
N
arendra Modi is not the first person to have thought of “clean-
ing” India. If you Google “waste management in India”, one of
the things that pops up is a Wikipedia tract called “Solid waste
policy in India”. The “policy”, we are told, specifies the duties

and responsibilities of cities and citizens, for hygienic waste management.
The starting point was a report prepared in 1999, and submitted by a com-
mittee to the Supreme Court, which asked that its recommendations be fol-
lowed. What resulted was the framing of the policy in 2000. Examples of
the wisdom in the policy: the best way to keep cities clean is to not dirty
them in the first place; hence, a city should not have street bins! In line with
this, littering and throwing of garbage on the road was “prohibited”.

As with all “time-bound” programmes, a strict time-table was laid
down. Existing landfill sites were to be “improved” by end-2001, new land-
fill sites were to be identified by end-2002, and waste-processing facilities
were to be set up by end-2003. Municipalities were to ensure “community
participation”, there was to be no manual handling of waste, and dry waste
collection was to be left to the “informal sector”. There was more, all based
on high principle and all of it politically correct. Municipalities were to
charge for waste collection (except in slums), on the “polluter pays” prin-
ciple, with the charges indexed to the cost of living. And finally, the
Supreme Court would ask the various High Courts to monitor compliance.

Since it is difficult to make all this up, one must assume that the
Wikipedia item is faithful to the facts — which tell us a lot about India’s
plans and how they get lost in a city’s (or the country’s) skunkworks. Take
any railway train out of any city, look out of the window, and see the
unbearable filth alongside the tracks. You will then recognise the futility
of all the committees and even courts. Most cities today are able to treat only
a fraction of their liquid waste, the bulk of which gets dumped untreated
in hapless rivers. Some, like the Yamuna flowing through Delhi, have
become little more than open sewers. Sometimes, in the way these things
happen, the sewer lines empty out into the river upstream of the city, so the
stuff gets right back into the city’s waterworks. Among the most common
things found in the water supply of Indian cities is E coli, the source of
which is faeces. Think of what you may be drinking.

It is easy, therefore, to understand why Mr Modi told an election rally
in Mumbai during the state election campaign that he had no time for grand
plans (or planners, he might have added). You could even argue that he has
done more than any planner or committee or court, simply by mentioning
the subject of cleanliness from the Red Fort and then picking up a broom.
But the questions won’t go away. Has Mr Modi thought about the conse-
quences if his excellent programme to clean India succeeds?

If all the streets and by-lanes and police stations are swept clean,
where will you dump the refuse? Who will recycle it? If everyone gets toi-
lets (so that you don’t have to look out of your railway window and see long
lines of male squatters with plastic water bottles), do we have enough
water to flush them down? And if you do, think of the increase in sewage,
most of which is already untreated when discharged into rivers. Or do we
need water-less toilets? Even as he focuses on sweeping away many things
with his new broom, Mr Modi must recognise the need for “plans”, which
is short-hand for systemic solutions that complement or guide his problem-
fixing approach.
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Many other changes Narendra
Modi may bring about as prime
minister, but for the moment, we

oldies past the biblical allocation of three-
score-and-ten owe a debt of gratitude to
him for reviving everyone’s interest in that
taken-for-granted chambermaid of the
communication age, the radio. Back in the
Jurassic Age of the 1950s and 1960s, when
we were growing up, it was our sole window
to the world. There was no social media
then (gasp!), no internet, no television, no
cellphones (even their sturdy ancestors,
the rotary dial phones were exceptions).
Most of us made do with day-old dak edi-
tions of newspapers that had little news of
the outside world anyway. 

The radios, too, were temperamental
contraptions. They had to be plugged in,
and needed antennae (called aerials then).
We had to wait until the diode valves were
warm and their coils were glowing. The
set was to be placed correctly to receive
transmissions and we prayed that the
whirring fan overhead or the neighbour’s
electric stove would not cause static. 

It was wondrous when the dial lit up.
Unknown places with unpronounceable
names, such as Schenectady,
Poughkeepsie and Valparaiso (not in Chile
but Indiana), appeared in the drawing
room, and we scurried to our school atlases
only to find that they were too
small to be found in it.
Father’s date with the 9 p m
news was sacrosanct, a prac-
tice he continued all his life.
Mother knew better than to
announce dinner and we sat
dozing until it was over. It
wasn’t news unless Melville
de Mellow or Roshan Seth
pronounced it so.

