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GA: Over the past week I’ve been travelling around various parts of India to get a sense of where it is heading as a result of its spectacular economic boom. Each day I’ve been accompanied by someone different and we’ve seen some pretty amazing things. Preeti Reddy introduced me to some smart young call-centre workers who changed their mobile phones every two months. Amitabh Behar showed me a vision of industrial hell in central India, so filthy was the air that I had to throw my shirt away afterwards. Then Rashmi Bansal sent me off to meet some students in Bombay who seemed to spend all their time having sex and doing drugs and who told me that their parents didn’t mind at all. And Alka Chaudhary took me to one of the most backward parts of the country where we found people surviving exclusively off rice that they scrape out of rat holes. Well today, for the last of these special BBC documentaries on India rising we’ve brought all four of my companions this week to Delhi so that we can try to thrash out some conclusions. We’re sitting right next to the Lodi gardens, one of the nicest spots of Delhi, and I have to say very nice to see you all here, thank you so much for coming, though I also have to say it is very odd seeing you all together since I spent time travelling with each of you sort of separately and getting to know you. I’m just wondering if any of you have had any particular reactions to the programmes that we’ve already put out on air this week. Alka Chaudhary, you sort of straddle both sides of the fence, don’t you. You  took me to some of the poorest parts of the country but you are employed by the confederations of Indian industry. How did your programme go down with your colleagues?

AC: When I showed the photographs that you’d taken, in k and also when they heard the tapes that you sent, most of my colleagues, you know, were I mean, quite disbelieving that such a scenario still existed in India

GA: This is the rat eaters

AC: This is the Musahar  that we are talking about

They didn’t know that er such poverty ..

AC: They knew about eh community, some of them, not all of them, They thought, you know, it was something of the past, they would have done. I mean this was the situation some time back. But they were unbelieving that they still had to live some er.. this kind of an existence, you know.

GA: And I think you said your, your boss, in particular, was gobsmacked 

AC: Yes, er.. my boss was a whole was a little horrified at seeing the pictures and when he heard the tape.

GA: and he’s in the confederation of Indian industry

AC: Yes. 

GA: so industrialists don’t really get it. Amitab Bahar, do you want to come in here with your social campaigner’s hat on. 

AB: With due respect to Alka’s colleagues, I think this is the kind of amenesia (pronounced wrongly)…. we’re looking at in this country

GA: Amnesia

AB: yeah and there’s complete Schizophrenia in the country where we are on the one hand only talking about the India shining and on the other hand we’re just not talking about what’s really happening to the poor of this country. So there’s a huge paradox, that we see.

GA: I’m just wondering whether this obliviousness to poverty is almost like being in a state of denial. Preety Redi you’ll have a view on this  as somebody whose job it is to help companies expand in the new economy. It seems to me India is so desperate to go into some new incarnation to put its poor colonial past behind it. But at the first sign of real sustained growth there’s a sort of mood of national euphoria.

PR: There is a sense of euphoria there is a sense of confidence and optimism one of the reactions that I got from people who had heard the tapes in my office was that the story just demonstrates what India is really about: it’s a country of contrasts, so you have seven centuries living at the same time and the fact is that yes people have over time become immune almost to the fact that there is great poverty with great wealth today in India. But I think what is changing is the fact that people feel, the country feels, that there is a way out and wealth is being created and growth is happening.

GA: So Rashmi coming…, give us your sort of satirical magazine editor’s viewpoint on this. 

RB: Well, I think we’ve always been a schizophrenic country, I mean we’ve always lived with these contrasts you know when we were very young we would see children begging and we would ask our parents why, and they would say that well we shouldn’t give these people money because everyone does their bit in different ways. I mean you may contribute to different charities but unlike a visitor to India who will come and feel very moved and give a lot of money to these people he sees on the road who are destitute, we’ve always been trained to not respond to that kind of thing and become a little unfeeling and so I don’t think that’s some….[interrupted] 

GA: Do you think the contrasts are sharper now, isn’t the contrast even more glaring?

RB: But I think [??: (agreement from others) yeah] 

GA: We all think that, yeah. Go on Rashmi

RB: But I thinkethere’s hope for the people who are in the other bracket and today they are seeing some hope. They

GA: Do you agree?

PR: I agree with that that now there is a sense of we can do it I mean we can do it it is possible for us with hard work etcetera, growth is the you know seeing somebody get richer gives you hope. I know Amitabh is desperately trying to disagree with me.. [laughter]

GA: Well, let him then, go on

AB: I would, would just say that inequality has become much more stark. And I was reading somewhere that last year the highest number of billionaires added to the global list was  from India. And whereas last week there was notice of 46% of the population living still below [the] poverty line. And again living between the poverty line in this country means not having enough food to eat. So they sleep hungry.

