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enowned anthropologist Veena

Das’s book, Slum Acts, works at

multiple levels—at once a trea-
tise on the philosophy of knowledge, a
reflection on methods, a critique of the
foundational principles on which the
state stands, that is, its claim to legiti-
mate violence, and finally an inspiring
reflection on the social context of vio-
lence. The book’s broadest framing is
the connection between global terror
and local, institutionalised torture. The
events which provide the starting point
to this book are the 1993 bomb attacks
and the train bomb blasts in Mumbai in
2006 at the Chhatrapati Shivaji Maharaj
Terminus (csmT) railway station. Das
also draws from her many years of ethno-
graphic work in slums in Delhi and the
National Capital Region (NCR).

Between Arrests and Acquittals
Public and media attention are typically
fixed on transnational terrorists as also
on the legal processes—investigation,
court trials, fixing of responsibility, trial
and punishment—that culminates in the
conviction and sometimes execution of
larger-than-life terror figures. Das takes
a different path altogether. Her focus is
on the smaller events, identification of
suspects, typically in slums and poorer
neighbourhoods, police interrogations,
construction and production of police
documents, location of informers, witness
statements, court hearings, postpone-
ments, and compromises. The focus on
minor characters and events as a theo-
retical and methodological perspective
is described in the first chapter, and is
infused in the presentations in succes-
sive chapters.

India’s large plethora of preventive and
punitive laws—the Preventive Detention
Act, Terrorist and Disruptive Activities
(Prevention) Act (Tapa), Prevention of
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Terrorism Act (poTA) and similar state-
level enactments—enable the state to dif-
ferentiate between ordinary crimes and
insurgencies, terrorism, militancy and
so on. In Chapter 2, Das highlights, im-
portantly, that during the time that TADA
was operative (1985 to 1995), 77,500
persons were arrested, of whom 25% were
released without any formal charges by
the police, and of the 35% that were
brought into court, 95% were acquitted for
lack of supporting evidence. Less than 2%
of those arrested were convicted (p 46).
Even though a large percentage of ar-
rested persons were not convicted, in most
cases it took months, and in many cases
years, of custody, harassment, expensive
legal procedures and time, before the
accused were finally absolved of charges.
The chapter looks at “what exactly tran-
spired during this period” (p 47). The
narrative travels back and forth between
the spaces of the state—the local thana
(police station), where police brutality is
acted out through the torture of suspects,
the courts where trials and pronounce-
ments happen, and the local community,
where the police penetrate to identify
possible suspects, construct informers,
and locate possible witnesses.

Das uses multiple sources, ranging
from documents relating to confessions,
bail petitions, police diaries, prisoner
monographs, which reveal the wide-
spread use of torture to force admissions
of guilt, and the highly contrived char-
acter of charges presented by the police.
The police frequently use barely admis-
sible reasons to refuse bail, which make
no distinction between far-fetched and
real possibilities, and emphasise the
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need for further “minute interrogations”
of the accused, which typically translate
into the use of force and absence of
lawyers for the accused during the ques-
tioning. Remarkably, in the case of one
of the alleged accused and his office
assistant, the reason for arrest was that
he owned an unlicensed foreign gun.
During his bail proceedings, the judge
opined that the gun may have been
obtained for gang fights rather than for
terrorist activities, and that there was no
further reason to detain the two.

The centrepiece of Das’s analysis are
two cases, first, that of Abdul Wahid
Shaikh, who was arrested in connection
with the bomb blasts at the csmT rail-
way station in Mumbai in 2006. Shaikh,
a schoolteacher in a Muslim neighbour-
hood, was tried on charges of conspiracy
and imprisoned for 10 years, before he
was finally acquitted of the charges. In
his book, Begunah Qaidi: Aatankwaad ke
jhootey muqaddmon mein phasaaye gaye
Muslim nau jawanon ki daastaan, or the
Innocent Prisoner, Shaikh describes his
personal experience of torture, his ob-
servations of the legal system and of his
tormentors, but most importantly he
writes his book as a manual or a guide for
future victims, so that they may benefit
from his experience, this being a power-
ful statement of how a Muslim might
perceive the future of his community
vis-a-vis the Indian state. Shaikh’s ac-
quittal highlights not only the minority
community’s complete vulnerability but
also the dubiousness of judicial truth,
based on legal fiction. For Das, the book
constitutes a central text from which she
draws not only invaluable evidence of
police torture, but as a platform for
reflecting on the relationship between
Indian democracy and the Muslim
minority community (pp 55-70).

