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Azaad आवाज़  aims to tackle an erosion of empathy in
our society. This  monthly magazine (Patrika) aims to
focus on the marginalized sections whose voices are
often muted in the cacophony of flashy mainstream
media discourse. When referring to the marginalization,
this platform does not aim to restrict itself to the
traditional focus on social aggregates like caste and race
alone but aspires to include a discussion on class, gender,
sexual orientation etc. Azaad आवाज़ sculpted as a digital
media station focuses on issues that debilitate the 
 “deliberately silenced”, drawing no boundaries and
aspires to evolve and voice the needs of those silenced.  
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In 2020, a new draft Environment Impact
Assessment (EIA) notification was proposed by
the Union government. The motivation of the EIA
is to regulate industrial and infrastructure projects
and evaluate their potential impact on the
environment. However, the proposal does away
with public and scientific consultation and
simplifies the process, allowing mining activities,
dams, and other projects to be easily approved. 

The draft, when seen considering the weakening of
other environmental protections, could lead to
excessive ecological damage as well as climate
change. The development model focusing on
global investments, ignores not just the
environment, but also social structures, causing
the marginalized sections to bear socio-economic
costs. 

The EIA projects cause displacement of Adivasis
from their forest lands, ghettoizes residents based
on class and caste, and robs land and property
from many poor farmers. These are the
implications of a caste-blind policy where no
attention has been paid to the social impact of a
policy. While the draft EIA is a recent
development, such policies are not new and there
is a long-documented history of the vicious cycle
of environmental impacts and social inequality. 

The environment is experienced differently by
different groups of people, the experiences, be it
climate change, natural disasters, or access to natural
resources, are shaped by one’s class, race, caste, and
various other identities. Race and the
disproportionate impact of environmental injustices
felt by certain racial groups have been widely
acknowledged and studied. 

Such discrimination is visible in environmental
policy-making, the enforcement of regulations and
laws, the deliberate targeting of communities of
colour for toxic waste facilities, and the official
sanctioning of the life-threatening presence of
poisons and pollutants in our communities and the
history of excluding people of colour from the
leadership of the ecology movements”. 

In India and other South-Asian countries, where
caste hierarchies are entrenched, we must look to
understanding the relationship between caste and
the environment. Despite the pervasive nature of
caste in Indian society, it remains an “under-
recognized marker of environmental inequalities”.

There is also a need to understand the multiplicity of
our relations to nature, as opposed to the definitions
of nature and environment derived from
Brahminical and colonial ideologies. 

ENVIRONMENTAL CASTEISM

https://timesofindia.indiatimes.com/blogs/voices/eia-regulations-dont-ignore-the-people-it-will-affect-the-most/
https://www.un.org/development/desa/dpad/publication/world-economic-and-social-survey-2016-climate-change-resilience-an-opportunity-for-reducing-inequalities/
https://www.weforum.org/agenda/2020/07/what-is-environmental-racism-pollution-covid-systemic/
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01419870.2021.1933121
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/abs/10.1080/09584935.2019.1649061
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the invisibility of Dalits from the environmental
movement and leadership positions, and their
exclusion from recovery policies
Hindu conceptions of purity, pollution, and
selective sacred-ness of nature 
Perpetuating untouchability and isolation, and
denying access to natural resources to “lower
caste” groups

The most vulnerable groups of people affected by
climate change and natural disasters are women,
children, the elderly, the disabled, and the Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes. A recurring pattern in
India has been that “not only are the marginalized
communities most vulnerable to climate-related
disasters but they also have the least ability to recover
from them.” Cyclones in Orissa and Tamil Nadu have
affected the landless Dalit farmworkers the most.
 
Living in the periphery of villages, feeling pressured to
continue with caste-based occupations, and having
barely any access to relief materials are just a few ways
by which caste structures become amplified during a
natural disaster. Post-disaster, it is extremely difficult
to rebuild homes, have access to electricity and water,
and return to work. Some areas are susceptible to
recurring disasters and the cycle of inequality becomes
almost impossible to break. 
. 
With caste playing a significant role in the impact of
climate change, it is imperative to understand the
model of environmentalism in India and its
implications with respect to caste. Professor Mukul
Sharma argues that Indian environmentalism is
Brahmanical in nature and is so intrinsically linked to
Hinduism, that they cannot be separated. He provides
three justifications for this assertion 

With caste playing a significant
role in the impact of climate
change, it is imperative to
understand the model of

environmentalism in India and its
implications with respect to caste.

 

Equitable and fair access to natural resources.
Equal distribution of benefits/burdens of the
environment.

The continuation of practices such as manual
scavenging, the disingenuous attempts of the state to
ban it, and Brahminical activism which provides
“liberating” alternatives such as management and
cleaning of Sulabh toilets reaffirm casteist,
discriminatory understandings of environmentalism. 

Given these issues concerning environmentalism,
how must we envision environmental justice in
India? 
Robert R Kuehn defines environmental justice by
dividing it into distributive, procedural, corrective,
and social justices. In the Indian context, Bhimraj
provides the following elements 

https://blogs.lse.ac.uk/southasia/2019/11/01/long-read-landless-dalits-hit-hardest-by-disasters-are-last-to-get-relief/
https://www.jstor.org/stable/26405017
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/retired-and-re-employed-they-add-to-burden-on-exchequer/article31675067.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/retired-and-re-employed-they-add-to-burden-on-exchequer/article31675067.ece
https://www.thehindu.com/news/national/tamil-nadu/retired-and-re-employed-they-add-to-burden-on-exchequer/article31675067.ece
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344218629_A_Dalit_Critique_of_Environmental_Justice_in_India
https://www.researchgate.net/publication/344218629_A_Dalit_Critique_of_Environmental_Justice_in_India
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The same degree of protection from
environmental laws, schemes, policies, rules,
measures, etc.
Fairness and equality in the decision-making
process through inclusiveness and public
participation.
Equal access to judicial remedy for reparation for
damages.
All the above must be secured to all without any
discrimination on the basis of caste, class, gender,
political opinion, race, religion, sex, social or
national origin etc
Historical injustices, if any, have to be taken into
account for the purposes of differential treatment. 

