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INTRODUCTION


In 2017, two unrelated events, 7,000 kilometers apart, occurred revealing the chasm between the stance of two societies on a common issue – sanitation.


The Thames Water Plc., a public limited entity and the biggest water utility company in the UK, supplies water to nearly 15 million homes in London and in the Thames Valley region. In 2017, it was slapped with a penalty of GBP 20 million (₹200 crores) for allowing its operations to dump 1.4 billion liters of raw sewage into the River Thames in 2013–14. Thames Water admitted this gross misconduct after the prosecuting court found evidence that proved the offense beyond doubt. Since 2014, the UK has revised its sentencing and penalty guidelines for environmental offenses and has made them more severe than they had ever been in the past. This sealed the fate of Thames Water Plc.


Meanwhile, in India, the National Green Tribunal (NGT), the Indian judicial system formed in 2010 to expedite litigation matters that concern environmental protection, issued a verdict against four governance entities in 2017 – Uttar Pradesh State Pollution Control Board, Mathura Cantonment Board, District Magistrate Mathura, and Central Pollution Control Board: the matter being waste disposal at a garbage landfill site in the city of Mathura, which threatened to contaminate the river Yamuna due to its design and proximity. The verdict could only impose a penalty to the tune of ₹15 lakhs (GBP 20,000) for a sheer lack of specific rules and guidelines about waste disposal in landfills. Ironically, the verdict also directed these bodies to formulate proper rules for such waste disposal.


These two judicial interventions seemingly address the same issue, but bring out diametrically different approach by two different societies. In the UK case, the judicial order was a precise and severe judgment that clearly established the offense of a private entity found in breach of the law. The penalty imposed also reveals the country’s clarity of jurisprudence regarding waste management. However, in India, the judicial verdict appears to be but an exasperated response that cries out of helplessness for the lack of laws on the issue. In common wisdom, the material evidence presented during the trial of the case suggests impropriety regarding waste disposal undertaken by the authorities. But, the verdict could not explicitly establish the guilt of the parties, and, on the contrary, was a pronouncement of the guilt of state actors – a mere rap on their knuckles – for inadequate legislation on waste disposal: the meager fine further highlights the frustration of the powerless judiciary to corner the executive and define ‘proper’ and ‘improper’ acts.


At present, India ranks among the top ten waste generators in the world, and is projected to be among the top four in the coming decade. At this stage, the judiciary pleading with the executive to accelerate legislation on the issue of waste management is catastrophic, while the state’s lethargy to not pass a law on this issue is baffling. The arguments presented by the state actors in their defense during the trial of the Mathura landfill case hints at two reasons that explain their attitude.


The first is the government’s sheer ignorance on the issue of waste disposal. The concerned bodies cited common dumping of biodegradable and non-biodegradable garbage, use of open landfills, and relying on ragpickers as acceptable methods of disposal, practices that have been banned in the First-World countries for decades now. The second reason is the pretense of the governance bodies, to knowingly accept non-conformity to the rule, arguing for lack of funds to take suitable action and passing the buck among each other.


It can be said that the Mathura landfill disposal case captures the Indian society’s challenge on the issue in its entirety. It has taken seventy years since Independence for our prime minister to address the stinking issue of the country’s garbage problem.


The silent acquiescence of the Indian society on toxic rivers that are unfit for any purpose, of simmering landfills that hold a towering presence in cities, of stinking littered garbage in neighborhoods, of choked sewers, contaminated soil, and polluted air, and of squalid hell holes that pack one quarter of urban Indians raises a pertinent question about the society’s behavior on the issue of sanitation: Is this pretense or ignorance? Evidently, this surrender qualifies as an act of pretense. Why else would the prime minister acknowledge that India is dirty and needs to be cleaned? What are the reasons that compelled the Indian society to look the other way on the issue? The reasons are so illusive that they bring about a sense of helplessness to accept the status quo.


If we are to reject the pretense theory then the prime minister’s speech is an acknowledgement of India’s stance on the issue of sanitation as ignorance. It is also an acceptance that neither India’s present generation nor its previous generations ever lived in a clean society. This pushes the issue of sanitation into the realm of philosophy: if a society has never experienced a desirable state of cleanliness then the entire notion becomes relative. My idea of hygiene may not pass your cleanliness standards, but I give two hoots to your standards. Perhaps I am fine with the toxic river because I have never seen it in any other color during my adult life. I am fine with the simmering landfill because I have spent my entire childhood absorbing its visuals and inhaling its presence. I am fine with littered garbage and choked sewers around my house because I am not aware of an alternate existence. It may baffle people who were raised in ‘clean’ surroundings, but I do not know what ‘clean’ means. If the Indian society is ignorant about the very notion of cleanliness then these are defendable arguments. But these arguments also raise other questions on human instincts and race.


Do humans have the instinct to appreciate a clean environment? How do they respond to dirty surrounding? How is this response similar to, or different from, that of threat on life or hunger or love? Literature offers some interesting points to ponder. Perfume: The Story of a Murderer, a literary classic written by the German writer Patrick Süskind in 1985, is an allegory for the human instinct of smell. Set in eighteenth-century France, a time when garbage and sanitation in the country were unresolved matters, the protagonist is an orphan whose mother, a poor young woman, brings him into the world on a pile of abject filth in the hope that he will not survive, as did all her previous stillborn children. But, miraculously, Jean-Baptiste Grenouille survives and grows up to possess an exceptional sense of smell. In his pursuit of superior fragrances, he becomes a perfumer, and when he becomes aware of the wondrous scent of the human body, he turns a murderer. When tried of the many killings, he hypnotizes the townsfolk by unleashing a soothing new scent, a welcome relief from the perpetual stink of their everyday surroundings. Perhaps the reason why Grenouille becomes a pursuer of good smells is to overcome the surrounding circumstances at the time of his birth.


People appreciate good smells and reject bad ones. Till the pre-industrialized period, the struggle with sanitation was largely driven by the pursuit of removing odor from the society. Are human species not the same across countries? Are Indians as a race different to interpret garbage than others? Then why does India continue to struggle with rubbish while many other countries sparkle?


Indian society displays remarkably contrasting evidence that makes it difficult to conclude whether its challenges on sanitation stem from an act of pretense or from an act of ignorance. Why are many Indian homes spotlessly clean, but the surroundings disgustingly dirty? Why are homemakers dogmatic about kitchen hygiene, but do not mind tossing waste from the windows on to the streets? Why are some automobile owners on a short fuse if their vehicles get dirty, but unabashedly throw litter on the street while driving? Why do we celebrate festivals with rituals that involve cleaning of homes? Why are cantonment or ‘VIP’ areas a picture of cleanliness and other areas of the same city a mess? Why do people not mind searching for god at places of worship that are perpetually surrounded by a sanitation hell? India, till now, has consistently used a sweeping stroke to seek solutions for its sanitation problems. Garbage is found littered on streets because there are hardly any bins. Why then are the streets equipped with an adequate number of garbage bins still strewn with garbage? To make a difference, India first needs to reconcile such contradictions, and see where it stands in the world order on sanitation vis-à-vis other developing and developed nations.


Corruption and population are cited as issues contributing toward India’s poor sanitation. If so, how do many other equally corrupt countries have far better sanitation standards than India? Why is it then that cities like Tokyo and Hong Kong, two of the most densely populated clusters on the planet, have managed to keep themselves spotlessly clean while India struggles?


The Indian political system is also often accused for its chaotic structure that incentivizes stakeholders with divergent ideas that seemingly work at cross purposes for policymaking and governance. The Indian democracy is often blamed for its apparently low entry barrier or for allowing the existence of a multiparty representative system. But this too cannot be the reason for the sanitation mess or one needs to justify the existence of a nation like the Netherlands – an inspiration on waste management. For decades, the Netherlands has involved nearly a dozen parties to run the country. How does one then explain the emergence of the picturesque city of Amsterdam from such a seemingly ‘messy’ political system of the country?


It emerges that people have evolved their ideas about waste and sanitation management over centuries – a realization triggered by the constant onslaught of man-made inventions into daily life. Essentially a direct aftermath, progress, propelled by new inventions and advancements in science and technology, has taught humans a humbling lesson about sanitation, because every invention brought along its own sanitation mess. Horse carriages meant horse droppings on roads that need to be cleared. Printing press has led to a heap of newspapers as waste. Discarding smartphones has become an environmental hazard. Societies have been perpetually playing a catch-up game with waste management – by the time ways to manage waste from the previous invention have been figured, new challenges posed by the next invention come up. All societies therefore have had to struggle and create methods to handle the aftermath of progress. Biological reasons like race, instincts, or origins do not have any bearing on the issue of sanitation. But in the post–World War II order, the ‘clean’ countries of today found their way out of the maze of the urban sanitation problem. Concurrently, an interplay of geopolitics, ideology, social choices, and political priorities created a trajectory for India that pushed it into a quagmire of garbage.


***


The first chapter of the book deals with the devious impact this interplay had upon India’s contradictions on sanitation and how it eventually pushed India into free fall on waste management. It served to wrongly partition the notion of sanitation in the Indian mind into cleanliness of private spaces versus public spaces. It further enabled the Indian society to interlink the sanitation of private spaces to a patriarchal mindset and to assign sanitation of public spaces to the caste system, thereby viewing waste management from the standpoint of entitlement, eventually fracturing the social contract between the Indian society and the Indian state on the issue. It suffocated the collective Indian mind and forced it to take a series of bad calls that landed us on the wrong side of the sanitation debate. Concurrently, many First-World countries succeeded in preventing their respective societies from taking such an entitled view and in creating the right social contract that helped them to conquer the sanitation challenge. Without learning from this lesson, any progress by India on this issue will merely remain an illusion.


A convoluted and vague understanding of the governance around waste also gave rise to a fractured social contract. The state, on behalf of its citizens, is entrusted with the responsibility of sanitation – an accepted norm of any modern human society. As an outcome of this responsibility, the state builds an apparatus to discharge it. Infrastructure for waste collection and disposal, enforcement, legislation are all organs of this apparatus and come under this purview. It so emerges that the Indian state, in its organizational design, never fully absorbed these responsibilities. How can such a state deliver the desired outcome if its responsibilities to manage sanitation were vaguely understood and with an absent apparatus? But, how was such a grave slip-up possible in the first place?


The backdrop at the time India became a republic was important. In a way, the sanitation mess represents the unfinished agenda of the creation of India as a democratic state, a process that started on 26 January 1950. Another folly of the Indian state was its failure to appreciate the issue of sanitation for its interdependencies and to appreciate its own role as an agent of change. Waste disposal and sanitation are a direct outcome of society’s consumption behavior. The state actively shaped the consumption basket of the society and prioritized the pecking order of citizens’ consumption choices. It formulated economic and agriculture policies, welfare and health programs, taxation, and controls that had a direct bearing on the society’s disposition toward real estate, retail, education, healthcare, recreation, and other services. Then, why did the same state take a dormant stand on the issue of the waste generated as a result of this consumption? Why did the policy decisions of the Indian state stop short at anticipating the implications on waste management and sanitation of the consumption patterns of its citizens? How did the First-World countries succeed in avoiding this trap? What forced the Indian state to trivialize the issue of sanitation and not treat it with intellectual rigor or scientific temperament? The second and third chapters attempt to answer these questions.