GA: Let me throw in another fact: 47% of children under the age of 5 malnourished. That is a terrifying statistic and I was just wondering, despite what you are saying Preety and Rashmir about you know now there’s an opportunity, it seems to me that everybody is conspiring to pretend that India is the new America, the land of unlimited opportunity. Is it..I mean…Yes or No answers.

PR: It is for a few people [GA: for a few people. Preety]. Let’s learn from history. If you look, if you look at all countries that are rich today they have gone through this phase of gross inequality.

GA: So it’s America in an early stage of development.

PR: It’s American in an early stage of development [GA: OK]

AC: I agree and one has to be optimistic. I mean we’ve seen the worst during our visit. And you’ve also seen the best of India. But even in the worst, you could see the awareness the clamour among the women and the children for a better future for themselves.

GA: Right, Amitabh, pick up on that. Because I did see that, I mean I saw the clamour, and I also saw, even in the poorest, most backward village in Bahar that education is coming in there. There are private little schools being set up, I mean there’s.. something is happening, isn’t it.

AB: Absolutely. Democracy has played a very, very important role. Where there is the possibility of social mobility quite apparent for a lot [of] people. However, I would say that almost 50% of the people are still below [the] poverty line and this is not looking at the government’s definition of poverty line. Another 25% are still really struggling to even get basic education. And they really don’t have any opportunities of moving up the ladder.

GA: Well, that is the big, big question, isn’t it? That there is a deep disagreement in India. Are the economic conditions now right so that even the poor have some prospect of pulling themselves out of poverty And Preety you told me while we were travelling round the glitzy new India a very nice rags to riches story. Can you tell that to us now?

PR: This is actually the story of somebody that went to business school with me and that he started out as a …. he used to make fireworks as a child labourer and he worked his way through, put himself through school, got a loan, went to business school, started a company and now he’s employing thousands of men, And I have seen it, I mean it’s a reality for me and it is an amazing story.

GA: Let’s talk a little bit about corruption. We haven’t again mentioned it that much in the course of this week. It’s one of the untold stories in India, maybe because like poverty, it’s just something that everybody takes for granted. Let me throw one example your way. Now in Bihar, Alka, you took me to Bihar, I read this afterwards, it’s an incredible statistic. This system whereby there’s public food made available at cheap prices for the very poorest people, in Bihar 80% of that public food is stolen. Does that shock you?

AC: It is a fact that up until sometime back most of this was actually, sort of sold through the back door to shops and you know er retailers. But the new government has come out with a new voucher system now, 

GA: The new Bihar government […] the people in Bihar

AC: Absolutely

GA: But when it comes to corruption, I mean, you must have, all of you, experiences of … your husband is a senior policemen he must have come across plenty of instances of 

AC?: Even I’ve come across instances..

GA: Well, come on, such as

AC: Well you have people who think that they can get anything done if they offer you money, in cash, kind, whatever.

RB: It’s Ok, I mean you don’t lose your social standing if you’re.. if you’ve got money in illegal or ulterior. I mean, you can have a grand wedding for your son or daughter and people still come and attend it and admire your money they don’t really care about the source. So I think that is one of the things that needs to be looked at. I mean as a big problem. 

AC:? I also agree with what Rashmi is saying, because we have reached a stage in our society where actually people don’t  look at where has come from. There is a big show and people are living very well, you know. That comes in for a lot of admiration by the common person. And he does not question the means of getting that money.

GA: So where does this leave us because , Amitabh, you know, you’ve got this get rich quick mentality, get money spend money. But, only, let’s cut it into segments, only a third of the Indian population are benefiting, let’s say, from globalisation, a third are  in abject poverty, below the poverty line, and a third, and please don’t dispute the figures these are very rough cuts, a third are sort of have got just about enough to live on, they’re right up there, they can see that India’s booming, but they’re not a part of it. How socially destabilising do you think that is?

AB: I think that it’s going to lead to a huge amount of social conflict, Because the third which has aspirational ideas of moving up they’re really not able to move up. They do not have the basic skills, now, to be able reach the top one third where they are able to get the benefits of globalisation. So these people are constantly living under the shadow of the shining India but are not [being] able to achieve that shining India.

GA: Your friends on the left are saying this is the ground work for revolution.

