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“There is a price that has to be paid for this shift to the ethnographic, the
practical, the everyday and the local [...] It is undoubtedly true that the weaving of a
local historical narrative with detailed ethnographic description of local practices
requires immersion in a seemingly bottomless pool of names, places and events that
are unlikely to be familiar to readers outside the immediate geographical region [...]
But then, we should remember that if history students all over the world could read
about daily life in a single village in the French province of Languedoc in the 14th
century or about the mental world of a solitary Italian miller in the 16th century,
then in principle there is no reason why they should not do the same with a book
about subaltern life in a village or small town in south Asia.”

- Chatterjee, P. (2012) “After Subaltern Studies”, Economic and Political Weekly,
XLVII: 35, pp 49



West Bengal

Map 1. Location of pilot visit and fieldwork sites in West Bengal, India
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Glossary

Adivasi: Literally “old inhabitants” in Hindi, Bangla and other sub-continental
languages; it is the chosen self-description of communities listed as “Scheduled
Tribes” in the Indian constitution, following the colonial nomenclature. There also
exist communities that are not listed as “Scheduled Tribes” but identify as Adivasi
based on historical experience and contemporary life practices. Adivasis constitute
about 8 per cent of the national population i.e. close to 100 million people. While
they are often compared to indigenous or aboriginal people elsewhere, the Indian
state does not recognize their claim to indigeneity. The term encompasses a vast
diversity of communities across more than twenty states. In West Bengal the
Santhals constitute the largest Adivasi community.

Ambedkarite: Followers of the political philosophy based on the life and works
of Dr. Bheemrao Ambedkar (1891-1956)- jurist, political activist, and Chairperson
of India’s constituent assembly (that drafted the constitution). He was amongst the
chief architects of the modern Dalit political movement, based on anti-caste
consciousness, and struggle for dignity and justice.

Bahujan: Literally “people in the majority” in Hindi, it is a term used to refer to
the political collective of all oppressed communities like Dalits, Adivasis, OBCs,
and religious minorities. Used as an umbrella term to forge political solidarities, it
has been popularized by the Bahujan Samaj Party.

Dalit: Literally “oppressed” in Hindi, Marathi and other sub-continental
languages; it was popularized by B.R. Ambedkar as the self-chosen name for “ex-
untouchable castes”, also listed as “Scheduled Castes” in the Indian constitution.
In the Hindu caste structure, these were considered to be structurally below the
four varnas and therefore the “lowest castes”. Dalits constitute close to 17 per cent
of the national population.

Mauja/Mouja: A sub-unit of a Panchayat in West Bengal; at times corresponds to
a census village- the smallest unit used for census operations. Usually one mouja
consists of one or more settlements and surrounding fields although some moujas
consist of only fields or forests with no settlements included. As such it is a
revenue unit and not an administrative one.

Xiv



Mufassil: The term “mufassil” was introduced during colonial times to distinguish
the “provinces, country stations and districts” from the Presidency. “Thus, if in
Calcutta; one talks of the Mofussil, he means anywhere in Bengal, out of
Calcutta...” (Yule, H: A Glossary of Colloquial Anglo-Indian Words and Phrases)

Other Backward Classes: A term used to refer to “socio-economically and
educationally backward” groups that are not listed as “Scheduled Castes” or
“Scheduled Tribes”. Most groups under this category correspond to castes
belonging to the lowest of the four varnas but the term “classes” is used instead to
include “backward” groups within religious minorities like Muslims and
Christians. Exact figures are unknown but various estimates place the proportion
of OBC population at between 41 and 52 per cent of the national total.

Panchayat: Literally “gathering of five people” in Hindi, Bangla and other sub-
continental languages; it refers to local self-governing bodies in rural areas. The
term and the practice of local self-governance have been in existence for centuries.
It was formalized as a constitutionally mandated three-tier system of governance
(Panchayati Raj) in 1992, leading to the mandatory creation of panchayats at
village, block and district levels in all states. The number of seats in each
panchayat is proportional to the population of the area within its jurisdiction and
members are elected into five-year terms with proportional representation for
women, Scheduled Castes, and Scheduled Tribes.