While India recognizes the right to the environment,
the right to water, and natural resources, it fails to
correct the existing discrimination. Bhimraj points out
the issues of landlessness, denial of access to water,
and unequal protection from health hazards which
persist due to caste discrimination and the caste-blind
nature of environmental laws. 

In this edition on Environmental Casteism, we
attempt to discuss some of these issues in-depth and
understand the intersections of discrimination and of
environmentalism in India. 

The Nazariya piece on evictions provides a look at the
processes of evictions and casteist underpinnings to
this urban problem. 

Awaaz in Focus hosts Professor Mukul Sharma, who
asserts that Indian Environmentalism is inherently
Brahmanical and as a result casteist, provides the Dalit
critique of Indian Environment

While India recognizes the right
to the environment, the right to
water, and natural resources, it

fails to correct the existing
discrimination. 

In this episode of Vichaar, Professor Harsh Vardhan
Bhati walks us through the history of the issue of
climate refugees, how the term was coined, what it
means, and how it has gained recognition over the
years. 

Finally, Talk Point documents a round table
conversation conducted by the Environmental and
Social issues cluster of Nickeled and Dimed on the
intersectionality of environmental engagement. It
answers the question of how different classes and
castes of people within India interact with the
Environment



Access the interview here 

The folk tale has now become an expression of
Dalit's environmental risk, environmental conflict,
and environmental rights. Its mythical characters
have been transformed into symbols of ecological
ancestors with immense physical, natural, and
spiritual skills, who have the courage to liberate the
community Dalit community from oppressive
ecological and social systems. 

For example, during my fieldwork I found how in
the entire Indo-Gangetic plain of India and Nepal,
their folk tales, stories, and songs are woven around
the Musahar brothers. It is a very known Dalit
caste. Two Musahar brothers called Deena and
Bhadri, thrive among the Dalits, particularly among
the Musahar community.

Q. What do you think are the counter-narratives to the
dominant Hindu, Brahmin current of environmentalism?
For instance, you talk about Dalit environmental symbols.
What kinds of symbols are these and how do they
challenge existing assumptions about caste and
environment/nature? 

Giving the reference of my earlier work that the
dominant narrative of Indian environmentalism has
been showing a serious lack of understanding about
caste and Dalit issues in India. Consciously or
unconsciously, we have seen the dominance of Hindu
Brahmanical contents. 

In the recent past, many ways have emerged to build
a new narrative or counter-narratives on
environmentalism, an example would be the Dalit
folklores and their environmental meanings. Several
people have worked on this and Dalit folklores are an
important part of Indian folklore tradition and they
have existed for centuries. 

Often in every complex kind of relationship with the
dominant culture, the development of Dalit cultural,
political, or public spheres in the recent past since
the past two-three decades; have really galvanized a
dynamic Dalit system of organization of folk tools in
their folklores or folk tales in their performances,
festivals, and protests, leading to a diffusion of its
contents and forms and making a very close
connection with the everyday life of the community.  

JUNE 2021A W A A Z  I N  F O C U S
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The Dalit Critique of Environmentalism

Dr.  Mukul  Sharma
Professor of  Environmental  Studies ,

Ashoka Universi ty  

IN CONVERSATION WITH DR. MUKUL SHARMA 

https://ashoka.edu.in/faculty#!/mukul-sharma-1608
https://youtu.be/Q1Y__v7Ck5I
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Dalits living in the borders of Bihar, Uttar Pradesh,
and Nepal, have used voices and diverse sets of folk
traditions and culture, such as oral tales, stories,
songs, music, ballets performances, proverbs, theatre,
dance-festivals crafts, and idols, to celebrate their
folk heroes Deena and Bhadri. The folklore is also
frequently sung in Northern Bihar and Uttar
Pradesh with many kinds of performances, as many
as 52 wars of the heroes, that are being used as ways
to protect the poor laborers from exploitation by the
rich landlords. 

The folk tale Deena and Bhadri has helped in
transforming the rich cultural capital of Musahars,
into their political, developmental, environmental,
and capital for the betterment of the community as a
whole. This legend of the two brothers has become
effective for the mobilization of marginal
communities like Musahars, because of their strong
anti-feudal, anti-bondage, and pro-farmer qualities.
 
This folklore has also acquired a dynamic ecological
meaning; the motives of Deena and Bhadri are
created as ecological ancestors that are increasingly
inspiring Musahars to mobilize and assert their
environmental rights as well as their agency over
their struggles on ponds, rivers, freshwater, fishing
rights and many such issues including land rights.
 
The folklores, cultural treasures, and the cultural
symbols that Dalits have since the past many
centuries which have been suppressed have become a
medium to build their counter-narrative against
dominant environmentalism. Folk Tales or folk
symbols are only one source to build the narrative.
There are many other sources to build a counter-
narrative on environmentalism. 
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For example, we have a rich tradition of anti-caste
thinkers whose thinking and actions can be
understood and analyzed from the perspective of
environment and environmental politics.
Ambedkar, Periyar, Phule, and many more can be
read, analyzed, and understood from environmental
angles to build counter-narratives. These are a few
examples that tell us how Dalits or any marginal
community can build this kind of counter-narrative
on the environment. 

Q. The environmentalism movement has invoked Hindu
mythology in its discourse and sometimes valorizes or
presents the “traditional village” as an ideal. How does
this impact or relate to the caste dynamics of a space?
Do these ideas manifest differently in the urban space? 

