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WHOSE RESPONSIBILITY? DILEMMAS OF CALCUTTA'S BUSTEE

POLICY IN THE NINETEENTH CENTURY

Christine FUREDY
Division of Social Science York University

Introduction

"The bustees of Calcutta have become notorious to all who have given attention to the state of the city":  few would have disagreed with this
statement from the health officer's report in 1876.1  The difficulties
which Calcutta experienced in confronting the issues raised by its bustees2

illustrate some of the constraints on urban planning and improvement in a colonial setting. Here, as in most growing urban centres of the nineteenth century, private property rights, public health values, political sensi​tivities, and limited resources combined to call forth strong conflicts which surfaced even in the most prosaic of local decisions. Many of these conflicts will be recognized as common to ratepayer-controlled municipal systems of the period as they faced a basic issue: how was responsibility to be assigned for remedying the defects accompanying urban growth?

The way in which a growing town deals with the underdeveloped or deteriorating localities where its poorest citizens live reveals much of urban policy in general.  Calcutta's debates over responsibility for poor areas gained distinctiveness from the peculiarities of ownership and tenancy rights in the bustees, and from ambiguous expectations based on the city's role as the imperial capital of India. One theme of this paper is that the responsibility debate, while not explaining every development in municipal policy, was a significant dimension of most decisions in the later nine​teenth century.
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2.
Perceptions of responsibility inevitably influenced proposed solutions to urban problems. Thus, as long as bustees were seen as inviolable private property, the onus of landowners and hut builders, prescriptions for im​provement were restricted and mechanisms for change circumscribed. When the principle of the common good was asserted more vigorously, administrators still encountered persisting roadblocks constructed on the rights of owner​ship and use.
The important policy debates in Calcutta were, in essence, boundary-drawing exercises.  Where did private responsibility end? How far should public bodies extend their jurisdiction? What were the avenues of inter​vention of different levels of government? These issues were examined in a context of some generally-accepted municipal values: that private enter​prise and private property were the wellsprings of urban prosperity, that adequate public health must be attained, that due process must be respected, and that municipal economy must be observed.  Calcutta's ratepayers were quick to see the financial implications of general issues. The question of who would pay for what was never far from the minds of the municipal commissioners.  By the end of the century it was apparent that as long as the various parties could not agree on how to finance improvement, there could be no large scale attack on the bustee problem.
Some general aspects of Calcutta from the mid-nineteenth century are particularly relevant to understanding discussions of the bustees. Calcutta was hardly alone in having no plan for development which could provide guidelines for specific policies. In addition, there was limited knowledge of the town, its environs, and its inhabitants. The town proper was hardly seen as a unity. People thought of the Northern Division, the 'Native Town,1 and the Southern Division, the 'European Town,1 as totally different.
3.
The North was viewed as disorganized, where crude huts abutted stylish mansions, where even the rich and educated might ignore basic sanitary principles.  It had grown almost entirely without higher-order planning and lacked a system of streets.  The European sector was not systematically planned but, initially, priority was given to its needs and some semblance of order was imposed along with growth. There was ingrained rivalry:  from the early-1860's Indian municipal commissioners charged that funds were disproportionately spent on the European sector, while British ratepayers retorted that they paid higher taxes. In the mid-18801s concern about the differences between the town proper and the underdeveloped suburban areas reinforced the divided-city theme.  Many ratepayers resisted the proposal to amalgamate the most urbanized portions of the suburbs with the old town because this would entail an increase in public responsibilities and thus in municipal taxes. Apart from Indian/European and old town/suburban dif​ferences, administrative fragmentation hampered overall decision-making: responsibility for the area was divided between imperial bodies (fort area
and imperial sites), the Port Trust, the Calcutta Corporation, and the
suburban municipalities.3
Thus Calcutta knew no general urban planning. But the Corporation did have, beyond its routine cleaning and regulatory functions, the duty of "town improvements.11 For the most part, improvement meant better public health and greater convenience for government, commerce and ratepaying residents. Understandably the greatest expenditures were upon infrastruc​ture: water supply, drainage, lighting, and streets. Much urban improvement proceeded in tandem with publicly-supported development as the result of decisions to develop land for governmental, commercial, and transport
4.
functions. Only late in the century did it emerge that improvement in one locality might result in deterioration elsewhere, as when clearance of huts from the expanding administrative-commercial core resulted in greater crowding in adjacent wards.
The first large-scale improvements, early in the nineteenth century, had been financed largely through lotteries. From the 1860's, Calcutta had a regular system of municipal rates and taxes which placed the major burden on owners and renters of house property. Four-fifths of municipal revenue derived from house, water, lighting, and cleaning rates. Large projects had to be financed by loans, but borrowing for municipal purposes became very difficult by the 1890’s. Calcutta's residents bore the highest level of municipal taxation of any Indian town except Simla.4
The town's supporting work force, comprised largely of migrants from rural Bengal and from neighbouring provinces, were expected to find their own niches in the developing city, sharing as best they could in the benefits of the empire's capital. However, their living arrangements came to be seen as a threat to the whole town and, especially after the institution of international sanitary conferences in the 1880's, public health was explicitly linked to international trade and thus to the economic prosper​ity of Eastern India.
The Actors in Local Decision-Making
From 1876 the municipal administration consisted of a body of from 72 to 75 commissioners (two-thirds elected on a high-ratepaying franchise, the remainder selected by the government of Bengal and special constituencies) and an executive headed by a senior ICS officer with a health officer, engineer, and staff. Among the commissioners the main occupational groups
5.
were lawyers (ranging from 19-30%), property owners (11-19%), merchants (12-19%), and public servants (13-17%). The property owners were pre​dominantly Hindu and none were British.
The increasing politicization of the municipal system has been described elsewhere.5  Two aspects of this trend—the general conflict of European against Indian, and the friction which was expressed in varied confrontations between the elected commissioners and the executive—were to be most vividly displayed in discussions about the bustees.  In particular, the poor relations between several health officers and the commissioners stymied agreement on bustee work.
In spite of the fact that the colonial administration sought, in various ways, to curb the power of the Calcutta Corporation from the 1880*s, the city's municipal commissioners remained, on paper at least, the most unfettered of any major Indian city.  The municipal act of 1876 gave the provincial government power to intervene and to supersede the municipal corporation, but only if it had been established that the commissioners had grossly failed in their duties.  The Bengal government usually exercised influence over policy-making not through such clauses but through is annual review of the municipal-administration reports or through public comments that a lieutenant-governor might choose to make.  In arriving at their annual assessment, provincial officers were much influenced by ,the report of the Army Sanitary Commission (which paid a good deal of attention to Calcutta) and the views of the city health officer. They were sensi​tive, too, to the representations of bodies such as the Bengal Chamber of Commerce and the Calcutta Trades Association.
6.
The role played by the imperial government was, with brief exceptions, as during Lord Ripon's viceroyalty, essentially one of criticism of the Calcutta Corporation, for, even in periods of extensive work on bustees, the city was unable to satisfy the expectations of Administration officers. As the bureaucracy became more carping towards the end of the century the Corporation became more defensive, and this was especially evident with respect to bustee policy. Thus bustee policy evolved against a backdrop of deepening misunderstanding and distrust.
The Nineteenth Century Bustees: Definition and Development
There are several lurid descriptions of bustees from mid-century, descriptions which refer almost exclusively to structural and sanitary features and reveal nothing of the social and economic life of these communities.6  There were no surveys which brought together information on physical features, bustee owners, and occupants.  Indeed there were few statistics of any kind. The following account is based largely on gleanings from municipal and sanitary reports of the period.
An official definition was set down only in 1888, when, to be designated a bustee, an area of land given over to hut building had to occupy an area of at least 10 cottahs (about one-sixth of an acre).7  But from the beginnings of the settlement's growth, poor residents had dwelt in mud-and-wattle huts built on rural models.  In general, this process produced, not orderly villages, but collections of individually-erected structures on blocks of rented land. They were called kutcha (temporary) housing as distinct from pucca (brick-built) town housing,8 and if they had drainage or sanitation it was kutcha drains and the most elementary privies. Bustees were generally thought of as temporary abodes for persons who had not made a permanent
7.
commitment to town life and it was expected that they would gradually give way to pucca development.  They were rarely referred to as 'slums':  that would have implied deteriorated pucca housing. Bustees on the town fringes were not considered urban phenomena.  These assumptions about bustees probably reinforced the attention given to physical attributes to the neglect of concern for bustee dwellers as individuals.
In 1882 the Corporation started a register of bustees, tabulating 486
on 3,054 bigahs of land.9  Five years later 3,715 individual premises of bustee land were recorded containing 18,655 tiled huts.10   At the end of the decade, after the addition of suburban sections to the town, a health officer estimated that a third of Calcutta was bustee land11 and we may take this as a rough measure for the late nineteenth century. None of the municipal sources estimates the number of bustee dwellers.