Savarna: Literally “with/of varna”, the term refers to a member of one of the first
three varnas in the Hindu caste order. The caste order consists of four varnas
arranged in the following hierarchy — Brahmins, Kshatriyas, Vaishyas, and
Shudras - followed by Avarna groups i.e. Dalit and Adivasi groups. Each varna
consists of several hundred castes which are further segmented and placed in
hierarchies by surnames, customary rights, and ritual status among other things.
Together, they constitute the “upper castes” or “general category”. Although
majority of OBC groups belong to the Shudra varna, the term Savarna is not used
in reference to them. The political deployment of the term is in identifying and
demarcating caste privilege.

Urban Local Bodies: Institutions of urban local governance, also mandated by the
constitutional amendment that institutionalized Panchayati Raj in 1992.
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1.Introduction

Prologue

On November 1, 2014 | interviewed the owner of Appayan Lodge, my home in
Garbeta town for two months. Appayan, meaning hospitality in Bangla, was one of
several ‘lodges’ in the town that provided basic living and dining arrangements. It
was located conveniently along the road to the train station and very close to the
Block Panchayat office premises. The usual customers at Appayan were sales
representatives for various fertilizers and farm equipment. It was a popular choice
of venue for promotional workshops because it had a large garage area that was
easily converted to a meeting hall accommodating up to thirty people. My pursuit
for an interview with one of the owners or managers of the lodge had proved to be
daunting during the first few weeks. Although very welcoming of my stay in the
town, none of the men (and it was only men) who worked (or spent their days
hanging out) in the reception area downstairs, were willing to sit down with me to
answer some questions. “Go to the Panchayat office, they have all the
information”, they would say; or “Go to Master Moshai® in Banerjeedanga...he
will be able to give you the correct answers.” Finally, in the second to last week of
my stay at Appayan, | managed to persuade the owner, to sit with me in his tiny,
poorly lit office room and talk about his experience of living and working in
Garbeta. He was in his early forties and had studied to be a chartered accountant in
Kolkata. However instead of taking up an accountancy job in a metropolis far
away like many of his peers, he decided to return to his family in Garbeta town
and the five acres of farm land that his family owns. In 2001 he bought a small
patch of land by the highway, at a subsidized price from his maternal aunt, and set
up Appayan Lodge. “Don’t write my name in your book”, he insisted. “I am afraid
I might give you some wrong information.” 1 hope | convinced him by the end of
the interview that there was no right or wrong in the kind of ‘information’ |1 was
looking for. Below is an excerpt from our conversation, transcribed and translated
from Bangla:

! This is a term used to refer to male teachers, a derivative of the British term “Schoolmasters”. We
hear more from this particular Master M oshai in Article 3.



Me: So taking everything into consideration, would you say that you are living in
an urban area or a rural area?

A: Village would mean...lI mean...how can | call thisa village?2 Avillage is what
we grew up watching around us. There are mud huts with thatched roofs...and
there are red dirt tracks... through green fields and ponds. As you can see, there
are none of these over here. On one side we have the national highway. There’s
constant traffic on that road...buses, cars, trucks...everything. Then we have the
hospital, the college, the stadium...all that is counted in the town...and behind the
stadium you can see some fields again until you reach the river. So between the
highway and the red dirt track is the town. The rest you can call a rural area.

This is a thesis about small towns in West Bengal, India- a location, as we will
come to see, that is deeply marked by its colonial history and postcolonial®
politics. What do we know about small towns in such a context? How can we
make sense of them as urban entities? And what can they tell us about the overall
urban condition in contemporary times? These are some of the questions that
animate the discussions that are to fill the pages of this thesis. In doing so, the
thesis becomes also about small towns in the Global South- the everyday politics
of their existence, their relationship with what is widely held to be a universal
urban theory, and their relationship with the post-colonial state that governs them.
However, before launching into these discussions, a few things need to be said by
way of streamlining and building context.

