelling of her 
name on her Aadhar card. “I show the 
bank officials my Aadhar card, but they 
are not able to tell me why my pension 
is not being deposited,” she said.

For households that have been 
able to correctly link their Aadhar 
card to their accounts, the biometric 
verification poses a whole different 
challenge. Sita Devi (40) has linked her 
household ration with her own Aadhar 
card, so hers are the only biometrics 
that are on record. “Sometimes, I am 
not able to go on the days of the month 
that the dealer chooses to sell the 
ration, as I work on the farm every day. 
So there is always the risk of missing 
out on the ration because no one else 
can pick it up for us,” she explained. 

For the elderly, it becomes tougher 
because the sensitivity of the machine 
does not allow their fingerprints to 
be recognized as part of the record, 
leaving them in the lurch. 

 Asha Devi, of the mahilasanghathan 
dealer group said, “There have been 
a couple of cancellations off our list. 
We have repeatedly told them to link 
their Aadhar card, but to no avail. So 
their ration gets cancelled and we have 
nothing to give them.”

That there are justified cancellations 
through Aadhar cannot be denied. In 
some cases, the card holder was not 
eligible under the NFSA to avail of 
ration, and there were many instances 
that the high scale of migration from 
village to village resulted in their cards 
going defunct. A large number of 
cancellations have occurred due to the 
death of the cardholder. Sometimes 
a daughter marries and gets another 
card after marriage due to which her 
family’s card got cancelled. 

“If people stand to lose out on  
their food entitlements due to the  
lack of Aadhar linking, then it is hard  
to say that the linking is voluntary,”  
said Dreze.

/ SCM
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S
apodilla, commonly 
known as ‘chikoo’, is an 
evergreen tree, which 
bears large fruits twice 
a year. Chikoos, also 
called sapotas, have an 

exceptionally sweet and malty flavour, 
which gives them a huge commercial 
value. According to India Agro Net, 
the average “Chikoo tree yields 2,500 
to 3,000 fruits weighing about 150 kg 
every year, for 50 to 60 years, during its 
productive age.” In India, which is the 
largest producer of chikoos in the world 
according to the International Journal 

SAPOTAS TO 
THE RESCUE!
Krutika Rao digs into the inception of the Chikoo Festival, 
a cultural event organized at Bordi, in Palghar District of 
Maharashtra.
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of Agricultural Sciences, it is cultivated 
for its fruit; while in countries like 
Mexico and Guatemala, the trees are 
also cultivated for the production of 
chickle, a gum-like substance obtained 
from the barks, used in the preparation 
of chewing gum.

In India, Maharashtra is the second-
largest state that produces chikoos, 
Karnataka being the first. Situated on 
northern Maharashtra’s long coastline, 
Dahanu and the surrounding areas 
largely depend economically on the 
production of chikoos and other agro-
based products. Over the years, these 

chikoos have made their way into 
the different markets of Mumbai and 
Navi Mumbai. “We can’t stock chikoos 
for long, because they are highly 
perishable in nature”, says Sushila 
Shingare, a retailer.  This thin-skinned 
fruit bruises easily. To prevent wastage, 
many producers in the chikoo-growing 
belt of Dahanu to Gholvad have started 
producing different products based on 
chikoos such as chikoo chips, chikoo 
pickles, chikoo chocolate, chikoo cereal 
flakes, chikoo sweets, chikoo pani puri 
and more recently, chikoo wine. 

The region being declared a green 
zone by the government makes it 
difficult for businesses to setup their 
industries. Hence, the locals have been 
organising a Chikoo Festival in Bordi 
every year since 2013, to promote 
the production of chikoos as well 
as tourism. “The idea is to boost the 
region’s tourism and provide rural 
entrepreneurship development” 
says Prabhakar Save, founder of The 
Chikoo Festival. The production of 
chikoos holds a great significance to 
the economy of this region, hence the 
people take great pride in this festival. 
Mukesh Shah, a local from Bordi says, 
“This festival not only promotes a 
generic fruit like chikoo, but also brings 
about new opportunities for growth 
of businesses and every product on a 
larger scale.”

Save says, “The festival provides a 
platform for local communities and 
home-run ventures, which are largely 
by women of the village. The festival is 
eco-friendly, none of the stalls contain 
any products consisting of chemical 
fertilizers.”  Amol Patil, President of 
the Chikoo Festival Committee says, 
“With a rise of production of chikoo-
based products due to the festival, 
more and more female farmers are 
getting involved in the processing 
and packaging of these products. 
Employment has increased and the 
chikoos grown locally are getting 
the recognition that they need to 
get. We want people to get a sense of 
experiential tourism out of the festival.” 
For this, the festival includes various 
workshops, talks, chikoo safari, cultural 
events to display local talent and stalls 
to buy from. It also gives a stage to the 
local tribe of Adivasis to demonstrate 

their folk culture and Warli art. 
According to Amol Patil, eighty per 

cent of the total people involved in 
the festival are locals. It was a festival 
that was initially by the locals for the 
locals. But over a span of six years, it 
has become a large scale event that 
brings in people from Maharashtra 
and Gujarat. The locals get discounts 
to set up their stalls and exhibit their 
products.  Subak Churi, one of the 
owners of ‘The Chikoo Parlour’, a local 
shop that sells chikoo-based products, 
said, “In the six years of the festival, 
this is the second time we have set a 
stall here. We sell various products of 
chikoos such as chips, kulfi, ice cream, 
modaks, barfis, sugar free sweets, 
powder, toffee, chunda, etc.  Last year 
our shop received a lot of recognition 
through this event. Our business has 
become so successful in one year, that 
we now have two to three outlets of 
our shop at the national highway near 
Palghar.” 

This simple fruit has generated a 
great extent of employment in this 
region and has become a main source 
of income for most households. 
Mukesh Shah continues, “Chikoo 
which is considered to be just a mere 
fruit, has proven to be useful at many 
stages. A fresh full-grown fruit, can be 
sold in the market for its fruit value. 
But the ones that have fallen down and 
cannot be sold directly in the market, 
can be processed and made into by 
products such as the chips, which does 
not require freshly plucked chikoos. 
If the chikoo is on the verge of getting 
rotten, the locals have now found a 
solution for that as well. These chikoos 
can be used in the winery and used for 
wine processing. Chikoos have been 
an important part of the lives here in 
Bordi, in the Palghar District and now 
with the rise of this festival, we can 
celebrate it while promoting it!” 

Mainly promoted by word of mouth, 
the Chikoo Festival has witnessed 
substantial growth, with over a lakh 
people attending this year. The impact 
of this can be clearly seen with the 
improving standards of living in the 
region. It has supported the aim of 
achieving rural development by giving 
dignity to the rural people of Dahanu 
and Gholvad.

/ SCM
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Y
ou know the feeling. 
You drank one glass 
of water too many. 
The train stopped 
somewhere in the 
middle of nowhere for 

half an hour. You want to pee and you 
wish you were a man who could just 
unzip and leak on a nearby wall. 

We are constantly being told that 
women match strides with men in 
every field but when it comes to 
the basic functions of life, are our 
workspaces really equipped for 
women? One simple way of finding out 
is to look at the provision of toilets for 
women.

The National Centre for 
Biotechnology Information (NCBI) 
conducted a study on 312 women in 
the occupational sector. The study 
shows that 80 per cent reported 
inadequate toilet facilities in their 
workplace. Lack of proper sanitary 
facilities force women to eat and 
drink less so that they have to use the 

A LOO 
OF HER 
OWN
In a country with a population of 500 million females, 
Manita Nath examines the facilities available to women 
in the workplace and public spaces.

