
I am an artist bringing narrative history and oral tradition with me, so I will stick to
my roots and become a story teller.

When I got this invitation I was kind of lost and didn’t know where to start, what
to say and what “not to say”. My consciousness said I need to be politically
correct – but without offending my nation and the people? Should I then be
nationalistic? Be a proud Indian?

This reminds me of the current debate on the issue of morality and on artists
“doing nudes”. It is okay if you are doing women draped in wet saris, which are
transparent and showing everything – that is artistic talent! But today’s artists are
trying to do nude men selling sex, or they are making a nude Hindu Goddess, or
a Muslim girl1 and international tennis player, who is playing tennis wearing a
mini skirt. Now what do people expect her to wear while playing ? A Burkha?2.
In most of our temples the Hindu deities are portrayed as very sensuous and
almost nude, which is fine. But a contemporary Muslim artist doing it – that is
simply not done. Interestingly, most of the temple craftsmen used to be Muslims,
and they are some of the best craftsmen we had and still have. 

When talking about moral issues, are we then refering to our tradition, our
culture, or our law? Presently, when we talk about the law in India, there is a
Gay Rights Movement. Still, in India, gay relationships are not legal. Section
377 of the Indian Penal Code – a law from the colonial era, which dates back to
1861 – criminalises romantic love and private, consensual acts between adults of
the same sex. Activists say that the police uses the law to harass gay people in
India where the topic is considered taboo in many communities. So, again, is
that a moral issue or a traditional, cultural issue in regards to which the
society you live in controls your choice of sex and partners?

1

Home Grown 
by Archana Hande

 



We live in a country with many religions and each and every religion has the
common problem of having moral issues. Do moral issues not mean the end
of the freedom of speech? Daily, in our newspapers, I read articles on how
somebody is trying to ban a film or a TV show or an art exhibition, either
because of offensive language or clothing, or because of a couple kissing, a
symbolic bed scene, or a gay issue! We have even seen, in one case, a
respected actress being dragged to court after she revealed that she had had
premarital sex.

So for me the question remained of what to say and what not to say when talking
about the land rights of the Adivasi (“Indigenous people” or “home grown”,
“original” or “local”). Most of the people call them TRIBAL, which is actually like
calling somebody Black – lumping them into one category or species and
separating them from the rest of the so-called civilised society, people who are
more dependant on technology than on nature?

Every region has an Adivasi community with its own identity.3 Recently, when the
government wanted to raise the quota for reserved places for the backward class’4

access to higher education, medical sciences, engineering, and management
students fought and are still fighting with the government against the reservation.
The protestors are from the upper class, which means from an educated
background. They are a privileged class who gets admission into reputed
institutes with a subsidy. Most of them aspire to go abroad, mainly to the
USA, for jobs and luxury! 

Here we are in fact talking about the idea of the “Original”. Then again, what is
an original? Every state in India claims that their language is actually the one
that should be the national language. Or are we talking about “Natives”, the
“Locals”, and does that mean true blood, the original landowners of the past?
Today it is difficult. Everybody claims to be home grown, with pure blood – the
Brahmins, the Zamindars, the Patels, the Thakurs, etc. The upper class has
been claiming ownership of the majority of the land. Though, today the
economy of India has changed the status for many and today’s politicians may
be from any class background. However, there is no doubt that once they get
their chair, they will act in an upper class manner. 

Then, another set of question that come up is who migrants are and what are
their rights? And, as a counterpart, who are the natives and what are their
rights? 
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Being an Indian, one always faces these kinds of obstacles. But there are more
important issues when it comes to the issue of land rights. I would like to
reflect on the issue of displacement and rehabilitation of the indigenous peoples
of certain areas. 

Many smaller Adivasi groups are quite sensitive to ecological degradation caused
by modernization, be it commercial forestry, land occupation for industries or – in
the name of modernisation – big dams for “better development”! In this process,
the Adivasis have been loosing lands and are forced to shift to big cities where
they end up in construction labour or child labour and stay in slums. Now, of
course, the so-called slums once were small villages near a city. Due to the
expansion of the city, they became part of the city and are called “The Slums”.
Interestingly now we are in the process of removing the slums to clean the city –
making “Mumbai into Shanghai”. The state government is so inspired by
Shanghai city that they have promised the people they will make sure Mumbai
will become an international city with a look equivalent to Shanghai city. What
does it matter if they have to demolish slums and build huge, expensive malls
or maybe a golf course on the land? It doesn’t matter that millions of poor people
become homeless and jobless. Of course, on paper they are supposed to be re-
housed on the outskirts of the larger cities, but the reality is that the working
class will then have to travel a minimum of 4 hours to get to their work destinations
and back home, if they get re-housed to the allotted place by the government at
all.