The distinctive feature of the arrangements for Calcutta's poor was the ownership/tenancy structure.  Landowners let out parcels of land, through agents, for hut building and the builders (called thika tenants) might either live in their structures or let them out. This system appears to have been unique to Calcutta at the time.12   It was to remain a pre​dominant feature of the bustees and to provide a major complication for improvement efforts and for municipal administration in general.
The ownership/tenancy arrangements directly affected the ways in which bustees developed.  There was no systematic planning or infrastructural provision, since as far as the landowners were concerned they were only renting out bare land.  A block might be taken up all at one time by a group of migrants or hut owners displaced from another area, or the land owner's agent might recruit tenants over a period of time. Each hut builder constructed his hut as he wished. A rudimentary pattern would
8.
emerge as subsequent builders oriented their huts to earlier ones, but in general the result of individualized hut building was a complex of narrow lanes bordered by open drains.
The growth of bustees was closely linked to employment needs of the port, domestic and general urban service, and small scale production. Occupational groups planted themselves as close to work sites as possible. In some cases bustees were fully occupied by members of a caste group using the site for their trade.  Most prominent were the communities of cow and buffalo herders (goalas) integrated into every ward.  Other examples are Hathi Bagan Bustee, occupied by circus and street performers, and the potters1 communities in Kumartuli. But there was no tidy spatial ordering of caste and ethnic groups in the piecemeal process of bustee growth.
A crucial feature of any bustee was its water source. Until unfiltered piped water was extended to the bustees, from the mid-1880*s, the inhabitants had to rely on ponds or tanks. Some tanks were created by the excavations of hut builders gathering soil; others served to drain off pools and swampy patches, and many were constructed as bathing places. The tank area was often the only open space in a congested bustee and it served the social functions of a village well.  Properly constructed wells were rare in bustees since neither land owners nor hut builders felt obliged to provide facilities for tenants.
Not all bustees were upon private land. Hut accommodation was standard for any worker, and where governmental or company housing was provided it was often in the form of bustees or bustee land. Even when 'lines' were built they night be constructed of mud and wattle and be crowded around with separate hutments. Thus we find it mentioned that the khalahasies of the Ordinance and Commissariat Departments of the Government of India were
9.
housed in bustees.  In the 1880's, their 'lines' were described as rows of back-to-back, one-roomed huts with open drains and no filtered water supply.13   When private commercial and manufacturing enterprises provided at all for their workers, it was often in the form of land for bustee building.
The local press operated with a stereotype of the bustee land owner, the adjective 'rich1 being almost invariably coupled with the noun. But municipal proceedings suggest great variety among holders of bustee land. In the first place, bustee premises varied in size, from large tracts such as those held by the Seal, Mullick, Deb, and Tagore families to many tiny parcels which only just qualified for inclusion under the official defini​tion.  There was probably no large property owner of Calcutta who did not own some bustee land, although mention is rarely made of such property in discussions of the 'urban rajas.14   And, of course, there were many owners who were not 'of Calcutta,' being absentee landlords, residing on rural estates, and managing their urban holdings through managers. Such absentee landholders might know as little of their bustee lands as the British memsahib who had never ventured north of Dalhousie Square knew of the 'Native' quarter of the town.
Large or prominent bustee land owners are mentioned in municipal reports for special reasons:  because they have donated land for the building of streets or squares, or to pressure them to make improvements; in some cases they are mentioned as having lodged objections to municipal actions.  Some of these land owners are noted in the Appendix. It cannot be presumed that all owners from aristocratic families were well off. Some were Hindu widows unable to sell the land but lacking capital to invest in improvements. Again, such owners would have had little direct knowledge of

