Through a Screen of Red Dust

(Site visit report: Visit made to Gariagram, Birbhum district, WB, January, 2002)

Preface
I have divided this article into three parts. The first part will explain my impression of the people, and their lifestyles, that Uthnau wants to influence. The second part deals with the ‘problem’ as I see it. The third part is a list of suggestions that I would make in case this report is ever referred to for funding purposes.

Part-1: The people and the place

The idea of this section is to give you a picture of the place and the circumstances under which these people live
Located about 10km from the village of Mallarpore, the three villages that Uthnau is involved with are very close to the Bengal-Bihar border. We took the Black Diamond express to Mallarpore from Howrah Station (Calcutta). Mallarpore is about half an hour away from Shantiniketan (about 2 stations). It is situated in the ‘Rarr’ region of Bengal, which is known for its distinctive red landscape.
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Note the red soil
	For the uninitiated, the Vishwa Bharati University founded by Rabindranath Tagore is situated at Shantiniketan. It is the place where Tagore set up his Ashram. Till date it remains a central spot for cultural milieus. The region is also home to Boul, a form of folk music. The songs usually have very deep philosophical intonations even though the lyrics use very simple and easy syllogisms. The singers are accompanied by the ektara, which is a single string lyre. Boul is a way of life in these parts, and meeting a singer at the station or on the train is not uncommon. They entertain with their music, and ask for no more than what you can give.


The people living in the villages are extremely simple. They are mostly people who descend from the Shaonthal tribes. They speak a mix of Shaonthali and Bengali. They live in earthen huts, which are usually one or two stories high. It is interesting to note that they paint a red margin at the base of their walls. This is not really painted red, but a coating of a suspension of the red soil in water. The iron in the soil adds strength and a protective layer to the wall. This is traditional tribal knowledge and has been practiced for ages.

I noticed, that while the people are not living amidst plenty, there is no desperate poverty. The villages are clean and the people live a contented life. Most of them cultivate vegetables in homegrown gardens. The economy of the three villages is pretty contained. Every week they have Haat (a farmer’s market) where they sell stuff to each other. Recession in the world economy does not mean much to them. September 11th for them was this terrible incident in which a lot of people died and ‘two tall buildings were bombed’ in a far away land. They were shocked at the disaster and also awed at the knowledge that such tall buildings existed.

All said and done, I was wondering if there is any reason, at all, for anybody to meddle with their peaceful existence. For isn’t that what we are really looking for in the end?

Part-2: The problem
This section looks into the issues that are being addressed by Uthnau

After landing at Mallarpore, we first went to a lodge, which is referred to as the Guest House. The town is indeed, very congested and needless to say, there is little more than the critical amount of space needed for cycles, rickshaws, trucks (sometimes buses), scooters, bullock carts, cows, goats and lay pedestrian to co-exist. I use the term ‘co-exist’ since there is little apparent motion and for all intents and purposes, at any point of time an unit length of the main road would have one or more of the above-mentioned specimens in some state of being stranded. A railway level crossing does not help in making things better.

We (my guide Debraj, Habil the driver, a local guide, and myself) realized that the fastest way to get through the town would be to walk. Our lone mode of transport was a motorcycle along with Habil the driver. There were 4 of us on this contraption (I call it a contraption to get across its poor mechanical condition and old age) as we headed out of Mallarpore towards the villages. Later on I found out that come summer, winter or monsoon the afore-mentioned contraption is the only form of transport for anybody to travel to-and-from the villages. If ever a situation for funding Uthnau, arises, I would definitely request the reviewers to kindly consider money earmarked for transportation.  There is no paved road to the villages, and I admit, the ride did my back no end of harm. I can only wonder at the condition of the path during the monsoons or how terrible it might be to travel on a scorching summer afternoon. 
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Department of Transportation
	In the previous section I raised the question regarding a need for education in a community, which apparently lived in peace. While this question might sound rather ludicrous in the given forum, I must admit an answer does help in understanding the motivation behind Uthanu. 

Let us consider the primitives: 

· Innocence is always lost.

· Innocence is lost because it is always exploited 

The story of what is happening in the area reflects the truth of the above.


The areas, which are being attended to by Uthnau, are excellent for stone quarrying. It has attracted businessmen from elsewhere who are making a fast buck by setting up stone quarries.  It should be noted that stone quarrying is illegal in these parts. Needless to say, in India that is not an insurmountable glitch. The lands belong to the locals, and the businessmen are taking advantages of various loopholes in the law to cheat them out of their property. The loopholes are the very obvious ones. There is seldom any formal documentation, which refers to ownership of land. Outsiders exploit the simplicity and trust of the villagers by making them fingerprint deeds, which withdraw all their rights to the land. Illiteracy and lack of awareness of their situation has always made the poor villagers fall prey to these outside powers. This has been the story of indigenous people the world over. In the absence of their lands the villagers fall prey to loosing their livelihood and a lifestyle that has so long been sustainable. In short the innocence is lost to exploitative outsiders 

As an aside, it should also be noted that the stone quarrying is not only being done illegally, but it is also being conducted with little attention to safety standards. The workers (mostly local farmers who have taken to labor) have no protection against dust from stone quarrying, and needless to say this is turning out to be a severe health hazard.