BA: Absolutely, a lot of people feel that this is now preparing the ground for a revolution. And the social conditions are such that this conflict would lead to revolutionary changes.

GA: And Preety, despite your sort of very upbeat attitudes towards economic growth the plain fact is that each year there are 10 million new job seekers, that because of the way that the Indian economy is structured there are only 5 million new jobs. That means you’ve got 5 million relatively educated unemployed people, each year. I mean surely they’re going to join this angry lump in the proletariat that Amitabh’s just been talking about.

PR: But I don’t think there is any disagreement about the fact that there is an issue, there is a problem, there are people who are being left out of this economic revolution. But the issue really is:  What is the solution? Can you think of a solution other than what has been happening in the last five years? The last 50 years hasn’t worked. We’ve seen that. Because of misguided policy because of whatever reasons it hasn’t worked. A mobile society is in the final analysis, a better society than an equal one. America has shown us that. You know, as long as there is meritocracy and there is an overall economic advancement, some level of disparity you have to live with.

GA: Let me ask you all a yes or no question. And I’m going to insist on a yes or no on this.  Your finance minister, Mr  Chidambaram, speaking on the BBC at the beginning of this India rising week, said that by the year 2040 there would be no more abject poverty in India. He is talking about the 250 million people in India living below the poverty line. That’s in 2040. Do you believe him? Rashmi?

RB: Yes.

GA: Preety

PR: No, I don’t.

GA: Alka

AC: No.

GA: Amitabh

AB: No

GA: three to one do not believe that there will be no abject poverty in 2040. Let’s move on. I’m here, by the way, with a group of friends, for BBC World Service. People who have taken me round India for the past week showing me different slices of Indian live and we are all gathered near the Lodi gardens in Delhi and unfortunately a rather a busy road as well, trying to draw some sort of conclusions over what we’ve seen for the past week. Let, let us not completely ignore the impact of economic change on Indian culture and society which is traditionally, well what is it family orientated?

AB: I would still say that it is feudal

PR/GA: Feudal 

AB: Caste ridden

PR/GA: caste ridden

GA: You have brought up the subject of caste. We can’t ignore caste. Let me foolishly perhaps, as a foreigner and an outsider, attempt a one sentence definition in case nobody has ever heard of it: an age-old division of society into a strict hierarchy of kinship groups controlling social interactions from top to bottom, with the lowest of the low, the untouchables as they were, called Dalits now, considered by everybody else to be unclean, people in Western terms you wouldn’t touch with a barge pole, and even if you did then you would have to go and have a ritual bath. Caste, is it still strong? 

PR: Absolutely. It’s still very much a part of an Indian’s life even in the cities, even in the larger cities, it’s palpable., it’s there.

AG: The untouchabilty theme, I mean the name has been outlawed, the practice has been outlawed, but there are still untouchables, aren’t there? AB: Yeah.] And they’re still really discriminated against.

AB: Absolutely, and you can hear all kinds of stories of atrocities against the untouchables, the former untouchables. Recently I’ve … Iwould say just a couple of months ago, I’ve read of a Dalit woman, that’s a former untouchable, being paraded naked for just going into the well of her upper caste community. So atrocities..

GA: Just getting water [BA: just getting water]out of a particular well [BA: exactly] which belongs to the upper caste in the village?

AB: Yes, yes. 

GA: Of course caste has now become a sort of political identity, as well, and privileges and economic benefits are given to different castes. So there is a sort of official perpetuation of castes, but is it.. do you think that’s making it change it’s now a sort of economic tool and a political tool more than the kind of tool of social discrimination or social hierarchy that used to be the case?

??: You know I think the narrowest vision and the vision of Ghandi and other founding fathers was that eventually caste would disintegrate and not be that important, or maybe it’ll just be something that relates to ancestry but it’s not going to determine your life. But as time goes by caste is becoming more and more important and is being used by people to gain different kinds of privileges, and last year there was a lot of unrest in India. For the first time we had students who came on the streets and protested against you know this move to increase the caste based reservations. So, I mean, one may argue that yes, there are still people who are deprived and they need reservations, but everybody feels that , you know perpetuating them indefinitely for ever, like if 50 years ago we started reservations and somebody who avail of the reservations then when his children can still avail of a reservation in the next generation, that’s not very fair. 

GA: What about you personally. I mean you’re all enlightened, elite people. I hope I’m not disparaging any of you Caste, I mean, Rashmi, you’ve got a young daughter. If she grew up and wanted to marry an untouchable, or a Muslim, would you be happy?