10.
their properties. Many holdings were jointly owned under Hindu family law, and in such cases it was often very difficult, sometimes impossible, to get agreement on improvements. In cases of subdivision or joint ownership, an individual shareholder might derive very little in rents from his share.
While the large or well known owners would receive mention in the press from time to time, there were at any one time many small bustee owners.  In some cases the bustee land adjoined the family compound, part of the family land having been let out for hut building. In other cases, small parcels of land were the result of subdivision among the sons in a family. In 1860 it was noted that many bustee owners lived 'hand-to-mouth* on rents received.15   While the small land owners were perhaps more likely to be aware of the condition of their land, they were much less likely to be in a position to make improvements.
In general the city was more interested in the large land owners: they were more likely to have holdings of a substantial size in any one place, they could be pressed to make improvements, and, if they held prominent status, might be persuaded to make donations of land for roads or squares. Certainly moral pressure could be brought to bear on them. The numerous small owners caused the city endless problems: to widen a lane or put a street through a bustee made up of small holdings took months, some​times years, of negotiations and a single owner might stall the progress of a whole street.  Piecemeal improvements on small holdings made little impact if neighbouring lots continued to pollute water and land.
Of hut owners as a class we know next to nothing. Some moved out and presumably "up", letting their huts to tenants, and becoming absentee landlords of a kind. They remained intermediaries between hut tenants and land owners.
11.
There was no doubt that the bustee tenants were the poor of Calcutta. They were predominantly migrants and predominantly male.  Mess groups sharing one hut were common, sometimes called bustee 'chummeries.16 Bustee dwellers are shadowy, stereotyped, and largely silent figures in the official literature.  Many a health officer regarded them as totally ignorant and possibly uneducable, but the more humane administrator's view was that the poor could hardly be expected to improve their habits in the absence of drainage, pure water supply, sanitary facilities, and cleaning services.  Essentially, the hut tenants were ruled out as active partici​pants in bustee improvement in the nineteenth century and it was only rarely that they were drawn directly into policy discussions.
Although the amount of land given over to bustees remained roughly constant for several decades, bustee lands were volatile.  Huts were constantly being put up, pulled down, or added to.  A land owner might decide to withdraw his land from bustee tenancy, or to 'de-bustee’ it. The hut owners were, given notice and had to remove their huts: usually these were carefully taken to pieces and the bamboo or wattle frames and roof tiles taken to another site for rebuilding. The tenants were evacuated and might choose to follow the huts or seek other hut accommodation nearby. (One can understand that it was impossible for the municipal corporation to keep precise tabs on the number of huts in a bustee without a considerable census establishment.) De-busteeing was usually undertaken to allow pucca building.  By the 1890fs, cramped and poorly designed tenements (chawls) began to appear on bustee blocks.  The municipal engineer and health officers were also worried by the appearance of two-and three-storied kutcha structures in dense bustees.17
12.
The continual development of Calcutta, and particularly the progress of street building from 1880, added to this individually-initiated process of change.  Municipal improvement, especially the drainage and water works, rendered previously unsuitable sites buildable and increased land values considerably, so that more bustee landlords chose to convert their blocks. (One can imagine a type of 'blockbusting* process.) Further, street con​struction and official building entailed appropriation of land occupied by bustees.  Indeed, new roads were often justified in terms of enabling bustee demolition.  These developments increased uncertainty among hut builders and tenants with the consequence that hut owners in vulnerable sites were reluctant to invest anything but the minimum in their struc​tures, while land owners, looking to the time when they might sell their land for pucca building, resisted infrastructural improvements.
Emerging Issues of Bustee Improvement
It is as well to understand what bustee policy was not.  In the nine​teenth century, it was not a working-class housing policy. Providing, or even promoting, adequate accommodation for the city's poor was not con​ceived as one of a municipal corporation's duties.  In this respect Calcutta was no different from the average western city of the mid-nineteenth century.  But in Britain a broad interest developed in the condition of the working classes, while the conception of Calcutta's 'plague spots' remained circumscribed.  Bustee policy was not a community ' development, a neighbourhood, or an individual uplift policy. From the tine that Calcutta can be said to have had a bustee policy in the sense of giving regular rather than sporadic attention to the topic, it was in essence a public health policy.18
13.
Concern about bustees arose because they were regarded as hazardous and insanitary, sources of disease for their inhabitants, and ultimately a threat to the whole town and its trade. Those who argued for a clean-up of the bustees substantiated their arguments almost entirely with statistics on the incidence of zymotic disease (cholera, fever, dysentery, diarrhoea and smallpox) and on the condition of the water supply.  But since con​troversies over theories of disease were far from being settled, such data did not provide unquestioned guidelines for reform.  Nor were all Indian participants in these debates prepared to accept that European structures and, later, assumptions about crowding, were appropriate in Calcutta's19 environment.   In general, however, there was agreement that the condition of the bustees, especially their accumulating filth, was highly undesirable.
At mid-century the main concern was for the fire hazard of huts built of bamboo frames with thatched roofs.  From the late 1850*s pressure was exerted upon hut owners for the conversion to mud walls and tiled roofs. These regulations were enforced first in the Southern Division of town where the huts were a direct threat to European houses, shops, and offices, and were only gradually insisted upon for Northern Division.20   By 1879, bamboo and thatch were said to have been almost completely eliminated as building materials in the town proper. This change from 'country* materials to mud and tiles was so dramatic and gave such an appearance of improvement to the bustees that it undoubtedly reduced concern in the J860's and early '70's.  Perhaps more important was the fact that the municipal council and articulate citizens were preoccupied with a heated debate over the infra-structural planning of the pucca portions of town. Besides, it was argued, nothing could be done for bustee areas while the built-up areas lacked basic facilities and the town was without an underground drainage systom.21
14.
The health officer was foremost in drawing attention to the condition of the bus tees, arguing that "the centre and origin" of the town's insanitary state was in the "home life of the bus tees."  It was now the smells from unclean drains and foul tanks that drew attention, the worry about "pestilential stench" deriving from the miasmic theory of contagion.22
The Corporation chairman marvelled at "how human beings can exist in an atmosphere such as pervades a vast number of places not far removed from the main streets."23   He could not accept the position of some Civilians that the municipal legislation was adequate in assigning to bustee owners the duty of cleaning and that the deteriorating condition of the bustees was solely due to lack of consistent and vigorous prosecution of offenders. His 1873 report reveals the prevailing attitude to bustee improvement:
It must be borne in mind that, in the absence of all drainage arrange​ments, it is a most difficult task for the poorer classes to maintain their houses and lands in that state of cleanliness which sanitary laws, modelled on Western ideas, require. The truth is that sanitary laws and regulations pre-suppose reasonable conveniences for carrying them out, and when these are wanting, Justices who know from experi​ence the difficulties which beset the lower classes are unwilling to inflict severe fines.
The chairman went on to pose the problem which remained unchanged for the ensuing decades:
All that the Health Officer says against these villages I fully endorse and I have no doubt that the existence of these receptacles of filth is most prejudicial to the health of the inhabitants of this city.  But what is to be done? The occupiers and owners of the huts are not the owners of the land, and the landlord, as he has leased out his land in small plots for building purposes to different ryots, only concerns himself to see that his rents are duly collected.

