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Consider Calcutta 

WE associate Calcutta w i th pro
blems. Almost everything 

seems to be wrong wi th it. In this 
small book in very few words Asok 
Mi t ra attempts to str ike at the, roots 
of the problems, and offers his views 
for their remedy. The three chap
ters of the book were or ig ina l ly pub
lished in the Statesman; twenty-four 
tables re lat ing to the text have been 
added at the end. 

First, the national importance of 
Calcutta is underscored. The city 
draws its labour force f rom a l l over 
the country — "an average of 61 
per cent in all factories in I960 and 
a l i t t le over 50 per cent in commer
cial and other non-factory establish
ments were 'non-Bengali' ' (p 2 1 ) . 
On the other hand, the big industria
lists wi th their big companies also 
have their homes in Calcutta. The 
internat ional importance, of Calcutta 
is too wel l -known, as also the signi
ficance of the port. "Calcut ta . . . 
earns the bulk of the country's for
eign exchange" (p 2 4 ) . 

Not on ly economical ly, but cultu
ra l l y also Calcutta is a national c i ty . 
Many of the great men of Ind ia 
have been educated in the Calcutta 
Univers i ty , and many have worked 
in the city. A n d Calcutta is at the 
same t ime the heart of West Bengal, 
and the centre of Bengali cul ture. 

Not Growing Fast Enough 

But in spite of its importance. 
"Calcutta is not g rowing fast 
enough" , M i t r a comments. " I t seems 
incredible that whi le West Bengal's 
populat ion grew by 33 per cent, in 
the last decade, Calcutta's should 
have grown by on ly 8, whi le in the 
same per iod Greater Bombay grew 
by about 3 9 " (p 3 0 ) . The factors 
which retard the ci ty 's growth are 
the poor transport system, the in 
adequacy of the city's water supply 
arid sewage system, and the extre
mely h igh land values. 

M i t r a is of the opin ion that not 
enough people take interest in the 
development of Calcutta because not 
a l l the persons who l ive in the ci ty 
have a stake in i t . Bombay was 
made beaut i fu l by industr ia l ists and 
businessmen who came f r om w i th in 

the state and the ci ty. In Calcutta, 
however, the b ig entrepreneurs come 
from outside, whereas the city's coun
ci l lors come f rom the midd le classes 
of the Bengal i populat ion, and are 
out of sympathy w i th the former. 
And in between the two groups 
the native populat ion and the foreign 
entrepreneur — there is the Kent 
Control Order which, according to 
M i t r a , keeps Calcutta f rom growing . 
The Rent Control Order does not 
permi t more than 6¼ per cent profit 
in real estate. In Calcutta, there
fore, one has an incentive to bu i l d 
on ly for oneself and not for rent ing 
out. 

The Calcutta Improvement Trust 

Whi l e comment ing on the act ivi
ties of the Calcutta Improvement 
Trust , M i t r a emphasizes the posit ion 
of Calcutta as representative of 
West Bengal, besides being a natio
nal ci ty. The State is now so com
pressed in size as to have become 
v i r tua l ly the h in ter land of the ci ty. 
M i t r a is of the opinion that the 
Bengal i people ought to be assured 
that Calcutta belongs to them, as 
they must also have a place of their 
own. But whenever the C I T has 
improved various parts of the ci ty, 
"the bulk of the improved land has 
passed into the hands of non-Ben
gal is, wi th the result that the Ben
ga l i now looks upon the Improve
ment Trust as an engine of opposi
t ion and evict ion rather than the 
beneficent instrument i t is" (p 4 3 ) . 

M i t r a suggests that the C I T 
ought to make attempts to solve the 
prob lem by tu rn ing over the improv
ed land to the or ig ina l residents. 
He says that the Trust ought to 
" b u i l d large, mult i-storeyed blocks 
on the improved land itself and 
make the first offer of them on out
r ight or hire purchase to the per
sons whose houses had been demo
l ished, thus booking in advance 
their compensation money" (p 4 3 ) . 

These are then the two main sug
gestions offered in this book for the 
proper development of Calcutta 
the abol i t ion of the Rent Contro l 
Order, and the turn over of the im

proved land to the or ig ina l residents 
by the C IT . It seems to the reviewer, 
however, that the removal of the 
Rent Control Order may have 
effects that would go against Mi t ra 's 
own wishes. The Rent Control 
Order, by fixing cei l ings on rents, 
s t i l l keeps the rented houses wi th in 
the access of the middle class Ben
ga l i . If the Order is l i f ted, it is 
possible that more houses would be 
bui l t , but at the same t ime the rent 
scales may go beyond the reach of 
the midd le income group. 

Resettlement 

Turn ing over the improved land 
to the or ig ina l residents by the C I T 
is a sound idea, but if the residents 
are to l ive in the neighbourhood by 
owning a flat, or a part of a corpo
rate bu i l d ing , then surely the con
venience of such a scheme would be 
considered di f ferent ly by dif ferent 
persons. If the cost of such a flat 
is the same as that of a house in 
an area where land is cheaper, it is 
to be expected that some would pre
fer to own the latter. Many of the 
middle class dwel l ings which the 
C I T has destroyed were j o i n t l y own
ed or housed jo int fami l ies. Flats in 
mult i-storeved bui ld ings would hard-
Iv be suitable for jo int households. 

In any case, since the scheme does 
not exist as yet. it is difficult to 
make any more hypothetical com
ments on the subject. What the C I T 
has done for the m idd le class home 
owners of north Calcutta whose 
houses have been demolished is to 
give them first preference at control 
prices on improved lands elsewhere  
in the city where land prices were 
less. In this manner many have 
bu i l t houses in the new C I T areas 
in central Calcutta. These people 
have felt both the conveniences and 
inconveniences of the changed loca
l i ty at different times. Thus those 
who have moved f rom Bagbazar to 
En ta l l y are norma l l y glad to have 
left the small lanes for broad new 
streets, but when they found them
selves in the midst of areas torn by 
communal riots recently, they no 
doubt regretted the change. 
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It seems, therefore, that in plan
n ing for the fu ture, so many factors 
need to be taken into considerat ion 
that one completely agrees w i th the 

author that "a perfect p lan may 

discourage as wel l as chal lenge' ' (p 

4 5 ) . in the u l t imate analysis, the 

key to the problems of Calcutta is 

to raise the incomes of tire resident 

Bengal i popu la t ion . 