An uncle introduced me to the nation-
al programme of music on Saturday nights
at 9.30 p m and the Akashvani Sangit
Sammelan at Diwali. The music of
Bhimsen Joshi, Gangubai Hangal, Pandit
Ravi Shankar, Bismillah Khan, Nikhil
Bannerjee, Sharan Rani Mathur, Lalgudi
Jayaram Aiyer and M L Vasanthakumari
cast an enchanting spell from which I have
not emerged yet, even though I had no
technical understanding.

The radio also opened up the other two
Indian passions besides politics (covered in
the news) — cricket and films. Dicky
Rutnagur, Pearson Surita and even the
stodgy old Maharajkumar of Vizianagaram
brought home the exploits of Vinoo
Mankad and Vijay Manjarekar, Chandu
Borde and Subhash Gupte, and put us to
sleep with Bapu Nadkarni’s skein of maid-
ens. Even the great Indian victory in the
1983 World Cup final came to us from the
radio. And no spider cam, stump-vision or

any of the myriad gizmos now in use can
cause the palpitation of the heart that
Sushil Jhaveri’s marvellous voice modula-
tions did during the Oval test of 1979, with
Sunil Gavaskar taking India needing 438 in
the final innings to the verge of victory,
but not quite.

Film music was anathema to 
B V Keskar, the information and broad-
casting minister in the 1950s, and so was
banished from All India Radio. That was a
godsend for Radio Ceylon, which prompt-
ly filled the gap. On Wednesday nights,
India came to a standstill, when Ameen
Sayani brought us the weekly hit parade,
Binaca Geetmala. We passionately kept
track of what song was up, which music
director had how many “sartaj geets” — hit
songs that no longer participated in the
competition. And wrote to him and other
radio personalities from boondocks towns
with improbable names, such as Jhoomri
Talaiya and Warasiwani. 

Small transistor radios from Japan
enhanced the pleasure of listening to the
radio in the early 1960s. One Saturday
night, while I was discovering Tennessee
Williams’ A Streetcar Named Desire as a
book, I accidentally tuned in to the Jazz
Hour on the Voice of America and heard
Dave Brubeck’s Take Five. That serendipi-
ty turned into a lifelong affair with jazz and
its inseparable association with New
Orleans. Louis Armstrong, John Coltrane,
the Modern Jazz Quartet, Duke Ellington,
Ella Fitzgerald, Mahalia Jackson and Paul

Robeson, first heard here,
continue to cast their spell a
half-century later.

Even in the United
States, the radio opened up
the cultural cornucopia for
a graduate student too poor
to pay the admission for
concerts and plays. The
Public Broadcasting System
and WQXR, then owned by

The New York Times, brought live concert
performances to my cramped living
spaces. I heard the great symphonies and
operas of Mozart and Beethoven, ballets of
Tchaikovsky and Stravinsky, and knew
their scores by memory before ever see-
ing their live performances. The Beatles
and The Rolling Stones changed forever
the easy listening top 40 format and along
with it, the thinking of an entire generation.
Woody Guthrie, Peter, Paul, and Mary and
Bob Dylan provided the tonal background
to angry protests. And Woodstock would
not have happened if the entire informal
network of local FM stations had not raised
everyone’s awareness.

Saluto, Guglielmo Marconi, for being a
great civilisational influence, second only
to Johannes Gutenberg!

The writer taught at Indian Institute of
Management-Ahmedabad and helped set up
the Institute of Rural Management, Anand
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Aone-act play. Scene One:
the secretary to the chief
executive officer of the

public-sector firm was in a tizzy.
There was barely a day left for
the Swachh Bharat Abhiyan and
everything had to be in place. So
with his assistant he went
through a long checklist. Of the
specially designed T-shirts, the
one for the sahib had to be just
the right size, large but not extra
large. Ditto for the cap that need-
ed to fit right. The broom handle
had to be of plastic and not wood,
or else it would get too heavy for

the boss to handle. 
That was not all. The senior

management had to know the
drill. The sahib would approach
the main gate from the left, fol-
lowed by the management from
the right, who would stand
behind the sahib. Then they
would all start sweeping the
driveway and most important,
the still and video photographers
would all have to be there to
record the action. Gifts for the
media had to be kept ready and
follow-up with the news chan-
nels was vital so that the clip of
the sahib swinging the broom
was telecast at least a couple 
of times. 