Each hut is built and placed according to the fancy of the owner, and there is no attempt at arrangement or regularity. Therefore to evolve order out of the confused mass of huts in any village in Town would be simply impossible.24
All that the chairman could envisage as a solution was the wholesale demolition of the offending bustees and their rebuilding according to ap​proved plans:
15.
But then comes the question, who is to pay the cost? The proprietors of the land will not, and the owners of the huts, being all poor, could not.25
In 1875, the chairman, recapitulating, added:  "The Municipality can hardly be expected to expend any very large amount on improving private property."26
These reports express the essence of the ownership/responsibility issue of bustee improvement, an issue which was to remain at the centre of all controversy into this century.  They also sound several themes which recur in the following decades:  were western ideas of sanitation and housing appropriate for Calcutta, and, if 'regulation* was the mechanism for improvement, how could enforcement be carried out fairly, without undue harrassment of poor and uneducated citizens?
Those who advocated improvement by prosecution were not satisfied by what they regarded as the excuses of a weak-willed executive bowing to interested commissioners.  The enforcement approach to the bustee problem remained strong among the city's health officers, supported by the Army Sanitary Commissioner and important members of the Bengal Government. They were inclined to argue either that the existing legislation was adequate but was incompetently enforced, or that the powers of regulation should be enhanced by amendment of the municipal act and multiplication of by-laws.
When the municipal system was extensively revised in 1875-76 the Bengal Government took the opportunity of specifying its own powers of intervention in municipal affairs and of extending regulation over bustee landlords and hut owners.27 But it was not long before it became apparent that the clauses designed to impact on the bustee problem were not easily workable. The conservancy or cleaning problem serves as «i illustration.
16.
The health officer was convinced that regular cleaning would do much to improve the bustees without disturbing them "in a radical manner."28
But even though the new act gave the Corporation power to enter private land and remove waste matter which was a threat to health, in practice the Corporation could not act under this clause. The general conservancy fund could not be applied to the cleaning of private property: the costs had to be recovered from the proprietors. The legal and administrative expenses of prosecuting defaulting owners would have led the Corporation into debt.  The Corporation offered to supply full cleaning services to any owners willing to pay the cost:  very few owners responded.29   The other problem was structural:  many of the bustees were so congested, their lanes so narrow, that conservancy carts could not enter them.  In 1877 the municipality had to admit in its annual report that no "interior conservancy" had been generally undertaken and that such prosecutions as were feasible under the law had "proved utterly unavailing to secure any improvement."30
The poverty of the hut owners and the unresponsiveness of the land owners prompted the first suggestion of substantial municipal intervention by the procedure of buying up blocks of bustee land and undertaking complete infrastructural planning and even rebuilding.31   The concept of municipal purchase was not novel.  As early as 1826 the Lottery Committee had purchased and developed a block of bustee land in the European quarter. Up to the 1870's several pieces of land were bought and converted into pucca building sites under arrangements which entailed various 'deals' with bustee land owners. In addition, the appropriation, with compensation, of land needed for new roads was possible.  In this way surplus land which had housed bustees was acquired and sold. These procedures were applied mostly
17.
to the southern part of the town to expand the European sector. Although such conversions were seen as achieving improvement or 'reclamation,’ the developments benefitted affluent builders and resulted in the displacement of bustee dwellers.  They cannot be interpreted as instruments for improving the living conditions of bustee dwellers. In any case, such purchases were insignificant as it was soon discovered that the Corporation did not have the legal power of wholesale purchase of private land for redevelopment and sale.32   This solution was set aside until, in 1881, an amendment act was passed to enable such municipal purchase.
Another suggestion for municipal intervention also came to nothing for lack of legal powers. Clark, the engineer, suggested that the way to deal with the poverty of many property owners was to establish a loan fund "from which the poorer classes of owners could obtain loans, [repaying them] it in a limited number of years by private improvement rates."33   In fact he was suggesting the application to Calcutta of provisions from the Public Health Acts of England.
If municipal aid was not feasible, there was always the last resort of the "philanthropic hope." Repeatedly, the municipal chairman and other officers of the government called for wealthy proprietors to respond to the challenge of bustee conditions and undertake 'model* improvement schemes. Indeed, there were always a few prominent owners who undertook to give up land for streets, lane widening, and squares.  But there were too few instances of substantial improvement by influential bustee owners to prompt a movement which could have any impact on Calcutta.  If those who hoped for improvement from philanthropic motives were encouraged by the progress of model projects in certain British cities they did not understand the very different economic and social structure of Calcutta. There were few strong
18.
charitable associations and none saw it as a task to address the issues of housing for the working poor in general.  (They had their time cut out attending to lepers, paupers, beggars, and refugees from famines and natural disasters.)  Affluent Indian residents participated in the traditional system of charity and responded unevenly to British institutional ideas of improving welfare.34   There were no wealthy industrialists employing large numbers of workers who might see it in their interest to take a lead in worker housing.  Indian property owners did not build houses for specula​tion and, in any case, the bustee population of Calcutta was too poor to offer scope for "five percent philanthropy.'”35
Lessons from Tanks and Cowsheds
There was one form of bustee improvement initiated in the 1870's and pursued in subsequent decades for which the commissioners could claim 'progress': tank-filling. Even though the connection between the quality of water and epidemic disease was not clear at this time,36 the condition of many of the tanks was so appalling, even to the naked eye, that health officers marvelled that any bustee dwellers survived at all. In 1876 the municipal report thus described the tanks of the bustees:
Generally in the centre of these blocks there is a tank into which the sewage runs; on all sides there are privies which void their contents into the water. Official analyst reports show that the water in many of these tanks has the character of London sewage.  Shoals of worms are visible to the naked eye, and animalcules are observed under the microscope.  Every hour of the day residents use this water for cooking purposes, for washing and cleaning their utensils, their persons and their soiled clothes, in close proximity to the discharge for sewage from the latrines.37
From the 1850's on the municipal act contained a clause requiring owners of foul tanks to fill in, clean up or dewater them. This was one of several laws which were not enforced for decades. But in the mid- 1870's
19. the health officer, Dr. Payne, made the tanks his special target, as he was convinced there was a close connection between foul water and the incidence of cholera.38   In spite of opposition from many municipal commissioners,
several of whom argued that Payne's theories were unsubstantiated and ran counter to predominant thinking about cholera, Payne was able to initiate a tank-filling programme and it remained part of the city's improvement policy to the end of the century and beyond. Action on the tanks was easier than any other bustee improvement because the municipal act was quite explicit on the point, and this clause was separate from the bustee section of the act, since it applied to tanks anywhere in the town.