The justification for Uthanu’s work seems obvious now. In a society, which is under severe threat of loosing its lifestyle to a worse alternative, it is very important to instill education and awareness amongst the people. In future the awareness should help them in defending their interests and preventing exploitation. It might even lead to building a progressive society that values traditional knowledge and yet prospers from modern technology.
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The project Headquarters: A room with a loft
	There is the flip side to the coin. What if education imparted to the youth creates an exodus to the cities? Then not only will the innocence be lost but also, the Shaonthali way of life will slowly be driven to extinction. I do consider indigenous forms of lifestyle to be way more sustainable, though apparently less developed, than our modern energy inefficient and overtly consumptive urban alternatives. It is in our interests to learn and further develop traditional knowledge, not drive them to extinction in our fervor for helping the community. Therefore I raised the question: One way or another will we stand to loose the wealth of Shaonthal Pargana?


The answer from the people involved definitely calmed my fears. A lot of people working with Uthnau, have an academic understanding of the anthropological and social sciences. To my constricted urban perspective, this is a qualification they are using in their ‘field work’ to actively study and understand the Shaonthali way of life. In the process of their study they are sharing their knowledge with the villagers and trying to instill a feeling of pride in their way of life. The Shaonthali language for instance exists only in the spoken form (so I was told). A formal script or literature for the language is either lost or long forgotten. There is an effort by the people involved with Uthnau to revive the language and use the Bengali script to do so.  They are also trying to teach the Bengali alphabet and using contexts very specific to the Shaonthali language. For instance, instead of ‘A for apple’ they’d teach ‘A for AX’ where AX would be a Shaonthal word referring to a very specific Shaonthali way of life. (Needless to say, the language would be Bengali, and not English. The medium of expression limits my example). While this ‘Instill-pride-in-your-culture’ does not guarantee to stop urban migration, I do feel it is a positive effort at preserving and developing a valuable life style.

To sum it all up, Uthanu is aiming at the betterment of an indigenous Shaonthali community, by creating awareness to fight exploitation and also documenting and researching the wealth of the traditional lifestyle. Their mode of achieving this goal is through education of the very young children of the village. In my opinion the cause is very commendable and should be investigated for future funding by Asha.

Part-3: Suggestions

This section is a list of suggestions. Typically these are also issues that should be considered carefully while discussing a budget
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The teachers
	· The Department of Transportation of Uthanu, is Habil and his contraption (refer to part 2, para 2). This is definitely in need of change. Probably some kind of a light vehicle can be used. It will ease transport issues and not have people always calculating the maximum weight that can be transported from point A to point B, given the constraints. It would better efficiency and also help in creating a better exchange amongst the villagers and the towns’ people at Mallarpore. This I feel is part of the exposure that awareness aims at bringing.
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The Class
	· The schools seem to be inspired by the Tagorean philosophy of learning under the deep blue skies, excepting that I do suspect that more than philosophy the guiding factor is a resource crunch. It should be understood that the schools have been very well accepted by the villagers, and while its great to study under the deep blue skies, a more formal definition of ‘going to school’ will not only re-affirm the faith of the villagers in Uthnau’s work but also provide the kids a much needed facility
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The Classroom
	· The teachers are key players in this plan. It is very noble that they are locals who are teaching on a completely honorary basis. The cynic would suggest that there isn’t anything terribly noble about this, since the teachers’ own futures are at stake. Based on my shameless capitalist views, I would think that such nobility should be paid in cash to expect any kind of sustainability of service. Hence compensation for the teachers is very important, if only to get a definite commitment from them.


· Needless to say, it is very important that the teachers be exposed to some kind of training themselves. They are barely high school graduates, and need to themselves discover before they lead others to discovery. 

· A health care plan would be highly recommended for the children.
Conclusion

A lot of waters have flown under the bridge ever since this visit was made. Kunal was arrested on certain unpleasant and false charges. Needless to say, those who exploit can seldom accept any kind of opposition, and will go to great extents to suppress. Kunal’s arrest confirms the fact that there are forces of exploitation at play. It is in fact an indicator to the fact that Uthanu’s efforts are making a difference. 

A final word: Having grown up and lived all my life in an urban atmosphere this trip was definitely an eye-opener for me. On the many train journeys to Calcutta from Delhi, a change in the color of the soil from the north Indian brown to the flaming red was the first indicator of approaching home. This time I found myself out in the red dust, and months later still have a red hue on the seldom-used sneakers I wore that day. Appropriate words cannot describe the difference in seeing this world from behind a screen stamped Indian Railways and when seen from behind a screen of red dust.
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The sunset on my way back
Amlan Mukherjee

Date: Long after this report was due.