/ PERSONAL SPACE

M
A

N
IT

A
 N

A
T

H



MARGINALIA 2017 - 2018  •  •  53  

toilets less.  Aparna Chowdhury, who 
works at a media start-up in South 
Kolkata, shared her horror of going 
to the toilet. “My shift starts from 11 
am so, I make sure that before I leave 
home I go to toilet, as the toilet in 
the office is a common one for all the 
offices in the complex. It stinks which 
makes it unbearable to use. We have 
complained to our boss about it, but to 
no avail.”

Reebu Tandon, student, who has 
worked with a production company 
in the past, had  bad experiences 
with washrooms. “Initially there was 
no segregation in washrooms. Men 
and women both used the same 
washrooms. After a complaint was 
filed, it was changed but the problem 
remained. The washroom inside 
the studio was allotted to the men 
while the washroom just in front 
of the entrance of the studio was 
allotted to women. We used to feel 
embarrassed to go the washroom. 
During the shoot we had no scope of 
going to the washroom as the entrance 
used to be crowded.  Moreover, there 
was no dustbin in the washroom. 
If you want to dispose of a sanitary 
napkin, you have to dispose it in the 
common dustbin which is placed 
outside. Sometimes, there used to be 
no water also. There is no end to my 
washroom horror stories.” She thinks 
that the condition of the toilets in 
the production houses is due to the 
prevalent sexism and also because 
of the commercial mind of the 
production house. “Since we were only 
two women in the production team, 
our needs went unheard. My boss 
was more interested in profit-making 
than giving employees comfort in the 
workplace.”

Women try to delay urination and 
also restrict their fluid consumption 
which leads to dehydration, kidney 
problems and urinary tract infections 
(UTI). According to the report, women 
with no proper toilet facilities were 
at six times higher risk of having 
urinary tract infection. Irrespective 
of profession, women have to hold 
themselves till they find a proper 
facility to discreetly relieve themselves.

Dr Mainak Roy, MBBS and MD, 
talked about the rising number of UTI 

cases among women. “It has increased 
due to the unhygienic toilet facilities 
for women in public places. I know 
patients who have fallen ill by using 
the station toilets. In Kolkata, women 
travel 2-3 hours for work. They have 
no choice but to use the dirty toilets in 
the stations. As a result they contract 
infections.” Dr Roy thinks that it is 
not about men or women, clean 
and hygienic washrooms should be 
available for everyone.

B
ut, there are few 
offices which take care 
of their employees’ 
needs and comfort. 
Tata Consultancy 
Services (TCS) provides 

decent and clean toilets to its female 
employees. Biplab Das of the Human 
Resources Department talks about 
how important it is to adhere to the 
rules of workplace hygiene. “Our 
company washrooms are always clean. 
As our employees work in both shifts, 
we have washroom cleaners 24x7. 
There are three ladies washrooms on 
each floor of the office with a supply 
of basic washroom necessities like 
soap, tissues, and hand dryer. These 
facilities are available to employees 
regardless of gender.”  According to 
Das, the company’s conduct towards 
employees certainly has effects on 
reputation and productivity. “TCS has 
always given priority to the well-being 
of its women employees.” According to 
the annual report of 2016-17, TCS has 
revealed that of the total workforce, 
one third comprises of women. TCS is 

now the world’s largest employer for 
women.

The Factories Act 1948 has some 
provisions for women workers.  It 
states that there are some facilities that 
should be given to women workers 
like washroom facilities, separated for 
females.

However, the condition is no better 
outside the four walls of a workplace. 
Women have to struggle every day to 
relieve themselves while travelling to 
work or college. “I travel from Andheri 
to Marine Lines every day for work. I 
can’t imagine of using a public toilet in 
the stations as they are filthy and dirty. 
I hold myself till I reach my office,” said 
Shreya Bhasin.

An ongoing survey called “Plot-a-
Pot” by the students of SCM (Social 
Communications Media) department 
of Sophia Polytechnic found that 
some ladies’ toilets cost more to use 
then gents toilets. While many are 
surprisingly clean, not all have lady 
attendants and sometimes are kept 
locked with the keys available with the 
male attendants. Moreover, there are 
some toilets which are unisex. Shagun 
Gupta, student, readily negates the 
idea of using a unisex washroom. “I will 
definitely not use a unisex public toilet. 
It is not safe at all. I hardly go to toilets 
outside as they are unhygienic and 
there is a high chance of contracting 
UTI (Urinary Tract Information).” 
Mumbai-based documentary 
filmmaker, Paromita Vohra, in her 
documentary Q2P, throws light on 
the lack of toilets for women in the 
city which aspires to be the Shanghai 
of India. Unhygienic surroundings 
and long queues keep women away 
from using toilets. She argues that 
unavailability of toilets underline the 
low status of women in the country.

Unavailability of proper toilets in 
the workplace and public space is not 
just a slap to human rights but also 
to gender equality. In a country with 
a population of 500 million females, 
proper sanitation is the basic right that 
every woman should be entitled to 
as a right to dignity and to maintain 
highest standard of health. Women’s 
empowerment can become a reality 
only when these blind spots in gender 
equality are confronted.

/ SCM
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Andheri to Marine 
Lines every day 
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T
he streets of South 
Mumbai are a brand 
parade: women carry 
Louis Vuitton, Michael 
Kors, Furla, Ted Baker 
and Fendi, with an air. 

Every last one of them knows; a decent 
and sturdy handbag can be purchased 
for INR 500, yet they spend thousands, 
sometimes lakhs, to buy a branded bag. 
Why? 

According to a study published in 
the Journal of Experimental Social 
Psychology, low self-esteem is a big 
factor which determines the need for a 
luxury product, whether she/he is able 
to afford it. For people who already live 
this lifestyle, it’s not something they 
can walk away from. Nitesh Nagori 
(30), the owner of a cement plant 
considers each brand he sports as a 
status symbol and proclaims, “I like 
to wear branded outfits, as they are of 
high quality, easy to maintain and have 
a longer shelf life. Besides, people are 
becoming more aware of these luxury 
goods. You can tell when someone is 
trying to break in to fit into a specific 
elite social group. Even the newbies 
get it: a Gucci belt says you’ve arrived.” 
As for Nagori himself, he is careful to 
let you know that he has been wearing 
these belts for a decade and more. 

Social psychologists have long 
recognized that buying is now an 
important way of asserting or inventing 
a self. With luxury goods, the equation 
gets complex, as the costs are high 
and the benefits are not just about 
utility, but much more about personal 
satisfaction and social status. 

The reason people buy these 
luxury brands varies from country 
to country. In China, men use luxury 
goods to show off their success and 

LUXURY FOR LEISURE
Join Sakshi Bansal as she tries to understand the psychology behind buying luxury brands

/ CONSUMER WATCH

PH
O

T
O

G
R

A
PH

 B
Y

 N
A

N
D

A
K

U
M

A
R

 R
A

M
M

O
H

A
N

 A
N

D
 IL

LU
ST

R
A

T
IO

N
 B

Y
 L

IP
IK

A
 S

H
A

N
TA

R
A

M



MARGINALIA 2017 - 2018  •  •  55  

flaunt wealth. In India, the consumers 
of luxury goods are particularly 
influenced by what others think of 
them. Shopping for luxuries is not 
an individual experience; instead, it 
seems rooted in group judgments, 
meaning that people’s choices of 
luxury purchases are directed towards 
others rather than themselves. Here, 
Geeta Rao, former beauty editor 
of Vogue states, “When people or 
nations become prosperous, global 
luxury brands become symbols of 
having arrived, of being included in an 
exclusive club.”

Karl Aquino and Jessica Tracy draw 
attention to the social psychology 
of pride; there are two types of pride 
in consumption: authentic pride 
and hubristic pride. The feeling that 
one derives from displaying the 
same products (pomposity) is called 
“hubristic pride”. The effect of this 
pride is more pronounced for people 
who have low self-esteem; since the 
luxury brand becomes a status symbol 
and has a badge value. 