On May 10, 2006, a news item appeared on the front page of the Times of
India, reporting a Supreme Court judgment concerning the rights of slum dwellers.
The Supreme Court categorically ordered that slum dwellers have no rights and
that they cannot be tolerated. The Court further ordered that poverty cannot be a
ground for encroachment. By one stroke of the pen, the Supreme Court
effectively dispossessed millions of poor people across the country, leaving them
homeless. Just a few months back, the displaced people of the Narmada Valley
were shown the door by the Supreme Court and a few months prior to that the
Bombay Mill Lands Judgment was delivered, which was seen by most as a
decision heavily in favour of constructors and the haves. 

In labour matters, the Supreme Court has categorically held that in the era of
globalization and liberalisation, the labour jurisprudence has to be revised and
workers’ rights have to be whittled down. The Court is rapidly moving towards
the regime of hire and fire. Similarly, the Supreme Court has refused to interfere
in the government’s poverty prevention policy (which, indeed, always favour the
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rich) and the privatisation of profit making, public sector units, and other large
projects, which has caused widespread devastation. 

This means that the villagers, the Adivasis, and the economically poorer sector
have been and will be constantly displaced. The villagers and the Adivasis were
not poor; we made them poor. Most of them, in their small villages, are rich in
their own luxurious way. They have a proper house with enough food and
clothes to live comfortably. But the power sectors in the big cities have more
greed than necessities. We are all part of the greed of the big industry, whether
we talk about the students getting educated in a reputed, subsidised institute
and serving the First World, or ecological forests, or a fertile land, owned by the
Adivasis, snatched by the power sector in the name of development of the big
metropolitain cities.

When we are talking about displacement and power, I have a small story in
which I would like to stress that the change of power can also displace the ex-
power sector:

I decided to search for Victoria statues for my installation “Victoria House” in
major metropolitain cities, where the British had ruled. Each city had different
stories. I ended in Bombay, which is now Mumbai, and found that her statue was
removed from its original place and that the government didn’t want the canopy!
An industrialist purchased it and it is now installed in front of his ugly building. I
think he is planning to have one of his ancestors’ statue inside the canopy, but
which one will be the question. Then, I wondered where she had been installed
and I found out that she had been sent to the zoo and that the place had been
named “Rani Bagh” (Queen’s Garden). A few years back, that name too was
changed to the name of the historic Hindu King Chhatrapati Shivaji’s5 mother:
“Jija Bai”. A name chosen by the Hindu fundamentalist political party, which was
in power at the time. 

The Hindu fundamentalist political party has made Shivaji their idol because he
seceded in fighting against the Mughals! Today, in Mumbai most of the
monuments are named after him. Victoria Terminus which is one of the World
Heritage railway terminuses, made during the Victoria regime, is today called
Chhatrapati Shivaji Terminus. The Mumbai International Airport is now called
Chhatrapati Shivaji International Airport and similiarly we have the
Chhatrapati Shivaji museum, the Chhatrapati Shivaji National Art Gallery, etc.
– monuments or places which were mostly named by the British or made by
British architects. In a similar way, the Zoo, which was built to keep the Queen’s
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birds, is now where the statue named after Shivaji’s mother stands. It can get
confusing where we are going these days, with all the renaming, but one thing is
for sure: we are going to a place named Chhatrapati Shivaji. 

In the end, when I went to the Victoria Terminus (VT) – which is Chhatrapati Shivaji
Terminus (CST) – in search of the second statue of Victoria, I asked many porters,
but everybody were confused and had no clue about the existence of this statue.
So, I started asking old shopkeepers and porters. A few of them tried to show me
an angel which stands above the terminus and in this confusion a person who
happened to overhear my query suggested going to the enquiry counter and
announcing it, as he was sure “Victoria”, who was lost, would listen to the
announcement and thus be found. Hence my search for the Queen of
England, who ruled our country for decades, who existed no more as a statue, but
had been turned into a common person by a passerby, ended. 

Dr. Babasaheb Ambedkar, Statue installed in Amravati (Maharashtra state)
Photo credit: Archana Hande

This man was born into a family of “untouchables” (Dalit caste). When the Hindu
caste system had ordained severe punishment for his community for so much
as thirsting for education and knowledge, he had secured the highest
academic honours from the world-wide most prestigious universities and thus
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conclusively refuted the basic premise of intrinsic inferiority or superiority based
on one’s birth as proffered by the caste system. He became the face of the
Dalits, who the rich upper class calls untouchables. Today, the reserved places
are fought for them and the Adivasis.