An Opaque Police System

Chapter 3 presents the second important
case, that of a nine-year-old girl (named
Kh in the book), who was abducted from
a slum in Noida in the Ncr region in
2011, confined for many months, raped
and physically assaulted. The parents of
the girl battled unsuccessfully for many
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months to file a police case of their
missing daughter. Finally, after the girl
reappeared, the perpetrator of the crime
was tried and imprisoned for life.

Das highlights that the legal narrative
in the court transforms the very same
police officer who consistently refused
to file the case, into the police officer
who finally rescues the girl. This trans-
formation may (or may not) have hap-
pened in the context of media publicity
and the role of human rights groups.
However, she traces a school essay written
by the girl, post her return, describing
the escape of a girl from an abductor
through her own efforts and intelli-
gence. In this domain of light and shadow
that envelops the case in mystery, sifting
through multiple layers of evidence and
fiction-making—the community’s sto-
ries about informers, the role of mafia—
police collaboration, and by tracking the
life of minor documents generated from
within the community—the facts that
stand out most starkly are the parents’
failure to get the case filed in the local
thana, and the role of the rogue turned
do-gooder police officer. The violence
that the young child experienced, al-
though perpetrated by a private indi-
vidual and his associates, can hardly be
distinguished from the violence that
lies at the heart of the state, manifested
in the police system in this case.

It is not possible to do justice to this
wide-ranging, deeply reflective work in
a short review. However, one can try to
highlight some of the more striking
themes that the work presents. One of
these is of course the author’s critique of
the state, which goes beyond specific
aspects of governance to question the
justificatory foundations of state power.
The state’s monopoly of legitimate vio-
lence or its legal normativity provides
the fault line along which she traces
a multiplicity of structures and pro-
cesses: the police-mafia and informer—
witness collaboration, the use of custo-
dial torture and finally the putting to-
gether of false charges. While these
practices bend the normative purposes
of the state, at the same time they lean
on the ultimate justificatory premise
that the state’s practice of violence is
rational and legitimate, in contrast to
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non-state actors’ irrational and illegiti-
mate violence (pp 10-11).

Transforming a Community

Beyond the state, a significant area of
understanding that the author holds out
is what happens within the community
itself. In Chapter 3, Das presents a dis-
cussion of the ways in which police posts
near neighbourhoods, which are under
suspicion, consolidate and create old
and new loci of power within slums, con-
structing informers, locating possible
witnesses, using the influence of dons
and mafia. The local jaankar (informer),
slum don, or the famed “fixer” have al-
ways functioned in slums, playing medi-
ating roles in exchange for bribes/gifts.
In the current context of global terror,
their roles take on a different hue alto-
gether. The neighbours turn informers,
close relatives provide false witness ac-
counts under pressure, and members of
the community are arrested, tortured and
incarcerated, frequently on false, unten-
able charges. These processes highlight,
for the author, ways in which global ter-
ror and the local police penetrate into
communities, uprooting their basic fabric
of social relations, and transforming
everyday life into one charged with
fear, suspicion and threat.

State and Inordinate Knowledge

The state, for Das, is then not the physical
location of centres of power. A work of
this genre expectedly leans on Foucault,
the location of power at multiple societal
points. But the book goes beyond, in
locating state power in the family, in
lower income neighbourhoods, in a
wounded body, in the language and
terms used by communities under threat,
in fact in a seemingly endless range of
objects and processes through which the
state passes (p 132). And it is in this
context that she found the centrality of
minor characters, for example, the large
numbers who were arrested but were
eventually released, many of whom dis-
appeared completely from the neigh-
bourhood, it is in their lives and experi-
ences that she found state and power
writ large (pp 133-35).

