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The label "City of Scarcity" has clung to Calcutta for. years.1 I don't have to give you statistics to prove its poverty. Everything in the city seems scarce, except people. Land, space, water, housing, food, power, all the necessities of life appear to be in short supply. What fascinates a western visitor to the city is how the most needy, the poor, many of whom are rural migrants, survive in such a context of scarcity. The poor are before your eyes wherever you go, from the rich suburbs to the crowded bustis. And no amount of academic preparation can dull the edge of one's fascination and amazement at the tenacity, the resilience and the ingenuity of the poor of this city. Although I was not in Calcutta, on any of the three visits I have made there, to study the poor — I was engaged in dry and esoteric historical research2 — yet I thought that one of the most important things I could do was to bring back to Canada something that would help explain to Canadian students how the poor may survive in such a city. Today I want to show you some of the slides I took for this purpose. You may find them limited and amateurish. I must explain that, as a well-to-do foreigner, I felt very constrained in photographing poverty in Calcutta. I was restrained, by a sense of decency, embarrassed (in the primary sense of that term) by a sense of awe. Perhaps there was something of what David Heath said this morning: to photograph is to create a sense of responsibility for the photographed. Perhaps I did not want that responsibility, knowing I was a transient in the city. I was aware that the reactions of the poor to an intruder with a camera can range from delight and acceptance, through indifference, to suspicion and anger, and I did not trust myself to read the emotions of another people in another culture with unerring accuracy.
So I took few photographs of the pavement poor, the

maimed and destitute beggars, whom I passed every day as I moved about the downtown streets. I reasoned that such photographs would not reveal to my students much of the dynamics of survival of which they know so little. I wanted to capture a record, no matter how inadequate, of another level of interaction, more complex than the exchanges of charity, types of interaction which I also observed daily in the city.
I wanted to be able to suggest how the poor of Calcutta (and here I must include the beggars as well), survive by becoming links in chains of interdependence, by playing parts in cycles of use and re-use, to ensure that they share in something of what the city has to offer — even if that something is really only the waste products of the well-to-do. I chose to photograph two groups who survive in such ways.
The first group I photographed essentially, by "spying" on them; the second by meeting them through a trusted helper. The first literally lived beneath my window where I resided in a comfortable apartment in the elite suburb of Ballygunge.3 Notice I do not call Ballygunge an "exclusive" suburb, for no part of Calcutta is exclusive: the poor are everywhere; they penetrate to where they can gain footholds from which they can eke out a living. A few families had established a foothold on a piece of land adjacent to my apartment. It was private land which had been vacant, awaiting development, for some years. Day by day I could see this land being put to many uses; indeed, I first thought that it was a public park.4 Then I became aware of important interactions taking place among groups of the users. One man was taking advantage of the open grass to run a small buffalo farm (khatal). He supplied fresh milk on contract to rich households of the area. The
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droppings of his buffalo were essential to the existence of another group of users. These busy and enterprising families had established what I dubbed a "fuel factory." They made gool balls, extensively used for fuel in Calcutta (whose hinterland yields little wood and which is chronically short of electricity and oil), by mixing dung with coal dust, which they obtained from a nearby coal depot. These families paid the Khatal owner for the droppings of his herd with their highest-quality gool balls.5 In addition they scoured the neighbouring streets for cow dung. If the dung had dried into hard pats, they softened it with water (there is a "tank" and a swamp on the land) and spread it to dry in palm pats on the wall enclosing part of the land. After the dung and coal dust are mixed and shaped into balls, they are spread on round cane racks to dry. Sometimes the gool makers pay for dung in cash.6
These gool-making families are squatters. You can see the shacks they have built up against the apartment building in the center of the photograph here. Thus they preserve their usufructory rights to the land and the dung by squatting on the spot. This enables the families to use every available spare moment on gool making. In the dry weather, whenever there was working light, I could
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observe them at work. The workers are usually the women and children, indeed predominantly the children of the families, for the men, for the most part, have other jobs in the city as factory workers, peons (messengers), durwans (watchmen and doorkeepers) or rickshaw and cart pullers. The fuel factory provides supplementary income. When they first started, these families, who are non-Bengali migrants from a neighbouring state (Bihar) and from further afield (Uttar Pradesh), probably peddled