Species that support everyday life-making practices
and the living spaces of different physical
dimensions, spaces that are for common or public
use, all embody caste and symbolize conflict-ridden
past and present for Dalits.

The folklores, cultural treasures, and the
cultural symbols that Dalits have since

the past many centuries which have been
suppressed have become a medium to
build their counter-narrative against

dominant environmentalism. 
 

Access the podcast here 
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Spaces of various kinds in rural and urban India
demonstrate the tension between caste inequality
and social integration. Simultaneously, the various
ideals of common spaces that are supposed to be
collective and inclusive, they are supposed to be
supporting people’s lives and livelihood, make them
also an ideal site for Dalits' struggle in their quest
for equitable distribution of physical and social
spaces. Space has an overarching influence on Dalit
lives and thinking. It's being argued that in the case
of Ambedkar and Gandhi, space determines the
emergence of their thoughts.  

The work of Gopal Guru, a political theorist,
believes that the language of discrimination,
humiliation and segregation in Ambedkar, was a
result of his location and space. A social ghetto was
historically produced and reproduced according to
him, Ambedkar had no choice to move out of the
space and open up a new space. 
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Whereas Gandhi had a seamless space, that was
quite hospitable and receptive. He had the
opportunity to move in and out of any space, he
could even go to the bhangi colony and come back
from there. Gandhi had the choice to leave and
create a new space, which was not there with
Ambedkar. 

In Dalit discourses, the village has been seen,
experienced, and lived in their everyday life as an
exclusive caste-space that was visible and
prominent. The village is structured by caste in
many ways and it determines the power relation in
many ways. In the village caste, the dominant caste
occupies the main power and main resources,
while Dalits live in the periphery and remain at
distinct disadvantages in terms of access to and
control over resources. 

The resources are of various kinds such as
materials, natural, social, political, and ideological.
The exclusive caste space in rural or urban India
also often means exclusive control over common
spaces including, forests, common land, ponds,
streets, parks, and such common spaces. 

In Dalit's environmental imagination, in contrast
to the rural spaces, urban and city spaces have
symbolized freedom from caste discrimination and
sights of entry into the modern spaces. The
journey from the village to the city has often been
considered by Dalits as a leap into new world
space. According to Nagaraj, a prominent Dalit
thinker it is an escape from persecution and a
journey towards a promised land. However, there
has been a good amount of research that shows
that urban spaces have also developed a different
kind of segregation and discrimination. 

The various ideals of common spaces
that are supposed to be collective and
inclusive ... make them also an ideal
site for Dalits' struggle in their quest
for equitable distribution of physical

and social spaces. 
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However, it is important to note that urban spaces
are better than rural spaces, in terms of caste
discrimination and atrocities. At the same time,
urban space is also becoming a contested site and
one can find various kinds of initiatives, struggles
and movements to make the urban space free or to
capture the urban space from the different vantage
point of equality and inequality. 

In the recent past, especially in the form of space, in
rural and urban India, Dalits and their various kinds
of organizations, social, political and cultural, have
taken up the challenge to restructure the common
rural or urban spaces. These various kinds of spatial
form become an integral part of their cultural
assertion and their local tradition and contest
against power structure. 
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 They engage with that common urban and rural
space individually, socially, and politically to
structure the space as per their understanding of
rights and their understanding of their own
identities. 

For example the issue of a statue of Ambedkar, in
the public common space in Maharashtra, Uttar
Pradesh, and Tamil Nadu; in small hamlets,
villages, and small towns, at rural crossroads, on
bus stands, on roadsides, on the street corners, on
government and panchayat land, in front of schools
and colleges. There is a case in point, how Dalits in
rural and urban India are trying to restructure the
politics of space, according to 

their own cultural understanding and their
identity. Space is a new area of contest and struggle
in Dalit's environmental imagination. The
aspiration to universalize the space is a rallying
point for different kinds of Dalit organizations to
put forward their environmental imagination as a
counter-narrative or as their own environmental
narrative. 

Q. How do the eco-feminism and the eco-socialism
movements function in India with respect to caste?
What are some criticisms of these movements, are they
caste-blind? 

The discourse on environmental justice was
generated by African Americans and has not been
able to take note of the role of caste in organizing
social and environmental relations. The complex
ways in which the Indian caste system creates a
hierarchical power structure and works through
centers of power to naturalize and organize
environmental inequalities. 

There has emerged a Dalit critique of
environmental justice in India which has

also specified the need to evolve a new
perspective and prioritize certain areas in

various movements, which should take
into account the issue of untouchability,
low-castes, pollution, and occupation. 
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Environmental justice has been anchored in race and
African environmental movements, but it is hard to
find the place of caste in the discourse and discussion.
Even the new plural discourse of environmental
justice which offers many ways to include the
diversity, difference, recognition, and participation
for unpacking histories and geographies of exclusion
and discrimination, makes any reference to caste and
Dalits. 

In the wealth of literature on environmental justice in
India and abroad, Dalits have largely been non-
existent in the discourse of the environmentalism of
the poor. The environmentalism of the poor has a rich
vocabulary and language regarding the rights of the
subordinate, but it doesn't address the issue of caste
and Dalits. 
 
Through historical and various kinds of comparative
perspectives which include gender, it has been argued
in the environmentalism of the poor or in the variety
of environmentalism which is being propounded by
Ram Chandra Guha or Joanne Martin. They try to
address the issues of property conflict and gender in
many ways. For example, the conflict between farmers
and industry over forest produce, the conflict
between rural and urban population over water and
energy, or the struggle for the poor against
corporations, market, and state to retain their rights
over natural resources. However, they treat the
struggle for social justice by various social groups as
discrete from caste and Dalit issues.

There has been little understanding about how caste
intersects with the environment to create socio-
environmental inequalities in India or South Asia,
even within the environmental poor or varieties of
environmentalism. 