What is the nature of this knowledge,
and how does one access it? Here too,
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the analysis goes beyond Foucault’s theory
of tokens or symbols of disciplinary
knowledge as power and contestations,
resistance, and struggles as embodying
subjugated knowledge. The book proposes
a different “register of the darkness of
knowledge that is carried, endured and
worked on in the everyday” (pp 19—20).
Insofar as the community and individuals
absorb and internalise the knowledge of
pain, torture, betrayal, and complicity,
these constitute inordinate knowledge.
This domain of knowledge would be
critical to the anthropologist’s under-
standing of the ways in which commu-
nities are torn apart, or may seek to
rebuild themselves, if they do.

On Method

This perspective would profoundly im-
pact the way we think about methods in
the social sciences. As Das has stated,
many accomplished anthropologists
claim that direct physical violence and
torture do not surface during fieldwork
and are therefore hard to document.
She maintains that this only means
that we need to go beyond the metho-
dological perils of “trusting only that
which we have directly seen or being
shown.” Her central point here is that
violence or torture goes much beyond
the body of the individual, not only in
its psychological impact on the tor-
tured, but also on his family, kin and
community via threats, narrations, and
memories (pp 136—37). This conceptu-
alisation of what constitutes knowledge
in a way overturns how we think of
what it is that we need to understand in
the social sciences. And in the author’s
signalling towards a completely differ-
ent route to understanding this domain
of darkness, we also must rethink our
jaded methods of doing social sciences,
the much used “qualitative data” and
“focus group discussions” that are rou-
tinely taught to students in every research
methodology course.

Different Faces of

Normalised Violence

Finally, in the concluding chapter, which
touches on debates on the use of torture,
Das cites scholars from both sides of
the spectrum. Her own understanding
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that torture is perpetuated not by
psychopaths (p 63), but by “ordinary
people who were also part of the killing
machines” (pp 108, 112-14), and not
necessarily in totalitarian settings,
would open up many debates, particu-
larly in the contexts of democracy. It
could be pointed out that while in In-
dia, police torture of suspected terror-
ists happens within the relative secrecy
of the police station, and within the
framework of the state’s legitimate vio-
lence, in the United States, the police
routinely use the state’s instruments of
violence to torture and murder poor
Black men in public places, in what
could be seen as both crime and specta-
cle. These different and overlapping
situations of police violence point to
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one of the most vexing questions of our
times—the relationship between de-
mocracy and violence.

What we miss in the book is perhaps a
certain contextualisation in politics and
the economy. Many of the cases which
the author describes happened before
the rise of a seemingly hegemonic anti-
minority political formation. Is state
violence against Muslims, then, unre-
lated to political regimes? On the con-
trary, it could also be pointed out that
police torture against suspected insur-
gents is not confined to the minority
community. One thinks of West Bengal,
where torture and encounter killings
of hundreds of young Naxalites in the
1960s and 1970s left a deeply scarred
and divided community. Moreover, the
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systematic targeting of poor Muslims
drawn from slums points not only to
their political powerlessness and lack of
representation, but also to intergenera-
tional economic backwardness, lack of
education and mobility. To what extent
does the political economy of urban
poverty underlie Muslim marginalisa-
tion, perhaps allowing us to draw a line
between poverty and torture? These
are, however, points on the margin, and
do not question the significance of the
work under review.

Supriya Roy Chowdhury
(roychowdhurysupriya6@gmail.com) is a
visiting professor at the Urban and Mobility
Studies Programme, National Institute of
Advanced Studies, Bengaluru.