their gools on the Ballygunge streets; as the operation expanded, as it has done since the early 1970's, they produced too much to market in this casual fashion and began to sell through contacts — people I would call the retail "brokers" of the "informal sector."7 The gool makers earn 15 to 30 cents per 100 gools, depending on the quality. They can make up to $25.00 a month from this supplementary work, which may be equal to the amount earned by the family head at other work.
I should clarify the remark about "expansion." The fuel factory expands and contracts with demand and the seasons. It is difficult to make gools during the monsoon season: the heavy rains wash away the dung, the balls cannot be dried in shape. Then, the demand is much greater in the winter when fuel is needed for heating as well as cooking. So this supplementary income is not steady and the women and children seek other "informal" jobs in the off periods.
The gool makers do not have a monopoly of the Cornfield Rd. lots. The pile of light stuff you see in the photograph is cotton waste. The "cotton pickers" have collected waste material from factories and are "combing" it and drying it in the sun. They will sell it to itinerant tradesmen who go from door to door fluffing out mattresses and pillows and restuffing them. They may also dispose of this cotton waste through brokers. When the demand for gools is low the gool makers may also turn to such activities. Another group who used the land were dhobls (washermen). They operated out of a tiny shop across the road. Usually their laundering was done at dhobi tanks on the urban fringes but sometimes the laundry had to be collected when it was not dry and so it was spread on the vacant lot for the final airing.
The continuing development of Calcutta — "progress" in the eyes of the well-off — means something very different to the petty entrepreneurs of the informal sector who operate out of the vacant lots of the city. This land has now been sold. Soon it will be covered with high-rise apartment buildings. Where will the gool makers go? Unless they can find another place to squat which also provides access to buffalo and cow herds in the central urban area they will lose their unique advantage: of carrying out a rural-urban occupation (for that is what we must call the mixing of dung and dust) on the very doorstep of their customers. If they have to move to the bustis on the edges of the city, their convenient relations — the access of the men to central urban work and of the women to dung, dust and markets
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— may be destroyed.
It is to the urban fringes that I now turn, to the oldest and largest of Calcutta's municipal garbage dumps, the Dharpa Dump on the eastern edge of the urban area. Again we find squatter families ingeniously supplementing the male earners' income. In these families at least one member, usually the husband, sometimes a son, holds one of the lowliest jobs in the Calcutta Corporation. They are "sweepers" or garbage collectors, or perform some other function in the collection and disposal of garbage. If you know anything of the caste system of India you will know immediately that these people are from "Scheduled Castes," once known as "Untouchables" and called by Mahatma Gandhi Harijans (Children of God). (The gool makers are also from the lowest-ranking groups, because they touch animal waste products which are considered "polluting" by Hindus.) Also like the gool makers, the Dharpa Dump dwellers are non-Bengali-speaking rural migrants. They come mostly from the states of Bihar and Orissa.
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It has been said that Calcutta has the cleanest garbage in the world.8 This is because the city's refuse goes through an elaborate, informal chain of processing before finally reaching the dumps. Several categories of people gain from the garbage. Those with first access are the servants of the household or the cleaners of the offices. It is their perquisite to go through the wastebaskets at the end of each day. What they throw on to middens in the street will be picked over by the pavement dwellers and squatters of the neighbourhood. Everything of any obvious value will be selected and sorted. After some days the dregs of these pickings are loaded on to the municipal garbage trucks — at this time

