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Abstract

Metropolitan slums in diverse nations like India have always been homes to rural migrants from a variety of linguistic, religious and regional backgrounds and reflect a unique cultural dynamism. ‘In what ways do the cultural mores of ‘des’ or the place of origin of the poor migrants still inform their dreams and worldviews after migration to cities and to what extent is a metropolitan slum able to generate its own composite but distinct cultural ethos ?’ is a question which is worth examining both for its empirical value as also for addressing the challenge of reconceptualising ‘culture’ in a post modern world.

The present paper seeks to address some of these issues through a brief report of my findings regarding changing patterns of values, beliefs and identities discerned in some life histories and nearly two dozen long semi-structured interviews with the denizens of Aradhaknagar—a slum cluster near Seema Puri in East Delhi and of Dhantala—a village in Meerut district of Uttar Pradesh.

The myriad experiences of poor migrants moving from the countryside into a cosmopolis can be of interest to social scientists for a variety of reasons. While on one hand these narrations open a window on the immense problems and disorientation that poor face in the process of becoming urban, at the same time, they also help us more generally to reflect upon the peculiar dynamic between culture and personality or the ways in which individuals adjust to sudden mutations in their social environment. Last, but not the least, conversations with such migrants about adjustments to urban living can throw new light on the inner ‘meaning’ or the psycho-cultural facets of rural and urban settings and thus supplement researchers’ own outside view of such communities.

Background

Although the general differences in the economic organization of a village and a city may be well known to readers from numerous published surveys yet, the finer contrasts at the psychological and cultural levels between the two are more difficult to grasp and have also remained largely unattended in social science writings specializing mostly in rural or urban studies exclusively.
 It is to address this gap in a modest way that I have attempted a survey of cultural contrasts between an urban and a rural community based on my observations as also structured and semi-structured interviews and life histories developed with roughly two dozen subjects in a Delhi slum and a village in the neighboring state of Uttar Pradesh over a period of 13 months between 2006-07. 

  The slum selected for this survey is called Aradhaknagar and lies on Delhi’s northern border with Uttar Pradesh while the village chosen for a limited comparison here is that of Dhantala which lies in the Meerut district of the same state. Aradhaknagar was initially chosen for this study mainly because it happened to be in my neighborhood in North East Delhi while Dhantala was selected for a detailed study since it also happened to be the place of origin of some of our subjects in Aradhaknagar. 

The principal concern of the present study, as mentioned above, is to highlight the cultural contrasts between the two communities. However, the term ‘culture’ has been applied here not to refer to works of art but as a synonym of ‘the whole way of life’ of a community including its collective values, beliefs, symbols and practices. 

This does not imply that ‘culture’, in my perspective, is a well bounded or a harmonious community which shares a uniform interpretation of all its symbols—secular or religious. Instead, the notion of culture which informs the enquiry is a highly contested space of varied evaluations of its symbolic universe across classes and subcultures constituted by its various occupational groups, castes, gender and generations etc. The distinction drawn between subcultures and cultures rests on a common acquaintance or familiarity with the same set of cultural practices and symbols in the latter and their similar evaluation too in the former. 

With growing flows of ideas, commodities and peoples between groups due to the media revolution and increasing globalization, no neat boundaries can be obviously drawn between cultures now. Further, most individuals also inhabit several cultural spaces simultaneously and often have multiple identities. Cultures are thus a mesh of “webs we ourselves weave” and not water tight compartments whose boundaries won’t overlap.
 On the other extreme, the entire human race, in a sense, represents one single culture as we all share the same fundamental fears, anxieties and desires besides a common biological makeup. In this sense, the choice of a particular locus as constitutive of a cultural boundary is a matter of interest only. An urban slum as well as a contemporary hamlet is no doubt a small constituent of a larger national or regional culture too. Yet, being bound by distinct material and social conditions they are worthy of being seen as distinct sub-cultures even though commonalities such as similar material status, caste hierarchy, social exclusion and political aspirations also remain and validate common designations such as ‘the poor’, ‘dalits’ and ‘outcastes’ for both communities. 
Location and Demography

No ‘culture’ can be adequately comprehended without a grasp of its material backdrop. Hence it would be relevant to have a glance at the physical and economic environment of Aradhaknagar and Dhantala before discussing their shared practices or cultural symbols.  