Economic & Political WEEKLY




<<
  /ASCII85EncodePages false
  /AllowTransparency false
  /AutoPositionEPSFiles true
  /AutoRotatePages /All
  /Binding /Left
  /CalGrayProfile (Dot Gain 20%)
  /CalRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CalCMYKProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /sRGBProfile (sRGB IEC61966-2.1)
  /CannotEmbedFontPolicy /Warning
  /CompatibilityLevel 1.6
  /CompressObjects /Tags
  /CompressPages true
  /ConvertImagesToIndexed true
  /PassThroughJPEGImages true
  /CreateJobTicket false
  /DefaultRenderingIntent /Default
  /DetectBlends true
  /DetectCurves 0.0000
  /ColorConversionStrategy /LeaveColorUnchanged
  /DoThumbnails false
  /EmbedAllFonts true
  /EmbedOpenType true
  /ParseICCProfilesInComments true
  /EmbedJobOptions true
  /DSCReportingLevel 0
  /EmitDSCWarnings false
  /EndPage -1
  /ImageMemory 1048576
  /LockDistillerParams false
  /MaxSubsetPct 100
  /Optimize true
  /OPM 1
  /ParseDSCComments true
  /ParseDSCCommentsForDocInfo true
  /PreserveCopyPage true
  /PreserveDICMYKValues true
  /PreserveEPSInfo true
  /PreserveFlatness false
  /PreserveHalftoneInfo false
  /PreserveOPIComments true
  /PreserveOverprintSettings true
  /StartPage 1
  /SubsetFonts true
  /TransferFunctionInfo /Apply
  /UCRandBGInfo /Preserve
  /UsePrologue false
  /ColorSettingsFile ()
  /AlwaysEmbed [ true
  ]
  /NeverEmbed [ true
  ]
  /AntiAliasColorImages false
  /CropColorImages false
  /ColorImageMinResolution 300
  /ColorImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleColorImages true
  /ColorImageDownsampleType /Average
  /ColorImageResolution 300
  /ColorImageDepth -1
  /ColorImageMinDownsampleDepth 1
  /ColorImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeColorImages true
  /ColorImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterColorImages false
  /ColorImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /ColorACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /ColorImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000ColorImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasGrayImages false
  /CropGrayImages false
  /GrayImageMinResolution 300
  /GrayImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleGrayImages true
  /GrayImageDownsampleType /Average
  /GrayImageResolution 300
  /GrayImageDepth -1
  /GrayImageMinDownsampleDepth 2
  /GrayImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeGrayImages true
  /GrayImageFilter /DCTEncode
  /AutoFilterGrayImages false
  /GrayImageAutoFilterStrategy /JPEG
  /GrayACSImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /GrayImageDict <<
    /QFactor 0.15
    /HSamples [1 1 1 1] /VSamples [1 1 1 1]
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayACSImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /JPEG2000GrayImageDict <<
    /TileWidth 256
    /TileHeight 256
    /Quality 30
  >>
  /AntiAliasMonoImages false
  /CropMonoImages false
  /MonoImageMinResolution 1200
  /MonoImageMinResolutionPolicy /OK
  /DownsampleMonoImages true
  /MonoImageDownsampleType /Average
  /MonoImageResolution 1200
  /MonoImageDepth -1
  /MonoImageDownsampleThreshold 1.50000
  /EncodeMonoImages false
  /MonoImageFilter /CCITTFaxEncode
  /MonoImageDict <<
    /K -1
  >>
  /AllowPSXObjects false
  /CheckCompliance [
    /None
  ]
  /PDFX1aCheck false
  /PDFX3Check false
  /PDFXCompliantPDFOnly false
  /PDFXNoTrimBoxError true
  /PDFXTrimBoxToMediaBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXSetBleedBoxToMediaBox true
  /PDFXBleedBoxToTrimBoxOffset [
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
    0.00000
  ]
  /PDFXOutputIntentProfile (U.S. Web Coated \050SWOP\051 v2)
  /PDFXOutputConditionIdentifier (CGATS TR 001)
  /PDFXOutputCondition ()
  /PDFXRegistryName (http://www.color.org)
  /PDFXTrapped /False

  /CreateJDFFile false
  /Description <<

    /BGR <>
    /CHS <FEFF4f7f75288fd94e9b8bbe5b9a521b5efa7684002000500044004600206587686353ef901a8fc7684c976262535370673a548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200208fdb884c9ad88d2891cf62535370300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c676562535f00521b5efa768400200050004400460020658768633002>
    /CHT <FEFF4f7f752890194e9b8a2d7f6e5efa7acb7684002000410064006f006200650020005000440046002065874ef653ef5728684c9762537088686a5f548c002000700072006f006f00660065007200204e0a73725f979ad854c18cea7684521753706548679c300260a853ef4ee54f7f75280020004100630072006f0062006100740020548c002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e003000204ee553ca66f49ad87248672c4f86958b555f5df25efa7acb76840020005000440046002065874ef63002>
    /CZE <>
    /DAN <>
    /DEU <>
    /ESP <>
    /ETI <>
    /FRA <>
    /GRE <>