Han Nunes and Dreze also identified 
the four kinds of buyers of luxury 
brands, calling them ‘The Four P’s of 
luxury’. They are patricians, parvenus, 
poseurs, and proletarians. The 
Patricians are generally old money; 
they use quiet signals: not for them 
the big tags and the snazzy bags. 
Sometimes, just a Ming vase might 
do the trick. Or consider the sari 
Priyanka Gandhi got married in: it was 
handspun by Mahatma Gandhi. That’s 
a quiet signal of power and of a certain 
lineage. No twenty-lakh lehenga with 
Swarovski bling is going to beat that. 
If you saw the film Hindi Medium, 
the Batras were parvenus, trying to 
signal their arrival in the Patrician class 

with their bling and their desperate 
change of address, all meant to get their 
daughter into school. In that they were 
also Poseurs. The Proletarians simply 
do not try. 

The city is also rich in rich 
proletarians who try to signal their 
disinterest by not playing the brand 
game. But those who play the brand 
game always have their reasons.

Yash Jain (name changed) says that 
he can’t think outside Boss. It would 
lower himself in his own estimation 
to wear something less. When young 
businessman Kaustubh Dixit wears 
Burberry, he feels armed and ready 
to take on the world.  People also 
tend to look at the positive elements 
of a product while ignoring its 
disadvantages. This works in the favor 
of luxury goods companies’ marketing 
departments. Luxury marketing is 
turning traditional marketing on its 
head. Inaccessibility, limited pieces, 
and limited distribution channels 
are ways in which luxury brands 
keep themselves at the forefront of 
demand. Hermes has a waiting list for 
its iconic Birkin bag—you can’t afford 
it if you have to ask what it costs—that 
runs for years and it even became a 
status symbol to be on the waiting list. 

Sometimes the wait or inaccessibility 
reinforces the fact that the brand is 
spending time on craftsmanship, 
design, sourcing rare items and 
creating a thing of value. Geeta Rao 
says, “A true luxury brand, however, 
will focus on heritage, craftsmanship, 
the legacy with no compromise from 
the start to the last mile which would 
include the retail experience and the 
communication experience”. 

G
lobal demand for 
luxury goods is strong 
and rapidly growing, 
with an increase of 
over $200 billion in 
annual sales every 

year. Though the ones who are 
unable to afford these luxury goods 
tend to buy fake products which are 
categorized as 1st copy or AA products 
from a specific brand. For e.g. the 
original bag of Louis Vuitton costs 
around INR 200,000 whereas a first 
copy of the same product will cost 
you around INR 6,000 which is easily 
affordable for those who want to fit 
into the collective jamborees. The 
consumer only pays attention to the 
monogram of the brand for its prestige-
value, over anything else.

But the Indian situation is 
complicated. “Indian customers are 
different. We have men coming in with 
shoes that are years old and asking for 
replacements because they’re looking 
old now. What can one say? If you 
take a pair of shoes out into the farm, 
they’re going to lose some of the sheen. 
But they say, ‘I paid so much, I expect 
quality’. It’s difficult to deal with them,” 
says the manager of one of the retail 
outlets. 

If we’re all so fascinated by brands 
how come you barely see a customer 
in Armani or any of the other outlets 
in Palladium? “Come by when it’s sale 
time,” says a salesman who refused to 
be identified. “Footfalls increase then.”

Bought on sale? Surely that’s not 
what brands are about. But once you’ve 
taken it out of the shop, who’s to know 
that you couldn’t afford it when it was 
top of the line? Who’s to know that you 
maxed your credit card for it? They see 
the tag and they make the call. And 
that’s worth it, for the brand-conscious. 

/ SCM

LUXURY FOR LEISURE
Join Sakshi Bansal as she tries to understand the psychology behind buying luxury brands

 “When people or 
nations become 
prosperous, 
global luxury 
brands become 
symbols of having 
arrived, of being 
included in an 
exclusive club.”
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“I
’m a student right now; 
I never stopped being a 
student. Any actor who 
stops being a student can 
pack his bag right then and 
go home,” said Benjamin 

Gilani, the current head of the Acting 
department in the Film and Television 
Institute of India (FTII). He is also 
known as the co-founder of Motley, 
the theatre group that has defied all 
the odds by being alive and kicking 38 
years after its inception.

Gilani’s love for acting started with 
a fill-in-the-gap role in a school play 
when he was thirteen or fourteen. “It 
was interesting because you suddenly 
become the focus of attention, and 
people come and congratulate you 
even if you don’t do a great job,” 
said Gilani on his first stint at acting. 
His love for theatre had also been 
influenced by Jennifer Kapoor’s 
parents, Geoffrey and Laura Kendall. 
The Shakespeareana company that this 
legendary pair of British actors founded 
and which did so much to enthuse a 
generation of Indian students came 
to the Doon School where he was 
studying. They came and performed 
extracts of Shakespeare which left him 
in awe.

He was then in charge of costumes. 

“The costumes used to come in trunks, 
and because they had been used in 
many plays and had been traveling, 
they had a certain smell, you can’t 
describe it; it is the smell of theatre,” he 
said as he reminisced about those days.

While pursuing a post-graduate 
degree in literature at St. Stephens 
College in Delhi, Gilani acted in many 
plays. He was a part of the Shakespeare 
society and the dramatics society in 

college along with being part of the 
Hindi play as well. The next step was 
professional plays in Delhi along with 
teaching literature at St. Stephens.

While teaching at St. Stephens 
he realised that he wanted to study 
acting. One option was the National 
School of Drama, to which he decided 
not to apply as the syllabus did not 
appeal to him.  He opted for the Film 
Institute—as it was then known—

BENJAMIN, 
FRANKLY
Sarojini Pradhan and Reebu Tandon in conversation with Benjamin Gilani, the renowned theatre 
actor as they try to bring out his story that he didn’t tell in any film or play.
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instead. The training he got at the Film 
Institute, now known as the Film and 
Television Institute of India (FTII), was 
the American style of Method Acting, 
which he learnt from Roshan Taneja, 
who in his turn had studied acting from 
Sanford Meisner in New York. “You got 
trained in acting, you knew what to do 
with the script, you knew what to do 
with the camera; you got trained. It was 
not just memorizing lines and standing 
around, speaking them in an artificial 
voice, it was much more than that,” he 
said.

“When I went to film school, I 
realised I didn’t know anything, but 
nobody knew any better. There was 
a particular discipline to follow, there 
was a way of doing it, a certain process 
that we have to go through. Then 
you start to understand that acting 
is a profession. With my academic 
background, I began to study this in 
great detail,” said Gilani.

After completing his course, he 
came to Mumbai. “I came to Mumbai 
not knowing anything as I had spent 
most of my life in north India.” In 1979, 
with Naseeruddin Shah, he started 
their theatre group, Motley. (Tom Alter 
would join them later.) Coincidentally, 
Jennifer Kapoor, his friend, built Prithvi 
theatre with her husband, Shashi 
Kapoor. (Jennifer was the sister of 
Felicity Kendall.)

“Take it, it’s yours,” said Jennifer 
Kapoor when Gilani asked her what 
she planned to do with the theatre. 
The first play that they performed was 
Samuel Beckett’s Waiting for Godot, 
which was extremely successful and 
ran for several years. “The reason we 
did the play was that it needed a very 
small cast, it had no girls, it had no 
costume, it had no production,” he said.

They had not anticipated how big 
of a deal Motley would be. “No, we 
didn’t think it would be so big. We just 
wanted to do something we loved and 
felt for,” said he when asked about the 
theatre group. They still perform their 
plays in Prithvi theatre; the most recent 
one being Father, starring Naseeruddin 
Shah, who plays a man suffering 
from Alzheimer’s Disease. “I told him, 
Naseer, even if people don’t turn up, 
it’s okay. You’re doing it because you 
feel passionate about it,” said Gilani 

when asked about the play. The play 
was a huge success and ran for several 
months.