Aradhaknagar is a medium sized cluster of semi pucca houses. It does not represent the poorest of the poor like the city’s beggars, orphans and the sick and deserted living wholly on pavements, crumbling forlorn buildings etc; but within the modal category of people who have a house, an address and a home or family, it does come at the rock bottom of Delhi’s society. Growing slowly out of a village on the border between Delhi and Ghaziabad from about 1960, Aradhaknagar is inhabited today mainly by lower caste laborers who have migrated from the villages of western Uttar Pradesh. The principal caste groups in the slum of about 1200 residents are Valmikis (740) and Jatavs (243). Interestingly, even after 40 years of existence, it is still considered to be an unauthorized colony by the Delhi administration and apprehends demolition, specially now when the capital is being spruced up for the commonwealth games to be held here in 2010. However, at election times often, the slum has been offered some infrastructural crumbs by politicians stingily. Thus the residents obtained voting rights for the first time in 1984; electric connections in 1989 and a covered toilet in 1998. 

Dhantala, on the other hand, is a relatively poor and underdeveloped hamlet of the otherwise prosperous agricul​tural belt of the Doab. Its population is about two and a half thousand. The more important groups are the Gujar farmers (mostly ‘middle peasants’ owning 3 to 15 acres of land and the Harijan laborers who, for some time now, are also cultivating their own small fields allotted under the 20 Point Program initiated by Indira Gandhi but implemented in this village only in 1984. Together these two castes form about 70 per cent of the total. The rest consist of a few craftsmen who are mainly Kumhars or Muslims and only one savarna or bania family. 

But it is not just the demography and density of population which change sharply as we move from the village to a city; peoples’ attire and physique too differs noticeably here. Thus it struck me soon after my arrival in Dhantala that obesity and pot bellies are very rare in the village as compared to the slum. This may be ascribable not only to more laborious work in the fields but also to more regular eating habits of villagers who generally have an early lunch and an early dinner with few snacks in between. The general difference in the physique and strength of the urban and rural population is incidentally well embedded in popular culture too as villagers in particular look upon townsfolk as both lazy and weak. 

The Physical Environment

The most obvious contrast between urban slums and the countryside, however, is that of their respective physical environments. The very color of the sky, dwellings and even smells change drastically as one moves from a slum to a village. While a slum is evidently short of space and full of stench arising out of thousands living in windowless hovels without proper drainage, the village on the other hand, has the luxury of more open space, greenery and the unique smell of livestock in practically every home though it also has a surfeit of flies and mosquitoes which become particularly irksome to an outsider due to frequent and long power cuts there, as I immediately realised on arriving in Dhantala. 

On the other end, what hits a villager the most as he enters the city for the first time is the torrent of noises, signals and traffic here. As Shamshad, a 35 year old resident of Aradhaknagar reminisced, “when I first arrived in Delhi in 1992, the sounds of speeding vehicles and crowded roads left me so nervous and bewildered that getting to my place of work in Shahdara just 5 kms. away remained the most difficult task of my routine for several months.”
 On the whole, the environmental shift between the village and the city can be quite shocking or even sickening for the migrant initially.

Economic Conditions
This raises the immediate question as to why do villagers migrate to live in unhealthy conditions in cities where even hiring a decent living space remains a dream for most. One answer can, of course, be seen in the relatively higher and regular wages in the latter. On average, the wage rates for both skilled and unskilled labor in the city is roughly twice that of the village while chances for success with some luck are also greater here at least for the able bodied. This clearly reflects in the gap in modal per capita incomes in the slum and the village. As seen in the following charts, the number of persons having less than Rs. 1000 per month to spend was only 45% in Aradhaknagar in 2007 while in Dhantala it was nearly 75%.
 Close to the subsistence level, even this type of difference becomes a matter of life and death for the poor.