The first half of the book explores reasons for India’s twisted mindset (of both citizens and the state) on sanitation and the biases and prejudices that force it to oscillate between pretense and ignorance. Unfortunately, for India, this oscillation created a warped priority list with disastrous consequences, as argued in the second half of the book. These chapters highlight the extent of operational corrosion of the Indian waste and sanitation apparatus, and its extreme inadequacy in addressing the growing challenge of waste management. An isolated commentary on the extent of corrosion may be afflicted with the dangers of individual perception. Therefore, the narrative is layered with references to multi-country apparatus for a deeper understanding. Solutions needed to lubricate the corrosion are low-hanging fruits that can be easily reaped, and need to be pieced together for an easy roadmap. But a combination of circumstances and preconceived notions prevent the relevant stakeholders to see this roadmap, these chapters argue.


The book also squirts nervous energy for two reasons. Firstly, the clean countries of today were not blessed with a superior apparatus to manage sanitation and waste; it was created over a period that lasted more than a century. India, therefore, has no reasons to suffer from an inferiority complex yet. Secondly, the point-in-time when India confronts this challenge with its antiquated apparatus offers hope that the challenge can be turned on its head at an accelerated pace rather than the linear pace that took over a century to bear fruit in the clean countries. If, for instance, today’s clean countries were to address the sanitation challenge in the present time (and other things remained the same as they currently are), they would possibly not take the similar linear path they took to resolve the issue. Today, technology and the state of human evolution allow bypassing of many past solutions and to review solutions with a fresh pair of eyes. The relationship between waste management and ecological balance, for instance, was not established as clearly a century ago as it is today. Therefore, the thrust of solutions in these countries in the past were aimed toward the cleanliness of streets and neighborhoods and not so much from the perspective of ecology. Today, recycling and resource recovery ideas have become the mainstay of waste disposal in many of these clean countries. Wisdom, in retrospect, is allowing these countries to take another stab at reducing waste generation from the standpoint of relieving environmental stress. Therefore, some of these countries are increasingly pairing the subject of cleanliness with the agenda of resource conversation. This paradigm shift has propelled these countries to view cleanliness and circular economy in the same context. They are aspiring to stay clean while their biodegradable refuse safely integrates with the environment and the non-biodegradable is completely arrested from getting released into the biosphere. Circular economies like Sweden are recycling nearly everything that they consume – the target is to achieve harmony between ecology and clean living without blaming human progress. So much so that their recycling industry increasingly solicits refuse from other countries to scale up recycling as an independent economic activity. Thrust on multifaceted public transport, elevated walking trails that cover city centers and expressways, legislations like product liability for disposal and congestion taxes for automobiles, predictive and remote sensing surveillance to monitor waste generation and disposal in cities, plug-and-play urban solutions are all actions these countries have taken for a clean and environmentally sustainable living.


There is no reason for India to take a linear approach to improve its waste management apparatus like the First-World countries did a hundred years ago. Technology, economic stature, and demographic advantage present interesting possibilities for India to take a nonlinear route and to significantly hasten this journey to clean itself. This will allow India to de-couple the issue of waste from prejudices and past baggage and to turn the sanitation challenge on its head. India has all the opportunity to repurpose sanitation challenge into a fulcrum of job creation, as a driver of social change, as a sustainable economic growth driver, and even as a tool for soft diplomacy to influence geopolitics. All these gains can turn waste management into an annual 15-billion-dollar industry or more for India.


There are no tables, graphs, or charts in this book because its purpose is not to find facts or to pinpoint villains. For there are no villains in this story, but there are biases and prejudices. There are no victims in the story, but there are actors. Everything from luck to circumstances, from geopolitics to faith, from needs to desire, from compulsions to choices has played a part in India’s unfortunate struggle with sanitation. For these very reasons, solutions to a clean India lie in seemingly unrelated areas or in explicit places which require an altered perspective. Solutions do not lie in pleas and campaigns for clean living, in garbage bin installations on streets, in enrolment of more sanitation workers, or in the hunt for new landfills. India’s approach to clean itself will not be one magic pill nor can it be one big-bang intervention. Instead, solutions lie in legislation, education policy, reforms in enforcement and policing, organic farming, policy for domesticated bovines, contract theory, cooperative movement, rental housing, resource recovery industry, and re-designed framework of state actors that strengthens local governance.


The last chapter stress tests this approach vis-à-vis one of the most visible sanitation challenges of modern India – the National Mission for Clean Ganga. The dirty river Ganga encapsulates all that is wrong and that is misplaced with the issue of sanitation in India. Therefore, if the approach succeeds to clean the river then it should pass the universality challenge of applicability to address all other sanitation challenges of the country. The book argues for encouraging results of this stress test.


It took nearly fifty years for the First World to figure out these solutions from their individual start points in the post-industrialized era and another fifty years to implement these solutions – they underwent trials by fire for decades before being nudged toward clean living. Rapid urbanization, triggered by industrialization, preceded the triumph of most of these countries on waste management and sanitation. Urbanization created immense pressure on political establishment of respective states and stressed their societies to seek comprehensive solutions on sanitation and waste. These clean countries teach us that urbanization and industrialization are preconditions for them to initiate their respective cleanliness drives. It was difficult for them to anticipate the implication of urbanization on sanitation and to proactively initiate cleanliness drives. Once urbanization hit these countries, trials and improvisations were hurriedly attempted to arrest the ensuing chaos, but offered no immediate respite.


If the theory that urbanization is a precondition to clean societies is true then does it mean that purely non-urban societies cannot exit as clean societies? This is a theoretical argument because sanitation in purely rural societies is a non-issue. Such societies naturally live a circular existence, which is balanced with the environment. If a village is not infringed upon by any industrial or urban trait then that village will not have any issue with sanitation. Its production and consumption cycles will work in perfect balance to square off production and consumption. Many tribes in the jungles of Amazon or in the islands of Bay of Bengal that still live an isolated existence, completely detached from the modern world, do not really struggle with the issue of sanitation precisely for this reason. A sanitation challenge emerges when foreign products infiltrate the consumption cycle of the village and disturb the natural recycling wheel, because it now needs to figure out a way to dispose its waste.


Let us consider the example of bathing in villages. The villagers rub mud on their bodies and clean themselves in the lake. The mud gets easily dissolved in the lake water and the water body is replenished during the rainy season. But with progress, soap replaces mud. Now the villagers have to figure out a way to dispose its packaging and to prevent contamination, and poisoning, of the lake with chemicals present in the soap. Consider another example of the practice of drinking beverages. Villagers produce and drink milk by rearing bovines at home. One day, however, they are introduced to aerated cola in a plastic bottle, and soon it replaces milk. How do they discard the empty plastic bottle? Do they burn it? Naively some of them do and in the process start to pollute the air. Some others dispose it off in the lake thereby choking the natural flow of the water body. Industrialization creates new markets for soap and cola, and it travels to the village in search of new consumers and creates a sanitation challenge. The cola example is also true in reverse. Milk, produced in the dairy, travels to the urban household in a plastic packet, and they are faced with the challenge to discard the packet.


Integrating human consumption with man-made modern marvels has disturbed the harmony of nature and has caused the sanitation problem we face today. The clean countries of today realized the futility of a counter-narrative to modernization as an effective remedy for the challenge of sanitation, and adopted society-wide abstinence of, detachment from, rejection of modern living. They also understood that cherry-picking ‘good’ modern-day marvels over the ‘bad’ ones to practice a middle-of-the-road existence was not an option. You cannot ignore the plastic bottle and accept the mobile phone: both require a process for safe disposal.


A counter-narrative for urbanization and industrialization was also not possible because modern human society had lost the right to proclaim such a resistance after the chest-thumping pursuit of industrialization as a symbol of human progress for centuries. Urbanization and industrialization are manifestations of humans’ instinctive desire to change the status quo, while good or bad outcomes are fait accompli. Differently put, humans do not have the right to make an argument to resist industrialization because they are an outcome of it. Even pioneers of nineteenth-century industrialization were in no position to make an argument against it because they themselves were the modern and new-age thinkers of their time and were also a product of the pre-industrialized society that was ‘industrialized’ in its own way. The fact that these pioneers could print their ideas on a piece of paper was the result of the printing press invented a few centuries earlier. Even the society that gave rise to the printing press could not make that argument because it was a product of early man-made inventions that allowed them to travel and to smelt metal. This society was an outcome of the earlier invention of wheel and discovery of fire. The argument to resist industrialization, therefore, could have been made only by the inventor of the wheel, the cavemen. They should have thought, ‘While we have invented the wheel and discovered fire, these inventions will pose a severe challenge of sanitation to our future generations and to the ecology of the world. So let’s give it a pass.’ That could have been a winning argument, but not one from us.


Clean countries of today understood this limitation and instead of resisting industrialization – and the accompanying urbanization – they worked relentlessly toward upgrading the apparatus to deal with the sanitation challenge that came as an essential addendum to industrialization. It meant that if a village had indeed migrated to drinking a beverage in a plastic bottle, these countries figured out the dangers of the discarded bottle and successfully installed an efficient system to collect and haul it for safe recycling or disposal.


Another reason for the long time it took these countries to surmount the challenge was that the problem of sanitation was a social issue in need of a technical response. Suddenly, these societies were exposed to modern scientific advancements, and allowed themselves to get packed into concentrated urban areas in hope for better a future. But such an arrangement put great stress on neighborhoods to haul sewage and solid waste. Back in the village, a septic tank in the backyard and garbage pit for biodegradable waste would suffice. Now the waste comprised a growing list of plastic bags, glass, metals, processed wood, electrical goods, and so on. Neither was there a septic tank for solid waste disposal, nor a backyard to put in such a pit. The society was bewildered about the new character of waste and the challenges that came with it. The collective mind was numbed and forced to act irrationally, compelling them to become immune to dirty surroundings. This was the crux of a social issue.


The technical response to the issue was the installation of a waste collection and disposal infrastructure that was supported by legislation and its enforcement. Another technical response was to improve the designs of neighborhoods so that their tendency to create dirty surroundings is curtailed. While logical, these responses meant disruption of livelihoods, displacement, and exasperation from the slow pace of change. Moreover, these responses were not executed as comprehensively as they are outlined. Here, the narrative has the advantage of wisdom in retrospect to be able to present it in a well-ordered manner. Responses in those times took decades to show results. Marrying the social issue with such technical responses needed strong-willed political sponsorship which was hard to achieve in these societies. Lack of previous experience on the issue played its part to delay political readiness. The sponsorship needed bold political bets that could pay dividends, but at the same time sponsors who were brave enough to stake their political careers. No past reference could be banked on for this purpose. Political sponsorship needed to stay the course to take tough calls and force the society to change its behavior toward sanitation, for instance, the practice of bagging garbage at home in standardized bins and to stop burning trash in the open. Such a resolve did not waiver for fear of a backlash.


This context offers hope for India, which is witnessing a similar wave of urbanization and an equally intense stress on the issue of sanitation as experienced by the First-World societies a hundred years ago. No society was conceived with all its sanitation woes addressed or parachuted into the lap of cleanliness. Intense misery, struggle, and suffering were hallmarks of the journey toward cleanliness for most of the clean countries of today.