1 0 |     A Z A A D  A W A A Z

AWAAZ IN FOCUS

There has emerged a Dalit critique of
environmental justice in India which has also
specified the need to evolve a new perspective and
prioritize certain areas in various movements,
which should take into account the issue of
untouchability, low-castes, pollution, and
occupation. 

Research has tried to redefine environmental
justice in South Asia by including caste and
discrimination into its fold. On the other hand
regarding eco-socialism, it has been noticed that
Dalit and Dalit politics also have not invested
many intellectual and political energies in
developing a caste perspective of environmental
justice. It is because of cast blindness, its universal
language, its ‘western’ or hidden colonial agendas,
etc. 

Against this background and currents and
crosscurrent, the question is still remains that if we
perceive environmental justice as a casteless
pursuit like environmentalism of the poor or like
varieties of environmentalism, then how it is
relevant for Dalit environmentalism. 

 
In the recent past, especially in the
form of space, in rural and urban

India, Dalits and their various kinds of
organizations, social, political, and

cultural, have taken up the challenge to
restructure the common rural or urban

spaces.
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The question also arises whether a universal
language of the poor and environmental justice,
which largely exists in denial of caste, can articulate
the resilience of Dalits. The concept of eco socialism
and ecofeminism and the way it has developed
internationally is a deeper question as to how much
it is anchoring itself and how much it is localizing
itself to include caste and Dalits into its discourse. 

Q. In an article titled “Why Dalits dislike
environmentalists”, Gail Omvedt wrote about how the
environmentalism movement was disliked by Dalits and
Adivasis, and how the upper-level leadership of the
movement was made up of upper-caste people. It has been
over 20 years since the article was written, do you think
the movement and/or the views of Dalits and Adivasis
changed over these years? Has there been any effort on
the part of UC activists to change their strategies?

There has been an increase of critiques and voices of
difference and dissent, that is questioning the
omission of caste and Dalit environmentalism by
diverse activists and organizations coming from
Dalits or non-Dalits. 

Gail Omvedt and many others have written about
this issue. There are voices of protest that are
questioning, who are within the movement or
outside the movement, in academia, in social
movements, etc. During the UN conference on
climate change in Copenhagen, in 2009 which is also
called COP15. Dalit women from Andhra Pradesh
burnt their accreditation badges in protest against
the lack of recognition of caste and Dalits in climate
discussions.
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They(Dalit women) were standing
outside the conference center and

demanded to bring in the voices of the
small and the excluded. They said that

if one wants to understand climate
change then they should talk to people

like  us. 

They were standing outside the conference center and
demanded to bring in the voices of the small and the
excluded. They said that if one wants to understand
climate change then they should talk to people like us.
During COP15 they also spoke about untouchability,
occupational hierarchy and the way it's still being
practiced, the landlessness, and how all these are very
well connected with the issue of climate change and
increasing climate crisis.

On the 5th of December 2014, there was a Dalit march
that was organized by the National Confederation of
Dalit Organisations, on the eve of Ambedkar’s birthday.
They displayed prominently, a banner with demanded
Dalit climate justice. The chairperson of that
committee also submitted the memorandum to the then
Prime Minister of India, demanding not to comprise
the interest of Dalits in countries' commitment to cut
carbon emission. 
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While giving this example of Dalit women burning
their badges at COP15 or Dalit organizations
demanding Dalit climate justice or submitting a
memorandum to the government; it has been noticed
that Dalits and anti-caste writers are beginning to
articulate their criticism and trying to address this
issue of caste blindness, omission and commission in
their understanding and action in a very significant
way. 

The situation is not entirely corrected, but there is
more sensitivity and realization to address the caste
and Dalit environmental discourse recently. This is
not highlighted in the mainstream media, but many
academicians are getting sensitive to include in some
other way, the issue of caste and Dalits. However,
there is still a long way to go. 
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There is a need for Dalits to get their voice and
visibility. This does not mean just including them
in organizations or allowing them to participate in
the decision-making process. That is only one
component. It also includes revisiting radically the
environmental discourse such as images, languages,
symbols, perspectives, and how all these take note
of Dalit aspirations and experiences. 

The situation is not entirely
corrected, but there is more
sensitivity and realization to
address the caste and Dalit
environmental discourse

recently. 



Access the podcast here 
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Mr. Harsh Vardhan Bhati 
Assitant Professor

Jindal Global Law School 

In this episode of Vichaar, Professor Harsh Vardhan
Bhati walks us through the history of the issue of
climate refugees, how the term was coined, what it
means, and how it has gained recognition over the
years. He talks about the specific case of a refugee
who sought asylum in New Zealand on climate
change and was denied it by the New Zealand
government. 

He talks about the adverse effects of climate change
and how it has deteriorated to such an extent that
many people have had to flee their homes because of
the irreparable nature of damage caused. He points
out the difference between climate refugees and
other refugees.

He discusses the debates and stigmas surrounding
the term climate refugee, how it is not as easy to
trace the exact cause of the disasters that pushed
people to migrate. So it is difficult to identify what
was caused by climate change and what was caused
by other manufactured factors.

He speaks in detail about the policy decisions made
by the international community on climate refugees
and climate change and how resistant countries are
to accept climate refugees and grant asylum to
people based on the ground of climate change.

V I C H A A R JUNE 2021

IN CONVERSATION WITH PROFESSOR HARSH VARDHAN BHATI 

Environmental Casteism and Climate Refugees in
India

Professor Harsh Vardhan
Bhati walks us through the

history of the issue of climate
refugees, how the term was
coined, what it means, and

how it has gained recognition
over the years. 

https://anchor.fm/deepanshu-mohan/episodes/Vichaar---Climate-Refugees-and-Environmental-Casteism-e14cea8
https://jgu.edu.in/jgls/faculty/harsh-vardhan-bhati/
https://jgu.edu.in/jgls/faculty/harsh-vardhan-bhati/


He emphasizes the importance of nations having a
comprehensive plan to curb climate change and global
warming by reducing carbon emissions and mitigate
the problem of displacement due to climate change.
 