CASTES & INCOMES IN ARADHAKNAGAR (2007)

	Income Categories [per capita monthly in rupees)
	Number of Families 

	
	Lower Castes
 
	Other Backward Castes
 
	Upper Castes
 
	Muslims 
	Total 

	Below Rs.500
	15

(09.3%)


	02

(06.8%)
	00
	01

(33%)
	18

(08.9%)

	RS.501-1000
	56

(35%)
	13

(44.8%)
	04

(40%)
	01

(33%)
	74

(36.6%)

	RS.1001-1500
	41

(25.6%)
	06

(20.6%)
	01

(10%)
	00
	48

(23.7%)

	RS.1501-2000
	23

(14.3%)
	06

(20.6%)
	01

(10%)
	00
	30

(14.8%)

	RS.2001-2500
	18

(11.2%)
	01

(03.4%)
	01

(10%)
	01

(33%)
	23

(11.3%)

	RS.2501&above
	07

(04.3%)
	01

(03.4%)
	03

(30%)


	00


	09

(04.4%)

	All Income Gps
	160
	29
	10
	     03
	202


CASTES & INCOMES IN Dhantala (2007)

	Income Categories [per capita monthly in rupees)
	Number of Families 

	
	Lower Castes 
	Other Backward Castes 
	Muslims

	Upper Castes 
	Total 

	Below Rs.500
	27

(35%)
	46

(17.7%)
	13

(39.3%)
	00
	86

(23.24%)

	RS.501-1000
	33

(42.8%)
	137

(52.8%)
	15

(45.4%)
	01

(100%)
	186

(50.27%)

	RS.1001-1500
	8

(10.3%)
	41

(15.8%)
	4

(12.1%)
	00
	53

(14.32%)

	RS.1501-2000
	5

(6.4%)
	17

(6.5%)
	1

(03%)
	00
	23

(06.21%)

	RS.2001-2500
	03

(3.8%)
	08

(3%)
	00
	00
	11

(02.97%)

	RS.2501&above 
	01

(1.2%)
	10

(3.8%)
	00
	00
	11

(02.97%)

	 All Income Groups
	    77
	     259
	     33
	      01
	370


Real incomes also seem to have risen marginally in the slum as wage rates for unskilled labor have quadrupled from Rs. 30 per day in 1990 to Rs 120 approximately in 2001 while prices went up only 300% in the same period.
 These improvements are also reflected in the transition to pucca houses in the slum over the past two decades and the variety of consumer durables such as color televisions and mobiles possessed much more generally by slumdwellers than by the rural poor. 

But higher incomes is not the only attraction that the city holds out to young migrants from villages. There may be more pollution and illness here but also more regular electricity and all the conveniences as well as activity that it affords. The power supply in the village, on the other hand, rarely exceeds 8 hours on a normal day while it remains absent for days at times. Other services such as education and medical care are also clearly better in the city. Rajendar, a tailor working and residing in Aradhaknagar thus stressed that “the slum is preferable to the village as the government hospitals (which charge nominally from the poor) in spite of numerous shortcomings, have no parallels in villages.” 

In this light, it is not surprising that while the number of families increased in Aradhaknagar from 98 to 212 between 1990 and 2007 only 3 decided to go back to villages in the period. On the other hand, nearly 80 families are reported to have left Dhantala in the last decade itself.

Diverse Community Ties

Yet, the initial days of settling in a city can be quite disorienting for a villager. Apart from noise, stench and congestion, most who came from villages to Aradhaknagar also recall the loneliness they experienced with the loss of closer village ties and the faster pace of life here. Not that today’s villagers are unfamiliar with urban ways. Television and education have made the cityscape familiar to even those who do not emigrate. Also, the nature of community in the village has itself changed dramatically and motorized vehicles, mobile phones as well as the desire for rapid mobility have arrived in the rural belt also now. Yet, the stark difference in the operation of the community between a slum and a village are difficult to ignore. 


To begin with, the slum is a relatively recent habitat where people have arrived within a generation or two and neighbors from diverse zones keep moving in and out. On the other hand, a village like Dhantala can trace its history to the early twentieth century and has families which have lived next to each other for several generations sharing memories and common traditions. Thus irrespective of caste and class differences, people address each other as uncle, aunt, grandma etc. in the village and never fail to exchange a  wish while crossing even from a distance. 