This picture looks as though he has been jailed, but, actually, the statue is being
protected by the locals, who installed a grill. In this image you can read how this
man fought for his communities. But are they really freed when they still get the
jobs of cleaning toilets and drainage sewages – in short, when they get all the
dirty jobs? The Mumbai hawkers, by the way, have been removed as part of the
project “Clean Mumbai, Green Mumbai” – removal of dirt, Mumbai becoming
Shanghai. But his photograph hangs in every government office and many
statues have been installed in popular public spaces. 
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The Sardar Sarovar Project and other dams have raised questions of
environmental sustainability, cost benefit analysis, displacement and of course
of the rationale of the development process, which brings benefit to some while
displacing and dispossessing others – in our case, Adivasis and Dalits.

“The World commission on dams after studying the major dams from all
over the world reports that Large dams designed to deliver irrigation
services have typically fallen short of physical targets, did not recover
their costs and have been less profitable in economic terms than
expected.”7

The corruption associated with large projects is a major reason for why they are
preferred over environmentally sustainable small-scale alternatives, which
displace fewer people.

Amongst the thirty large dams planned for the Narmada, the Sardar Sarovar
dam is the largest. With a proposed height of 136.5 m (455 feet), it is the focal
point of both the dam-builders’ plans and the NBA’s opposition. The government
claims that the multi-purpose Sardar Sarovar Project (SSP) would irrigate more
than 1.8 million hectares (mostly in Gujarat, some in Rajasthan) and quench the
thirst of the drought prone areas of Kutch and Saurashtra in Gujarat. The
opponents of the dam counter that these benefits are grossly exaggerated and
would never accrue to the extent suggested by the government. Instead, the
project would displace more than 320,000 people and affect the livelihood of
thousands of others. Overall, due to related displacements by the canal system
and other allied projects, at least 1 million people are expected to be affected if
the project is completed.

Every year, during the monsoon (rainy season), the question arises: “this year
how many houses?” The NBA’s struggle to protect the Narmada valley and the
Adivasis has been going on for twenty years, but nothing much has happened,
except for the dam construction getting delayed. 

I quote from an email by Pervin Jehangir, who is an active member of Narmada
Bachao Andolan:
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“The monsoon, heavy enough, has brought in flooding. If it is in more
than one river valley in Western India this year, it is the dams that have
contributed to the floods everywhere, as we all know by now. In the
Narmada, the Sardar Sarovar, even though it has been stopped at 119
mts instead of 122 mts., it has caused flooding, destroying land and
everything associated with it, homes and hearths, trees, and forests,
gods, and graves….agriculture and forest produce.

It is certainly a killer wave that has tried to finish off the river valley
civilization which is the oldest in the world. Can this be acceptable?
Hundreds and thousands of ‘Adivasi’s’ have become landless, many
homeless but they have shown the tenacity and perseverance to build
their own houses at a higher level…up in the mountains, with small
patches of farms left behind, all land drowned. They are the ones who
have to continue with their struggle for survival.

The governments have no cultivable land to offer and hence thousands
of families – those who have already lost all their private holdings and
much of their common property resource base as also the others who
are threatened with immanent loss – have no place to go. Still the
‘Satyagraha’ is on… the Shunglu Committee Report has been criticised
and an affidavit filed before the Supreme Court on this and the
governments continue to be questioned through one mass action after
another.”8

I just recalled that somebody told me that in the same region, people where
asked to prove their land to be theirs during the British time. As the lands were
divided by stones so they took 4 stones from all 4 corners to prove the land is
theirs, at least at that time they were given a chance to prove ownership of their
land, and now we are not even asking them? 

Ram Singh Urveti, Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh, Gond Adivasi from Sunpuri Village
Photo credit: catalogue “Sites of Recurrence”
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Subhash Singh Vyam, Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh, Gond Adivasi from Sunpuri Village
Photo credit: catalogue “The Edge of Desire: Recent art in India”

Ramesh Tekam, Bhopal, Madhya Pradesh, Gond Adivasi from Sunpuri Village
Photo credit: catalogue “Sites of Recurrence”
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Putli Ganju, Saheda from Jharkhand
Photo credit: catalogue “Sites of Recurrence”

Rudhan Devi, Kurmi Adivasi from Jorakath Village
Photo credit: catalogue “Sites of Recurrence”
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Raj Kumar Koram from Bastar,  lives in Kondagaon, Chhatisgarh
Photo credit: catalogue “The Edge of Desire: Recent Art in India”
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Images 8, 9, 10
Santosh Kumar Das, Madhubani Painting, Mithila, Bihar

8: Feb 27 2002 railway station in Godhra, Gujarat, 59 Hindus dying in torched train

9: Chief Minister of Gujarat, Modi, inciting religious intolerance while Gujarat burns and
Gandhi's death is forgotten

10: Muslim men seeking shelter from rioters
Photo credit: catalogue “The Edge of Desire: Recent Art in India”
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The artists of the images 3 – 10 above are all from Madhya Pradesh (central
India). I have chosen these images to show you the range of works by different
Adivasi communities of one region, in which you can trace a visual relationship
with many other indigenous peoples around the world. They basically talk about
their land and their dependency on cultivatio, but now, as they are getting
exposed to the outer world, they have been talking about other issues of human
rights.