    /HRV <>
    /HUN <>
    /ITA <>
    /JPN <>
    /KOR <FEFFc7740020c124c815c7440020c0acc6a9d558c5ec0020b370c2a4d06cd0d10020d504b9b0d1300020bc0f0020ad50c815ae30c5d0c11c0020ace0d488c9c8b85c0020c778c1c4d560002000410064006f0062006500200050004400460020bb38c11cb97c0020c791c131d569b2c8b2e4002e0020c774b807ac8c0020c791c131b41c00200050004400460020bb38c11cb2940020004100630072006f0062006100740020bc0f002000410064006f00620065002000520065006100640065007200200035002e00300020c774c0c1c5d0c11c0020c5f40020c2180020c788c2b5b2c8b2e4002e>
    /LTH <>
    /LVI <>
    /NLD (Gebruik deze instellingen om Adobe PDF-documenten te maken voor kwaliteitsafdrukken op desktopprinters en proofers. De gemaakte PDF-documenten kunnen worden geopend met Acrobat en Adobe Reader 5.0 en hoger.)
    /NOR <>
    /POL <>
    /PTB <>
    /RUM <>
    /RUS <>
    /SKY <>
    /SLV <>
    /SUO <>
    /SVE <>
    /TUR <>
    /UKR <>
    /ENU (Use these settings to create Adobe PDF documents for quality printing on desktop printers and proofers.  Created PDF documents can be opened with Acrobat and Adobe Reader 5.0 and later.)
  >>
  /Namespace [
    (Adobe)
    (Common)
    (1.0)
  ]
  /OtherNamespaces [
    <<
      /AsReaderSpreads false
      /CropImagesToFrames true
      /ErrorControl /WarnAndContinue
      /FlattenerIgnoreSpreadOverrides false
      /IncludeGuidesGrids false
      /IncludeNonPrinting false
      /IncludeSlug false
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (InDesign)
        (4.0)
      ]
      /OmitPlacedBitmaps false
      /OmitPlacedEPS false
      /OmitPlacedPDF false
      /SimulateOverprint /Legacy
    >>
    <<
      /AddBleedMarks false
      /AddColorBars false
      /AddCropMarks false
      /AddPageInfo false
      /AddRegMarks false
      /BleedOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /ConvertColors /NoConversion
      /DestinationProfileName (U.S. Web Coated \(SWOP\) v2)
      /DestinationProfileSelector /UseName
      /Downsample16BitImages true
      /FlattenerPreset <<
        /PresetSelector /MediumResolution
      >>
      /FormElements false
      /GenerateStructure true
      /IncludeBookmarks false
      /IncludeHyperlinks false
      /IncludeInteractive false
      /IncludeLayers false
      /IncludeProfiles true
      /MarksOffset 6
      /MarksWeight 0.250000
      /MultimediaHandling /UseObjectSettings
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (CreativeSuite)
        (2.0)
      ]
      /PDFXOutputIntentProfileSelector /UseName
      /PageMarksFile /RomanDefault
      /PreserveEditing true
      /UntaggedCMYKHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UntaggedRGBHandling /LeaveUntagged
      /UseDocumentBleed false
    >>
    <<
      /AllowImageBreaks true
      /AllowTableBreaks true
      /ExpandPage false
      /HonorBaseURL true
      /HonorRolloverEffect false
      /IgnoreHTMLPageBreaks false
      /IncludeHeaderFooter false
      /MarginOffset [
        0
        0
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetadataAuthor ()
      /MetadataKeywords ()
      /MetadataSubject ()
      /MetadataTitle ()
      /MetricPageSize [
        0
        0
      ]
      /MetricUnit /inch
      /MobileCompatible 0
      /Namespace [
        (Adobe)
        (GoLive)
        (8.0)
      ]
      /OpenZoomToHTMLFontSize false
      /PageOrientation /Portrait
      /RemoveBackground false
      /ShrinkContent true
      /TreatColorsAs /MainMonitorColors
      /UseEmbeddedProfiles false
      /UseHTMLTitleAsMetadata true
    >>
  ]
>> setdistillerparams
<<
  /HWResolution [2400 2400]
  /PageSize [612.000 792.000]
>> setpagedevice