Therefore, time is apt for India to craft a comprehensive response on the issue of waste management and sanitation because it took over seventy years for the enabling conditions to fall in place. Going forward, India’s ambitions to compete on the world stage will ring hollow if it still struggles to offer a semblance of clarity on the issue. India cannot aspire for a world-class consumption story simultaneously with a medieval mindset to handle the aftermath of such consumption. More than a lesson in morality, this inference is rooted in the clinical nature of economic growth of a country.


In 2009, when India’s gross domestic product (GDP) was 1,200 billion dollars, it consumed 1 billion dollar worth of packaging material (non-biodegradable waste such as pouches, sachets, glass bottles, cardboard boxes) for every 30 billion dollar worth of retail merchandise. By 2015, India’s GDP grew to 1,800 billion dollar at a compound annual growth rate (CAGR) of 7 percent since 2009. But by this time, 1 billion dollar worth of packaging material was needed for every 18 billion dollar worth of retail merchandise. Within six years, the consistent and seemingly linear economic growth of 7 percent had a disruptive effect on India’s consumption structure and propelled the packaging demand to grow at 15 percent during the same period. Linear economic growth created a non-linear rise of consumers’ affordability, of disruptive investment in logistics, of accelerated growth in food processing that pushed the demand for packaging material in a non-linear manner. Take the growth of smartphones in India between 2009 and 2016 as a case in point. In 2009, 6 million smartphones were sold annually in India, which shot to 82 million annually in 2015. Every new smartphone meant a new packing box and an inescapable need to dispose it at the end of its lifecycle. Waste generated from this consumption is bound to overtake existing waste collection and disposal systems. Consequently, waste is bound to spill onto the streets or burn in the open. It is this disruptive effect of economic growth on waste management that has kept the First-World countries on their toes for a hundred years, and it is the implication of this disruptive effect that India is yet to fully grasp. India’s consumption ambitions will need responsible handling of the aftermath of this consumption. Therefore, going forward, there will be villains in this story if India continues to ignore the treasure trove of lessons that our own unfortunate journey and past struggles of the clean countries have to offer.


Indian society lacks clarity on the nature of the desirable solution for sanitation and on the role of every stakeholder that is needed to solve the problem. Therefore, what better an icon than Gandhi’s eyeglasses to symbolize this search for a Clean India. But we need to heed a warning before embarking on this search. India’s journey on the issue till date carries a baggage of preconceived biases which have cracked the lenses and clouded the vision, threatening to misguide. Removing these biases will serve to rectify the cracks in the vision and significantly increase India’s chances to find the right answers. Gandhi’s eyeglasses finding a place on the new currency notes is an encouraging sign about the readiness of much-needed political sponsorship on the issue of sanitation. Though the circumstances seem overwhelming, the backdrop offers hope.


The illusive solution is not one magical formula. Many small initiatives will need to be stitched together to resemble a chimera – a Greek mythological fire-breathing monster with a lion’s head, a goat’s body, and serpent’s tail. In the challenge of sanitation lies India’s own Carpe Diem moment. There is no better time than now for this book.
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WE THE PEOPLE


‘Is India a dirty country?’


If you live in Mawlynnong, a village in the state of Meghalaya, considered one of the cleanest villages in Asia, your response will be but a baffled expression. Equally baffling will your response be if you are Niron Devi, a fifty-five-year-old landless laborer living in a jhuggi cluster on the floodplains of the river Yamuna in Delhi, who has relieved herself in the open for the last twenty-five years.


Residents of Citizen Nagar, on the outskirts of Ahmedabad, have woken up every morning for the last thirteen years to the sight of a 135-meter-tall landfill. Generations of children in Sipri Bazaar, Jhansi, have grown up flying kites and playing cricket alongside stinking garbage dumps and pigs lounging about in open sewage drains. Hartman de Souza expresses his anger at the now disfigured coastline of Goa. Mohan Lal, the Malayalam cine superstar, considers garbage the biggest threat to God’s Own Country. Chances are such people will side more with Niron Devi than with the residents of Mawlynnong while answering if India is a dirty country. Why is Mawlynnong an exception while the other narratives become the default reality in India? How is it that within the same country there exists one of the cleanest human habitations and the dirtiest places on the planet?


What is it about sanitation that forces us to take such contrary stands? We invoke our cultural and philosophical heritage as logical arguments in debates on contemporary issues, but why do we still throw an empty food wrapper out of the car or burn trash outside our shops before the start of a business day? Are we conditioned to accept dirty surroundings as a state of equilibrium and not one of distress? It will be of little value to develop a critical commentary of any worth on the topic of sanitation without getting a hang of the Indian mindset on this subject. We need to deconstruct these questions and compare the Indian mind to the minds of those who live in the acceptably clean countries across the world.


During the time humans were cavemen, excreta was the only form of waste generated. Like any other animal, they would step out and relieve themselves in a place far away from their habitation. With their evolution into social animals, and with the knowledge of the importance of family as a cohesive, social unit, human colonies started to take shape. And with this they began to dump their waste in the outskirts of their settlements or in their own backyards, a simple extension of the waste disposal practice followed by their ancestors.


While every human invention created new and exciting consumption options, they brought with them the challenge of disposing the waste, a natural outcome. With the invention of the wheel arrived transportation. Horse-drawn carriages were made, which required a supporting ecosystem of stables and transit points to make them a viable mode of transport and tool of trade. But at the same time the horses dropped excreta on the streets, an inevitable side-effect. Until the invention of automobiles in the 1900s, horse droppings on the roads was of one of the biggest waste management challenges of human settlements in most cities in the world, from New York to Tokyo. The need to put mechanisms in place to clean the roads and make the surroundings safe and orderly was the primary concern.


Take also the invention of the printing press by Johannes Gutenberg in 1440. The printing press altered the cognitive ability of humans to assimilate and record knowledge. One direct outcome of this invention was the transition of paper-making from a niche cottage industry to a mass and industrial scale application. Nearly 170 years after the invention of the printing press, the first newspaper – a weekly publication called Relations – was published in Antwerp in 1605. But who thought about how to get rid of it once the weekly had served its utility of delivering news? Were they to store it, burn it, or simply discard it? One must note that the concept of public dustbins was another 250 years away.


Every invention gave rise to a new form of consumption, which preceded the way to dispose of its residue. Till the advent of the industrial age, the pace of human invention was slow. It took centuries to alter human behavior. This allowed time to create a response for waste disposal. Not always was the response appropriate; at times these were severely limited by the lack of resources and knowledge, such as burning of crop waste or dumping of garbage in the sea, which in today’s context appear to be atrocious solutions.


Beyond the disposal of solid human waste away from the settlement, humans are not born with the natural instinct to manage waste. A toddler will figure out that wafers are meant to be eaten, but will not know what to do with its empty wrapper. He will toss it aside, which will lie around for hundreds of years if not properly disposed. On the other hand, with a mango, the discarded peel and stone may very well give rise to a new mango tree.


Clean countries of today learned early on that the toddler needs to be taught the process of correct disposal; however, this realization came through a painful struggle that lasted centuries, and not achieved until the onset of the twentieth century. Waste management and sanitation in the nineteenth century was a daunting task across the Western world. Human society then was unaware of the scientific relationship between dirty surroundings and the resultant diseases. That food garbage on the streets created ideal conditions for vector-borne diseases like cholera was not an obvious inference in those times. The subject of public health and medicine was under research, vaccines were some centuries away, and germ theory was not yet discovered. Prior to ‘sanitation engineering’, the New Yorker in 1903 captured this ignorance in a photograph of a dead horse lying next to children playing in the streets of New York City. Polluted rivers flowing through early towns of Europe were mentioned in the works of playwrights and poets of the Middle Ages. In August and September 1880, Paris struggled with the Great Stink, an odor so putrid that it sparked the fear of an epidemic, causing public outcry, outpouring of sentiments, political bickering, and journalistic badgering – a familiar scene in India today. However, people were sensitive to the bad odor their dirty surroundings emitted, and since they desired to live in a stench-free environment, any waste management approach that immediately took the odor away was acceptable, no matter how flawed the solution was for public health or environment. As a result in London in 1858, public latrines on the banks of the River Thames were acceptable because the flowing river took away untreated human waste and its odor in no time.


Nearly all the waste at that time was organic – food waste, animal carcasses, solid human waste – stored in deep cesspits located in the backyard. In London, these cesspits were called ‘gongs,’ or ‘jakes,’ or ‘privies,’ and men, called Gongfermours or Gongfarmers, were employed to empty these foul-smelling pits. They were allowed to work only at night and their job was to visit each house during their nightly beat plan, empty the cesspits into a carriage, and carry away the solid waste to dump it on the outskirts of the city – often described by historians as ‘the worst job of the time.’ They were restricted to live in a designated area and allowed to use only certain roads and bylanes to ferry the ‘night soil.’ While they faced isolation for the job they carried out, they were well compensated compared to other labor-intensive professions. This brings out an important aspect of social contract. Western societies recognized that the job of the Gongfermours was dirty and challenging, yet also recognized that it was critical for an odor-free living and thus compensated it with value. It is equally possible that given the challenging nature of the job, very few people were willing to take it up and therefore wages reflected the scarce availability of the labor. It was noticed that many Gongfermours were not socially pressured to undertake this job: they did it for the money. The exclusionist approach toward Gongfermours suggests a loosely defined caste system, based on the classification of profession, prevalent in Western societies. There was the royal class and then the commoners. Farmers were placed higher than tradesmen and others. However, this caste system had the option for people to enter and exit the professions. The quantum of wages earned by Gongfermours during that time indicates existence of free will. Perhaps, people who took up this profession of cesspit cleaning and waste disposal did it by choice and for the money it paid. While they were in the profession there were exclusionist rules for them such as designated areas to live in and an assigned time the for work and such others.


But these societies recognized that the human dependence on waste collection and disposal necessitated a better response. They started to adopt industrial approaches to manage waste at the early onset of Middle Ages. Paris for instance got its first underground sewer system in 1370.


By the end of the Middle Ages, many social changes started occurring in the backdrop of the Industrial Revolution in today’s clean countries. The advent of this new era created possibilities of addressing many pressing and emerging challenges with liberal doses of scientific solutions. The invention of the first waste incinerator at the end of the nineteenth century in England eliminated the need to dump and burn waste in the open; people could now bag and segregate the garbage at source. WCs and sewer connections ended the need to ferry human waste manually. These interventions also eased the dependence on human hands and eventually eliminated the role of Gongfermours.


More importantly, these interventions helped societies put in place processes and policies that developed cognitive abilities in their inhabitants to manage a significant part of the chain. Societies were without bias toward waste and were genuinely hungry for sustainable solutions. Solutions of the past Gongfermours and slaves were taken away from the option list. Human labor to clean up waste eventually became expensive and hard to come by. Therefore, people abided by the rules and approaches of city administrators aimed at cleaning neighborhoods. Thus, these societies eventually succeeded in laying a strong foundation for a clean future.


Indian society in the preindustrial era was also influenced by factors similar to those of Western societies – growth of agrarian economy, influence of religion, wars and invasions, skills and crafts, monarchs and dynasties, human migration, and so on. But the scale of influence was significantly wider. Such was the contribution of these factors to the Indian economy that even by the eighteenth century undivided India’s GDP was nearly 20 percent of that of the world, and was only behind China’s.