The gaps in the legal system, how there is no legal
theorization or jurisprudence of the issue, and how we
need to address the different ways people are affected
by climate change and its causes for us to understand
the issue of climate refugees better.

Professor Bhati gives us some insight into climate
change and climate refugees in the South-Asian
context and explains how different social groups,
especially different caste groups, are worse off than
others because of climate change. It is not just climate
change that impacts them but the way they are treated
in society, the poverty they are subject to, and the
kinds of professions they work in because of caste-
based oppression.

 Over the years, India sees an increasing amount of
natural disasters, including droughts, cyclones, and
floods. Profesor Bhati explains how this
disproportionately affects those belonging to
backward castes and talks to us about a few cases
where entire villages have been damaged as a result,
causing hundreds and thousands of people to be
displaced.

 

JUNE 2021
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It is not just climate change that
impacts them but the way they are
treated in society, the poverty they

are subject to, and the kinds of
professions they work in because

of caste-based oppression.



The Housing and Land Rights Network’s 2019 report
on forced eviction describes the practice in India as
an “unrelenting national crisis”. Almost 6 lakh
people have been evicted from their homes since
2017, out of which at least 54,000 people were
evicted during the COVID-19 pandemic between
March and October 2020. The latest of these
evictions is concerned with the Khori Gaon
settlement in Haryana which is slated to be razed
down by July 2021 as per Supreme Court orders since
it encroaches upon the Aravalli Forest area. 

A rehabilitation and resettlement plan for those
living in the basti is yet to be developed. The
demolishing of 6500 homes and the displacement of
the Khori village residents, especially under the
distressing conditions of COVID-19, is a human
rights violation. 
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Eviction, Environment & Caste
     By Manisha Kamatchi 

As is the case with Khori Gaon and several other
evictions, the most affected are historically
marginalized and discriminated peoples. The
residents of these settlements are working-class
people, many of them belonging to Scheduled
Castes and Scheduled Tribes. Outside of the urban
context, the communities, who live in and on the
fringes of forests, have also been displaced and their
claims to forest land, routinely challenged.

The people, in both urban and forest settlements,
face issues of sanitation, access to water, and health
risks, all of which should be understood as
environmental concerns. The issue of evictions is
deeply intertwined with a complicated history of
denial of resources and land to Dalits. 

The logic of evictions is informed by several ideas
working together: the colonial, paternalistic
attitudes of the state, neoliberal development
politics, and the discourse of “illegal”, “encroacher”
and green aesthetics. The process of eviction and
resettlement then shapes notions of belonging and
citizenship, as well as rights to space. 

Urban spaces in India continue to operate on logic
and practices from our colonial past. Improvement
of cities and the undercurrent of “civilizing a space”
that ran through it decided how cities were built
and structured before independence. These
furthered segregations along the lines of race and
caste. Discrimination in today’s cities means
gatekeeping of areas such as suburbs with sanitation
and water infrastructure, both by upper-caste
residents and landlords and by the high cost of
buying and renting houses.  

The people, in both urban and
forest settlements, face issues of
sanitation, access to water, and
health risks, all of which should
be understood as environmental

concerns.

https://www.hlrn.org.in/documents/Forced_Evictions_2019.pdf
https://thewire.in/urban/khori-gaon-haryana-urban-poor-eviction
https://hongkong.universitypressscholarship.com/view/10.5790/hongkong/9789888139767.001.0001/upso-9789888139767-chapter-9
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The litigations contained photographs of slums to
reiterate the notion that they are dirty, unclean and
a nuisance. The state, by operating on this idea and
eventually clearing out slums, then, conveniently
removes the blame from itself. The state evades its
responsibility to ensure clean housing, with
facilities equaling richer suburbs and localities, for
slum residents. 

The other aspect of the nuisance argument is the
environmental justification. The framing of
environmentalism has come to be associated with a
green aesthetic. This is a contradictory logic, but it
is the basis for the hypocrisy of the state. The state
would sanction building projects such as malls and
flyovers, even if they violated environmental laws,
as long as they conformed to the “green and clean”
urban landscape.

Asher Ghertner, in Green Evictions, uses the case of
the Pushta settlement eviction to discuss the
government’s double standards. In 2004, the Pushta
settlement, located on the Yamuna River banks,
was demolished on the grounds that it contributed
to the pollution of the river and that it had
“destroyed the natural beauty and ecology of the
river”. 

The informal slum settlements that form is a result of
this segregation. The land upon which they are
created are legally ambivalent or have been captured
and sold by the land mafia who exploit the
ambivalence. Sometimes the settlements may also fall
on ecologically sensitive areas such as stormwater
drains or riverbeds. 

Slum settlements are created over many years, for
instance, the Dharavi settlement was formed in 1884,
dating back to pre-independence India. The claims
made by the residents are often dismissed by either
deeming them “encroachers”, by using reasons of
environmental protectionism, or both. 

The settlements which are burdened by lack of
electricity, open sewage, cramped and small housing
with poor hygiene and sanitation, are branded as
“infectious” and as causing “damage to the health
environment” by middle- and upper-class residents
and by the state apparatus, including the judicial
systems. 

This is not far from colonial spatial policies motivated
by segregationist ideas, such as the cordon sanitaire.
The citizens of the slums are also pitted against the
rest of the city when they are considered a “nuisance”
to those who have bought land and live in the adjacent
area. 