The tank-filling drive revealed the interconnectedness of factors in bustee improvement.  The first problem was what was to be used to fill the tanks? Calcutta was short of soil.  Payne thus turned to a commodity of which Calcutta had plenty—street sweepings.  It was convenient to use this refuse since the municipality did not then have to cart it to the edge of the town (where it was used as fill for the salt lakes reclamation project). Doubts were soon raised about the advisability of this practice, the first concern being the odours which augmented those already present in the bustees.39   Then, the fillings could produce mysterious gases. Reporting on a bustee inspection in 1887, the health officer told of a woman had not been able to extinguish her cooking fire which had burned continually for several weeks, causing marvel and fear among the bustee dwellers who thought it was "the tongue and the breath of the devil."40   Fearing that Calcutta would be pervaded by deadly 'marsh gas,’ a group of Indian commissioners agitated for discontinuation of the infill policy.  Perhaps sore serious was the fact that as the piped-water-supply programme fell behind schedule and the existing pumping station could not keep up a regular supply to
20.
areas already connected,41 the city was unable to supply the 'improved' bustees with alternative sources of water.  The inevitable result was greater crowding around the remaining tanks, the resort to even fouler shallow pools, and much inconvenience to bustee women who had to walk some distance to obtain water.  By the late 1880's a further consequence was apparent:  tank filling contributed to greater congestion since more huts were built on the former tank sites.42
All these issues were hotly debated in municipal meetings, and, since the health officers continued to support tank filling, the confrontations aggravated the poor relations between the body of Indian commissioners and the health office.43
The controversy over the tank-filling drive caused the Corporation to modify its original procedures, but not to drop the policy.  It was one method of bustee improvement that could be pursued without the full co​operation of land owners and the progress of knowledge about the relation of water to disease strengthened the hand of the health office by the 1890*s.  The problems with the tank-filling drive illustrate how easy it was, if structural aspects were addressed alone, to overlook the obvious needs of bustee dwellers and to fail to anticipate long-term consequences for the development of bustee blocks.
The case of the goala (cow and buffalo herder) bustees is an interesting one for it provoked the first organized citizen resistance to improvement schemes of the 1870's.
Stables housing cows, buffalo and horses coupled with the dwelling huts of their keepers formed distinctive types of bustees and were to be found in every ward of the town. They were early recognized as 'nuisances' over which, in theory, the municipality could exercise some control through
21.
licensing.  But the initial impetus for a clean-up did not come from the municipal corporation.  It was the Cattle Plague Commission of 1872 which condemned the arrangements by which goala families and their animals lived together, and liquid and solid manure saturated the bustee environs.44 It was not until 1877 that the Corporation framed elaborate rules to improve cowsheds which entailed building to an approved plan.45   Licensing was the mechanism of enforcement: licenses would not be issued to nonconforming sheds and operating without a license was liable to a fine.
These rules had little impact on the problem for, like other municipal building regulations, they applied only to new buildings and could not be enforced against existing ones.  The goalas soon discovered that it was cheaper to risk half-yearly fines for failing to take out a licence than to pay the fee and be inspected. They pleaded they were too poor to undertake such extensive improvements.46   Some who were close to the border between the town and the suburbs relocated to suburban areas where there was no such legislation.  Most, of course, could not move away from their regular customers.  In 1880, complaints from European residents about smells emanating from both horse stables and cow and buffalo bustees prompted a renewed drive against all animal stables.  The hackney-carriage keepers (who earned a good deal more than the milkmen) on the whole responded to this pressure; the goalas determined upon united resistance. In 1881 they organized a boycott of the municipal licences. The Corporation offered to waive the enforcement of the rules temporarily but the goalas distrusted the concession and persisted in their boycott.47   The Corporation, after considerable debate, decided to prosecute and brought cases against 566 goalas which resulted in fines for 335 of them. The goalas continued to insist that they could not afford the improvements and the municipality had
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to admit that the prosecutory policy did not result in any large-scale improvements.  It was decided not to provoke further confrontations but to proceed gradually, attempting to induce improvements upon the better off milkmen.
Some years later it was apparent that little progress had been made and the concept of 'model’ cowsheds was brought up.48   It was apparently not pursued then, and it was not until 1908 that a model cowshed was built to house 50 cows in Baugh Bazar. The cowsheds of Calcutta remained, in the opinion of the municipal executive, 'the most obtrusive nuisance in the town' throughout the nineteenth century.49
The failure of policy towards the goala bustees illustrates in microcosm the difficulties of enforcing improvement against poor hut owners.  Rendering the cowsheds acceptable entailed, in fact, complete rebuilding which was beyond the resources of this occupational class. Unable to offer any direct assistance, the Corporation attempted enforce​ment of limited rules. Because of sympathy for the milkmen's plight and an inadequate establishment for inspection, the cowsheds remained largely unregulated.
Property Rights and the 'Commonweal'
The various attempts to address the bustee problem in the 1870's had stirred considerable controversy.  It was not a comfortable prospect for Henry Harrison when he took over the chairmanship of the Corporation in 1881.  This determined, clear-sighted and judicious civil servant, who won the enduring respect of even hit opponents in the municipal system, made the bustees his first priority.  For a few years the city was to have a bustee policy rather than an indeterminate drifting and shifting from one 'solution1 to another.
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Harrison's attack on the bustee problem was broad-based, encompassing the basic improvements to be carried out in each bustee, the gathering of systematic information on the condition of bustees, changes in the Corporation's committee and administrative structure, a rationale for financing desired improvements, and the placing of bustee improvement in the context of town improvements in general.50
To demonstrate his commitment, and his conviction that the municipal commissioners and the public in general had to keep the condition of the bustees constantly before their eyes, he initiated regular site visits. He himself visited either formally or informally almost all the major bustees of the city. He persuaded the sanitary and bustee committees to hold some of their meetings in site. He started a fourfold register of bustees. He pressed the Corporation to clarify vague aspects of the municipal by-laws, such as the rules for the construction of new huts. And he attempted to set forth an acceptable, comprehensive bustee policy.
Harrison's views of what was necessary to sake an impact on the bustees were detailed in memoranda from mid-1881 to 1883.51   He argued that basic sanitary matters were the most urgent issues: open drains were to be converted to pipe sewers covered with Detailed paths, and privy and hut drains were to be connected to them. Filthy privies were to be abolished and service privies constructed on an approved model. Every bustee was to have at least some roads large enough for conservancy carts to pass along; the number and types of municipal staff were to be increased and individual overseers were to be made responsible in each bustee. Above all, Harrison highlighted the water problem, arguing that without adequate water supply it was futile to expect drains and sewers to be kept in working order. He criticized the tank-filling policy unless it was accompanied immediately
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with the supply of piped water and the installation of standposts.52   He had bathing platforms with shelters designed to replace foul tanks.  He carefully analyzed municipal finances and suggested a scheme whereby these changes could be implemented without an increase in the house-rate or in general municipal taxation.  Such a comprehensive scheme should, he urged, be undertaken with pride, be seen as a "splendid monument" to the municipal commissioners, so that Calcutta could hold forth a "noble example of sanitary improvement11 as a model to local self-government bodies throughout Bengal.53