Warli Painting Adivasi from Maharashtra
Photo credit: catalogue “Sites of Recurrence”
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This region is a farmers’ belt in which excess flood and draught affect cultivation
and many farmers commit suicide. 

Gauri Bai, Shanta Bai, Lambani, Sandur, Bellary District, Karnataka

Photo credit: catalogue “Sites of Recurrence”

25: Shishu Kanya (Girl Child)

26: Titanic
Santal Painting from West Bengal by the Patuas of Naya Gram
Photo credit: catalogue “The Edge of Desire: Recent Art in India” 
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25 26

27 28

Swarna Chitrakar Manu Chitrakar Patuas
(scroll Painters) Noya Gram, Midnapore

27: Jurassic Park

28: Scroll Painters Performing
Photo credit: catalogue “Sites of Recurrence”



These painters used to be nomads; they had no religion of their own. Later,
wherever they settled, they adopted the religion of the ruling King, so that they
could survive there. They all have Muslim and Hindu names – few of their relatives
are Hindu and few are Muslims. These “Patuas” have been working on topics
like 9/11, the Gujarat carnage, the Afghan War and numerous contemporary
issues. Patuas are a progressive group of artists, they continue to see themselves
as reporters and seek to maintain a degree of neutrality when addressing issues
like religious conflicts or riots or war. For instance, rather that condemning
violence, their scrolls seek to emphasize universal values such as peace and
tolerance. 

The beautiful thing about the Patuas is that their works and thoughts do not
identify them with any religion. These Patuas are not Adivasis, but they are very
much influenced by the life-style and ideology of the “Santal Adivasis”. 

I have been speaking about many issues in a very limited time. Living in a vast
country with so many colours, you are bound to interlink one issue with another.
Whilst these issues are never ending and although we are a multi-lingual and
multi-religious country surrounded with conflicts, in between these conflicts,
basic moral issues are agreed on by all religions. Where all kinds of art practices
have constantly been victimised, the actual existence of freedom of speech is
really to be questioned in a democratic country like ours. But fortunately this has
not affected the art practice of the indigenous people, as their audience is limited
and their concept of living is much more progressive than ours. If their works are
showcased in the city areas at all, people have no issues, since they can just
ignore them by saying: “oh they are tribal people, they are not civilised.” But I am
sure, when I look at the increasing importance given to them lately, that in a few
years people will stop the indigenous people’s freedom of art making in a similar
way to what they are now facing in relation to their land rights. 

Today, I think it feels very idealistic to have a community like that of the Patuas,
who have been following two religions simultaneously and have no disparity
within the two. But recently, they too have been complaining about how the
political parties have tried to tell them not to make works which deal with any
issues of conflict, and that if they do so, they should try not to point any fingers or
show their opinions directly in their work. 

So, it is not too much to say that they too will be affected by the so-called moral
and religious opinions – they too will have a censor board censoring and guiding
them to the norms of a so called “ideal society”, which would be very civilised. 
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Notes

1. M. F. Hussain, a reputed Indian artist, has been dragged to court by Hindu fundamentalists for his
series of paintings done in the 1970’s depicting Hindu a goddess, which is in the nude. The international
tennis player Sania Mirza, who has been playing for India, has encountered objections from the Muslim
fundamentalists who have issued a Fatwa on her for playing in mini skirts.

2. Black gown worn by Muslim women.

3. Presently, most Adivisis live in central and north-east India.

4. The Adivasis have been classified now as “Schedule Tribe ST”. We also have a “Schedule Caste SC”,
categorising people as a Backward Class.

5. Shivaji Bhonslé, also known as Chhatrapati Shivaji Raje Bhonslé was the founder of the Maratha
Empire in western India in 1674. Using guerrilla tactics superbly suited to the rugged mountains and
valleys of the region, he annexed a portion of the then dominant Mughal empire. He is considered a great
hero in India particularly in the present-day state of Maharashtra.

6. Narmada Bachao Andolan (Save the Normada Movement), which is leading the crusade for justice and
the right of life in the Narmada valley.

7. See http://www.narmada.org/.

8. Pervin Jehangir, Aug 23, 2006.
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