“The idea was to use theatre in 
order to get to the youngsters; to get 
them in touch with literature,” he 
said as he mentioned that, following 
Shakespeareana, they started going to 
schools and conducting workshops. “I 
enjoy teaching every minute of the day. 
Working with youngsters is an ongoing 
continuous process. The idea is to 
get them on the right track, then they 
do their own thing. In an acting class 
you’re not ‘teaching’ them anything, 
there’s no theory involved. You’re just 
guiding them to do the exercises,” he 
continued.

H
e first started 
teaching acting at 
Whistling Woods 
in 2006, an acting 
institute that was 
opened in Mumbai. 

The institute according to him was 
a great experiment. “Their whole 
attitude was slightly different, the 
serious ones were good but there were 
very few,” he said. There, he was asked 
a question by a fellow teacher who 
taught direction. “Why can’t actors and 
directors get along?”

“Because the actors think the 
directors are a bunch of intellectuals 
who know everything and the directors 

think that the actors are a bunch of 
ignorant people,” was his response.

“The more I started working with 
youngsters I realised it was a two-way 
process; I was learning from them; no 
one’s method is the same. I could tell 
them to enter the door; how to enter 
the door is what they have to figure 
out,” said Gilani, when asked about his 
pedagogical method. “I don’t direct 
them, I’m just there to supervise. We 
don’t do the same exercise twice; we 
have to keep the students on their 
toes,” he continued.

Gilani added: “We made the 
direction department students at 
the institute briefly go through the 
acting curriculum and eventually the 
successive batches started enjoying 
them.” He also said that it is the same 
reason why FTII has an integrated 
first semester where all the students 
interact. 

He now teaches method acting in 
the same institute he learned it in. His 
students find his approach interesting. 
“He constantly teaches us to be honest 
and real. He does not believe in fake 
acting and tells us that ‘you have come 
to know yourself, you have come to 
explore’,” said Prachi Arya, a student 
of Gilani at FTII. “His approach is very 
analytical, his background in teaching 
literature may be the reason behind it,” 
she believes.

FTII, he said was a place he went 
back to since he passed out from the 
institute. “What was missing was 
a sense of continuity; there was a 
difference in opinions of the teachers,” 
was his response when asked what 
made him go back to FTII to teach. For 
the past few years, he has annually 
been called to Satyajit Ray Film and 
Television Institute of India (SRFTI) to 
conduct an acting workshop as well as 
revise their curriculum.

“Acting is a ‘doing’ profession, you 
cannot just learn the theory bit,” the 
Head of the Acting department in FTII 
continued. “In theatre, you’re trying 
to do something slightly different 
every day. You change the timing, 
you’re changing the tone, you’re 
reacting differently to people. On stage 
you can change the performance to 
performance, on television though you 
do something and you forget about it.”

/ SCM

“Take it, it’s 
yours,” said 
Jennifer Kapoor 
when Gilani asked 
her what she 
planned to do 
with the theatre. 
The first play that 
they performed 
was Samuel 
Beckett’s ’Waiting 
for Godot’, which 
was extremely 
successful and 
ran for several 
years.
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THE ART OF SALT MAKING
Aishwarya Patil documents the lives of the labourers at the Salterns of Mumbai. 

 Men at the Chembur Salterns beat the mushy soil 
of the wetlands to make the land hard like concrete, 
first by giving a beating to the land with their tool/stick, 
then water is splashed on the land and left to harden for 
40 days until layers of salt crystallize and spread like a 
white blanket. 

 Bunds are built around the plots of land at the 
salterns which are used as a pathway for the labours to 
go from one plot to another.

 Each year hundreds of teenage boys and men 
ageing 15 to 60 migrate from Dahanu and areas nearby 
the Maharashtra -Gujarat border to these salterns for 
earning a livelihood for their families back home. 

/ TRAVEL DIARIES
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 The men are at work from 7am to 
10 am, rest of the day is spent at leisure, 
boredom and homesickness  (Damji in the 
picture below eats his launch prepared by 
the cook next to his selfbuilt Hut beside the 
Mangroves.)

  They work daily for 7 months a year and break for 
holidays only during the monsoon, and earn 50000 
annually
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“I 
would rather stay at home 
than go out and work, which 
I think is mentally very 
exhausting. Only if you stay 
at home, can you take care 
of the house in the best 

possible way. A homemaker makes a 
place called home for her family. I pity 
all those women who go out and work 
because according to me, I don’t think 
they ever get to experience life to the 
fullest with their family. I am absolutely 
content being a housewife also because 
my husband would never let me down 
financially or emotionally,” says 48- 
year-old Renu Agarwal who says she 
has never wished to work. Her husband 
has been working in a private steel 
company for the last 30 years. 

There are others who think she might 
be the one to be pitied. “Those one-and-
a-half years of sitting at home and doing 
nothing represents the worst phase of 
my life because after marriage, I took 
some time to adjust in the new family. I 
thought it would last a few months and 
then I would be back to work but time 
stretched on and those few months 
transformed into one and a half years. 
I used to feel sick sitting at home. I 
couldn’t go out, had no friends and was 
just dependent on my husband. He 
was free on Sundays only, so the whole 
week was torture for me. I was inside 
the closed doors doing only house work. 
Now when I am working again, my life 
has taken a 360-degree turn; now I have 
friends, close colleagues with whom I 
share good times. I don’t need to ask my 
husband if he is free, I can do whatever 
I want to without taking permission.  
When I was not working, I had to ask for 
money for every single thing including 
travelling. But now if I like something 

I buy it on the spot, if I want to eat 
something I don’t stop myself,” said 33- 
year-old Maria D’Silva who now works 
as a receptionist at Sophia Polytechnic.  

About the complexities of being a 
working woman, she says, “I don’t mind 

waking up at four in the morning and 
cooking three meals for the day and 
then leaving for my job. All I need is 
to get out of the house after that. We 
definitely have to manage a lot of things 
but I will prefer being a working woman 

any day. Working women can manage 
house work but when they have a 

child it is very difficult to adjust 
time and hence, somewhere we 
miss out on family bonding. It is 
comparatively easier for me as 

my mother- in- law is supportive 
and takes care of my daughter 

when I am not around or off to 
work,” she continued.

Despite this, the statistics 
show that only 27% Indian 
women are currently in 
the labour force and India 

had the lowest rate of 
female employment 

after Pakistan. In over 
two decades preceding 
2013, female labour force 
participation in India 
fell from 34.8% to 27%”, 
according to a 2017 World 
Bank Report.

Alka Pandey, 40, used 
to work for an NGO 
but now describes 
herself as working 
as a homemaker. “A 
homemaker’s world is 
not so claustrophobic; 
she can pursue her 
interests and hobbies; 
she can teach her 
children if she is 
qualified to do so.The 
word ‘homemaker’ 
is self -explanatory; 
women can make a 

SHE WORKS HARD 
FOR A LIVING
Ipshita Dey talks to women about the choice to work outside or inside the home.

/ GHARE BAIRE
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house a home but the problem is that 
it is a lot of work and it is unpaid. It’s a 
thankless 24/7, 365-days job.  Working 
women are in a better position in terms 
of monetary independence therefore 
their attitude, nature, behaviour and 
thinking are more or less different in 
terms of their stability, their exposure to 
outer world. But overall, I would say that 
homemakers are in a better position as 
they don’t have to face the odds for their 
family’s betterment.”

Santona Ralhan, a retired government 
officer gives us an economic perspective 
about homemakers. “In my experience, 
homemakers are always thinking of 
ways of saving money from whatever 
she gets and tries to double it in 
whichever ways possible. Hence, she 
also thinks about earning in some way 
to support her family. It is true that there 
are many pros and cons for working 
women as regard to their profession 
and safety. Still in 21st century nobody 
can think of sitting idle at home mainly 
because of monetary needs.”