More critically, the village community exercises greater control on its members’ lives than the town. This becomes evident even in mundane matters like the prescribed dress code (specially for women); in intimate matters like the selection of a spouse, and in the disinclination to let outside agencies such as the police or bureaucracy intervene in village matters easily. 

Another illustration of community influence on individuals is the rarity of a divorce in the village and the absence of open prostitution there even though same may be opted by villagers when they go to the city. Safeguarding the family name and prestige within the community is a much stronger consideration for even the rural poor than their compatriots in towns. 

A telling example of the power that the rural community can exercise against both individual preference and state laws was the fate of a young couple who dared to marry out of their sub caste in a village adjacent to Dhantala and were hanged by the whole community (including many of their family members) in April 2006 for violating the norm. A similar ‘love marriage’ was also preferred by a young man and a woman belonging to different sub castes in Aradhaknagar four years back. But, as reported to me, the transgression led to a court case (under charges of elopement and rape) against the man which was settled within a short time.    

Different Libidinal Regimes


The ways in which a culture values (or devalues) the libidinal drives in humans is as fundamental in shaping its dynamics as its political and economic infrastructure.
 Indian culture presents a very complex and somewhat contradictory value pattern as far as collective eros management is concerned. From the display of erotica in temples to violent suppression of any ‘illegitimacy’, the cultural maze of the Indian “palimpsest” has a bewildering variety of attitudes reflected in its normative and public repertoire. Yet, at the popular level, the austere regimen seems to have prevailed over the libertine impulse for a long time. Apart from the social ‘legitimacy’ of brutal penalties against any ‘illegitimate’ pleasures in our culture, the very choice of terms such as kukarm (the exclusive synonym of a sinful deed), muh kala karana (demeaning loss of face), izzat lutna (irreparable loss of dignity) etc for any sexual relation outside marriage reflects a level of negativity which may be even more acute than that seen in other repressive regimes such as the Christian or the Confucian.


Within this broad cultural regimen, again, the post modern city and the village present significant differences still. Thus the dress code (including the mandatory veil for women), the close scrutiny of any casual talk between adults of the opposite sex, the general taboo against love or marriage between a man and a woman of the same village (or gotra or wider kin) and the insistence on early marriages (specially for girls) remain in the village while the slum shows greater laxity in these respects. 

This is not to say that love or sexual relations outside marriage are unheard of in the village. In fact, flirtations within specific ties such as between the husband and his wife’s sisters and on certain occasions such as the playful festival of Holi are subtly allowed in the village too. But the brutal punishments (including death sentences) collectively awarded to any further transgressions by the rural community, are unheard in the more state controlled urban space.

That the city would hence appear more attractive or ‘sexy’ to a young man coming from a village is discernible in the following remark of Jitendra, a 22 year old sweeper who told me: “The slum in which we live is undoubtedly crowded and dirty. On the other hand, the village is open and clean and our family also owns land and cattle there to feed us well. Still I can’t think of returning to the village because it is a very dull place after all.”

Other Beliefs and Attitudes 

Besides the conspicuous difference in their respective constraints on eros, the urban and rural settings display other variations in cultural attitudes and ideals too. Since an adequate treatment of the problem of values and their variations between communities requires much greater space, we shall confine ourselves to only one general but significant point here. 

This relates to the assessment that in our sub-continental culture, morality leans much more towards helpfulness towards kith and kin than a sense of abstract rights, justice or legality. A lucid expression of such an attitude was found in my field work in Dhantala where, in a conversation with High School students last year, I learnt about an interesting case of overwhelming support for illegality where it helps kin. The boys, while praising a teacher of the village cited his ‘noble’ act of asking everyone in the village whether any of their relatives are appearing in a science examination in the High School where he was to go as an external examiner. His offer for ‘help’ in securing more marks to any student referred by fellow villagers was seen as a very nice gesture by the group. The possible harm done to deserving candidates or the violation of the abstract and distant state laws was not given weight in this ethical matrix. That the same matrix envelops our urban spaces too (though in a weaker form) is obvious. But the city’s values also carry powerful strains against traditional communitarianism. To what extent is the moral world of the urban poor riddled with conflicting pulls of communitarianism as well as individualism, nationalism and legalism is a question still to be probed by me.  

