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CALCUTTA POOR: Elegies on a City Above Pretense. By Frederic C. Thomas. Armonk (New York) and London: M. E. Sharpe. 1997. ix, 189 pp. US$29.95, cloth. ISBN 1-56324-981-2.
"Find, if you can, a more uninviting spot than Calcutta," said George Trevelyan in the nineteenth century. Today poverty itself has become the main tourist attraction. Frederic Thomas seeks to confront the poverty of Calcutta afresh, shaking off the image of a city in decay and assessing the elements of hope in the struggle for improvement. His analysis is based on wide historical and contemporary reading, many interviews with officials, local leaders and community organizations, and alert excursions through the major areas of the city and its urban hinterland.
This is perhaps the most accessible and interesting analysis of poverty in Calcutta. Thomas admits to being humbled by the complexity of the city; he acknowledges that there are aspects of its political life (such as the role of the dadas — bosses) that no outsider can fathom, but the sincerity of his synthesis of informants' insights and his own observations (enhanced by telling photographs) gives his account a compelling authenticity.
The chapters address the history and social morphology of Calcutta, the types of poor families and their living arrangements (in bustees/slums/ squatter settlements); the range of occupations and the informal economy; community organization and its relation to local politics and the major attempts at urban improvement.
Eschewing the typical view of the bustees (areas of land with hutments) as typifying poverty in the city, Thomas explains their evolution in the nineteenth century, and how the ownership and tenancy structure bedevilled attempts at improvement for decades. The residents of bustees are not necessarily poor. The focus on bustee improvement in development plans has marginalized the truly homeless, the pavement dwellers. Not enough attention has been given to understanding the squatter settlements on the periphery, which receive the poor displaced by rising rents and urban redevelopment and newly arrived refugees.
Through descriptions of caste groups, immigrants, refugees and informal occupations, Thomas explores different manifestations of urban poverty. His discussion of the attempts to plan urban improvement is caustic, yet reasoned. A case study of bustee improvement illustrates how living condi-
tions may be improved piecemeal, without effectively dealing with the many aspects of the city's housing problem. Similarly, programs to support smallscale enterprises do not touch the needs of the majority of workers in traditional occupations.
The discussion of the role of nongovernmental organizations exposes several vulnerabilities: the failure of international aid, the ineffectualness of many community organizations, the inability of bureaucrats to support genuine and sustained local initiatives, and the overall lack of political will that vitiates the efforts of NGOs. This chapter has to be understood against the background of local politics, and Thomas brings to life political dynamics by describing the major actors: ward councillors, dadas, clubs, bustee and citizen committees (p. 151).
Poverty here does not mean social disorganization and despair. Thomas takes hope from the resilience and stability of traditional ways of living and thinking. Sceptical of the orchestrated plans of official development agencies, he suggests that the only approach that will work is what A. N. Bose calls an "austerity model." This seeks to make optimal use of the resources available, does not interfere with the informal economy, provides training not for entrepreneurs but to promote paramedics and literacy educators, which sets flexible standards for service delivery, and designs transport for the common people and technologies to reduce environmental pollution. But Thomas fears that such an approach would be strongly opposed by developers and professional planners. Hence the final chapter is entitled "The Intractability of Urban Poverty."
This sombre account of Calcutta is readable, thought-provoking and moving.
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