S
ixty-five-year-old Manjula 
Thakur says “A woman 
who goes out to work 
knows she can bring a 
change in her life and the 
life of her family. She has to 

be courageous to face the outside world 
and smart enough to manage both 
work and home. As a homemaker she 
is never appreciated. But it is difficult 
to generalise. Much depends upon 
up-bringing, the culture of the home 
and the mindset of different women. 
I myself have worked for 25 years and 
now, I am not just a homemaker but 
I keep on doing things and still earn 
money. One has to keep the balance 
between both and if you can do that you 
will surely win.”  

“Over a third of women in urban 
India and half in rural areas who 
engage mainly in housework want 
a paying job,” according to the 2011 
National Sample Survey. It also stated 
that, in 2011-2012, 24.8 of every 100 
women worked in rural areas. The 
corresponding number when it came to 
men was 54.3. Women’s participation 
was drastically less in urban areas. To 
every 54.6 employed men, there were 
just 14.7 working women.”

Fifty-year-old, Yogita Bhatia says, 
“My parents were both working, 
which limited the time they spent 
with me when I was young. I used to 
miss the presence of my mother at 
home that’s why I always wanted to 
be a homemaker and left my job after 
marriage. I also wasn’t particularly 
ambitious about my career and always 
dreamt of being a homemaker. Now 
I get to give my hundred percent 
attention to my family, ensure the 
smallest of things for my children 
and also get enough time to take 
care of myself like going for yoga 
classes and walking.  If I get a chance 
to choose again, I will still choose to 
be a homemaker at least till my kids 
turn 10. Because today, it has become 
more important to be financially 
independent.”

“If I am educated I will use my 
education in doing something which 
is constructive for me and which 
will help me grow as a human being. 
What is education if it is not used? I 
feel every woman who is educated 
should work and earn to at least be 
independent,” says Gracy Vaz who 
works as an administrator in the Social 

Communications 
Media department 
at Sophia 
Polytechnic.

Ideally education 
should lead to 
jobs but that’s 
not happening 
in India. “In rural 
India, 67% of girls 
who are graduates 
do not work. In 
towns and cities, 
68.3% of women 
who graduate 

don’t have paid jobs”, says a 2015 report 
by the United Nations Development 
Programme (UNDP).

“According to me, both are noble 
professions; being a homemaker or a 
bread earner. Being a homemaker is a 
necessity even if you are working. If a 
working woman says with pride that I 
earn money for my family, then even a 
homemaker can say with pride that my 
husband makes money in peace. It’s all 
about choice,” explains Madhu Dalal, a 
retired lady. 

Sociologist Vaishali Rajeev Gupta 
who has been teaching since 2000, 
and now presently working  in Sophia 
College, puts forward her own views 
and says that, “In today’s fast changing 
world, every woman must keep herself 
busy and active and must do everything 
that she enjoys and should contribute 
towards the society positively. A 
woman at home engages herself in 
activities she can do from home not 
to be economically independent 
but to develop her own confidence, 
capabilities and give her personality 
a new dimension.  Today I am both a 
working woman and a homemaker and 
it is contributing to my personality, also 
helping me to learn new challenges 
and give me confidence to tackle them. 
I believe every woman should live an 
active life and should not waste her 
time as well as her talent.”

While the statistics show that 
women are quitting their jobs, many 
think that it is exceedingly important 
for women to work as it gives them 
a sense of individuality, financial 
independence,status in the society, and 
above all respect as a woman in today’s 
world and age. 

/ SCM

Fifty-year-old 
Yogita Bhatia 
says, “My parents 
were both 
working, which 
limited the time 
they spent with 
me when I was 
young.”



62   •  •  MARGINALIA 2017-2018

“I
n school I was a very 
antisocial and a shy person. 
It didn’t help that I was the 
dhollu, fatso, motu, haathi 
and every other name 
that still haunts me. I was 

everything but my own self, Aditi.” A 
victim of body shaming since the age 
of five, architecture student Aditi Patil 
had it tough most of her school life. 
When she began to take her first steps 
into the digital world, she expected 
support and solidarity; she found a 
space full of trolling and shaming.  
“Hahaha so F***ing fat you look, stop 
eating you fat a**,” said one of the 
bullies on her Facebook account while 
another commented “maybe you 
shouldn’t eat that” when she posted 
her favourite food item. 

Body shaming for being the wrong 
colour, the wrong shape, the wrong 
height, the wrong anything has been 
with us forever. Sometimes just 
being a woman is enough to attract 
comments that can be construed as 
shaming. “Chaathi baahar nikaalke 
chalo jara, aurat ki tarah (Stick out your 
chest and walk like a woman),” one of 
the casting directors advised Inayat 
Sood, 22, an aspiring actress.

“More than 70 per cent of women 
want the media to portray a more 
diverse range of physical appearance, 
age, race, shape and size in advertising 
and marketing,” says Dr Nancy Etcoff, 
Assistant Clinical Professor, Harvard 
Medical School in an article titled 
“Women’s body confidence becomes 
a critical issue worldwide” on news.
com.au. 

Earlier an individual felt shamed 
only in front of relatives and friends. 
Now, the feeling of shame extends 

to social media as well. According 
to a new report commissioned by 
Dove, only 40% women in India feel 
confident about their bodies. Peer 
comparisons, influence of the movie 
and television industry, the need to 
make an impression and manifest 
oneself as a fashion statement are 
some factors that can hold precedence 
to self-confidence. It is a stronger 
possibility that we pick socially 
popular people—models, movie stars, 
cricketers, bloggers as our role models. 
As part of the study, women cited 
growing pressure from the media and 
other related sources as contributing to 
the problem, with 77 per cent women 
blaming “unrealistic standards” set by 
media and advertising as one of the 
biggest problems.

“From our experience, body 
consciousness is something that 
is affecting youngsters as young as 

nine and 10 year olds. Teenagers are 
invested in profile ratings with their 
peers rating an individual’s photo on a 
scale of 10. They look into things like 
how slim you’re looking, if you have 
got the perfect pout. Is the lighting 
right to accentuate your features and 
other such horrifying criteria. The 
innocence of a carefree childhood is 
lost,” says Suhasini Mukherjee, who 
works for the media team of Centre 
for Social Research, India that aims 
to help develop a safe and sensitive 
online environment by empowering 
the users.

Such body consciousness deeply 
affects self-esteem and confidence 
leading to isolation, loneliness 
and depression. This is extremely 
unhealthy and leads to children 
experimenting with bizarre diets and 
basically starving themselves to “fit 
in”. Suhasini adds “I have overheard 

 I AM NOT A 
‘BEFORE’ PICTURE
Shraddha Agarwal examines the effects of body shaming in the digital world.
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heated discussions amongst teenagers 
about advice from dieticians and 
they’re constantly counting calories. 
Having a healthy body and having an 
hourglass figure are two completely 
different things and the message 
reaching youngsters has got distorted.”

“Communication with family, 
positive influence of parents in 
choosing the right role models, 
security one feels with close people 
etc., have a direct impact on the effects 
of body shaming. An individual loved 
by important people in one’s life 
can cope with body shaming much 
better. When an individual does not 
get enough attention their emotional 
stability and relation with their parents 
weakens, and their attraction towards 
popularity and glamour increases. 
These emotional issues add to the 
complexity of one’s body image. When 
emotional issues are not resolved 
the intensity of adverse effects of 
body shaming increases,” advocates 
Swati Deepak, a Mumbai-based 
psychotherapist and trainer.