However, India’s concurrent journey to condition its society’s attitude toward waste management is intriguing and unfortunate. A period of two centuries, beginning 320 AD with the establishment of the Gupta dynasty by Chandragupta I, is recorded in Indian history as the Golden Era. The dynasty with Magadha (in present-day Bihar) as its capital spread across a large part of north India. Samudragupta, Chandragupta’s son, expanded the empire with a fine combination of military prowess and smart alliances. During his reign, geographical boundaries of the Gupta kingdom extended from some parts of present-day Afghanistan and Pakistan to the entire northern India, Gujarat, and northern regions of Maharashtra.


Culturally and intellectually, Indian civilization blossomed during this period. Nalanda University in Bihar and paintings in Ajanta and Ellora caves in Maharashtra are creations of this period. Two of India’s greatest scholars Aryabhata and Kalidasa belonged to this period. The Gupta dynasty had a strong revenue-generation mechanism that relied on tax collection, state-owned mines, and cross-border trade. It is also believed that the period saw remarkable development in medical sciences, especially in defining early rules of vaccination and reconstructive surgeries. The dynasty also established a strong system of central government with a fair degree of local independence. Individual expression in the form of art and music was at its peak. Commerce with other countries flourished on the strength of artisans and ingenious skills. Loosely, the Gupta dynasty ruled this massive landmass for nearly three hundred years in its peak form, as against modern India’s post-Independence journey, which is only seventy-one years old. The tenure of the dynasty and the vast geographical spread of its rule was one of the early instances of the idea of unified India.


All aspects that measure progress and development of society were at their zenith during this Golden Era, and there was a system that seemed adequate and rational at that time to tackle the issue of waste management. An organized system was in place to take care of carcasses of fallen animals, food waste, and solid human waste. However, the same system eventually became the reason for India’s losing battle with waste management.


The Golden Era of the Gupta dynasty was also a period of a battle of religious supremacy between Hinduism and Buddhism. History is divided on the nature of this struggle. Whether it was a blood bath resulting in ethnic cleansing and persecution, or a soft war fought through ideologies and changes in the social order is still debated; historians, however, are tilted toward the latter. Buddhism blossomed and peaked across many parts of India during the Maurya dynasty that preceded the Gupta dynasty by 300 years. Monasteries, scriptures, and stupas proliferated across the subcontinent. This growth of Buddhism was perhaps at the cost of Hinduism because the then civilization did not experience a rapid expansion of population.


While, during the Gupta dynasty, Buddhism was still popular, Hinduism grew in complexity. It drew influence from astronomy and cross-pollinated ideas from Buddhism and Jainism. Much of Hinduism’s popularity and ritualistic style of today owes its origins to this period. Temples grew across the empire and religious practices became more ritualistic. The Guptas were devout Hindus and Hinduism thus grew in stature and popularity under royal patronage, but the period also witnessed remarkable religious freedom for Buddhism to coexist and flourish, lending credence to the historians’ tilt that the fight between Hinduism and Buddhism was more one for society’s mindshare for a willing acceptance than to pressurize non-believers. If Buddhism and Hinduism fought a soft war of ideologies, how did Hinduism win this battle?


Reviving the Brahmanical order in the Hindu society was one of the most potent approaches used for the purpose during this era. The Brahmanical narrative strengthened social stratification of caste, class, and gender based on the Manusmriti. The Manusmriti, or the laws of Manu, laid the foundation for Hindu laws and jurisprudence, and defined the Brahmanical order of Hindu society. It defined the role of gender, profession-based stratification of society into hierarchical caste groups, and the codes that governed them. The correct dateline about its origin is still intensely debated. Various historical studies date it between 200 BC and second century AD.


The Brahmanical order used these codes defined in the Manusmriti to formalize social order during the Gupta period. This played a pivotal role in the resurgence of Hinduism during the Gupta dynasty. The Hindu lineage of the Gupta clan may have also provided a silent sponsorship to percolate this approach and to condition society’s structure at that time. There is nothing to suggest that it was done with evil intentions or that it was done with any motive other than the dynasty’s desire to condition its society in a manner that it deemed fit. It was well within its right as a monarchy to do so.


However, this social order classification strengthened the hold of Hinduism and perhaps played a major role in curtailing the spread of Buddhism within India. Buddhism was still prevalent during the era of King Harshavardhana during the seventh century AD that immediately followed the Gupta dynasty rule. But by then it was confined to a few pockets in India.


By the end of the Gupta period, caste system and Hinduism became synonymous with each other. Hinduism became the dominant religion and the caste system became the mainstay of Indian society. It can however be debated whether the same interdependency between the two existed before the Gupta dynasty period. The Brahmins, the custodians of knowledge, were assigned the top slot of the caste pyramid, followed by the warriors or the Kshatriyas, followed by traders and farmers, and then craftsmen. Those engaged in the job of cleaning and sanitation rested at the bottom.


Many social commentators have pointed out that the caste and class system was not as rigid as it sounds; some of the practices were more for practical reasons. The cultural and economic prosperity of the Gupta period also lends credence to this belief. People were learned, and had a high sense of self-worth and mutual respect for others. Bias in societies is inversely proportional to economic prosperity of all classes. If the Golden Era allowed groups belonging to all professions to experience a long period of stability and prosperity, there were no explicit reasons for caste discrimination and intercaste conflicts.


However, in its pursuit to triumph over Buddhism, the caste stratification approach of Hinduism laid an unintentional foundation for discrimination and bias to creep in the future. Herein lie reasons for the twisted mind of Indians regarding waste management. How did that happen?


During the Mauryan period, those littering the streets were penalized. Streets were equipped with underground drains; public bath areas were connected to water bodies; a cluster of homes had access to a water well – Chanakya’s Arthashastra gives vivid details of this arrangement. It can thus be inferred that there was an administrative awareness toward virtues of clean public spaces and that individual households were responsible for keeping their surroundings clean.


However, the idea of cleaning public spaces and waste disposal outside the limits of homes significantly changed during the Golden Era. The caste system institutionalized manual scavenging of waste from homes, disposing it on the outskirts, cesspits, or dumping grounds, and cleaning public places, such as streets, drains, by the subcaste of Bhangis, similar to London’s Gongfermours. It is difficult to imagine any operational or safety gear – machines, pulleys, or gloves – used to execute this job. Bare hands, wooden carts, and iron pails were possibly the only apparatus available to empty the night soil from homes. The nature of the job inspired a natural repulsion, which led to an instinctive discrimination and a secluded existence of this caste, a natural human reaction to dirt and unpleasant odor and sights. But this reaction was universal and not limited to only India.


There was, however, one big difference between the Gongfermours and Bhangis. The job of the Gongfermour was created to address the need of the society and the differential treatment was merely operational, to satisfy human instinct. The church, the custodian of religious doctrine in Europe, did not play any role in defining the job or the social structure around it. It did not issue any guidelines of acceptable and unacceptable behavior for them. Therefore, the Gongfermour had the option to exit the profession when he wished. The job of the Bhangis, on the contrary, was determined as part of the social structure that started to get defined with the lens of Hinduism during the Golden Era. It is difficult to imagine that the segregation began with the intent to exploit. Hinduism was interpreted as a way of life, and was viewed under an umbrella philosophy to define the existing society and encompass every aspect of daily living. Also, that this philosophical narrative was democratized under one giant kingdom which covered most of the subcontinent provided the necessary fire power of a unified state support to expand it to an almost noble form.


But, the basic construct of the caste system was flawed in its design. It created a natural organization of homogenous groups that started to stand out from other groups based on skill profile, appearance, recognition, importance, access to power centers, and so on, and became a potent tool for exploitation. Three hundred years of the Gupta dynasty rule is a very long time in human history to say that the design of the caste system did not reveal its vulnerabilities during this time.


More importantly, after the end of this period, the subcontinent became a conglomeration of many monarchs, dynasties, and kingdoms. Wars, alliances, invasions became the order of the day for the next 1,200 years. The Hindu philosophy driven by the Brahmanical order got divided into many forms, one for every monarch or dynasty that emerged after the collapse of the Gupta era. The caste system emerged as a common tool to softly exercise power for the kings to show political and social clout.


This had an acute implication on the way the issue of waste disposal was interpreted by the Indian society. The role of the Bhangi, the cleaning caste, changed from providing assistance in clearing to cleaning up the waste generated by the consuming class. In the earlier system, it is a shared responsibility where a household solicits the services of a Bhangi. The act of solicitation is voluntary for both parties: the Bhangi can accept or reject it. Later, however, the household has the right to ask the Bhangi to clean up the waste, but the Bhangi has no right to refuse, failing which he awaits punishment. Religious dovetailing of the social order allowed the scope of this job to get reinterpreted in this fashion, and from here started India’s downward spiral toward a waste management nightmare.


The reinterpreted narrative of Hinduism allowed the institutionalization of the contract of cleaning and waste disposal from merely being an economic understanding between the Bhangi and the household to being a dictum packaged under the guise of faith. This converted a simple practice of cleaning and waste disposal, which started as a social arrangement, into an activity guided by rigid codes. Insecurity about alternate ways to manage waste can also be a reason for the arrangement to have become a rigid system. Communities engaged in the job of cleaning and human waste disposal were nudged into a separate system of existence. Public spaces were segregated for those belonging to the cleaning castes, such as separate water wells, designated areas at river banks, even separate places of worship. These arrangements brought to surface the flawed design of the caste system. Behavior of those belonging to other castes that were consuming the services of the cleaning castes exerted biases and exploitative tendencies, injecting fear and ostracism among the cleaning castes. The system of outsourcing all aspects of cleaning, waste collection, and waste disposal to a section of society and of building social barriers to confine its members was India’s answer to the issue of waste management.


Bhangis and Chamars became a convenient solution to a disgusting problem. Instead of a quid-pro-quo arrangement between supposedly equal parties of consuming class and cleaning castes as should have been the case, sanitation became the sole duty of the cleaning caste. Not only was the community burdened with the outcome of the job but were left to fend for themselves as regard the mechanics of cleaning and everything else that came along with it – tools, processes, working conditions. Only the outcome mattered to the consuming class. It didn’t matter if the cleaning caste was hauling the waste and dumping it in the river or on the outskirts of the village. Nor, did it matter if the garbage was burned or buried in cesspits. Environmentally, it was all fine because the garbage was all organic and human footprints sparse. Getting the garbage out of sight and managing its bad odour were the only two expectations from the Bhangis and Chamars and if they did a bad job of it, the religious stick was used to flog them and make them fall in line.


In eighth century AD, about a few million people across the subcontinent generated primarily organic waste in their daily lives. While the exploitative arrangement of caste system to manage the cleaning job was abhorrent, it took care of the waste management issue with reasonable ease. The arrangement did not disturb the ecology, nor did it create any public health crises. It only helped clean public areas and pick garbage from households with reasonably good results.


The caste-system-based solution to waste management was discriminative and exploitative for a large section of the society, but, in the context of the world order of the eighth century, such notions of discrimination and exploitation were nebulous and viewed from a very different lens. Monarchies were the principled order of the state across the world. Society largely relied on practices and rituals passed from the previous generations as the source of wisdom and knowledge to solve problems of daily life. Security of communities and self-survival were primary motivators to evaluate choices of social contracts. People killed each other for valor, honor, and survival. Wars were bloody and life expectancy was low. Any solution that increased the probability of survival over the other was an acceptable norm on the moral compass. While in retrospect we can critique the caste arrangement for waste management with disdain and regret, this libertarian viewpoint was centuries away.