Nuisance, in the public sphere, is the “substantial and
unreasonable interference with the use or enjoyment
of land”. In the early 2000s, the legal understanding of
nuisance broadened to “offense to the sense of sight,
smell, or hearing”, driven by aesthetic and visual
desirability. Public interest litigations, often from
middle- and upper-class RWAs (resident welfare
associations), use this logic to advocate for slum
clearances.  

The settlements ... are branded as
“infectious” and as causing “damage
to the health environment” by middle-
and upper-class residents and by the

state apparatus, including the judicial
systems. 

https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203842249-17/green-evictions-environmental-discourses-slum-free-delhi-delhi-asher-ghertner
https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01419870.2021.1933121
https://www.taylorfrancis.com/chapters/edit/10.4324/9780203842249-17/green-evictions-environmental-discourses-slum-free-delhi-delhi-asher-ghertner
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Such measures serve the purposes of beautification and
meet the desires of the middle and upper classes. These
very spaces will go on to be exclusionary and classist.
The government prioritizes the creation of an image of
Indian cities based on aesthetics and selective
environmentalism and does so by violently erasing the
spaces were poor, working-class citizens live and
relocating them to the peripheries of the city. 

The background to the land issue in urban spaces is the
neoliberal model focusing on “development” adopted
by governments. This has meant that the state works
with private actors such as investors, industrial and
commercial developers, and often transfers welfare
functions to these private institutions. The
consequence has been a concentration of power and
wealth as opposed to social equity. 

The case of the 2013 Ejipura evictions in Bangalore is
one example of state and corporate collusions. The
settlement was built on land in the economically
weaker section (EWS) area of Koramangala. This land
was specifically allocated for “public purpose” i.e., the
interests of the EWS residents. However, the land came
under the Public-Private Partnership (PPP) between
the local Bangalore government body (BBMP) and a
private company Maverick Holdings.

According to the agreement between the state and the
company, half of the land would be left up to Maverick
Holdings for commercial purposes and in the other
half, they would construct 1640 flats for the EWS
residents.

Even though the residents had the right to claim this
area, the local authority ignored and dismissed these
claims in favour of the construction company. This
eviction grossly violated the right to adequate housing
which is a fundamental right as part of one’s right to
life.

However, the Pushta slum had caused less than 0.5%
of the pollution and in fact, open drains carrying
untreated sewage from middle-class residential
societies were the primary cause for the pollution.
The visibility of the slum was used to associate the
slum residents with the tag “polluters”. Ironically, the
Akshardham temple and the stadium for the 2010
Commonwealth Games are built on the Yamuna
floodplain and riverbanks respectively.

Another example of green aesthetics from Chennai is
that of the restoration of the Cooum river, where the
plan is to create walkways, roads, or parks, once those
living in the slums have been evicted.

The background to the land
issue in urban spaces is the

neoliberal model focusing on
“development” adopted by

governments. 

http://www.hlrn.org/img/publications/Bangalore_Fact_Finding_Mission_Final_Report_June_2013.pdf
http://www.mcrg.ac.in/rw%20files/RW36/2.Francis.pdf


The language of “illegal” and “encroacher” are
ascribed to a particular type of Indian citizen, those
who have been marginalized by the caste system and
by capitalistic development entrenched in our cities. 

The ideal of “slum-free cities” hinges upon the ideas
of purity and segregation, almost borrowing from
the foundations of caste hierarchies.
Environmentalism is couched in an anti-poor and
anti-working-class rationale and is contradictory on
multiple levels. 

Those who build the city, its metros, and its fancy
high-rises, are considered a “nuisance”, the irony of
denying them the right to city spaces should not be
lost on us. Very similarly, Adivasis and Dalit
communities who share close relationships with
forests are being evicted and persecuted for resisting
industries that will cause ecological damage. 

NAZARIYA JUNE 2021

1 8 |     A Z A A D  A W A A Z

Caste, which has been an unrecognized marker of
evictions, can be gleaned from this instance. A
majority of the EWS residents were Dalits, many of
whom were homeless, and religious and linguistic
minorities converted from Dalit communities. The
eviction, which was carried out without a resettlement
plan, and the violence of the process, both flouted the
Scheduled Castes and Scheduled Tribes (Prevention of
Atrocities) Act, 1989. 

During the eviction, the residents were not given any
time to gather their belongings and excessive police
force was used on those who protested. They were left
to live on the pavements, exposed to worse conditions
that affected their health and safety, especially the
women and girls. 

The residents also lost their livelihoods, many women
who did domestic work in nearby areas could not
continue their work. Children were particularly
affected as their books and stationery were destroyed
and their education came to a standstill. 

The violence of displacement does not end even if a
person has been provided resettlement. The areas that
they are relegated to are usually sub-standard and at
the periphery of the city. They cannot commute to
their previous jobs and schools as well. Even the
percentage of those who can get new homes (or tokens
for plots of land) is low compared to those displaced. 

Malini Ranganathan argues that caste and caste-based
discrimination persists through the Indian cities, in
both material and discursive realms. This is especially
evident in the practice of eviction. 

The violence of displacement does
not end even if a person has been
provided resettlement. The areas

that they are relegated to are usually
sub-standard and at the periphery of

the city. 

https://www.tandfonline.com/doi/full/10.1080/01419870.2021.1933121


Ques. What implications, if it does, does globalization
have on how people interact with the environment?

There is a duality in the impact of globalization. For
the people who had prior social and economic
capital, globalization came as an accelerant to
economic growth. For those people who came from
sections of the society that lacked the resources
which could be used as valuable input in a globalized
world – economic, social, and educational capital
and skills useful in a technocratic globalized world-
climbing up the ladder became a feat because there
were others who were already on far higher rungs. 

Globalisation is that sort of phenomenon, the
impact of which is very different for the higher and
lower-income generating sections of society.