The very framing “small towns in the Global South” seems to take for granted that
there is a commonality and comparability to all small towns in the Global South
that makes them into a coherent analytical category. This is of course, as in the
case of most analytical categories, simultaneously true and false. What cements
this category is the small-ness of the towns in terms of area and population within
their own relative contexts and the notional South-ness of their position on a
global map of urbanization. What breaches this homogeneity is the vast diversity
of places, people, and practices that the category encompasses and that defy
simplified generalization. Keeping this in mind, I define the scope of this thesis to
include only those small towns in the South that exemplify the geographical
phenomenon named as “subaltern urbanization”. The term- coined by Denis,
Mukhopadhyay, & Zerah (2012)* - refers to those settlements denoted urban,

2 The Bangla term for ‘rural’ (“grameen”) is the adjective form of the term for “village’ (“gram”).
Hence there is a jump in terminology when translated to English.

% In this thesis | use ‘post-colonial’ to signify a chronological period as in “after colonial rule’ and
‘postcolonial’ to signify the school of thought referring to the condition of having been subjected
to colonial domination.

* The authors are members of the SUBURBIN project on smaller urban centers in India. See more on
the project at http://suburbin.hypotheses.org/938
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which are not proximal to other large urban centers and were not cultivated by
way of planning. They are urban settlements that have exhibited growth
independently of the metropolitan areas and that conduct autonomous relations
with other settlements at the local, regional, or global levels. The authors have
selected the term as a discursive tool for engagement with the tradition of the
“global city”. This makes their choice of nomenclature a political one- a politics of
postcolonial positionality that I wish to align myself with. In doing so, | also wish
to extend the idea of subalternity in “subaltern urbanization” to beyond its
immediate geographical implications. As discussions in later chapters will
elaborate, the settlements in question are also subaltern in terms of their
relationship with state, science, and scholarship.

What brought about the coinage of “subaltern urbanization” in the first place was
the Census of India 2011, which recorded an unforeseen and unprecedented trend
in urbanization. To begin with, the predicted rate of urban growth was superseded
by the actual rate of urban growth, resulting in a higher absolute growth in urban
population as compared to rural population, for the first time in the recorded
history of urbanization in the country. Secondly, more than one-third of this
growth was spread across 2774 newly designated urban settlements- a number
higher than the total number of settlements designated as urban since 1900.
Moreover, 2532 of these new urban centers belonged to the category of “census
towns”. Census towns have been defined in the census guidelines as settlements
fulfilling the following criteria: 5000 or more population, density of at least 400
per square kilometer, and 75 per cent of the male workforce employed in non-
agricultural activities. Together these 2532 new census towns (henceforth CTs)
accounted for thirty per cent of the decadal urban growth in India in the period
2001-11.

Taking this as a point of entry, this thesis will attempt to explore CTs as examples
of subaltern urbanization in India. This is also a project in critical social science in
the sense that it adopts a critical stance towards the status quo in urban policy,
urban theory, and the everyday making of the urban. The aim of the resuling
scholarship is to make underlying assumptions and flows of power explicit,
thereby making progressive social change possible.
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Census Towns: The Birth of a Topic

In late 2011, the Economic and Political Weekly® carried a brief four page
commentary on the urban data from the Census of 2011 by one of the most well-
known demographers of India, Amitabh Kundu. Kundu (2011a) had previously
authored reports and papers for agencies like the UNFPA (Kundu 2011b), and the
India Infrastructure Report (2006). In this particular commentary, Kundu was
pointing to the apparent discrepancy between two parts of the system of
knowledge production about the urban. On the one hand he was pointing to the
predictions of urban growth rates by various agencies such as the Registrar
General of India (in charge of all Census operations in the country), the McKinsey
Global Institute, and the United Nations Population Division. The common thread
underlying the analysis behind all of these predictions was the assumption that
“urban rural growth differential follows a logistic path” in mathematical terms
(Kundu 2011a: 14). On the other hand he was pointing to “structural parameters in
the socio-economic system, definitions of the concepts and procedures for data
collection”. According to Kundu (2011a), the dissonance between these two
aspects of knowledge production- the mathematical predictions based on analysis
of data and the practical actions that go into the making of the data itself- had led
to the mismatch between the urban growth rates predicted by the various agencies
and that recorded in the census.