Scene Two: as we left the
Tatanagar railway station plat-
form and approached the park-
ing area, something seemed
amiss. Instead of the usual
milling crowd and the organised
chaos of a railways station, most
of the space was empty and
everyone seemed to have con-
gregated in the foreground to
watch something. Instead of
looking for transport I was

unable to resist the temptation
to first find out what was on. It
was a street play with smartly
dressed young people with
badges and sunshades above
their temples enacting a little skit
on the Swachh Bharat mission. 

As we got out of the station
area life returned to normal, with
familiar dirt lining the street. But
soon change re-emerged. There
was a procession of what looked
like railway employees, specially
fitted out, carrying placards and
mouthing slogans to broadcast
the message of the clean-up-
India movement. The autorick-
shaw driver did not know us, but
still could not help turn his head
a little and say, “Why don’t they
just clean up the road?” 

Scene Three: over the next
couple of  days, as we soothed
our nerves with a wall-to-wall
view of the densely wooded
Dalma hills I thought no more
about the special mission, until
we got on to the train for the
return journey to Kolkata. In the
chair-car compartment soon
began the long procession of ven-

dors offering a range of tasty
snacks. In between cups of tea I
sampled some of them and came
up against a familiar dilemma —
where to discard the used paper
cups and plates. 

I carefully gathered them in
one corner of the space beneath
the seat in front of mine so as to
deposit them in the dustbin
beyond the door where the wash-
basin was. But then came the first
hurdle. The way to the door was
blocked by standing passengers
without reservations. After some
effort when I did manage to get to
the dustbin it was unusable —
jammed and overflowing. I man-
aged to somehow shove my bit in
and returned, the post-holiday
mood partially gone by the sight
of the mess and decision taken to
have no more cups of tea.

Then as Howrah station
approached a strange spectacle
unfolded before us. A boy in his
early teens who appeared crip-
pled moved on his haunches
down the aisle, broom in hand,
and carefully swept out all the
discarded stuff on the floor

beneath the seats. He was a beg-
gar of sorts but performing a
function. As he kept moving
down the aisle with the growing
pile of discards in front of him,
passengers began to give him lit-
tle bits of money, unasked. 

When he reached the end of
the corridor I could not resist the
temptation to find out the end of
the episode and moved behind
him to see what he would do
next. He dragged himself and the
dirt out of the compartment and
those standing moved aside to
make way. Then someone
opened the main door and the
boy swept out of the compart-
ment on to the racing country-
side all the dirt he had gathered.
This done, he dragged himself
through another door, to the next
compartment. 

As I moved back to my seat a
bit nonplussed I noticed a sign
up on the compartment wall:
“Please Do not Litter out of the
window, Use Dustbins.” To get
back a bit of my holiday mood, in
a fit of black humour I tried to
figure out the logic behind the
capital letters and the underlin-
ing in the railways sign.
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Cleaning up India, top to bottom

Street dogs, roadside stalls,
household help, free home
delivery, human-powered

rickshaws and handcarts. Much
more than the dry statistics of per
capita income, these things dis-
tinguish the Third World (TW)
from the First World (FW). 

Middle-class folks with a foot
in both worlds must balance off
the conveniences and inconven-
iences of one versus the other.
The FW offers far better ameni-
ties, such as 24X7 clean running
water, stable electricity, decent
public transport, etc. The TW

conveniences all revolve around
cheap labour. 

An “expensive” haircut and a
shave in an upmarket Delhi salon
costs less than $5 — less than a
tenth of similar quality service in
the FW. A middle-class TW citizen
can hire help to hand-wash
underwear, shine and lace up
shoes, and fetch glasses of water,
not to mention cooking, cleaning,
walking pets, driving, paying bills
and generally keeping house. 

The kirana stores employ kids
who will deliver even a single loaf
of bread. The electrician, the
plumber, the mechanic and the
computer-assembly guys are all
available on call and cheap. The
local cabbies are on call 24X7 and
they give old customers credit.
Desis miss these things sorely in
the FW. The gulf in the cost of
such services is vast, as 
Ms Khobragade sadly discovered. 

There are multiple downsides
to living in the Third World, of
course. The TW denizens endure
air and noise pollution, chaotic
traffic, poor public transport, pow-
er cuts, on-off water supply, poor
garbage disposal, endless corrup-

tion and red tape, and so on. One
can only hope that development
and growth will help alleviate
these problems. 