Globalization to me is how the rich perceive the
environment. Globalization has allowed one to
integrate markets which increases competition and
improves the efficiency of companies by reducing
the cost associated with production, the wastage of
resources by improving resource efficiency.
However, this is all merely theoretical.

 In the end, how the rich people connect with the
environment ends up being through the usage of
extra land which was otherwise used and possessed
by tribal communities who were displaced by the
rich who are part of the integrated global markets.
Such forced displacement and acquisition is a waste
of resources. The Amazon Forests are completely
burnt out because of industrial activities and
because of how the rich perceive the world.
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Intersectionality In
Environmental Engagement

T A L K  P O I N T

ROUNDTABLE DISCUSSION BY THE ENVIRONMENT AND SOCIAL ISSUES CLUSTER , NICKELED AND DIMED

https://www.youtube.com/watch?v=Sg0j3q7U4BE


It has gravely affected the communities based on
culture and tradition which were integrated with the
environment. The Ladakhi culture, for example,
involved integration with the environment.
However, because of globalization, they had to
succumb to the pressures of increased and reduced
prices, so they could not sell their handmade
products. 

They had to succumb to the pressures of mass
production which they could not compete with, so as
a result, their whole community which was based on
self-preservation and working for themselves
completely disintegrated, so globalization, while it
has its perks, has had a bad impact on the poor. So,
globalization works exclusively for the rich.

It has gravely affected the communities based on
culture and tradition which were integrated with the
environment. The Ladakhi culture, for example,
involved integration with the environment.
However, because of globalisation they had to
succumb to the pressures of increased and reduced
prices, so they could not sell their handmade
products. 

They had to succumb to the pressures of mass
production which they could not compete with, so as
a result, their whole community which was based on
self- preservation and working for themselves
completely disintegrated, so globalisation, while it
has its perks, has had a bad impact on the poor. So,
globalisation works exclusively for the rich.
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TALK POINT

Ques. It has been established that globalization works
exclusively for the rich upper class and that local
businesses are self- preserved. What is the link between
these two phenomena or are they completely separate
exclusive phenomena?
 
There is a link. Due to global warming and climate
change, people are actually taking into account the
fact that we are wasting resources. People are
understanding the importance of combining
localisation and globalisation. The fact that there is
a criss-cross of resources implies that people
understand the impact of such transportation on
the environment. 

In San Francisco apart form Supermarkets, farmers’
markets have been established which works with
local producers and sell locally produced produce;
these markets work side by side and are integrated
ensuring that the local businesses are promoted
while also not losing out on the perks of
globalisation. The local and global markets do not
work exclusively anymore, they work in an
integrated manner. 

 

People are understanding the
importance of combining localization
and globalization. The fact that there
is a criss-cross of resources implies

that people understand the impact of
such transportation on the

environment. 



Ques. It is not possible to talk about ‘local’ in India,
without the consideration of caste in addition to class.
What kind of relationship do people of different classes
and castes have with the environment?

Globalization is responsible not only for creating a
rift between the rich and the poor but also for
maintaining a caste hierarchy. Indian
environmentalism often romanticizes traditions
emphasizing how traditions have always maintained
harmony with nature and encouraged sustainable
development. 

For example, The UN Secretary General’s Report,
2010 titled ‘Harmony with Nature’ commended
Vedic philosophy and texts for promoting ecological
balance and encouraging the maintenance of
harmony with nature, such romanticization also
consequently romanticizes the caste system
embedded within these Vedic scriptures since this ‘
harmony with nature’ crucially depends upon
economic and social work allocated on the basis of
caste Indian Environmentalism also hinges on
Gandhian traditionalism which propagated the idea
of a self-sufficient village, but it is also well-known,
that Gandhi’s views have also been casteist. 

Views of BR Ambedkar on environmentalism are
rarely part of the Indian environmental discourse.
According to the new neo-traditionalist ideology
rampant in Indian environmentalism, ecological
problems are exclusively seen as a colonial problem
or a modem problem and thus they allude back to
customs, traditions, ‘going back to our roots and
rediscovering and restoring Hinduism.
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This Neo-traditionalist ideology also has practical
casteist consequences. For example, the forest
revival project launched by the World Wide Fund,
India, proposed to restore the traditional sewage
management systems in which Dalits had to carry
night soil human excreta on their heads and dispose
of it. 

Though there have been attempts to develop
alternative sewage systems, it was never adequately
developed because the fact that the traditional
system existed reduced the urgency of installing an
alternative. The popular environmentalist
Bindeshwar Pathak, who launched the ‘Sulabh
Shauchalaya’ Movement, uses casteist language by
insisting on using the term ‘Harijans’, a term the
lower castes themselves do not prefer. 

The primary aim of the movement was to help the
Bhangis improve their working conditions, but the
point remains that even though a lot of new toilets
were established, this movement simply gave them
alternate employment which is still seen as menial
or deplorable by the higher castes. 

This Neo-traditionalist ideology also has
practical casteist consequences. For
example, the forest revival project

launched by the World Wide Fund, India,
proposed to restore the traditional sewage
management systems in which Dalits had
to carry night soil human excreta on their

heads and dispose of it. 
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One of the main reasons why such a clear divide exists
is that these movements in themselves are political and
therefore stick to a certain kind of hierarchy that
favors those leading the movement. So if the rich elite
of the country are leading the environmental
movement and they do not feel the need to
conceptualize labor within the environmental
framework, then it does not integrate and remain
separate, as it has in India.

Ques. How does the class and the caste divide, social,
economic and caste position affect how people access
commons?

People interact differently and derive different
resources from the commons. The right to good quality
air and clean water, right to shelter are constitutionally
guaranteed under the fundamental right to life
enshrined under Article 21 of the Indian Constitution.
Common resources ie, resources that are not privately
owned but held in trust by the State, were supposed to
be available to all persons equally, this is, however not
the case in reality which is attributable to differential
access to resources, a result of inequality entrenched
into the societal structure. 