While the predictions by all of these agencies had been “pessimistic” the actual
census data had revealed that not only was the real urban growth rate (2.76%)
higher than what had been predicted (2.24-2.39%), but also the absolute growth in
urban population had for the first time been greater than the absolute growth in
rural population. Alongside this mismatch, Kundu (2011a) noted that the total
number of urban centers in India that had grown only by 2541 in “all the 10
decades of the last century” had now shot up by 2774 in just one decade between
2001 and 2011. Two aspects of this messy play of numbers stand out as extra-
ordinary from the perspective of urban studies in India. The first is the
preoccupation with predictions of growth rates and the second is the explosion in
the number of urban centers. | expand on each of them.

Population growth has for a long time been a morally and politically charged issue
for India. As the country with the second highest population — “one sixth of
humanity” as former Prime Minister A.B. Vajpayee put it® — the stakes have
always been high for India in proving its success at “population control”. From

% The EPW, as a journal bridging the gap between reportage and scholarship, is an institutionin
Indian public and intellectual life. It recently completed fifty years of publication. For more see
http ://www.epw.in/

® See full speech here: http://archivepmo.nic.in/abv/speech-details.php 2nodeid=9009
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forced sterilization attempts during the Emergency era of the 1970s to constant
anxieties over the communal implications of population growth trends’, the matter
has never been one of simple numbers. In this ideological climate it is hardly a
surprise that planning and policy-making is carried out on the basis of model
based predictions such as those from the agencies named above; and that a huge
premium is placed on the accuracy of these predictions. However a certain
contradiction exists between the moral climate surrounding the predictions of
overall growth rates and those of urban growth rates in particular. While
population rise in itself is seen through the lens of impending doom, rise in urban
population is hailed as a marker of progress and modernity. There are in fact,
frequent comparisons to the Chinese growth and urbanization rates by way of
boosting national morale. Thus, a higher than predicted population growth rate is
expected to garner much cynicism, but in this case the higher than predicted urban
growth rate was a cause for optimism.

That brings me to the second aspect — the distribution of this growing urban
population amongst the 2774 new urban centers. Kundu’s report attributed this
growth to the “phenomenal jump” (ibid: 15) in the number of “census towns”. Of
the 2774 new urban centers 2532 were “census towns” which was a category that
many encountered for the first time in this report.® What then were these “census
towns” that had arrived unannounced and dented the analytical credibility of such
premier institutions? Kundu (2011a) identified them as settlements denoted urban
in the census based on the definitional criteria described above.

According to him this proliferation of census towns was most likely a case of
“census activism” wherein the directorate of census operations had “become a bit
more enthusiastic in identifying new urban centers” (2011a:15). He went on to
demand a monograph from the Registrar General indicating how the new census
towns had been identified, so that the census data could be used by researchers
with adequate methodological transparency. In the absence of such a monograph,
Kundu (2011a) asserted, one could only assume that sectoral diversification had
occurred in rural areas to an extent that this “massive crop of new towns” had
emerged.

This hypothesis for explaining the emergence of CTs coalesce the issues of urban
growth and agrarian structural transformation. This constitutes an important
analytical juncture. It brings the phenomenon of exploding numbers of CTs

7 See for example this newspaper report from 20.04.2016 about shares of religious groups in growing
population http ://www.livemint.com/Opinion/SbsICkXvl4t4hX Sewk8bkN/Four-out-of-five-
Indians-will-still-be-Hindu-even-when-M usli.html

8 Asan aside, might | add that along with wrongly predicting a lower growth rate, the M cKinsey
Global Institute (2010) had also predicted the emergence of only 1000 new u