Family


Several scholars of family systems in India have stressed that ‘modernization’ may have affected the joint family traditions here but has not been able to dissolve it in any way.
 Indeed kinship ties are a strong basis for support in Indian society even now although several generations do not share the same house and kitchen generally. This tenacity of the Indian family is borne out more in our villages however. 

Thus among the two communities studied by me, some difference can be noted with regard to the modal family pattern. In the village, for example, condemnation is still voiced whenever brothers separate, a kitchen splits or a field gets divided. Similarly sharing of assets and durables such as tools, vehicles and television etc is taken for granted even between distant relatives and a refusal to allow kin to use one’s personal goods invites common opprobrium. On the other hand, the slum, like the rest of the city, merely expects kith to support blood relations in crises or come together for important festivals etc but not to share goods or to live together. 

The help extended by immediate as well as distant kin in the urban milieu is, however, a significant pillar of the life of the slumdwellers too. Thus Shamshad, a helmet seller from Aradhaknagar, came to Delhi at a relatively young age and had to change jobs as well as home repeatedly. But every time he went into financial or other difficulties, he expected and received substantial help from his three uncles who have been in the city for some time. This is not to say that acrimony and complaints do not characterize family relations here. Yet, in a society where state organs and civil society have not evolved to offer viable social security to individuals, such bonds become precious props for most. Thus, several residents of Aradhaknagar stated in their life histories that their arrival in the city was made possible only with support from close or distant relatives.


One respect in which the Indian family seems to be changing more fundamentally is that of its size. The number of children per family seems to have clearly come down over the last three generations in both the village and the slum and more sharply in the latter.


Another news from the family front is that less and less children (under 14) are being sent to earn by parents now (only 13 in Aradhaknagar out of a total of about 500, for instance) and the ambition to educate even the girls (who may or may not go for higher level employment) has considerably grown in recent decades. 

On the other hand, the elders and retired persons in both the village and the slum report a considerable loss of esteem and power in the changing family pattern.

Gender


Apart from the position of various age groups within the family, the general pattern of relations between the sexes are also of primary relevance to the study of a culture. Given our patriarchal traditions, it goes without saying that the fair sex, in both the village and the slum, gets a highly unfair deal from society here too. Numerous interviews in both the slum and the village studied here showed that poor women are much more burdened by work and exploitation than their upper class counterparts. While most of them live on the worse half of what men leave for them whether it is food, space or any other comfort they are also expected to take the maximum burden of running the house including cooking, washing, raising children and also work as maids in upper class homes or on the field at the time of the harvest besides collecting cow dung for use as fuel, manure etc. 

Against all this, men share domestic work occasionally and at will.  In fact this continues even if they are not working or are jobless or even dependent on women’s earning.  It is common to see men whiling away their time in evenings and on off days playing cards, smoking hukkas, or just snoring away on cots or worse still, getting drunk and indulging in frivolous brawls.  On the other hand, women, even while gossiping or watching television dramas (which is a favorite pass time but entirely at the mercy of an erratic power supply) prefer to carry on some household chore or the other.


While poor women have little command over their time or labor, their right over their bodies is also rarely conceded. Forced sex and beatings by drunkard husbands are daily experiences for many women.  A ten year old boy reported an incident to me in which he heard a man hit his wife brutally with a rod for refusing to sleep with him.  There could be many similar cases which go unreported.  

Besides these overt acts of oppression, our culture as a whole imposes double standards between boys and girls at every step including such simple issues as socialising, going out, playing, studying etc.  Girls were traditionally not allowed to make their own decisions even in personal matters like dress, occupation, marriage etc. while boys were shown much more leniency in all these respects.


But there are some differences in the condition of women in Dhantala and Aradhaknagar which are also relevant to note. In my conversations with the less educated women, in particular, the levels of social and political awareness between rural and urban women seemed to be pretty stark. The latter seem to be not only better informed but also better able to take the help of agencies such as NGOs, police and the administration against unfair treatment. Most significantly, slum women normally go out to work and have more independent access to cash income even though in small amounts. Property ownership and inheritance are also not very important sources of domination between the sexes in the slum. Fourthly, slum women are not tied to the home because of ‘purda’ and can eat, drink and smoke with less inhibition.  Lastly, the women in the slum can also desert home or husband and live alone or with another man in a manner that is difficult to imagine for rural women. 