The caste system was an arrangement that started with the benign intention of organizing societies. The enshrined Vedic principles of karma, salvation, introspection, and rational thinking of Hinduism were overshadowed by ritualistic, symbolic, and rigid practices for reasons that were political and were passed on through centuries across the subcontinent and caste system paid the price. Then, the geopolitical landscape in the India of post ninth century AD started to change dramatically. Islam came to the subcontinent with invaders from the north and northwest frontiers. Though, the religion also entered the social order of South India through a relatively peaceful route of trade and commerce a few centuries earlier. The next five centuries witnessed numerous battles between Indian kingdoms and Turk, Afghan and Mongol rulers invaders and among Muslim monarchs. With the establishment of the Delhi Sultanate and the subsequent rule of the Mughal dynasty in much of the northern and central part of the subcontinent stabilized this power struggle. Though skirmishes for supremacy continued among various kingdoms in other parts of India, the Mughal and the Maratha dynasties became the lynch-pin of the subcontinent’s political order till the eighteenth century AD when the baton was passed onto the British.


Starting from three centuries before the establishment of Mughal dynasty and three centuries after the coronation of Babur, Indian society witnessed pluralistic exposure to its religious order. Hinduism itself underwent a regional makeover. There was a Maratha way of Hindu living. The Rajput kings of Rajasthan placed Hindu living of valor and sacrifice at the heart of their political power. The Bhakti movement that started from present-day Tamil Naidu culminated into rich symbolic representation of temples in many parts of south India that bloomed under the Chola dynasty.


Islam manifested in India through many sects, namely, Deobandi, Sunni, Shia, Dawoodi Bohra, Sufism. With the landing of Vasco da Gama on the shores of Kerala in 1498, India also saw arrival of Christianity along with European explorers. Guru Nanak Dev laid the foundation of Sikhism with the sheer will to resist persecution, preserve individual freedom and identity. Amidst this churn of faith-exploration in the subcontinent, the concern of the custodians of faith was to bring new followers into their fold or to preserve existing followers. Messages of new faiths appealed to the Indian society out of fear, exclusion, or on the plank of resilience and escape.


But these multiple manifestations of religions in India hardly made a dent in the social order of the caste system. Out of fear of persecution or out of the sheer dejection from discrimination over centuries many people embraced Islam or Christianity. But, the caste hierarchy of the social order followed them in this journey. Therefore, a Hindu carpenter retained his tag of a carpenter and became a Muslim carpenter. A Hindu scavenger retained the caste tag of animal scavenging and became a Christian scavenger. Religious resurgence did not change the social order of the caste system during the medieval period, which has continued till today. In 2016, Catholic Bishops’ Conference of India (CBCI), the apex decision making body of the Christian community in India, released a report that candidly admitted that Indian Christianity is not immune to caste discrimination. The report further admitted that while 63 percent of its members are Dalits, only twelve bishops out of a total of five thousand bishops in India are Dalits. This representation is less than 0.24 percent. In the India of the twenty-first century, the scourge of untouchability is alive and kicking among the Indian Muslims as well. A study published in 2015 researched this thesis in many Muslim households in north India and found widespread discrimination of ‘Dalit’ Muslims by the ‘non-Dalit’ in the community. It ranged from virtually no representation of Dalit Muslims in decision making bodies that concern the faith to separate seating of Dalit Muslims during feasts. The suicide of Manpreet Singh in Khai village in Punjab in 2017 highlights the deep tentacles of caste discrimination that confronts Sikhism as well. Manpreet, a twenty-two-year-old Sikh man consumed poison and ended his life in June 2017, when he found out that the parents of the girl he married a few days ago had an intercaste marriage and the girl’s mother belonged to a ‘lower caste’ whereas he was a ‘high’ caste Sikh. This is the worst form of condemnation that could be bestowed on the girl’s parents who decided to take a bold stand many years back to break the caste barrier. Sikhism in spite of being founded on the principle of brotherhood, inclusion and egalitarianism ended up marginalizing perceived lower caste groups who embraced it over time. The Jatt Sikhs by the virtue of their existing landholdings and social status became the perceived upper-caste group, whereas the Dalits of the region for their association as laborers tilling farmland or as owners of leather trade ended up as marginalized Dalits. The monopoly of Jatt Sikhs and the near non-existence of Dalits in the membership of SGPC (Shiromani Gurdwara Prabandhak Committee – the central governing body of Sikhs) were revealed in a research study in 2007 – a reality not very different from that of CBCI. The marginalization of Dalit Sikhs from the mainstream gave rise to separate gurudwaras for Dalits. The emergence of Ravidassia Dera (and many other deras subsequently) in Punjab (and in north India) as a sort of parallel sect to bring under its fold the perceived Dalit groups of the region was born out of this condemnation. Such was the brute power of the caste system that went much beyond the power of the myriad religious ideas being injected in the Indian society during the Middle Ages.


The monarchs irrespective of their faith, hardly prioritized social reforms in the towns, villages and communities they governed. They rarely interfered in the caste system, practices, and ritualism. The same village may have been governed by different rulers, but the villagers would have hardly felt the change of the monarchy in their daily lives. Everyday life continued with the same social order as long as the king’s exchequer was able to extract the desired tax from the village. Unified jurisprudence codes that governed the civil laws of the land and defined social contracts within the society were patchy during that time. Verbal rules were passed as local laws of village panchayats primarily driven by the social order of the caste system. Therefore, it did not matter if a villager, whose father was a Hindu, embraced Islam. It did not allow him to escape from the caste order that defined his social standing in the village. Hamlets were largely left on their own to interpret caste system and define the social order. There were no checks and balance by way of the state’s intervention in such matters of local governance. It was a free reign for the established custodians to interpret rules from their own vantage points. There was no scope of questioning rituals for the lack of any other recourse. Who will question whom? Can a Bhangi question the priest of the temple about his diktat to ostracize him from the village because the Bhangi dared to enter a temple? How will the Bhangi fend for himself and for his family if he is expelled from the village? It is not as if he could catch a bus and head to the city in search for a better life. A thousand years of reinterpretation of the caste system of social order progressively decayed, allowing the system to be interpreted in ways to suit the needs of the powerful. Practices became rituals. Rituals became rules. Rules became ‘sacred’ and ‘rigid’ codes that were insulated from questioning and rationale thinking. This insulation extended to the self-appointed custodians (nobility) of these rules. The state dared not get on the wrong side of the village head or the priest because they feared loss of loyalty to the king.


Within a thousand years from the sixth to the sixteenth century AD, the caste system that started as a simple ‘Hindu’ practice to organize the society for efficient and peaceful existence transformed into a rigid beast. So strong became its independent identity that it unshackled itself from the reigns of Hinduism and could not even be tamed by any other religious narrative. The situation needed cool heads who could take stock of the beast and whose words of wisdom the people would follow. It needed a spiritual cleansing and a philosophical re-assessment that could mellow its hardness and free up people’s excessive dependence on it. Basavanna’s (Kannada poet and social reformer) assertive and vocal revolt in the twelfth century against the caste system and his disdain toward the society’s excessive drift toward idol worship needs to be interpreted in this backdrop. His assertion signifies that in the Middle Ages caste system in the subcontinent was a full-blown social evil that was a creation of apathy of the political order of the time and the potential of opportunistic use it served to its custodians. It is a different matter that nine centuries later the politics of this land turned on its head and packaged Basavanna’s vision of a casteless society into a new caste altogether.


Unfortunately, this caste system also carried forward India’s solution to waste management. By the nineteenth century, the cleaning community was the weakest, and most dejected and exploited section of the Indian society. They were assigned to live in seclusion, forced to carry out daily chores in a prescribed manner, expected to perform their duty with perfection, yet earned meager wages that just about managed sustenance living. The caste barriers ensured there was no way out. Perhaps caste barriers and meagre wage rates earned by cleaning castes served to strengthen the entrapment. They were not allowed to be within physical proximity of the consuming class, nor meet their gaze. The relationship between the two classes became that of master and servant, where the former felt entitled. A Bhangi was at the beck and call to pick up night soil, sweep streets, and remove other household or commercial waste. A Chamar was a call away to dispose of livestock carcass.


The destruction was complete in that the social order of the sub-continent ensured that waste management does not appeal to the psyche of Indian society as a shared responsibility. This social order also conditioned the Indian mind to separate the notion of waste management into private and public spaces. The idea of clean private spaces, namely, homes, shops, or equivalent comparable units, is a deep-rooted Indian custom for centuries. However, the patriarchal social order has primarily tasked the woman of the house with this and other household duties, while the bread-earning male spends most of his time outside the house to put food on the table. A homemaker’s life in the Middle Ages was centered around executing this job for most part of her productive life. A clean home thus became the duty of the homemaker, rather than it being a shared responsibility among all family members. She would interface with the Bhangi to clean the toilet and pick up the night soil. The rest of the family, however, was oblivious to such activities related to waste management within the confines of the home. This baton was passed to the children of the house, upon attainting adulthood. The male child became a dutiful bread earning adult hardly concerned about what goes on inside the house as was the case with his father. The girl child would come under the wings of her mother for an informal apprenticeship, where she was prepped up for marriage before long.


Outside the boundaries of the home, a more formal caste system had its hold on society and cleaned public spaces. One could throw leftovers on the streets or defecate on the outskirts of the village because he knew a Bhangi would clean up after him and the Bhangi could not reprimand him for this un-civic behavior. A farmer need never worry about fallen livestock because a Chamar would come along and take care of the carcass, but the Chamar dare not dream to sit beside the farmer and share a meal. Cleaning thus became a compulsion for the homemaker or the cleaning community because the social norms had intimately tied it to their worth. This arrangement lacked an economic or a social contract between equal parties with a principle of reciprocity, as should have been the case, and as is evident in the Western societies.


This also created a false belief that waste management was not an issue in the Indian society and set it up for a giant failure in future. It seemed so legitimate and complete that even the noble and purists saw nothing wrong in it. Even, the ‘smart’ British fell in this trap. It is baffling because the British during their rapid colonization of India also suffered from myriad challenges to manage waste back home. For all the experimentation taking place in England back then to overcome the challenges of waste management, none of it touched the shores of the Indian subcontinent. The British hired on its rolls Bhangis and Chamars to take care of the waste disposal in British India, reinforcing a formal sponsorship of the state to the caste arrangement for waste disposal delivered through British municipalities. This was also part of the larger work of British rule that codified the caste system.


By the start of the nineteenth century, social reformers started to knock on the conscience of the Indian society, particularly about the Brahmanical order of the Hindu religion and its excessively ritualistic design and rigid codes. The rebellion of Raja Ram Mohan Roy resulted in the practice of Sati being banned under the Bengal Sati Regulation of 1829 and the establishment of Brahmo Samaj or a universal society without any discrimination based on caste and religion. In 1875, Dayanand Saraswati laid the foundation of Arya Samaj with the aim to reinterpret Hinduism into a spiritual and research-based religion rather than an overtly ritualistic one it had become. In 1886, Ramakrishna Paramahansa founded the Ramakrishna Math (re-christened Ramakrishna Mission by his disciple, Swami Vivekananda) with the aim to inject modernity, practicality, and universality into religious thinking. All these religious movements had one common theme: a voice against blind faith, ritualistic methodology, and discriminative tendencies of Hinduism, which perpetuated an exploitative social order and caste system. Within the span of sixty years, India saw three religious reform movements that critiqued the prevailing social order. Fundamental flaws of the social order in the Indian society had indeed started to become apparent to the rational mind.