A great deal of his energy was devoted to addressing the thorny question of funds for improvement. Although he was careful not to alienate the body of municipal commissioners and indeed the ratepayers, he frequently had hard words for the bustee landowners.  He demonstrated that the municipal assessment was biased in favour of the landlords and the owners of good houses in general and demonstrated that the system for collecting the consolidated rates was grossly unfair to bustee tenants.54   It became, he said later, something of "a sacred duty" to him to reform the structure of municipal taxation so that pucca property owners would bear a fairer share of municipal taxation.55
Inevitably, this approach led the municipal chairman into friction with many property owners. He was accused of overriding normal procedures, of "usurping the prerogative11 of the Bustee Committee and of prompting the Sanitary Committee to interfere in bustee work.  (He replied that it was impossible to separate bustee affairs from general issues of sanitation and city improvement.)56   When his measures for assessment reform were being applied in the late 1880*s, an eminent group of land owners, headed by Maharajah Sir Norendra Krishna Deb, memorialized the lieutenant-governor
25.
arguing for a repeal of the new rules.57   Harrison took the opportunity to emphasize his opinions about the role of bustee landlords:
The ground landlord invests no capital in the bustee (except perhaps for drainage), he risks nothing, he ventures nothing, and he appro​priates all the profits of municipal improvements.  The value of bustee land since the bustees have been improved by the Corporation, have had roads made through them, bathing platforms erected in them, and their conservancy attended to—has gone up from 50 to 100 percent. At a most moderate computation, the ground rents of bustees in Calcutta have increased by five lakhs annually during the last six or seven years. The landlords have literally grown rich in their sleep.58
But while he sought to improve the city's financial position by internal adjustments, Harrison was also convinced that the basic structure of municipal financing should be changed. He argued that the imperial government should recognize Calcutta as a special case and make concessions to improve its taxation base.59   Making a careful comparison of Calcutta's finances and duties with those of London and Paris, Chicago and New York, Harrison commented:
India is a poor country and Calcutta, the capital of poor country, is poor compared with other capitals and cities.  A reasonable critic, contrasting the funds at the disposal of this Municipality with those enjoyed by similar corporations in the West, would rather wonder that so much has been done in the way of municipal and sanitary improve* merits, during the last 20 years, with such snail means, than that so much remains to be done.60
But, he argued, the stage had been reached when further improvement required a substantial increase in spending. He/demonstrated by compara​tive statistics that Calcutta was more heavily taxed than any other large Indian town and quoted the Marquis of Wellesley's famous statement on Calcutta's improvement:  "It will certainly be the duty 6f the government to contribute in a just proportion, to any expense which nay be requisite for the purpose of completing the improvements of the town."61
Harrison and others hoped for the bestowal of excise and octroi rights on Calcutta, but in this the Bengal and Imperial governments chose to
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remain sensitive to the pressures of nonofficial business interests in Bengal and no relief was offered to the city.
In spite of such disappointments, Harrison pushed ahead with his improvement measures.  Almost all the bustles were connected to the drainage system; most of the open drains were converted to sewers and covered with footpaths; many tanks were filled; a daily privy-cleaning service was set up; some 80 bathing platforms were constructed, and the water supply was increased.  The opening out of narrow lanes was pursued, the mehtar service was municipalized, and four public squares were created in the northern part of the town.62   The Corporation were particularly proud of their Jorabagan 'remodelling.' They purchased three of the worst bustees in this ward and thoroughly reconstructed the area as an experiment in municipal action.63   By the end of the 1880's the claim was made that the bustees had undergone a "revolution" in that decade.
Perhaps it was because the bustees were now in the spotlight that, at the very time that the Corporation could claim some real progress, the British citizens of Calcutta organized to put pressure on the Government of Bengal to exercise its powers of intervention and investigate the sanitary state of the city. The subsequent Sanitary Commission of 1882-83 caused an uproar, with charges and countercharges being bandied about between British and Indian residents.64   One important outcome was the decision to amend the municipal act and to bring the most urbanized portions of the suburbs under town administration. This was seen as the only means of initiating sanitary reforms in the virtually untouched suburbs but, with no external relief extended to the Corporation, the expansion of its responsibilities inevitably led to a setback in the improvement of the 'old town.'65
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Improvements and Impediments
The municipal amendment act of 1888 indicated that, on paper at any rate, the earlier laissez-faire philosophy had been considerably eroded, for the Corporation acquired further powers over bustees. But many of the municipal discussions of the late 1880's and of the 1890's sound variations on the old themes.  There were still municipal commissioners arguing that heavy-handed enforcement was not necessary as landlords would recognize that it was in their own self-interest to improve their bustee properties.66 Others resisted pressure upon landlords on the grounds that the costs would simply be passed on to the poor tenants, so that in the end municipal improvements became not "benefits conferred on the poor*' but "a real present to the proprietor of the bustee.”67
From the late 1880's there was much friction over attempts to create more lanes and streets in bustees. Although it was agreed that compensa​tion would be paid if more than a fifth of a person's land was to be sur​rendered for a street, negotiations with landlords and hut owners were protracted.  It frequently happened that an owner found his remaining parcel of land was uneconomical, or that the planned street did not serve his needs well. There was persistent debate about the width of streets,68 and street creation prompted most of the appeals against the Corporation's actions. The municipal chairman concluded that:
It is impossible to ignore the claims of private owners in the con​struction of streets through bustees. ... At every step the Bustee Committee finds its projected improvements hampered by the legitimate objections of the proprietors so that such works as can be eventually insisted upon fall far short of the ideal project as first planned.69
However much the city asserted the principle of private responsibility, in practice the Corporation assumed as such as it could of the costs of
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bustee improvement. This was inevitable because although the municipal act allowed them to recoup the costs from bustee owners, in practice this proved almost impossible.  To proceed according to the letter of the law would, it was feared, call forth such opposition that "the work of bustee improvement would be brought to a standstill."70
It was ironic that, as the municipality strove to do more about the bustees, as it clarified and extended its legal powers, legalism and bureaucratism became substantial brakes on action. Legalism was a general trend accompanying the extension of local government throughout India. Local bodies had to be careful that their actions were within the law, and citizens were more likely to take court action to challenge institutional measures. The city became more sensitive to procedures for citizen response and protection.  (The considerable number of lawyers among the municipal commissioners assisted this trend.) Rules were spelt out for the issuing of notices and the hearing of appeals.  For instance, in 1881, the commissioners detailed the following steps in applying the municipal act to the improvement of a bustee:
1. The bustee to be inspected by the chairman and ward commissioners.