When talking about commons, it can be viewed from
the point of view of slum and non-slum settlements.
For example, in talking about access to water, 17% of
the urban population live in slums and about half of
them do not have tap water within their reach. 

There are three types of slums - identified, recognized,
and notified slums; only recognized slums can avail
piped water provided the families have settled in the
slums prior to 2000, no such cut-off date exists for non-
slum areas, there is, therefore, differential laws
governing two localities within the same urban
landscape. 

We also forget that environmental movements in
themselves are political acts, therefore, it is bound to
suit one section of the society. The fact that Indian
Environmental Movements have not been very global
is first. because of how deep caste runs in our society
and in our country, this is not prominent in other
countries. In the United States, environmental racism
is very evident, but the problem of casteism is
exclusive to India.

Our system does not even think of alternatives to
manual scavenging. It is often misconceived that
since labour and access to commons are so highly
defined by caste just as the environmental movement,
that the labor and environment movements in India
might get along; but there is also a clear distinction
between blue (labour movement) and green
movements (environmental movements). 

It is often misconceived that since labour
and access to commons are so highly defined
by caste just as the environmental movement,
that the labor and environment movements
in India might get along; but there is also a

clear distinction between blue (labour
movement) and green movements

(environmental movements).  



The disparity also exists in water supply - non-slum
areas are provided 150 liters per capita, while the
slum areas are supplied a third of that ie, 35 - 40
liters per capita. In a paper by Vistaka Bhansal, she
argues that religious disparity also has a role to play
in access to commons - in certain slums Muslim
localities are not given the same amount of water as
the Hindu localities. All of these factors work into
the differential access to something as basic and
common as water. 

Putting this in context of the pandemic, it is hard to
imagine how people in slums can maintain and
adhere to the handwashing rules where they have
intermittent water supply or where it comes for just
3 to 4 hours a day. 

Ques. What role does intra-state, inter-state migration to
urban spaces play in creating a hierarchy in the access to
commons?

We have established that there is a hierarchy in
society and that determines how people access and
interact with the environment. While
overpopulation may be a factor when it comes to
material resources- say access to healthcare, it cannot
be a determinant when it comes to fundamental
rights. One person is not entitled to more of a right
than another. 

For example, the availability of good quality air,
there cannot be more for one person and less for
another. What the state needs to ensure is the
establishment of practices and protocols to ensure
that each person irrespective of where they live
within urban or rural spaces has access to the same
quality of air.
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I do not think it is really a matter of population,
because the Southern regions are just as populated
as the Northern regions and yet the pollution levels
are far less in the Southern states. I think one of the
factors which are responsible for the degradation of
air quality, has to do with the short-sightedness of
policy. 

Another form of segregation that creates
differential access to commons, is the segregation of
space itself. Spaces can be classified as slum and
non-slum spaces, both provide access to different
kinds of commons. Few people who have the choice
and can afford certain spaces also have access to the
commons attached exclusively to those spaces, while
those who cannot afford such spaces, do not have
access to such commons. 

A good example of this is the bottled water
industry. There are arguments which are made by
members of the upper class in justifying the fact
that poor people often have to pay to have access to
a requirement as common as water; they say that
even they have to pay for bottled drinking water
and see no difference between the two. 

What the state needs to ensure is the
establishment of practices and

protocols to ensure that each person
irrespective of where they live within

urban or rural spaces has access to the
same quality of air.
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The Middle class, however, takes small steps which will
affect their niche group. For example, there was a study
done on the Bangalore middle class and their
relationship to the environment. The study revealed
that the Bangalore middle class attended bicycle clubs,
rode bicycles, or walked instead of driving their cars or
taking public transport, they even opened up waste
management units at their homes or in their
neighborhoods and used the compost to grow
vegetables in small terraces farms. 

The difference between the lower class and the middle
class is that the poor do these things because they have
no other choice- they cannot afford cars- the middle
class, however, despite having the option of using a car
for commuting, make the choice to use a bicycle
instead. 

Several of the environmentally friendly practices that
the middle class adopt are not exactly intentional, they
are also often a result of their economic status. Middle-
class households are very efficient in recycling be it
reusing plastic bags and bottles or handing down
clothes instead of constantly purchasing new ones-
these practices though beneficial for the environment
are not done specifically because it is environmentally
friendly but rather because of their economic status
requires them to do so. 

They do not view reusing clothes or shoes as a way of
saving the environment, rather as a way to save money,
environmental benefit is often a lucky side-effect.

However, the people of the lower class often have to
pay Rs.800 to Rs.1000 a month to have access to clean
water, which implies that a huge chunk of their
disposable income is being spent on the water, when
the often meager amount also has to be used to meet
all of their other needs- ration, living expenses,
medical expenses, education, etc. 

These two scenarios are not the same, one arises out
of need, the other out of convenience. Then again,
there are two types of bottled water consumers as
well - those who are forced into purchasing bottled
water as a result of the toxification of their water
source by industries and others who buy bottled
water because producers manipulate them into
actually believing that the water is sourced from the
Himalayas and have additional qualities and minerals. 

Ques. It has been established that in the context of
environmentalism, the rich upper class. ‘exploit’ and the
poor lower class is ‘exploited’, where does the middle class
fit into this equation? What are your thoughts on middle-
class environmentalism?

The question of who constitutes the middle class has
long been contested. According to the World Bank
and the Organisation for Economic Cooperation and
Development, the middle class is those whose
earnings typically remain within the bracket of $10 to
$100 per day. For the poor, environmentalism has
political undertones, it is about their right to life and
basic needs; for the rich, environmentalism hinges
mostly on greenwashing, they buy products that are
presented to them as ‘eco-friendly’, ‘green’ and
‘sustainable’. 
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