However, two notable reasons hindered these movements from making severe dents in the mainstream narrative of the Indian caste order. First, the spiritual reformers heading these movements passed away prematurely, thus the influence of these movements remained confined to small groups or regions. Second was the emergence of a strong nationalist movement that started with the first war of independence in 1857, which later expanded into a full-blown independence movement by the start of the twentieth century. The movement overshadowed social reforms and prevented them from becoming a mainstream agenda. While we were struggling to attain freedom, the issue of managing waste did not seem a pressing matter. Surely it could be addressed once we had gained independence: this argument seemed defendable at the time, but it was not to be.


By the start of the twentieth century, migration from villages to towns, and the consequent population growth, had begun to put pressure on the approach of waste being exclusively managed by the cleaning caste. But the political scenario hardly afforded any space for this issue, except for Mahatma Gandhi, who severely critiqued the flawed design of the caste system to manage waste. He stands out as a lone warrior against Indian society’s intellectual decay on the issue of sanitation. In 1903, when he first visited the famous Kashi Vishvanath Temple of Varanasi, he was unimpressed by what he saw. He wrote, ‘The swarming flies and the noise made by the shopkeepers and pilgrims were perfectly insufferable.... Here one expected an atmosphere of meditation and communion, it was conspicuous by its absence.’ Thirteen years later, when he visited the city a second time to be part of the stone-laying ceremony of the Banaras Hindu University, he found the temple just as dirty: he equated it to the state of the Indian society. In his speech at the foundation ceremony of the university, he said, ‘If a stranger dropped from above on to this great temple and he had to consider what we as Hindus were, would he not be justified in condemning us? Is not this great temple a reflection of our own character?’


Gandhi’s comments raised a hard-hitting question: how can one hope to commune with god in a so-called holy city amidst such dirty surroundings? It seemed no one saw the irony before it was questioned. Gandhi saw that the problem was chiefly behavioral, that waste management was being delegated instead of it being a shared responsibility. He recognized that a move toward a clean society had to begin at home, and championed the act of cleaning toilets by every member of the family, an act he felt would help open up the Indian minds toward a shared responsibility for cleanliness, and that it is at par with other skilled jobs. Yet Gandhi’s voice against unhygienic and dirty surroundings through lectures, writings, actions, and self-criticism fell on deaf ears. The agenda of freedom, communal harmony, and national integration then were of critical importance. It might be a fair assumption that had Gandhi lived one more decade in independent India, his agenda of cleanliness would have taken center stage.


While the Western world rapped the masses on their knuckles to fall in line, India merely replicated its British colonizers’ system of hiring cleaning-caste people on the rolls, which continued even after Independence. In 2011, various surveys, including the Census, pegged the number of people engaged in the job of manual scavenging at between 11,000 and 30,000. While urban homes gradually shifted to toilets connected to sewage system, they now employed a sewer cleaner instead of a manual scavenger. Statistics show, however, that in 2011 nearly a million Indian households still relied on manual scavengers to clean their toilets, while in 2016 India was still educating its citizens to stop open defecation and build wet toilets in homes.


In 1990, Delhi generated less than 2,000 metric tons of rubbish on a daily basis, much of which was dumped on the landfills outside the city. However, over the next twenty years, the city generated more than 10,000 metric tons of garbage daily and had exhausted all the available landfills for its disposal. Till the 1990s, waste in India was largely biodegradable in nature – food, human discharge, paper, leaves, and other such materials. The economic liberalization of 1991 is the tipping point when India’s garbage composition changed rapidly. Since then the republic became younger, urban, and prosperous. Life expectancy grew, the average age of its population declined. A new crop of baby boomers, optimists, and restless people moved into new households with new dreams. Urbanization expanded its perimeter and metamorphosed sleepy towns into bustling centers of prosperity. It lifted many people out of poverty, created new references for bright futures, and set a new benchmark of aspirations. This progress directly translated into an explosion of household consumption. But it also accelerated India’s descent into a sanitation nightmare. India hardly knew anything about waste management, while the quantum and nature of garbage inside and outside of the household changed rapidly. Electronics, batteries, plastic, construction waste became a sizeable part of its composition. The landfills were sucking up more and more garbage with each passing day, becoming more lethal and toxic. Unlike the benign food waste that would dry out in the sun, the cadmium and lead from discarded batteries were now getting discharged into the surroundings, setting the city on the path of a public health disaster by the decade of 2010s. Garbage landfills caught fire that refused to die down for weeks, smog blanket covered regions, and lakes frothed mysterious foam. These are just some of the ecological bombs that went off in 2016 exemplifying the challenge of new-age waste management.


The centuries-old conditioning of the Indian mind desensitized the entire society, rendering it unable to address this emerging challenge. Waste management and public hygiene were never taught as a subject in educational institutes. Moreover, the patriarchal setup of Indian households left no scope for the homemaker to actively engage others in the chores of cleaning and waste management. Nor did any policy intervention of the Indian state make any attempt to reach out to this homemaker and teach her constructive practices of waste management as it did for immunization and family planning.


Concurrently, the developed economies made rapid advances to ‘dumb down’ the subject for those who did not understand, namely, bagging the waste or bins for segregation. It was only after centuries of ignorance and struggle that the clean countries of today overcame the challenges of waste management. They broke down the barrier of ignorance through self-criticism and constant learning. This helped them to shun any false need for conformity to the existing arrangements. The theme of bad sanitation featured in literature. Administrators treated it among the top challenges at work. Political leadership confronted the issue head on and made tough decisions and drafted hard-hitting regulations. The emerging scientific temperament in the backdrop of the Industrial Revolution in these societies prompted social scientists and technocrats to take a science-driven approach and design solutions to confront the challenge. These very societies were dependent on Gongfermours and slaves to haul their garbage till the twentieth century; today they have set the global benchmark of excellence in sanitation.


While the Western world was marching ahead in waste management, at start of the twentieth century Munshi Premchand, by way of his stories, was essaying the realities of the trials faced by the cleaning castes in India. In one such story, titled ‘Sadgati’, Dukhi – a frail Chamar knocks on the door of Ghasiram’s (the priest in the village) home on a hot summer morning. Dukhi intends to get the ‘auspicious’ date for the marriage of his daughter – an exclusive domain of Ghasiram. Ghasi asks Dukhi to first clean his house and chop the wood before he can consider the matter. Dukhi had left his home on an empty stomach to catch Ghasi early at his home and get the task done. Dukhi curls up his hunger and gets down to completing these tasks in the fear that if he leaves them unfinished, Ghasi may leave his house and it will be difficult to get hold of him again or even worse Ghasi may get angry and not take up his matter at all. It is evening and Dukhi is dutifully chopping the wood but his body sapped of all the reserved stamina gives way and collapses. Ghasi and his wife looks at the lifeless body of Dukhi and curses the ‘inauspicious’ sight, while thinking of a way to remove Dukhi’s body to restore the ‘purity’ of the passage at the earliest. The story is a severe criticism of the hypocritical caste arrangement that allows priest’s job profile to instill fear and unquestioned subordination in the Chamar community, while it provides the priest a carte blanch for his scorn to a lifeless human body for the profession that the body engaged in while it was full of life.


This belief of the entire society created rigid boundaries around the issue of waste management and it did away with any desire to revisit it with changing times, thereby eradicating any scope for self-criticism or improvement. Every subsequent generation of the Indian society continued with the same arrangement because dismantling it not only required an alternative which was not present, but it also served the parochial interests of many stakeholders beyond the explicit issue of waste management.


If you think Premchand’s story was a fictional account, think again. In 2016, Una, a small village in Gujarat, made national headlines for caste-related skirmishes. The conflict was between the upper-caste and the Chamar communities. The Chamars alleged that members of their community were falsely accused of cow slaughter and beaten up. They boycotted lifting an animal carcass from the village. A few days later, a fifteen-year-old Chamar boy was beaten up following his refusal to ‘do his job.’ Such was the backlash from this event that it launched the careers of new leaders in Dalit politics in the state. In 2017 a Reddy man in Andhra Pradesh killed his son-in-law and pushed his daughter to commit suicide because she had married a person from a ‘lower’ caste. In the same year, ‘upper-caste’ villagers in Mana Village of Madhya Pradesh allegedly poured kerosene in the water well used by Dalits to seek revenge for the latter’s defiance. These ‘upper-caste’ villagers were angry that the celebratory decibels of a wedding function in a Dalit family was ‘way above’; and perhaps equated the decibels during their own wedding functions, signifying equality. How can Dalits’ expression of happiness be equal to that of perceived upper castes? In 2018, Maruthi Rao – a ‘successful’ businessman in Miryalaguda town of Telangana hired two hardcore criminals and allegedly got his son-in-law – Pranay murdered solely for the fact that Maruthi’s daughter – Amrutha chose Pranay – a Dalit as her life partner. The caste identity twisted Maruthi’s moral compass to such an extent that he felt fine to reduce her young pregnant daughter into a widow than to accept a Dalit as his sonin-law. If Premchand were alive today, he would still be treated as a contemporary writer for his stories have not lost an iota of relevance even after a whole century.


While the Brahmanical order in the era of the Guptas had scored a victory for Hinduism over the spread of Buddhism, in the ensuing centuries it snuffed out philosophy and intellect from the narrative of Hinduism. Codes and practices that were defined under the order over time metamorphosed into superstition and occult, and laid the foundation for disastrous consequences on sanitation that India faces in the present day. The story of the Indian cow best portrays this descent into a quagmire that may have been unintended, but entirely avoidable. Apart from the caste system, the Brahmanical order also influenced food as a tool of silent onslaught over Buddhism. It successfully managed to reposition vegetarianism as symbol of superior ‘Hindu’ living, and the cow became the lynchpin of this philosophy. Historians have concluded that this positioning was diametrically different from the Vedic times, when Hindus used to slaughter cows and eat beef not only within the confines of their private spaces, but even in social gatherings.


In the post-Mauryan period, this functional view of the cow was suddenly replaced with the movement around vegetarianism and cow protection. There are two possible reasons for this change in stance. One, the Brahmanical order saw a leverage to build a counter-narrative to the Buddhist practice of eating beef to gain supremacy. Though, it is also argued that Buddhist virtue of ahinsa (non-violence) may have given birth to the concept of vegetarianism in the first place and that may have prompted Brahmanical narrative around cow protection to package its brand of vegetarianism as a superior alternative. Second, it is possible that excessive culling of cows for food may have caused an imbalance in the supply chain and compelled the political leadership to build a strong cow-protection agenda packaged with strong religious backing to ensure its success: the second reason was purely economic and survival-led.