2. A resolution to be passed in meeting authorizing inspection by two medical officers.

3. After their report, a survey to be done and map prepared.

4. The assessor and surveyor to mark holdings and drains on the map.

5. The engineer to report on suggested improvements.

6. The bustee committee to meet at the bustee and to consider suggestions, talking to owners who wished to attend.

7. Notices to be sent to all owners outlining work proposed and inviting objections.

8. Fifteen days later, the Bustee Committee to meet to consider all objections and to pass orders.

9. The orders to be brought to a general meeting of all commissioners.

10.    Improvement action to be set in motion either by the owners or by the Corporation (followed by recovery of costs from owners).71
Before these steps were taken the bustee had to be 'registered’ as
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requiring improvement.  Needless to say, it was soon reported that registration and due process were slowing down progress.72   For instance, it could take over a year to complete the preliminary steps and 18 months before any action was taken in the bustee.
Legal and bureaucratic complexities, then, help to explain why the Corporation did not go further at this tine in public action to bring about improvements on private property.
Growing Concern with Congestion.
Even without fiscal and bureaucratic setbacks, the Corporation could hardly have kept up the pace of improvement of the 1880’s. Further burdens were added with changing demands for bustee improvement.  In the last decade of the century, health officers and civil servants pressed for action related to overcrowding and building regulations, in addition to perennially calling for more sanitary infrastructure and cleaning ii the bustees.
The person most responsible for raising issues of overcrowding and building regulations was Dr. W. J. Simpson, city health officer from 1886 to 1897.  An outspoken and undoubtedly dedicated officer (he was reported to have an iron model of a service privy in his office for the education of visitors), he was often moved to vehemence and even to anger by what, he took to be ignorance and deliberate obstruction from the Corporation commissioners and the Calcutta public.  His preoccupation with density followed from his theory of disease. Whereas Dr. Payne in the 1870’s had been convinced that water supply was the biggest factor in Calcutta's public health, Simpson, although he did not dismiss the need for pure water, was an adherent to the air-pollution theory of disease. "Pure air
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if as necessary as pure water” was his slogan to counter the attention which had been paid to water.73 Proper ventilation was a matter of the utmost importance to him, and ventilation was to be achieved by 'opening up':  "After water supply,” he declared, "everything of a sanitary nature in Calcutta hinges on the width and regularity of streets."74   He explained the processes at work in an area "immersed in polluted atmosphere" thus: the pervading stagnant air from congestion, inefficient drainage and inadequate cleaning caused more rapid formation of chemical products; offensive and noxious vapours multiplied and were then diffused into the atmosphere9 spreading to less congested areas.75
If Simpson had had his way, Calcutta would have insisted on streets wider than those of large British towns.  "Regularity" was important, as streets had to be aligned to the prevailing winds so as to ensure the maximum cleansing of 'poisonous agents.' So also the alignment of houses, their height relative to street width, and their relation to neighbouring buildings were of crucial importance.76
By such criteria, Calcutta was in desperate straits. Simpson saw the improvements in the bustees as negligible compared to the need for large-scale changes in the street pattern, in ward densities, in building regula​tions.  To him, overcrowding was the greatest urban evil and 'opening up' and 'ventilation' the principles for urban planning. And planning was his vision:  he called for an overall plan for the whole Calcutta area which would concentrate on streets and buildings and would be applied consistently over a period of fifteen to twenty years at least.77
Consequently, in his inspection rounds, Simpson highlighted some different aspects from hit predecessors. He condemned tank filling as contributing to further crowding. He deplored the trend he saw in several
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wards whereby bustee huts were being replaced by two- or three-storied masonry tenements.  In his view a badly built hut with cracks in its mud walls was healthier than a poorly ventilated tenement, as it permitted more "air exchange." He looked for density changes, and illustrated his reports with photographs to emphasize the characteristics of overcrowding.
Simpson was convinced that only wholesale demolition could bring improvement in certain sections of Calcutta.  He welcomed any new street projects and more especially if they entailed demolition of bustees. His recommendations for some new streets were even motivated by the desire to accomplish demolitions.  But such ‘opening up’ processes would be negated, he concluded, if not accompanied by strict building regulations, for he had noted that several (improved1 areas had deteriorated with further irregular building.78
Reacting to the passing of building by-laws in Britain, he recommended a building act for Calcutta.79   The regulations should not be left to the Calcutta commissioners to formulate: technical and professional knowledge was essential and the legislation should be shaped by a committee of drainage and sanitary engineers. The desire for expertise was coupled with a hope that scientific formulae could be found to guide public-health measures: specifications of the amount of air space per person, the width of streets, the size of courtyards.
Simpson*s statements to the Government of Bengal grew yearly more emphatic. In 1896 he was writing:
I have no hesitation in saying that as regards crowded and unhealthy areas generally, the town is in * worse condition in 1896 than it was in 1886, and must continue to retrograde in this respect until active and effective measures are taken to prevent the creation and perpetuation of insanitary location (sic).80
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Most of the Indian commissioners disputed the need for a building act, fearing that property values would be lowered.   The Chairman, however, remonstrated:
On general principle, property has duties as well as rights and in the case of overcrowded city property, where interference is necessary for the commonwealth, the state should place such restrictions upon building even at the cost of diminishing the value of town property to its immediate possessors, as may be essential for public health.82
These views were endorsed by Herbert Risley (secretary to the Govern​ment of Bengal) and the lieutenant-governor, Sir Alexander Mackenzie. The occurrence of plague in Bombay in 1896 was followed by swift and thorough measures in Calcutta. The plague inspectors' reports offered much gory evidence to support Simpson's declarations83 and in 1897 the Government of Bengal appointed a "Commission to Consider what Amendments are Required in the Law Relating to Buildings and Streets in Calcutta," amidst near panic about the plague and a crescendo of criticism of the Calcutta Corporation.
The Calcutta Building Commission, 1897
The Building Commission was the most important inquiry relating to the planning of Calcutta since the Fever Hospital Committee report of 1847.84 Bustees were only a minor concern, as attention focused on the adequacy of the city's building by-laws, and the best relation between the height of buildings and the width of streets.85   But issues raised by health officers about bustees were given some consideration. The Commission rejected the suggestion that certain areas should be completely demolished and rebuilt, on the grounds that this would be too expensive, and would result in the displacement of many poor workers, many of whom would crowd into neighbour​ing wards. Much good could be done, it was argued, by opening up a number of fairly vide streets and by providing 'lungs' for congested localities—
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to be achieved by converting filled-in tanks to squares and creating more small parks.  In any such acquisitions by the Corporation, care should be taken not to cause "unnecessary hardships by the wholesale ejection of communities which might have to go far in search of suitable habitations.”86
It is of particular interest that, in their preliminary questionnaire, the Commission asked whether Calcutta should follow British practice in supplying working-class housing. But the respondents saw no possibility of transferring this idea to Calcutta:  neither individuals nor building companies would be interested in building accommodation cheap enough for Calcutta's poor.  The Calcutta Trades Association was of the opinion that
[t]he bustee system is by far the best and cheapest, if well regulated, for the poorer population who migrate between Calcutta and their native villages.  Pucca houses, if after the London style of workmen’s dwellings or any other style, would not be suitable owing to the expense; rents would be high, and the poorer class of people not being accustomed to anything but their hut dwellings, night have other objections against occupying them.87
As for an overall plan for Calcutta, the Commission concluded that it was "wholly impossible" to lay out any scheme with regard to the parts of the town which, were extensively built up. They thought that the only hope for orderly planning in Calcutta lay in the suburban areas, where principles of land-use planning should be introduced and generous open spaces required.88
"The issue which lies in fact at the root of the whole enquiry," the Commission noted in their preamble, "is to what extent and in what direc​tion private property rights may equitably be made to give way to public needs."89   How did the Commission suggest resolving conflicts which, while applying generally to the planning of Calcutta, had been particularly sharp in relation to bustee areas? They decided that it would be unjust to require neighbouring owners or occupiers to pay any portion of the cost of
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an improvement.  They acknowledged the evidence that property owners benefitted from city improvements through the increased value of their property, but argued that it did not follow that land owners should therefore pay more than other ratepayers for town improvements. Nor would the Commission agree that owners were responsible for congestion (by failing to comply with existing regulations) and that they should thus support part of the cost of improvement "by way of penalty.”90   Rather, the principle of com​pensation from public funds had to be accepted as the fair and feasible mechanism for achieving the "opening out" of congested areas.