But the cheap
labour will disap-
pear along the way,
as incomes rise and
education pene-
trates. That is
inevitable. Third
World labour is
cheap because there
is a vast pool of poor,
under-skilled,
under-educated
people forced to per-
form menial tasks.
Nobody likes clean-
ing loos or washing undies, and
people opt out of doing these
things for a living, if they can get
paid to do other things. 

As poverty reduces, and edu-
cation permeates down to lower-
income groups and across gen-
der, fewer people will end up
forced to clean loos for a living.
The costs of all labour-intensive
services, and especially of skilled
services, will rise sharply. 

The TW barber, mechanic,

mason, carpenter, plumber or
electrician learns the trade by
being apprenticed as a 12-year-old

(often to respective
fathers). In the FW,
these services are
provided by some-
body who opted to
learn skills in a poly-
technic, or a TW
immigrant. The FW
service providers
price their expertise
much, much higher. 

Child labour is
cheap and it helps to
create a permanent
pool of under-skilled
people because the

child also misses out on educa-
tion. Even as an adult, that indi-
vidual will provide cheap labour.
Gender disparities in education
also differentiate the TW and the
FW. The TW women lag far
behind in every stage, from liter-
acy, to years of schooling, to col-
lege enrolment. Again, this helps
create a permanent pool of cheap,
under-skilled labour. 

If child labour is outlawed, or
reduced in scope and regulated,

the pool of cheap labour will
become smaller. If gender dispar-
ities are eroded with more women
being better-educated, that pool
also becomes smaller. My bai’s
daughter is training as a beauti-
cian. My durwan’s daughter is
studying computer science. I
don’t think either of those girls
will clean floors, or wash clothes,
for a living. 

The subcontinent will
become both more equitable and
more prosperous, if girls are
allowed to study and women to
work outside the home, even as
children are removed from the
workforce. The Nobel Peace Prize
sends powerful signals. 

If recognition of Malala
Yousafzai and Kailash Satyarthi
helps spark broad reforms, it will
accelerate the processes of getting
girls into school and kids out of
workplaces. But don’t be sur-
prised if middle-class whining
about the difficulty of getting
good help also rises in volume if
these hugely desirable outcomes
come to pass.

Twitter: @devangshudatta

Our dangerous dependence on child labour

As poverty reduces,
and education
permeates down to
lower-income
groups and across
gender, fewer
people will end up
forced to clean loos
for a living, raising
the costs of all
labour-intensive
services
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Unknown places with
unpronounceable
names appeared in
the drawing room,
and we scurried to
our school atlases
only to find that they
were too small to be
found in it

In my last column I had discussed the Scottish
Enlightenment and how it had tamed the religious
passions of the Sottish Calvinist Church within a

few decades and allowed the secularism that is a hall-
mark of modernity to develop. In this column I want to
discuss whether such an outcome is likely in Muslim
societies. As David Hume noted in his Dialogues
Concerning Natural Religion, the reli-
gious tolerance that was embraced by
the English and the Dutch “proceeded
from the steady resolution of the civil
magistrate, in opposition to the con-
tinued efforts of priests and bigots”. 

Many had hoped that the Arab
Spring promised the emergence of lib-
eral democracies, which with their sep-
aration of church and state and the
establishment of a secular legal order
would lead to a similar outcome in
Muslim societies. But, as Shadi Hamid
has argued in Temptations of Power:
Islamists and Illiberal Democracy in a
New Middle East (Oxford, 2014), democracy has turned
out to be the enemy of liberty, as the devout who are the
main soldiers of political Islam inevitably want to
enforce sharia laws that are a gross infringement of per-
sonal liberties. As Professor Hamid shows, for the par-
ties of political Islam this remains their raison d’être. So
democracy in the Muslim world is unlikely to be the
midwife of an Islamic enlightenment.

However, there is a major difference in the jurispru-
dence that has evolved in the two branches of Islam, the
Sunni (particularly the Wahhabi version) and the Shia,
that offers the prospect of a Scottish route to a Muslim
enlightenment. In the earlier years of the Arab con-
quests, when the sharia was being developed, the

process of interpretation and exercise of independent
judgement known as ijtihad allowed some doctrinal
flexibility. (See Fazlur Rahman’s Islam, and the chapter
four of my own Unintended Consequences). This peri-
od, particularly under the Abbasids, saw the flowering
of Islamic civilisation, which came to be the interme-
diary between the ideas and techniques of the older civ-