The biggest difference between 
body shaming on internet and body 
shaming offline is the fact that the 
internet actually gives the offender 
an extra degree of protection through 
anonymity. Before everyone had 
access to the internet, bullying was 
more isolated. Body shaming is a 
culture of cruelty that is undeniably 
present, and it could potentially 
happen to someone constantly. While 
people can be hostile both online or 
offline, one of the key differences is 
the fact that the things can be shared 
easily. Some of the online bullies 
expose their victims in front of the 
entire virtual world. Also, there is a lot 
less remorse in the online world.

On trolls, Swati Deepak says, “Trolls 
live an incomplete, insecure existence. 
They see the world as a choice: bully 
or be bullied. Body-shamers are bullies 
who are angry and uncomfortable 
in their own skin and tend to hurt 
others. The impact of trolling depends 
on many factors for the victim. If the 
target is comfortable in her personal 
and professional space, the impact is 
less. It does not damage their self-
esteem. People who have a healthy 
support system can deal with trolling 

much better.”
Why have the trolls become so 

rampant? What has caused an increase 
in body shaming, slut shaming and 
judging people for every single thing? 
It is because social media has reached 
the hands of everyone. Today, every 
Tom, Dick and Harry has access to 
express his/her opinion even if it its 
profane and may hurt someone’s 
sentiments. Who are these people 
who have an opinion on everything? 
Most of them are the unexposed, 
narrow minded, under educated, 
superstitious, conservative, filthy-
mouthed people who become stars in 
their local friend circle if they ridicule 
someone publicly.

Tanvi Geetha, a model, dancer and 
an online plus-size fashion blogger 
says, “I get trolled often. Especially in 
posts where I am wearing something 
that goes against the set ideology of 

what a body type like mine should 
wear or where I am doing something 
like dancing or exercising. But I have 
a very clear way of dealing with trolls. 
If I feel that they are smart enough to 
grow and learn I explain to them why 
their thought process is wrong or else I 
just ignore them.”

To deal with this, Connie Sobczak 
and Elizabeth Scott created the Body 
Positive Movement campaign in 
1996. Body positivity stems from 
the fat acceptance movement of the 
1960s’ second-wave feminism, which 
focused on issues of body politics 
and discrimination against fat bodies. 
It wishes to create a world in which 
people value their unique identities 
and are liberated from self-hatred so 
they can optimize their energy and 
intellect to make positive changes 
in their own lives, communities, 
and beyond. The movement is not 
only about working out and striving 
to be positive and creating a better 
lifestyle for oneself, but deals with 
health as well. A debate within the 
movement surrounds the question 
of whether social media sites, 
including Instagram, Facebook, 
and blogs, are helping or harming 
people’s perceptions of their bodies. 
People involved with this movement 
challenge themselves daily to learn 
how to grow and love themselves to 
the fullest.

Aditi Patil, concludes, “I’ve realised 
that I myself have shamed myself  
for being fat. I am not sick and I eat 
what I like. I’ve been looking in the 
mirror being mean to myself. We are 
always too skinny or too fat or too tall 
or too short. I’m trying to figure my 
body out.” 

 “Trolls live an 
incomplete, 
insecure 
existence. They 
see the world as 
a choice: bully 
or be bullied. 
Body-shamers 
are bullies who 
are angry and 
uncomfortable 
in their own skin 
and tend to hurt 
others,” says 
Swati Deepak
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“I
t was my entry into 
womanhood, my mother 
had told me. Almost all 
my female relatives were 
invited home on the fourth 
day. They brought me a 

new sari, placed coins on my hands, 
shoulders, feet, and head before doing 

an aarti. I had no clue what was 
going on but I felt very special, I 

felt wanted. I was not told why 
I was bleeding, they just said 

that it happens with every 
woman. No questions were 

answered. And after all 
these years, when I look 
back to that day, I kind of 
feel betrayed; for it was 
an announcement that 
I was now marriageable 
and fertile, and 
they made this 
announcement without 
my consent,” Shilpa 
Subramani, now 22 and 
a media student, says. 

Menstruation in 
India is still recognised 

as a social taboo. A few 
communities celebrate it 

when a girl menstruates for 
the first time. However, the 

same routine later becomes 
a taboo. It is perceived as 

embarrassing, unclean, impure 
and gross. This is the reason why 

women use euphemisms like ‘I’m 
down, I’m chumming, I’m inking’, or 
‘Kavla shivla’ (a crow touched me) in 
Marathi, and a lot more. 

According to a global survey 
conducted by the women’s health 
application ‘Clue’, women use across 
5,000 euphemisms to avoid talking 

THE WHISPERED 
ROUTINE 
Karuna Sharma tries to understand the reason why menstruation is still a taboo in India.
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about periods in front of men. They 
surveyed 90,000 people in 190 
countries and found out that only 34 
percent are comfortable discussing it 
with males.

Yugandhara Shinde, 21, a graphic 
designer, says, “I say ‘I’m down, my 
stomach is hurting, or I’m unwell’ 
mostly in front of my male colleagues 
because, of course, I feel embarrassed. 
No one really talks about it, how can 
I mention it? Forget about guys, girls 
judge more – ‘Why is she discussing 
this in front of a man!’ Sometimes 
they will cough to tell me that there’s 
a man behind me who might get to 
know about my periods. The whole 
situation suddenly becomes very 
uncomfortable so I avoid it.”  

Lathika Viviana Mores, 18, a student, 
talking about the ignorance, says, “My 
girlfriends don’t say the word ‘period’ 
out loud. The weirdest I have heard 
is ‘Aunty aai hai, didi aai hai’ and I 
was like, which didi? And my friend 
pointed to her vagina and whispered, 
“Didi aai hai!” They use these terms 
just anytime, not only in front of men. 
From a young age, women themselves 
are unaware about menstruation, so 
from guys, it’s really unreasonable to 
expect them to know.”

A woman is considered to be 
‘impure’ when menstruating and her 
entry is barred from the holy temples. 
She is not allowed to touch the pickle, 
prepare meals, touch any other 
woman who is fasting or is about to 
visit a holy place. 

Ironically, these same people 
worship the bleeding Goddess, 
Kamakhaya Devi in Guwahati. The 
temple doesn’t have a sculpture, 
but only a yoni (vagina) to worship. 
However, menstruating women 
are not allowed in the very same 
temple. It is believed that the 
Brahmaputra River becomes red in 
the month of August because the 
goddess menstruates. This water is 
later distributed by the Pandits and 
considered to be sacred. The temple 
remains shut for three days and 
opens with an annual festival called 
Ambuwasi Puja on the fourth day. 
Bizarrely, these lips become mum 
when talking about periods.  

Indra Kasturi, 75, says, “My mother-

in-law served me food only when 
I sat in a corner, in a different set of 
utensils. I don’t let my maid to touch 
the flour or ghee in ‘those days’. I just 
don’t let her touch, I help her. My son 
strictly prohibits my granddaughters 
from wearing black, red colour or any 
perfume, for it attracts ghostly powers. 
It is bad for us; hence it has been 
followed for generations. The reason 
was not given and we never asked 
why. I never realised I have the right 
to argue.” 

Mohan Yadav, a pandit by practice, 
draws an analogy: “Our bathroom is 
very clean, you can even spray some 
room-freshener around and it will 
smell good but will you have your 
food there? It is clean, but impure!” 
His seems to be an extreme view but 
many religious traditions in their 
orthodox forms see a menstruating 
woman as impure. 

Antra Agarwal, mother of a two-
year-old girl child, explains, “If there 
is a practice of celebrating a girl’s first 
menstruation, when the celebration 
takes place, everybody should be 
invited, even the men. This is what 
will help an individual in accepting 
the fact that this is a natural and 
God-given process. A sex-education 
class can only help on the superficial 
level. What about when they come 
back to their people? What happens 
there is what affects the child much 
more than the outside. I was told in 
my school what a contraceptive is, 
what menstruation is, but the level 

of comfort that girls want from their 
people back home, is what they don’t 
get. It happened with me when my 
grandmother did not even touch me 
when I had my periods. I too thought 
I am impure! We do later accept 
individually that we bleed every 
month, but that acceptance has to 
come from our society as well.”