However genuine the trigger for the change in stance around the cow be in the context of that time, the narrative that shaped up over the next sixteen centuries had an unintended consequence on India’s struggle with waste management. By the end of the nineteenth century, the subject of the cow in India was disfigured beyond recognition, so much so that many social reformers and Hindu leaders took a stand on the issue with the objective of becoming the voice of reason in society. For instance, the cow as a functional subject finds support in the thinking of Swami Vivekananda. His stance sprang from his strong belief that Hinduism needed to regain the philosophical ground it had yielded to ritualism and eventually degenerated into superstition. To him, the prevailing thinking of Hindu society about the cow embodied this degeneration. Vinayak Savarkar also resented the excessively ritualistic association of the cow with Hinduism. His compassion for the cows was no different from the compassion he had for trees and other life forms that played an equally significant role in providing value to man’s existence in Hindustan. For Savarkar, according religious identity and deity status to the cow was a superstition, and he abhorred the vulnerability displayed by the Hindus in defenselessly surrendering to such superstitions rather than to confront them with rational thinking. He believed that such superstitions destroyed a nation’s intellect.


In the pre-industrial times, Indians reared cows for milk for self-consumption. A little extra milk was saved for offering to the deity in the local temple or gifted to peers in the social circle. Some may have even sold milk to the local sweet shop for an extra consideration. Primarily, it was consumed within the same ecosystem. When the call to protect the cow became the mainstream narrative of the Indian society, it was easy for such households to abide by it. Now, instead of killing them, they had to wait for the cows to die a natural death. Once the cow died Chamars were assigned the job to pick up the fallen animal and dispose of the carcass as they deemed fit. Chamars extracted economic value from the fallen animal by selling its meat and tanning its skin.


Wars, invasion, industrialization, and trade usurped the social order of Indian villages and triggered migration for survival or for better economic opportunities. Households stopped rearing cows at home, but that did not change their reliance on dairy products. Migration increased the distance from the villages to source milk to satiate this need. Milk became a much-needed, scarce commodity, and thus commerce around dairy kicked in. Commercial neighborhood dairies began to produce milk on a large scale to cater to this demand. While milk underwent this silent makeover, the symbol of the cow as a Hindu identity strengthened with every passing century.


But it was impossible for the cow (a deity) to coexist with milk (white gold). The moment milk entered the realm of commercial dairy business, economics forced the cow to become an industrial asset. The animal was strictly viewed by dairy operators as a trade off between its cost of ownership and the revenue it generated. In its lifetime, a cow goes through six lactation cycle. It is a cost head for the dairy operator in the period before and after lactation. No dairy owner minds bearing the cost of maintenance of the cow in the pre-lactation period because it is to prepare her for the forthcoming productive life. But the cost of her existence on the farm in the post-lactation period eats into the dairy farmer’s earnings. In societies where the cow does not hold a symbolic position, it proceeds to the slaughterhouse once she has outlived her productive life. This timely transition from the dairy to the meat industry balances the commercial cycle of cow rearing in line with the economic need of the society.


In India, the protective status of the cow was defined when dairy was largely a domestic activity carried out in most village homes. For the economics of a commercial dairy business, it was not profitable to keep old cows in the corral. But the ‘protectionist’ dictate was never stress-tested for its effects on commercial dairies. The order meant extra cost and more infrastructure bandwidth, which yielded nothing in return. Unlike when cow rearing had not been commercialized, where one could wait for it to die a natural death and then have a Chamar dispose of the carcass, it now had to vacate the dairy after its lactating life was over, to make space for new animals. This compulsion was at loggerheads with the beliefs of the dairy owner. They had to view the cow as an industrial asset which depreciated over time and less as a deity to succeed in the business. Formal and informal contracts sprang up between these dairies and slaughterhouses to manage the onward movement of the animal. Dairy owners did not mind the arrangement because these slaughterhouses were managed either by Chamars or by Muslims, and therefore the perceived ‘sinful’ act of putting the cow to rest was ‘outsourced’ – a modified extension of the arrangement where cows were reared at home and a Chamar was entrusted to take care of dead animals. Some dairy owners conveniently reinterpreted the dictate to pass the test of religious conformity and reared buffaloes instead.


By the start of the twenty-first century, India became the second largest dairy producer in the world and consumed almost all the milk it produced. Old cows and buffaloes were dispatched to slaughterhouses, thereby supplying raw material to the meat and leather industries. The scale of this arrangement was widespread because it provided a convenient refuge to numerous small dairies all over the country that never owned more than a few dozen animals and could not afford to house non-productive cows. India thus emerged as the largest beef exporter in the world.


On the one hand, the arrangement provided valuable nutrition to its population and, on the other, it tested the Hindu beliefs propagated by the Brahmanical order. It was a fragile arrangement that had all the makings of a potent political conflict. But instead of initiating an objective debate to reconcile these contradictions, India, afflicted with pre-existing biases, merely ignored it. Consequently, the arrangement derailed into informality. Unregulated and informal dairies mushroomed on the fringes, which became a sanitation mess. Some dairy owners willingly gave the non-productive cows away for culling. Many other dairy operators or amateur bovine owners simply abandoned them to roam the streets. While they had to act righteous by not killing the cow, they paid no heed to abandoning it. Unregulated slaughterhouses also sprang up to facilitate the charade and they too became a sanitation and public health hazard. A better handling of the consequences of increased dairy consumption would have solved the sanitation problem, but this situation was entirely self-inflicted, one born out of deep caste divides, superstitions, and prejudices. The phrase You don’t like them, but you can’t live without them aptly defines the stance of various stakeholders in the dairy, slaughter, and meat business, where a fragile equilibrium for the sake of economics exists.


Till 2014, society’s selective ignorance helped India to work around this fragility. The political narrative wisely shied away from testing the strength of the ideological boundary of those who believed in cow as a deity to withstand the pressures of cow as an economic asset. The assumption that there is a critical mass of politically relevant Hindus for whom cow as a deity supersedes all other considerations was politically tested in India for the first time after 2014. The result was instant and in many boroughs, it was a landslide. Perhaps the assumption was not misplaced. Buoyed by this spectacular result, cow slaughter was banned in many states with immediate effect. Cow vigilantism made its debut as a popular tool to cull the ‘culprits’ and cow urine as a panacea for most of the ills in the society became a ubiquitous media byte. But, this euphoria was misplaced and short-lived. The ban on cow slaughter meant that farmers and dairy owners who were earlier able to trade their non-productive bovines and make way for the new stock were not able to do so. Consequently, they abandoned them instead to bear the cost of feeding them for the rest of their natural lives. Cows started to roam the motorways and farmlands. If the fast disappearing income from farming or failed crops because of drought were not big enough worries, farmers like Bishambhar and Mukesh in Deori village near Agra in Uttar Pradesh had to now stay awake all night and protect their standing crops from the graze of these abandoned cows. Farmers started to capture and lock these ownerless bovines in public buildings like schools and offices and posed confrontation challenges to the local governance on daily basis. Bureaucracy was suddenly expected to devise a policy for public funded gaushalas (sheds for abandoned cows) to fight this ‘menace’ and serve it like instant noodles, while the babus scratched their heads to figure out ways to fund this policy from an already starved government treasury.


The ideology that chased cow – the deity as a political currency wrongly premised that this ideology reigns supreme in people’s mind at all costs. On the contrary, even in the minds of the believers, cowthe deity sits in tandem with cow – the economic asset. Cow-the economic asset may / may not supersede cow-the deity, but cow-the deity should never supersede cow-the economic asset. Farmer will be fine to bow his head in front of the cow till such time the deity does not graze his crops. The dairy owner will offer his daily ode to the cow only for the deity’s productive life. ‘Cow-the deity’ ideology in its euphoria disturbed this harmony and offered nothing but losses for all the stakeholders to count. The bureaucracy lost the stamina to cook up solutions, the desperation quotient of farmers increased manifolds, owners of the onward supply chain became helpless victims, the society became a tad more vitriolic and divisive and the political fortunes of this ideology ran into troubled waters.


India is still bewildered about the cows and is yet to appreciate the inter-dependency of the problems with the beliefs we create around them. Solutions tend to be naïve and laced with emotional overtones, such as a ban on cow slaughter. The extremely intertwined arrangement among various stakeholders of the cow-related industries suggests that such a unidimensional solution will disrupt three sectors (dairy, meat, and leather) with disastrous consequences that will eventually spiral into a full-blown crisis. The food chain of the country will get distorted, not to mention jobs lost and trade imbalances arising out of a decline in exports, which may result in social unrest. It may have serious dietary and public health repercussions due to a shortfall in dairy supplies and cause food inflation. The complex interplay of the ‘cow problem’ necessitates a nuanced solution.


But, India as a liberal democracy will be morally wrong to question one’s faith around cow. Beef eaters cannot be shunned to abdicate their habits and vegetarians cannot be coaxed into becoming non-vegetarians let alone eat beef, because if we do so then we are putting the idea of India under spotlight. Historical arguments cannot be used to question one’s reverence or its absence around cow because this shall always remain a matter of personal choice. For the idea of a democratic India, it is of little consequence whether this choice is backed by historical facts or it is purely an emotive response.


A framework that can reconcile this contradiction for a cleaner nation is therefore a saner way to emerge unscathed from this quagmire rather than to engineer an attack of one point of view over the other. A better alternative would be to formalize dairy and meat industries and allow transparency for consumers, leading to implementation of food labeling standards that segment the output of dairy industry. The first segment of products would include regular dairy products using cows that were eventually put to rest in formal slaughterhouses. The second segment would include dairy products and milk produced by cows that were taken to care homes for the rest of their natural life after their productive cycles. These special products will obviously be priced at a premium due to the additional cost incurred toward protection and upkeep of the old cows. Such level-playing field will allow the language of economics to dictate the expression of different ideologies. Staunch Hindus with strong beliefs on cow protection would need to advocate the growth of these premium products. If consumers are willing to pay higher prices for such products, the gain in the market share of these products should satiate their aspirations. Hindus who do not think strongly about protecting the cow as a symbol of Hinduism, on the other hand, will, like the followers of other faiths, have the free will to patronize regular milk products. This war for market share will be more sane and intellectual, unlike the toxic war through vigilantism, which can eventually lead India to get a grip on the sanitation challenge that arises out of an unregulated economy around the cow. India’s struggle with the cow problem depicts the deep fissures in the social order which are yet to be comprehended in their entirety. It also brings to surface baffling contradictions. India cannot clean itself and protect its cows at the same time. Swami Vivekananda and cow vigilantes cannot coexist, neither can Veer Savarkar and cow worship. If all cows are protected from slaughter, many will die a painful death out of disease, abandonment, and hunger, while India’s neighborhoods will continue to be a living sanitation hell. If India wants to clean itself, it will have to willingly send many cows to slaughterhouses or entirely give up its dependence on dairy. How is that for a challenge?


The story of independent India’s struggle to keep itself clean is incomplete without the mention of four individuals. They best capture the contradictions that exist in the Indian society regarding waste management and cleanliness.


The first is Lalit Bhanot, former secretary general of the Indian Olympic Association. The year was 2010, a few days before the opening of the Commonwealth Games in New Delhi. At the residential venue of the games, participants and accompanying officials were dismayed at the deplorable hygienic conditions. The media went into a frenzy and started to flash live images of dirty paan-stained toilets and filthy bedsheets. Some of the athletes walked out and checked-in to different hotels in the city. People across the board fumed with questions and embarrassment. How could we breech our long-held tradition of Atithi Devo Bhava, the guest is akin to God? Within a few hours, Bhanot addressed a press conference, and unabashedly announced ‘while there were some rough edges and few areas that were found lacking in the games village, the issue of lack of hygiene and sanitation has been blown out of proportion.’ He further claimed that ‘Indian standards of hygiene and sanitation are different from those of other countries and that the issue should be viewed in the right context.’ In other words, a paan-stained wall or a smeared bedsheet or a corridor strewn with construction debris will be treated as ‘clean’ by Indian standards: this was Bhanot’s line of defense. Unwittingly, Bhanot entered the annals of history as the man who announced to the world that India is a far more tolerant country on cleanliness than any other country in the world. He eventually went on to win other laurels, but still remains the poster boy for India’s status on hygiene. And he was right.