ilizations of Greece, China and India. 
But sometime during the ninth to

11th centuries as part of the Abbasid
compromise the majority Sunnis
(unlike the Shia) came to accept the
ulema (clerics) as the true heirs of the
prophet by expounding the sacred law
— and the “gate of ijtihad” was closed.
This closing of the Sunni Muslim mind
curbed curiosity and innovation —
particularly in the education system,
which from then on emphasised rote
learning and memorising, instead of
problem-solving. The madrasas spon-
sored and financed by Wahhabi Saudi

money in the Balkans, south, central and south-east
Asia, continue to preach the extreme interpretation of
monotheism of Wahhabism, which anathematises oth-
er beliefs – in particular the “idolatrous” practices of
Christians, Shias and Hindus – as infidels or apostates,
and preaches hatred to young minds, who learn little if
anything about the modern world. Wahhabi Sunnism is,
thus, contributing to the continued “closing of the
Muslim mind”, which has been the major reason for the
decaying of the glorious Islamic civilisation built under
the earliest caliphs of the Abbasid dynasty.

By contrast, after their break with the Sunnis after
the battle of Karbala, the Shia ulema have played a
very different role from their Sunni rivals (see Vali

Nasr’s The Shia Revival and E Bowering (editor)’s The
Princeton Encyclopedia of Islamic Political Thought).
The major difference is that unlike the Sunnis, the Shia
community relies on its clerics not only to interpret reli-
gion but, as Professor Nasr says, “to make new rulings
which expand on religious law, first codified in the
eighth century”. They are educated at seminaries,
mainly in Najaf in Iraq and Qom in Iran, studying
through tutorials and lectures under a senior ulema law,
jurisprudence, theology, philosophy, logic, rhetoric and
sometimes literature. On graduating they “become a
full member of the ulema, someone who can practice
ijtihad (independent reasoning to give a new ruling) –
a mujtahid – collect religious taxes and serve as the
guardian of the flock”. The senior clergy’s stature is
determined by the religious taxes and donations that
believers give him for charitable purposes and to help
educate seminary students. The bigger a senior cleric’s
purse, the wider a patronage network he can build in
the clerical ranks below him. “Because the Shia hier-
archy depends not only on knowledge but on money,
its desire to maintain strong ties to the bazaars has
always been among its major priorities.” 

The Shias have also developed a different political
doctrine since the Safavid dynasty established itself as
a Shia monarchy in Iran. With the occultation of the 12th
imam in AD 939, Shia theologians argued that there
could be no true Islamic rule until his return and their
task was to keep faith till then. Though not recognising
Sunni rule, they would not directly challenge it, and wait
for the final reckoning with Sunnism at the end of time.
But with the establishment of the Safavid’s Shia dynasty
in Iran, “the Shia ulema, many of whom had become
part of the Safavid aristocracy as landowners and
courtiers, crafted a new theory of government ... Shia ule-
ma would not recognize the Safavid monarchy as truly
legitimate but would bless it as the most desirable form
of government during the period of waiting”.

This “Safavid contract” survived for 500 years, until
the Iranian revolution of 1979. Khomeni erased this
Shia distinction between church and state, with his
theory of velayat-e faqih (guardianship of the jurist) and
created a populist theocracy in Iran. But other Shia
ulema did not accept Khomeni’s doctrine — most
importantly Grand Ayatollah al-Khoi, the mentor of
Ayatollah Sistani in Iraq. Khomeni’s notion of 
velayat-e faqih was a neo-Platonic notion of a special-
ly educated “guardian” class led by the “philosopher-
king” armed with knowledge of a transcendent truth to
produce and maintain a perfect government that would
safeguard all national and spiritual interests. He created
an intolerant theocracy limiting individual and minor-
ity rights using a narrow interpretation of the law to
“erase all Western influences on society and culture”. 

Professor Nasr argues that Khomeni’s influence
and his deviant theory has now lost influence even in
Iran, where the quietist traditional view of a less politi-
cised faith as represented by the Iraqi Ayatollah Khoi
and his disciple Mr Sistani are gaining influence: “This
yearning for an older and less politicised faith also
helps to explain why the modest, deeply learned, and
plain-living Ayatollah Sistani has so quickly become
popular in Iran.” It is this victory of the old quietist
Shia Islam – with its opening to alternative interpreta-
tions through ijtihad, and its implicit acceptance of
the separation of church and state – over Khomeni’s
politicised Shia Islam that offers the best hope of a
Muslim enlightenment.

The first part was published on September 20
mybs.in/2QhNEmo 
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