Lata Pujari, a sociology professor 
in Sophia College, worked on 
spreading some awareness about 
menstruation in the interiors of Pune 
district. Talking about media and 
education, she says, “I had recently 
been to a school in Rajguru Nagar, 
Pune and I asked the boys whether 
they have seen a sanitary napkins ad 
and if they knew what it is used for. 
They said, we don’t know. I showed 
them an advertisement, which they 
recalled, but they didn’t know who 
uses the product and how it is used. 
The teachers of that school stopped 
me from showing their students the 
slides I made about menstruation. 
They prevented me from addressing 
students’ questions. In that 
advertisement also, why do they have 
to show blue ink? Show red ink, at 
least start from there.”

Prakash Sutar, 50, father of two 
daughters, says, “Girls feel shy so 
they don’t discuss periods with their 
fathers. Actually, we don’t make 
them comfortable. We put all sorts of 
restrictions. A father should also guide 
his daughter and son. My parents 
believed in those superstitions like 
don’t touch the pickle and I once 
asked my wife to touch it in front of 
my mother just to prove that nothing 
happens. The fear is just buried in our 
heads.” 

Lata Pujari continues, “Every kid 
should be told about this, irrespective 
of the gender via media, parents, 
friends, schools. We should educate 
men more than women and make 
them accept it. When I say my head is 
paining, no one is going to say that it’s 
your head and you take care of it. But 
when you talk about menstruation, 
that block is there because men think 
we should not talk about women’s 
‘personal thing’. So all we need is a 
discussion. It is an extremely slow 
process, but let’s talk periods!”

/ SCM

“My girlfriends 
don’t say the 
word ‘period’ 
out loud. The 
weirdest I have 
heard is ‘Aunty 
aai hai, didi aai 
hai’ and I was like, 
which didi? And 
my friend pointed 
to her vagina and 
whispered, “Didi 
aai hai!”
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T
he Indian railway 
union movement is 
one of the oldest in the 
country, the forerunner 
of the present Western 
Railway Mazdoor 

Sangh (National Federation of Indian 
Railwaymen) started back in 1920. 
Despite a periodical depression 
and boom in the movement, 
railwaymen were fairly active in the 

trade union movement. The union 
gave the workers an identity to 
work and discuss issues which were 
instrumental to their growth. The idea 
behind the union was to serve the 
rights and demands of each employee 
in the railway.

“Initially, there were formidable 
difficulties to overcome. Ignorance 
amongst the workforce towards the 
union was a major concern. Their 

strength which lies in numbers was 
hampered and this mitigated the 
union’s efficacy. However, India’s 
independence boosted the labour 
movement in the country and the 
government headed by the then 
Prime Minister of India, Jawaharlal 
Nehru provided endless backing to 
the working class which alleviated the 
problems faced by the union,” says 
Krishna Chauhan, a retired Western 

RAILWAY 
CROSSING
Aaditya Mudholkar explores the trade union movement integral to the Indian Railways, 
the lifeline of the country.
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Railways linesman.
In times of liberalisation and 

globalisation, where profit making 
is the primary objective, the future 
of railway and railwaymen has been 
very uncertain. Jayantrao Mahurkar 
popularly known as ‘Dada’ is the 
General Secretary of the Western 
Railway Mazdoor Sangh. An icon in 
the eyes of thousands of railwaymen, 
Dada has persistently fought for 
their rights in the past 50 years. He 
rose from the ranks of being a guard 
to the guardian for the union. He 
believes that, “Railways are made 
for the nation’s progress; when the 
people put in more effort, the nation 
will undoubtedly flourish. Consumer 
satisfaction and maintenance of the 
trains are of utmost importance to the 
union. My responsibility is to voice 
the union’s demands. We are criticised 
severely for the current state of the 
railways, although the underlying 
problem is the fact that the trains are 
short on locomotives and need better 
rails to absorb shocks. The railway 
sector could benefit enormously once 
the Government decides to allocate 
more expenditure on upgrading the 
technology and refurbishing the 
current tracks.” 

He added, “Lack of human resources 
adds to the ongoing problems faced 
by the union. As of now it comprises 
about 120,000 employees, whereas, 
there is still room for 65,000 
employees.”  This adds to the workload 
on the current workforce. 

According to Suryakanth Rao, 
an office assistant at the Western 
Railway Mazdoor Sangh,”It is getting 
increasingly difficult to maintain 
the trains on a daily basis, when I 
joined the railway as a TC [Ticket 
Collector], the work atmosphere 
was entirely different compared to 
now. The government was much 
more cooperative. Whereas, now the 
situation is very different. In the minds 
of people, the current railway industry 
has saturated and has no scope to 
develop any further. Moreover, the 
Government has planned to cut back 
their expenditure on the railways 
which has increased the pressure on 
us.”

The union collectively discusses the 

possible solutions although joining 
the union is not a compulsion. Hence, 
there are employees who have no 
interest in being a part of the union. 
Santosh Bhide, 29, linesman believes 
that, “We are under tremendous work 
pressure through the day, being a part 
of the union and contributing to it 
adds more work.”

Having served the Western Railway 
Mazdoor Sangh for a staggering 54 
years, Dada feels that the warmth from 
the union is what brings him back 
every day. From Dada’s perspective, 
the qualities of being frank and 
working hard throughout are the key 
to keeping everyone in good spirits. 
Treating every member’s problem as 
his own, the members of the union 
have valued him even more through 
the years, “I sense a certain positivity. 
Every week I travel to Ahmedabad, 
Baroda and Mumbai. Wherever I go I 
have people visiting me and touching 
my feet. I feel immensely blessed 
when I know I’m helping people.”

“Every person in the railways works 
relentlessly for 14 hours in a day. They 
put in tremendous effort and work 
diligently throughout.” However, 
working on the rails is not necessarily 
the safest place to work in. Every 
year approximately 500-600 people 
lose their lives while working on the 
track. Most of them are run over by 
trains, which is heartbreaking. Apart 
from this, families dependent on the 
income of the deceased are forced to 

give up on a substantial chunk of their 
lifestyle. 

‘Compassionate appointments’ 
offer families a lifeline with respect 
to work. “If a person working for the 
railway dies a natural or an accidental 
death, one member of his family can 
apply to the job on the basis of this 
appointment.  In this manner, we can 
repay each family for their service to 
the railway,” says Dada.

There are families who don’t apply 
while some do. But in every way, this 
reduces the impact of the death in a 
family. So far Dada has helped change 
the lives of 400 families. He believes 
that the warmth and love expressed 
by these families is what keeps him 
alive today. The union for him is an 
extended version of his family. 

The Indian Railways is the fourth 
largest rail network in the world, 
behind only USA, China and Russia. 
Nevertheless, it incurs a mammoth 
loss every year. Jayantrao Mahurkar 
feels, “Despite these problems, the 
Government decided on spending 1 
lakh crore on bullet trains. On top of 
it, is the increasing burden of repaying 
the loan to Japan.Other factors also 
need to be considered, amongst which 
is land acquisition. The bullet train 
will require dedicated tracks, separate 
from regular ones, that will have to 
be fenced to prevent humans and 
animals straying on the rails. This will 
double the land required and generate 
an upsurge in costs,” said Dada.

In Dada’s opinion, railways are 
second only to the army, they are 
the lifelines of India that carry a 
population as large as 25 million 
people. The union has not just 
safeguarded the railway workforce 
but also offered them a platform to 
verbalise their line of thinking. In all, 
the union has contributed immensely 
for the growth of the railways and its 
employees since its inception. The 
money allocated to the bullet train 
could be used to refurbish railway 
tracks across the entire country. On 
top of it, money could be allocated 
to hire more workers and also ensure 
adequate training to the employees to 
escalate their productivity. This would 
give them a sense of belonging and 
assurance. 