Public figures are not immune to such contradictions, as it happened with an incumbent union minister in the Government of India since 2014 and a politician of stature. On an official road trip in 2017, he was caught relieving on the side walls of a building on the motorway that made national headlines. While the incident was briefly debated for its embarrassing visuals, the minister’s behavior is exactly the claim that Bhanot made in the press conference. Our hygiene standards are different and therefore our subconscious wiring on the issue of sanitation yields actions that are contrary to ‘Clean India’ pleas. Bhanot brought to the surface a subconscious aspect of the Indian psyche that has caused unappetizing visuals for centuries.


Gurudas Kamat, the late politician from Maharashtra, is the second individual worth a mention. In 2009, his party led the winning alliance in the general assembly elections and was invited to form the government. Manmohan Singh was elected the prime minister, and the Ministry of Drinking Water and Sanitation was assigned to Kamat. Waste management and public sanitation come under its preview. It is also responsible for policymaking and legislation on these issues, conceiving projects that aim to make the process of urbanization smoother and cities cleaner, providing financial sponsorship to projects, and giving guidance to state governments. Anyone would be elated for having such faith reposed by the prime minister to hold such a position. On the contrary, Kamat was incensed on not being given a ‘meatier’ ministry or one with more clout or better rank, owing to his so-called high stature in life, and went into a political slumber. Here we have a country on the verge of drowning in its own filth and an elected public representative who fails to see the merits of his office which can play a pivotal role in helping the country. Kamat’s abject denial of the job assigned to him brings out the widespread prejudice of the Indian society to discriminate amongst jobs that stemmed from the caste arrangement. During the British rule, jobs that brought Indians closer to the British Raj were considered to bring the holder a higher social stature. All other jobs were mostly skill-based and hardly received any attention in the colonial rule. Farming was crippled with famine and poverty. Handicrafts and other skill-based self-employment opportunities dried up under the severe burden of imports from the British factories. This hangover continued even in the post-Independence India. Doctors, teachers, lawyers, soldiers, policemen, government officers, traders were perceived as ‘symbols’ of progress and upward social migration from lower-income group to middle-income group or higher. Cooks, plumbers, truck drivers, carpenters, housemaids, farmers, cleaning personnel were not perceived as representatives of the middle class, never mind their incomes may be many a times higher than that of middle-income households.


This widespread discrimination lowered the dignity of many skills-based jobs in India and undermined the role of such jobs in the economic and social progress of the country. The flawed notion of social progress twisted the Indian policy approach toward job creation. Wrong capital allocation and misplaced priorities for human development became the focal point of government interventions. Take, for instance, the proliferation of higher education institutions that proliferated from the growth of IT services. Many private colleges and universities obtained permissions to manufacture IT engineers, because an engineer was a symbol of upward class movement. In the initial years when demand outstripped supply, every kind of engineer produced in these education factories was absorbed by the industries, perpetuating a myth that the policy is right. Beginning 2015, the IT industry witnessed a slowdown because of advancements in robotics, machine learning, and artificial intelligence. Hiring became selective and the few jobs went to the best. Other branches of engineering studies were even worse hit and ended up with a large number of ‘unemployable’ workforce. Around the same time, other sectors of the Indian economy were faced with a peculiar challenge: the construction industry witnessed a shortage in skilled personnel for civil works, plumbing, and electrical works; the logistics sector faced a shortage of trained drivers for long body carriers; hospitality and facilities management companies faced a dearth of trained food service professionals, trained housekeepers, and others. Meanwhile, a farmer in a remote village readily mortgaged his land to raise money to send his son to one of the factories of higher education in the hope that he may eventually be able to secure a job in the IT sector and upgrade the social status of his family. But the son may end up as an unemployable youth who will either be idle at home or be forced to take up a job that does not justify his father’s sacrifice of mortgaging the family land. For the farmer, an unemployable engineer is still more acceptable than he acquiring formal but the so-called less dignified skills of carpentry, plumbing, or food services, which are associated with those on a lower rung of the social ladder.


The urban migration that India witnessed in the guise of economic growth also saw mass abandonment of skills. Farmers left farming to become private security guards in cities. Pottery makers in small towns preferred selling tea at stalls in big cities. Consequently, informality continued with many skills-based jobs despite the explosive demand for such jobs. Informality keeps a job from becoming productive, efficient, and effective, and does not allow upgradation of human capabilities. Imagine if the car industry in India was not formalized as it is today. Many small car makers would informally engage the services of mechanics to manufacture a car. A dozen or so mechanics would have to work tirelessly for weeks to make one car, toiling away in unsafe working conditions. Would you bet your money and life on the safety or durability of such a car? Many skills in India that should have been organized under a formal structure ended up suffering such a fate, and delivering services or products in an inefficient and ineffective way.


Jobs related to all aspects of waste and garbage management sit at the bottom of this discrimination pyramid and have suffered the most collateral damage. Waste management requires enormous amount of skill, from collection to disposal. Yet the entire waste collection system in India rests on the shoulders of an army of bare-bodied people, armed with nothing more substantial than rusted wheelbarrows, pails, and brooms, who are barely paid minimum wages. This army is virtually set up to fail as it is tasked to lift 100,000 metric tons of garbage that India generates on a daily basis, the third largest in the world.


Why is it that we fail to take notice of the fact that clean countries systematically moved away from landfills in the 1980s toward greener, far more efficient methods? Why is it that the garbage littered on the streets is almost always blamed on the scarcity of cleaning staff to clean the area? Why do the local bodies not investigate the repeated littering and dirtying of the area in the first place? Perhaps unplanned human movement in the area, not budgeted for by urban design has a role to play in it.


This myopic view is an unconscious outcome of the set up of an Indian household and the neighborhood that house it. Governance comprises individuals who grow up in these households which are mostly dysfunctional units when it comes to waste management as we have witnessed so far. A representative subset of these individuals enter government jobs or public offices and end up managing the issue of waste management, applying the same prejudices that they imbibed at home. The same mandarins who never shied away from learning about renewable power generation from Germany, about drip irrigation from Israel, digital technology and defense from America, fail to learn anything about waste management and sanitation from the same countries. There is no other reason for this resistance other than a mental block stemming from skewered albeit deep rooted ‘values’ to pay no heed to the advancements in waste management in these countries. Consequently, the subject of waste management and sanitation is an under-researched area severely lacking critical thinking and starved of scientific temperament. Kamat was a victim of this mentality, and so he rejected the job offer.


The story of the third individual is a contrast to the picture of despair painted by the previous two stories. Pawan Kumar Chamling, till recently the chief minister of Sikkim, and the longest serving chief minister since 1994, represents the alternate reality of hope for India’s fight for cleanliness and sanitation. He describes a path that India, the desperate republic, needs to take to become clean. We have seen that prevailing prejudices and caste systems are the major causes of India’s challenges with waste management and can be extrapolated to a large geographical part of the country. But there are regions that have shunned this thinking and overcome such mental blocks and set their houses in order. Chamling and the state of Sikkim are proof of this alternate narrative.


In 2008, Sikkim was declared the only state in India to have achieved 100 percent sanitation. The state was completely free from open defecation, every person had access to toilets and they used them with discipline and pride. In 2003, Chamling passed a legislation to ban the use of pesticides and fertilizers for agriculture on the 600,000 hectares of land in the state, and by 2015, he succeeded to nudge the entire state toward organic farming. During implementation there were no protests, no loss of livelihoods, no decline in crop yields, and no counter-arguments against this move. In 2003, the state also passed a legislation for a complete ban on the use of plastic bags, and introduced heavy fines for spitting and urinating in the open and smoking in public places. Such political moves came at a time when the fight against waste and cleanliness was more than a decade away from mainstream thinking. Two key lessons, common to the journey of the clean countries of the Western world, can be learnt from Sikkim’s journey.


The first lesson is the wisdom to appreciate that political sponsorship has to precede any other initiative in this fight. This sponsorship requires maturity to develop a vision, gumption to back the vision with political bets, and resolve to stay the course. Chamling’s conviction received wide political support that translated into legislation and supplied the ability to develop a grand vision to change the game on a state-wide basis, and not just confined to local village and town councils. The inability of local bodies, with their meager resources, to conceive the right vision is the key reason for the multiple false starts of India’s sanitation journey. Take the case of fund utilization by local bodies who received grants from the central government under the Nirmal Bharat Abhiyan since 1986 (rebooted under the Swatch Bharat Mission in 2014) to build toilets in homes. The national average of funds utilized by local bodies for this purpose remained at approximately 50 percent, while local bodies in Sikkim achieved a utilization percentage of 99.2. A major reason for this difference was that local bodies in Sikkim had the blueprint to deploy funds as it had been worked out for the entire state by its legislative assembly. A clear vision such as this is absent in many Indian states. Although financial assistance is provided to tackle issues of waste and sanitation, decades of conforming to textbook responses has conditioned local bodies to think about these issues merely from the standpoint of troubleshooting and operational expenditure, and hence end up not utilizing the grants. Consider, for instance, the nine panchayats of Namthang Rateypani constituency in Sikkim. These panchayats received state grants and pooled together their resources to start a solid waste-management-cum-compost-preparation center in 2014 to collect all biodegradable waste to produce organic manure and sell it in the open market. All at once, the ban imposed on pesticides and fertilizers in 2003 by the Sikkim state assembly made sense. Sikkim recognized the strong interdependencies among the issues of waste, sanitation, and environment and reaped benefits from this wisdom.


The second lesson to be taken from Sikkim’s journey is the virtue of specificity in the legislation on waste management and the power to harness young minds. Sikkim’s legislation specifically outlined actions permitted and otherwise to citizens, and about keeping the legislation current with the changing times. For instance, Sikkim introduced a legislation to manage e-waste in 2014. But in 2003 when Sikkim first activated a set of legislations on waste management, it had remained silent because it was not a burning issue then. However, the progressive mindset of the political sponsorship allowed Sikkim to appreciate the growing generation of e-waste that led to the new set of legislations ten years later. Sikkim never assumed that legislation and vision development by local bodies alone can be the bedrock for success. It adopted an active engagement approach with children to get through to the adults. State-wide education programs actively involved children in live projects, demonstrations on sanitation and virtues of clean living, advantages of toilets at home, and many other tutorials, who, in turn, advocated clean living to their parents. This also ensured that these children would carry on a healthy legacy in their households.


Sikkim’s story cannot be brushed aside merely because of any cultural and geographic advantages it may have: there are some inherent advantages of the egalitarian ethnic, hence lateral, segregation prevalent in the northeast region as opposed to a hierarchical caste order segregation in other parts of the country. Therefore, before Sikkim’s accession to India in 1975, the king of Sikkim enshrined equality to all in the eyes of the state. This discouraged the tendency to discriminate between jobs on caste lines and accorded equal respect to all jobs. It also allowed communities to collectively preserve the wisdom of previous generations and lead an ecologically balanced life that naturally promotes clean surroundings.
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