On the other hand, it is in the slum, in particular, that one comes across numerous tales of molestation, and verbal harass​ment of women at the hands of outsiders who take them to be more isolated, weak and vulnerable.  Indeed poor women of the slum often have little besides their ‘loudness’ to ward off indecent appro​aches from acquaintances and strangers.  


But this overview of relations between the sexes in the village and the slum would be incomplete without a consideration of its gentler side on which the continuity of present social relations depends.  And here it is striking to note that the same culture which endorses the exploitation of one sex by the other also emphasizes the more basic ties between them.  Thus men carry a patronising atti​tude towards women in certain respects.  In both the village and the slum, girls who are disapproved at birth are also called Lakshmi (goddess of wealth), kanya (a young beloved girl or daughter) and so on.  Men are also extremely touchy and possessive towards their sisters, mothers etc.  Similarly, women have special songs, puja (worship) and vratas (ritual fasting) in which they show a deep and moving concern for their men folk specially sons, husbands etc.  

On the other hand a complex point relates to the fact of women themselves being a party in the exploitation of other women specially, the vulnerable daughters‑in‑law. In a number of life histories of women, a major point of concern and complaints seemed to be the tensions between the mother in law and the daughter in law specially where they happened to be sharing the same house. All this highlights the complex and ironical character of the oppression faced by women in the two communities studied here, as perhaps anywhere else.

Religion


Like family, religion is another cultural universal which is undergoing mutations under pressures of modernity and globalization without shrinking in any way. It is pertinent to discuss the issue of religion particularly in the context of dalits since Hinduism which denigraded them as ‘untouchables’ still managed to hold their adherence despite competition from Buddhism and Islam. 

The majority of dalits in both Aradhaknagar and Dhantala describe themselves as ‘Hindus’. Some mention Valimiki Dharma or Nath Panth as their specific belief but generally consider these popular sects also as falling within the broader multiverse of Hinduism. This is not to say that there are no differences in the way Hinduism is practiced among dalits and upper castes whether through deities such as Ravidas and Bhairo which figure prominenetly with Brahminical deities such as Vishnu and Mahesh in dalits’ temples or in the form of special festivals such as Ambedkar and Ravidas Jayanti (birth anniversary) that are celebrated with enthusiasm along with the general Hindu festivals of Holi and Deepawali etc. 

A religion which treated one fifth of its followers as ‘untouchables’ or outcastes cannot remain consensual or protest free. Various studies on Hinduism have elaborated the underlying unity in its levels as well as the points of departure and contradictions between them.
 It may not be necessary to repeat the common features discerned by us in religious practices in Dhantala and Aradhaknagar here. What is more significant is the change emerging in the religious sphere with the rise of greater political consciousness now and the differences between rural and the urban zones in this respect. 

One of the evident departures in popular religion of the ex-‘untouchables’ in recent years has been the attempt to develop ‘Ambedkarism’ as a political ideology accompanied by mass conversions to Buddhism led by the more educated among the Jatav and Mahar sub castes now. Five individuals from our field have also opted for conversions of this nature. However, a peculiarity of most such conversions has been the continuation of bonds with Hinduism specially with children and spouses not necessarily following the changed religion of the family head. This kind of ambiguity is evident, for example, in the case of Mr. Satya Prakash Gautam of Dhantala who zealously embraced Christianity and even took up the job of a teacher in a missionary school. Yet, his wife, children and other relatives continue to follow the practices of Hinduism, forcing him to become a partner in the same again. 

The more pervasive religious current among dalits, in both the city and the village, however, seems to be the assertion of a more radical version of Hinduism. This can be seen in the construction of new, specifically lower caste, temples of deities such as Kali, Valmiki and Ambedkar in both Aradhaknagar and Dhantala and the appointment of dalit priests in place of Brahmins who hold their own satsangs or sermons occasionally. 