/ SCM

“Every person 
in the railways 
works relentlessly 
for 14 hours in 
a day. They put 
in tremendous 
effort and 
work diligently 
throughout.” 
However, working 
on the rails is not 
necessarily the 
safest place to 
work in. 
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S
itting under the hot sun 
on a pair of slippers at 
Cowasjee Patel Tank 
circle—otherwise known 
as CP Tank—in Girgaum, 
58-year-old Maruti 

Londhe dressed in an off-white shirt 
and dark brown trousers, with a 
small metal bucket full of painting 
equipment in front of him, observes 
passersby, intently scanning them for 
an employer. It’s 5 pm in December 
and darkness is waiting to take over 
the skies. On seeing me take pictures of 
men sitting in a horizontal row on the 
busy road in front of hardware shops, 
Maruti inquired, “Shooting kar rahe ho 
kya? Mera photo mat lena.” (Are you 
taking photos? Please don’t take my 
picture.)

Taking a seat next to Maruti, the 
passersby look like giants. After the 
exchange of pleasantries, a casual 
conversation revealed details about 
his struggles. Maruti has been making 
his living off the street as a painter 
for the last 28 years. The circle is a 
base for plumbers, painters, masons, 
plasterers and carpenters from 10 am 
to 7 pm. The men sitting next to them 
carry customised colourful suitcases 
made out of steel and wood with paint 
brushes, pipes, taps, chisels, hammers 
and other equipment inside. The core 
bunch of 50 who regularly use this 
street are people from Bengal, Uttar 
Pradesh and rural Maharashtra. 

“The total count keeps fluctuating, 
sometimes there are 50 of us waiting at 
this spot and at times there are 80. The 
locals and contractors are aware that 
freelance labourers assemble at this 
spot,” said Maruti.

After failing in class 12, Maruti moved 
to Mumbai in 1989 from his native 
village Kolhapur to make a living. 
Working as a farmer was an option 
as his parents were farm labourers 
registered under Maharashtra Sheti 
Mahamandal but he chose not to. 
“My family was extremely poor. We 
struggled to make the ends meet. Back 
then the farm labourers were ill-treated 
and paid paltry sums...men were paid 
two rupees an hour and women, 1.75 
rupees. I willingly let the opportunity 
pass and came to Bombay looking for 
a job with a friend, who brought me to 

THE 
WAITING 
GAME
Darshan A. Nakhwa talks to the men who build and maintain our 
city even as they wait for the next job. 
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CP Tank. Initially, it was tough. My first 
painting job was for a contractor but 
then due to several payment issues I 
pledged against it,” Maruti added.  

“A contractor hires freelancers for 
big projects for cheap wages. Working 
for a contractor is a headache as you 
are paid after the completion of a task 
and not after finishing the hours. So 
though your shift of 6-7 hours is over 
you are still asked to finish the work. 
Plus during the clearance of dues they 
try to deduct money for some reason. 
A project lasts for months during which 
we are not allowed to take holidays 
so visiting families becomes difficult,” 
Maruti clarified.

Playing a waiting game with no 
surety of an employer turning up is 
a gamble. Experienced professionals 
tackle it successfully but ambitious 
young blood falters under the pressure 
of making the ends meet. “There are 
days when I am jobless but some work 
turns up every alternate day. I charge Rs 
800 for 6-7 hours of work. Depending 
on the duration of work I negotiate 
with the employers. On an average, I 
make around Rs 15,000 a month out 
of which Rs 5,000 is utilised for food, 
rent and travel. Once, I had earned Rs 
35,000 in one month, it was the highest 
I made in a month,” he added.

The men at CP Tank also cite the new 
political regime as having a significant 
impact on their work. “We have a rate 
card. Painters charge Rs 800 per day, 
and plumbers and carpenters take Rs. 
1000. Everything functioned smoothly 
during Congress’ regime. Now it 
has become tough to get work,” said 
Shriram Bijlee, a painter by profession 
and Maruti’s friend. 

“More than development the current 
government’s focus has been on 
creating communal tension. It is the 
ideology of BJP which hasn’t changed 
over the years. They should stop 
creating differences. Demonetisation is 
another reason why most of us here are 
against the current government. Those 
two months were tough to survive. 
Since then I have started accepting 
cheques as well,” said Nizam Sheikh, a 
plumber by profession.

Bijlee added, “On work front we don’t 
have rules but we do have a mutual 
understanding. We don’t steal clients 

from each other by chasing them. If 
an employer specifically asks for a 
colleague we don’t try to influence 
them by agreeing to take less money for 
the job.” 

Bijlee who came from Uttar Pradesh 
lives in Kalwa with his family and 
envies Maruti his family in Kolhapur. 
“I moved to Bombay in 1990 and since 
then I know Maruti. Initially, I lived 
with him in Dadar but after getting 
married I moved out. The rent is cheap 
in Kalwa. Nizam is my neighbour. Most 
of us live in slums in Virar and Kalwa 
with our male colleagues or friends. 
Travelling takes a toll on my health but 
Nizam’s company and sense of humour 
heals everything,” said 58-year-old 
Bijlee.  

When asked about his family a faint 
smile appears on Maruti’s face. “I live  
here with my friends from Kolhapur. 
My wife and son manage a farm and 
a vegetable stall in the village. I visit 
them every month. I like to freelance 
is because I get the freedom to visit my 
family anytime I want,” said Maruti.   

In order to kill boredom these men 
indulge in their favourite recreational 
activities. “Some of us watch films on 
cell phones, read newspapers, discuss 
political developments in the country 
while others prefer drinking and 
talking to strangers. I follow politics 

for entertainment. We also talk to 
shopkeepers as they provide us with 
work,” said Maruti.

The social skills and will power 
of these men has kept them going. 
“Nobody sleeps empty stomach in 
Mumbai. I arrived here from Kolkata 
when I was 21-years-old and started 
working as a plumber. There is no point 
stressing over job availability. All of 
us here are playing a gamble to make 
money. I smoke bidi and focus on doing 
my work properly. If you do a good job 
people will definitely call you. I feel it 
doesn’t matter which party is in power 
as our condition continues to remain 
the same,” Nizam added.  

When asked of the issues faced by 
them during the clearance of dues the 
men chuckled; “That happens quite 
often. I fight with them (customers) but 
if they are persistent and refuse to clear 
my dues then I pretend as if I didn’t get 
work for that day and move on. I can’t 
change the mentality of the people. At 
the end, we are here to make a living 
so fighting is not a good option. Also, 
most of us take half the amount as an 
advance,” said Maruti.

The CP Tank Circle is an open 
office space for these men who 
think twice before allowing anyone 
to use it. “We allow only those who 
have been recommended by one 
of our colleagues. Previously it was 
open for all but a murder changed 
everything. In 2005, a plumber  killed 
his employer over an argument while 
he was repairing the pipeline at the 
latters house. Nobody knew him and 
the incident created problems for us. 
Also, once an alcoholic died while 
sitting here, he had a little too much. 
Since then we have started doing a 
background check,” Nizam added.

“Streets are meant to be explored and 
exploited. What we do isn’t illegal and 
neither does it cause inconvenience 
to the citizens which is why no 
government body has ever taken 
any action against us. In fact we give 
directions to passersby if they are lost,” 
said Ramvilas Shah (59), painter.

With no backing of a union or a 
political party these men from different 
backgrounds, religions and parts of 
India are a good example of unity in 
diversity. 

/ SCM

“Every person 
in the railways 
works relentlessly 
for 14 hours in 
a day. They put 
in tremendous 
effort and 
work diligently 
throughout.” 
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