RB: One would prefer if it were somebody from your own religion simply because it’s easier to adjust and so on. But if the two people were very happy and well-adjusted I would think not.

AG:. Religion, more of a problem than caste?

RB: I think religion more in our family, also because it was very clearly told that look you can marry anybody as long as he’s a Hindu or My brother married a Sikh, but it was kind of like a not very, kind of a nice prospect for my parents if you people to marry outside 

GA: Preety, you’ve got one daughter

PR: I think religion would be a problem. Because in India you marry the family. It’s not just the two people getting married you the entire, you inherit each other’s families 

GA: And let’s face it,   you’re class of Hindu India you don’t look that favourably on Indian Muslims.

PR: No., well, [GA: and there are differences, obviously] I’m saying, there are differences, personally I don’t think my daughter would have an issue, but I think it’s just that the adjustment is easier if it is someone form your home community, But obviously if she was in love with somebody I don’t think that we would go round killing the person the boy that she wanted to marry like some people do.

GA: I’m glad to hear it. Amitabh, you haven’t got children but you’re going to say that  if you had one you would be actively encouraging them to marry out of their caste, wouldn’t you!

AB: I agree with you George, I would positively be happy if they would do that. 

GA: OK: And Alka, you have two daughters, [AC: two daughters] How would you feel if they married an untouchable? Let’s leave the religion to one side.

AC: One has married outside the caste, though not an untouchable, O mean, it was no issue from our side, but there was an issue from the boy’s parents’ side. But somehow they’ve come around and things turned out pretty well for everybody. Everybody’s happy, so there are no issues there. 

GA: Very pleased to hear it. You’re listening to the BBC World Service, I’m discussing with my Indian Companions and friends where India’s heading. We’re nearly at the end now. And just to summarise, incredibly crudely, I would say that three out of the four of you do not believe that poverty will be abolished in the next 25 – 30 years as the government says, three out of four of you, though not the same ones, hopeful that the path of economic growth India is on is the best way forward, and all of you seem to agree that the roots of Indian society and culture are easily strong enough to withstand the forces of westernisation and globalisation. But I must just ask all of you, you are all Hindus, you’re all from reasonably high castes, you all have good jobs, you’re all elite, you all speak English, you were certainly chosen because of your English, but we didn’t fix the other things that just happened. But if I’d been accompanied on my travels around India this week and if gathered around this table were say an untouchable, a Dalit sweeper, the people who still carry human excrement away from latrines on their heads, and a Muslim cook and one of the many women we all see every day in the streets of Delhi begging with a young child in her arms, do you think the tone of the debate, and the outcome of the debate would have been anything remotely similar to what we’ve come to today? 

RB: I think they would be hopeful for their children they won’t really see much hope from themselves, that , you know, they are going to change much. But I do think people are very hopeful for the future and for their children because when you speak to ordinary people that’s the sense that I get.

GA: Very important. Even among the poorest the hope is there?

AC: The hope is there. You see it and Rashmi is absolutely right they are hopeful that even if it can’t happen to them it will happen to the next generation and the next generation will be better off than they are.

GA: So Amitabh. You’re the one out, in a way, round this table, you don’t feel that hope gets to those sections. 

AB: If you look at , say, the farmers which is a region in Marharashta which is forced to commit suicide because of the high debts they have, I think there’s no hope there. So it completely depends on where you are situated. If you are situated in Delhi and you are talking to even a sweeper in Delhi, then even a sweeper might have some hope. But if you go to the north east then you are going to Kashmir, where you see state atrocities, or to the m communities I really doubt they have any hopes. They are still surviving the way that their forefathers were surviving and it seems like a very, very difficult battle for them.

GA: Alka you have seen that desperate poverty but you.. several times you said to me we have to be optimistic but if you gathered together those most depressed sections around a table would they be sayingm, yes we do have hope, or not? 

AC: The hope that I saw over there was actually not… while there was still going to be living in k the hope that they saw was out of migrating from that  place. So you saw the men-folk that were already out. They were taking out their children for a better life, and gradually if things don’t improve there the only way it will improve for them is to move out. To the cities or to wherever they can find some sort of livelihood. So I am still hopeful. 

GA: I think it is very good to end on a note of hope, whether justified or not. And I really have to thank you all for giving up so much of your time and it’s been great getting to know you all a bit and I hope that through you, BBC listeners will also have got a slightly better understanding of what it means to be Indian today and what it may mean to be Indian tomorrow. Preeti Reddy, Alka Chaudhary, Rashmi Bunshal and Amitabh Behar, thank you very much indeed.