An attempt to inject a less tolerant and more anti-minority Hinduism is also underway as evident from posters and literature distributed by aggressive Hindutva proponents nowadays. However, such propaganda does not seem to have had much impact on dalits except at peak points of the Hindutva wave (as in 1988-91) when the Bharatiya Janata Party not only won successive elections in the region but the Vishwa Hindu Parishad also managed to mobilize Hindus across castes for the ‘Ramjanmabhoomi’ agitation. 

Education and Mass Media


The domain of culture is marked by tensions and dissensions even as its shared symbols and practices form a familiar universe for members. I have already referred to the possibility of various classes and subcultures viewing and evaluating the same symbols very differently in a culture. The existence of antinomies in a culture is, however, enhanced by the operation of contradictory symbol systems in the realm of familiarity enveloping the classes too. 

In the case of our subjects, for instance, the content and symbolism of modern education as well as entertainment available over the new media such as cable television represents one such signification which is in sharp contradiction to the core values of our religious traditions. Yet, the enthusiasm with which the latter have also been welcomed and adopted by the majority (without giving up the former) is highly notable. 


Inconsistencies between parallel symbol systems within a culture need not be matter of surprise either. What may be more noteworthy here is that the value placed on schooling seems to be rising of late in the village too where many more girls are going to school now as compared to a decade ago.
 

Mutations in Caste


While identification with Hinduism has persisted despite dissensions, the other major flank of Indian society namely--caste has undergone a major mutation in recent years. Thus casteism has grown and become more political in nature and the caste system or the hierarchic ordering of various varnas based on their alleged ritual status has been turned on its head practically with the rise of autonomous dalit movements in various parts of the country. 

In such radical moves, the lower castes have not only questioned the ideology of ‘untouchability’ thrust upon them for centuries but also challenged the latter with alternative concepts like Ambedkarism, the Valmiki sect and a few conversions to Buddhism etc even while retaining ties with a reinterpreted Hinduism.
 Claims to a greater share in political power and the use of the state authority to help redefine social relations has also been an essential aspect of such assertion. Public support to ‘untouchability’, for instance, has been made a non bailable offence lately by the government. Although this has not transformed private prejudices of many among the upper castes yet, the drastic change in their public pretensions is still remarkable.

Another significant shift affecting the traditional caste system is the growing mismatch between the prescribed occupations and the actual jobs being taken up by caste members specially in cities. However, marital relations continue to be determined by sub caste divisions while social and political associations have also sprung up along caste boundaries in a major way.


As pointed out by M.N. Srinivas, Andre Beteille etc. the traditional caste system was also never as static or rigid in India as the textual view of varnashram tended to connote. It may not be relevant to reproduce these findings or the modifications suggested in them by other scholars such as Gail Omvedt, Ghanshyam Shah etc.
 More pertinent for our task would be to note that in both Aradhaknagar and Dhantala, the upper castes are almost absent.
 However, the so called backward castes such as Gujars, Yadavs and Kurmis are a prominent group and maintain some distance as well as hegemony over dalits or lower castes in the village because of greater command over land as well as the village panchayat whose pradhans have always been from competing factions within the Gujar community. In the slum, however, dalits greatly outnumber the upper castes as well as the ‘backwards’ and almost all local leaders have been from among them. 

Yet, in both the locales, the dalits themselves have been further divided between sub-castes such as the Jatavs, Valmikis and Kanjars which marry among themselves only, hold their own separate meetings occasionally, express some ridicule and prejudice regarding each other in their jokes and casual talk and also tend to support rival political groups and leaders in elections at times. 

Ironically, it is the countryside which has forced a dent in this situation by propelling the Bahujan Samaj Party to power on the platform of a broad lower caste unity in the biggest and politically most crucial state of Uttar Pradesh in recent years. The same experiment has not succeeded in the city till date. The numerical weakness of dalits in the urban population and the greater role played by money and media in the towns are obvious impediments to a repetition of the Bahujan triumph here today. In Aradhaknagar, for example, the dominant political parties have been able to get large chunks of slum’s votes by playing one dalit community against another (Valmikis against Jatavs specially). Yet, the growing enthusiasm for the Bahujan Samaj Party even among urban dalits despite its likely defeat in the approaching assembly and parliamentary elections is a remarkable development. 