This position immediately raised the question of where the funds for improvement were to come from. No one disputed that large amounts of money would be necessary to make an impact on Calcutta's problems.  After a careful review of municipal finances, the Building Commission decided against raising property taxes.91   But the resources of the city were "barely sufficient" for ordinary expenses, and its borrowing powers were limited, so the money for massive improvements could not come from regular funds.
The whole discussion thus shifted to another level. The Commission returned to the issues which had long been raised by the Corporation—the responsibility of the provincial and central governments for the improve​ment of Calcutta. It was, they argued, "in the interests of the Empire" that the government should cone to the assistance of the city. Imperial revenues would suffer and "English commerce" would be damaged if Calcutta succumbed to serious epidemics. Apart from these considerations, Calcutta was the seat of the imperial and provincial governments and these should "bear a part in reducing Calcutta to order."92
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So the Building Commission initiated the process which resulted in the establishment of the Calcutta Improvement Trust in 1913. The investigation had served the purpose of frank discussion of many problems, but, from the point of view of the development of bustee policy, it must, in retrospect, be judged very disappointing.  The principle stressed as a solution to congested areas (both bustee and other) was "opening out," but the in​evitable consequences of applying this principle were sidestepped, since there was no insistence upon the supply of cheap alternative accommodation for those who would be displaced.  Indeed, there was no consideration of the future housing needs of the urban area.93   While there was much dis​cussion of responsibility for Calcutta, no one was yet ready to make a broad commitment to meeting the many needs of bustee dwellers.
Conclusion
Calcutta's several roles as imperial and presidency capital and a primate node for a developing hinterland had the result of both advancing and restraining urban policy.  In 1876 the city won a liberal municipal constitution, but from then its decision making was increasingly scrutinized and criticized. The urban area's magnetism and multiple func​tions brought with them complex responsibilities, yet the imperial govern​ment denied Calcutta the range of taxes allowed to other major towns. Calcutta liked to boast of its status as 'second city of the Empire,' but its commissioners grew prickly when spotlights probed beyond its palatial facades. By the end of the century, many who cared about the city's condi​tion were convinced that the bustees were the test case for urban renewal.
There are many parallels to be drawn between the issues of urban renewal in Britain and those in Calcutta. Phases similar to those in
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British cities appear in Calcutta some years later:  the concern for sanitary infrastructures; the development of institutional and legislative mechanisms; the clashes between property owners, ratepayers' representatives and civil servants; changing conceptions of overcrowding; the demand for stricter building by-laws, and the emerging awareness of the housing needs of the urban poor.  Such parallels are hardly surprising since the issues for Calcutta were formulated largely according to the preoccupations of British local administrators and residents, and British laws were naturally looked to as models for Indian legislation.94   But there was not a one-to-one correspondence:  some of the ideas which contributed significantly to improvement drives in Britain were hardly voiced in Calcutta. For instance, it is rarely suggested that poor and overcrowded housing would have deleterious effects upon the morals of the urban poor.
In general, there was an acceptance of poverty as the condition of the ‘lower classes of the Natives.’  When poverty was being unmasked in Britain by the writings of persons like Charles Booth and the work of organizations from the Social Democratic Foundation to the Salvation Army, poverty in Calcutta was everywhere so obvious as to be accepted as inevitable. Con​currently, the bustee was accepted as the feasible housing for the poor. In 1899, a sanitary inspection report, commenting that the problem of housing the poor "is a difficulty not confined to India, but is one met within all European countries," continued:
Various schemes have been tried, and in many European towns the dif​ficulties have been to a great extent overcome.  But there is no one scheme which is universally applicable, and the problem has to be solved afresh, not only in every country, but in every city.  In Calcutta the bustee is the solution hitherto accepted.  It is scarcely an entirely satisfactory one; but the bustee has come; it will probably stay; and it must therefore be dealt with as it is, and no effort spared to make this form of dwelling as sanitary as conditions will allow.95
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Thus, although British codes were usually the starting points for local legislation in India, it was never taken for granted that British laws could be applied to Indian cities without adaptation. However, few creative suggestions were made for appropriate technology for Calcutta. The Civilians feared that adaptation to local circumstances would be used as an excuse to evade universal principles of sanitation, and there was a paucity of ideas about appropriate alternatives for the development of poor localities in a poor city.  So the statistical approach to public health was reinforced. This in turn meant that details of sanitary infrastructure, of building and street form, crowded out incipient awareness of bustee dwellers as persons and of the multiple needs of poor workers.
The tendency to take the lead from British action for public health, housing, and urban renewal grew stronger in the 1890’s. The various pieces of British legislation were finally coming together with some coherence and it was believed that progress was being made with urban problems, so there were more apologists in India for British models.  In the nineteenth century, however, Calcutta could not think of applying the important solutions of Europe, solutions which depended on serviced, cheap suburban land, cheap and efficient transport, and a plethora of building companies that found it profitable to construct low-cost housing.
The major theme that emerges from a review of the efforts of the municipal Corporation to address the bustee problem is the continuing tension between the rights of property owners and perceived ends of the ‘commonweal.’ This tension was also of supreme importance in European, and other Indian, cities.  But the dynamics of property owning and low-cost building in Calcutta gave a distinctive character to the problem there and made its resolution particularly intractable. Many of the proposed solu-
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tions to the bustee problem can be seen as attempts to manoeuvre around the conflicting interests of the powerful land owners and the poor hut owners and tenants.
One by one, early solutions revealed their limitations, whether these derived from citizen resistance, financial restrictions, or the sheer complexity of emerging interconnections in the urban system. Thus hopes for public-spirited response from owners gave way to demands for elaborate laws and bylaws, to calls for stricter enforcement and heavier prosecution. Later more 'expertise' was called for and decision making by ratepayer representatives was criticized as amateurish—a theme sounded in many late nineteenth century cities.  Eventually it was recognized that there was no easy way in which the rights of property owners could be reconciled with the limited capabilities of poor hut owners and tenants.  If considerable reorganization of the bustees was necessary, the municipal Corporation would have to provide large-scale compensation and support. This in turn required resources far beyond its regular ones.
In Britain| debate was moderated with the acceptance of public responsibility and with the sharing of the costs between private enterprise and official bodies. In Calcutta, all the Building Commission could do was to open out the debate, pleading for a generous response from public and private institutions. The city was soon to discover that no other level of government and no other economic interest was eager to take up a major part of the burden of coping with uncontrolled growth.
The record of nineteenth century bustee improvement, then, is uneven. By the 1890'• the city was falling more and more behind in its supply of basic needs and in its regular cleaning of the bustees. Meanwhile, these settlements in the town area grew more crowded and complex with the
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puccarizing of huts and the great increase in three- and four-storied chawls or tenements on bustee land.  New settlements sprawled higgedly-piggedly in the suburban fringe areas. The Administration became convinced that the Calcutta commissioners represented the quintessence of incom​petence and were incapable of addressing the urgent issues.96
Undoubtedly the procedures for bustee improvement were dilatory but the lack of steady progress cannot be attributed merely to wilful neglect. Effective bustee policies were hampered by the difficulties of assigning responsibility for action, difficulties which arose from the land-tenure system, the prevailing values of the time (the sensitivity to property rights, the insensitivity to the needs of the poor), and the severe con​straints (legislative, financial and practical) on municipal action. The experience with the bustees illustrates the difficulties of urban renewal in general.  Thus, whatever the limitations of bustee policy, however fitfully it was pursued, however tenuously it was linked to a broad vision of social and physical needs, it remains one of the most important indicators of how urban policy was conceived and pursued in a British colonial city.
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TABLE:  Some bustee land owners mentioned in municipal proceedings 1875-1900
Name
Srm. Moni Bibee 

Maharajah of Burdwan 

Joygopal Bysack & others 

Mahendra Lal Chunder
Srm. Kasmoni Dassee 

        (estate of)
Mah. Norendra Krishna
Behari Lai, N.C. and

   Laknarain Mullick
Judo Lai Mullick
Soobuldas Mullick
Navab of Murshidabad
Rani Surnomoyi
Mah. Jotindra Mohan Tagore
Surendra Mohan Tagore

Bustee 

Colvin's 

Tiretta Bazar 

Bysack's Digee 

Burtolla
Bamun Bagan 

Mirzapore St
Sickdapara St
Raja Bagan
Putvar Bagan
Kalakar
Halsi Bagan
Bamun Bagan
Taltalah Square area

Reference
objected to 15* width for road made improvement, 1870’s improvements required, 1875 street building, 1891
negotiations re streets, 1883 gave land for streets, 1889
improvements required, 1885 streets required, 1891 extensive improvements, 1875 inspected, 1884 inspected, 1884 gave land for street, 1883 improvements, 1890
Source: CMARs 1875-1891
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