the garbage men have their chance — and taken to Dharpa, which stretches for acres on the eastern fringes of the city. I visited the dump with a social worker from a church group which was helping the dump squatters.9
All day long you can see family groups of women and children scavenging across the dump. If you look closely at the photos you will see they are joined by other scavengers: cows, pigs, dogs and vulture-like birds. You can see the family organization: the woman in the center of the photo sitting under the lamppost is minding very small children. Her older children range around and bring to her their findings, depositing them in the large cane basket beside her. But these stretches of dump are not the most prized picking areas. The most valued vantagepoints are where the incoming trucks back up to dump fresh refuse. Women and children rush to be first to examine the garbage even as it is shoveled off the trucks.
Even at this most elementary level of urban work, there is specialization. Families tend to specialize in types of garbage: in rags, in paper, in scraps of tin. I even saw a woman picking cinders left from gool balls. Although Calcuttans rarely throw away something that might still have some use, yet of all the cinders discarded a few handfuls may be found to have some spark left. They can be ground up and mixed with fresh dung to make new gools. And so the fringe dump squatters are linked to the more central gool factory. All these pickings will be marketed, either by the women themselves or through brokers.
The fact that pigs and cows can eat what is not otherwise recyclable is a great boon to the dump squatters, because they can keep these animals cheaply, thus adding another string to their meager bows.
At the time I visited Dharpa (in 1974) there were about 700 persons living in the dump village. (One cannot tell the extent of it from my photographs.) The place of the traditional village well is taken by the few water outlets around the site: the women must gather, and often queue, to get water for washing and cooking. The shacks are typical squatter shacks constructed of miscellaneous materials (some perhaps picked up from the dump). Even amidst such poverty one can observe differences of status. There are shacks with tiled roofs (a luxury item), or with fences around a compound housing an extended family.
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These squatters earn less for their pickings than the gool makers from the fuel balls, but their general situation is more secure. They have semi-legal status, for the Calcutta Corporation permits them to live in the dump village and there is no threat of eviction. After all, it is in the interests of the city council to have such a pool of cheap labour for the lowest jobs, jobs which are so poorly paid that without the supplementary income brought in by scavenging and other activities, a family could not survive. When I return to Calcutta I expect to find high-rises where the gool makers worked, but that the dump village has grown in size. One thing we can be sure of is that Calcutta will always have garbage!
There is one point I must stress about both these groups. They do not represent the very poorest people of Calcutta at all. They are not dependent on charity; they are not totally unemployed. Remember I said that in most cases the male heads of the families had jobs, albeit menial and casual jobs. In addition they have found a way to supplement their low (and often uncertain) wages. They have, through the use of the women's and children's labour in productive enterprises, made niches for themselves in the city. These examples of "survival" enterprise could be multiplied thousands of times for cities like Calcutta.
I'll close now with a few remarks in response to questions and criticisms of my "documenting" techniques. Let me remind you that I was not in Calcutta primarily to study the poor as a sociologist might have done. Had I thought of myself in such a professional role while observing the families I have described here, I might have felt less constrained, I might have been bolder with my camera, and the photos would undoubtedly have been more effective. My aims were modest: I simply wanted to have some record of "survival techniques" to use in explaining the dynamics of poor cities to Canadian undergraduates. I was acutely aware of the sensitivity which Calcuttans feel about the "exposure" of the city's poverty. Let me give you an illustrative anecdote. A Canadian geography professor recently visited Calcutta. Like me, he was interested in taking some photographs of how the poor live. With their cameras around their necks, he and another Canadian got into a taxi in downtown Calcutta and asked the driver to take them to some bustis (slums). The taxi driver appeared not to understand. He said he didn't know where there were any bustis. Thinking they might have got the term for "slum" wrong, the Canadians asked the driver to stop while they asked some educated-looking

pedestrians. But they got the same response: people seemed not to understand, not to know where the slums of the city were to be found. How do we account for this in a city where every ward has its bustis, where perhaps half the population live in slum conditions? Many Calcuttans think that the only scenes which visitors photograph are ones of extreme poverty. Perhaps the pedestrians tried to resolve their dilemma by seeming not to understand what the camera-equipped foreigners wanted.
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Of course there may have been other explanations of this incident yet I believed that had I asked the city council for permission to photograph the gool makers and the dump dwellers I would have received a polite refusal. I was able to photograph the Dharpa village because the social worker I went with, who understood my academic purpose, was trusted and loved by the squatters. I did not think I should press this privilege by getting too close, by intruding into compounds and into houses. I don't regret my restraint in spite of the resultant inadequacies of my slides because I believe that the use of technology must be constrained by humane consideration for the rights and the privacy of even the most "exposed" of a poor city's poor.
25
Notes
1. See Nirmal Kumar Bose, "Calcutta: A Premature
Metropolis" in the editors of the Scientific American,
Cities (New York, 1966), p. 73.
2. In 1972 and 1974 I was researching the history of
municipal government in Calcutta, with the support of a
Canada Council research grant and in 1977-78 I was
researching the development of modern retailing in
eastern India on a Shastri Indo-Canadian Senior
Fellowship. I am an historian by training rather than a
sociologist or social anthropologist.
3. One can gain an idea of the Ballygunge area from
Clark Blaise and Bharati Mukherjee, Days and Nights in
Calcutta (New York, 1977).
4. I am grateful to Mr. Tapesh Chandra Roy, Chief
Valuator of the Calcutta Improvement Trust for telling me
some of the history of this vacant land.


5. I am greatly indebted to Mr. S.R. Behani, of
Herambachandra College, Calcutta, for assistance in
gathering information about both groups of people
discussed in this paper.
6. See Raghubir Singh and Joseph Lelyveld, Calcutta
(Hong Kong, 1975), pp. 17-18.
7. On the concept of "brokers" between the formal and
informal sectors of the economy of cities in less
developed countries, see Larissa Lomnitz,
"Mechanisms of Articulation Between Shantytown
Settlers and the Urban System." Urban Anthropology,
Vol. 7(2), 1978, pp. 185-205.
8. See Singh and Lelyveld, ibid., p. 16.
9. I am very grateful to Mr. Somen Mukherjee of the
Churches' Auxiliary for Social Action for taking me to
Dharpa in 1974 and for supplying me with background
information.