A Potential Class ?
Yet, the growing support for the Bahujan Samaj Party among rural and urban dalits also cannot be seen as a class upheaval as the party clearly seems to lack internal democracy as of now. The other major political movement in North Indian villages recently has been that of ‘kisans’ for better prices for agricultural produce and of specific backward castes to garner a better share of job reservations in the public sector. But here again the dominant kisan castes such as the jats and gujars have clearly dominated and the conflict seems to be limited to acquiring a greater share in national resources by pressurizing the state for largesse with relative silence on the relations of exploitation and domination within the rural community.


The conditions for the realization of a radical class consciousness and organization in the city appear to be higher on the surface. Indeed in their private discussions, the urban poor do express more radical stances against the rich. But such expressions are also restrained by other kinds of attitudes. Thus many are ambitious of becoming rich themselves through the same means which are used everyday against them rather than question​ing those means and the system which generates them.  And if they are themselves not hopeful of joining the other class, most are keen that their children should.


All these facts force us to acknowledge that the misery and exploitation faced by the slumdwellers have not yet precipi​tated a radical consciousness amongst them.  The explanation probably lies in the very improbability of a radical solution of their misery in the immediate situation.  This in turn seems to generate pessimism and apathy towards the social question. 
Political Perceptions and Practices

While ‘classness’ seems to be fleeting, though not absent in the political culture of the poor, the identification with the nation is very palpable. This is evident in the considerable enthusiasm that national sports, songs, heroes, icons and flags generate even among the illiterate poor under the influence of the state structured education system, the dominant slant in the national media and, above all, the glorious/ glorified memory of our freedom struggle itself. The posters of the country’s martyrs along side those of gods and goddesses and film stars nailed on the walls of dilapidated huts also offer a touching illustration of a deep and paradoxical emotion.


However, the powerful appeal of nationalism is not the same as loyalty to the state whose instruments such as the police and the bureaucracy are more a source of oppression than relief to the poor in particular. Indeed in rural India, the determination to keep the police and other agents of the state out of the village is very conspicuous though not always effective. In the slum too, the most hated persons are the policemen and the politicians.


While the Indian state may be the epitome of corruption and inefficiency for the poor, democracy is still valued by them. And not surprisingly, since the right to vote out ministries through sheer numbers is one of the few levers that the poor have against the leviathan state.
 Indeed, in both the village and the city, dalits do turn out to vote in much bigger numbers than the rich. The most heartening political development in the whole state of Uttar Pradesh has of course been the rise of the Bahujan Samaj Pary on the basis of dalit votes which form roughly 20% of the electorate in this state topped by some calculated alliances before or after elections. A similar feat has been difficult to replicate for the BSP (or any other dalit formation) in any other state due to lesser demographic weight of caste groups such as UP’s Jatavs. Yet, the promise remains and the trend is likely to gather momentum in cities too.

Conclusion

The foregoing analysis of the socio-cultural transition experienced by the rural poor on settling in a metropolitan slum shows that non comparative studies of slums and villages in our country have failed to present a wholesome picture of this burgeoning phenomenon. Our study clearly reveals that not only are the reasons for migrating and staying on in congested cities both economic and cultural for the poor but also that the subtle variations in the psycho-cultural milieu between their place of origin and that of arrival constitute a significant aspect of this movement encompassing changed structures of family and kinship ties, marital and sexual relations, patriarchy and the burdens carried peculiarly by women, the caste dynamics and its political articulation as also some clear differences in dalits’ interaction with the state and its institutions in a village and in a city. 

Among the major similarities in the outlooks and behaviour patterns of the poor in their rural and urban milieus mention must be made of the tremendous faith reposed by them almost uniformly in the democratic process. Indeed, if the defying ‘romance’ of Indian democracy (and the election of a dalit woman as Chief Minister of the biggest state of the Indian heartland) has astounded some, the credit goes to the poor in a large measure. In a situation where life is a hard struggle for sheer survival, where democratic or egalitarian values do not have a long history and many among the elites seem to have launched a ‘Second Quit India Movement’ (of leaving the country for the west), the massive participation of the rural as well as the urban poor in elections and their capacity to resist communal and extremist mobilizations in general remain highly valuable features of the polity. 
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