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Our address: 29 Rajpur Road, Civil Lines,
Delhi 110054 (near Old Transport
Authority).
Visit Sarai online at www.sarai.net
For more information, subscribe to the
Sarai Newsletter: dak@sarai.net
Participate in online discussion
communities around media and the city,
intellectual property, community radio,
cinematography, digital archiving and
free software, hosted by Sarai:
http://www.sarai.net/community/
lists_info.htm
Participate in talks, public lectures,
conferences, seminars and workshops;
curate or watch films every Friday; and
have conversation over coffee at the
Sarai cafe. For details, see
http://www.sarai.net/calendar/
calendar.htm
Sarai is a programme of the Centre for
the Study of Developing Societies, Delhi.
It is a space for research, creative
practice and dialogue about
contemporary media and urban
constellations.

■ When Names are Swept Away
Notes from the Diary of a City Researcher
13-01-05
I am reading an excellent and insightful article by Jane Caplan on, among other things, the politics of naming and
identity. In the wake of the Tsunami catastrophe, some of the issues raised were unfortunately very timely. Some ideas
that I have gleaned from the essay...

Since the 11th century BC, administrators around the world have been devising ways and means to deal with the
question of how to re-identify someone as the same person he was once known to be. How can one re-individuate a
person from others like him?
Solutions came, but they were few and far between. They came as edicts, decrees, laws, ordinances, administrative
ramblings and diktats of the sovereign.
Regimes were set in place to mark populations – first at birth, then at marriage and at death – till finally every social
transaction that an individual undertook during the course of his/her lifetime, became an instance for enumeration.

Laws were formulated to assign a name to a particular person. For instance, 16th century France had laws which
allowed a person to assume names only from a given set, and restrictions were in place to disallow citizens to be named
Jesus or Babeline or Lassalline, etc.
Shifting, moving populations were made immobile by criminalising movement across, and within, territories. Identity
was made the primary and legitimate token for every ‘citizen’ to have a justifiable existence.
But what happens when these tokens suddenly disappear? Say, due to a natural calamity such as the Tsunami?
The recent Tsunami disaster has left hundreds of thousands of people stranded in the Andaman and Nicobar islands.
The biggest problem for these people is yet to come – the loss of identity documents. As the ocean spat out and sucked
in water, it took away with it everything they ever had, including their identity papers – ration cards, birth certificates,
certificates of marriage and death.
What happens when your ‘tokens of trust’ – your voter ID card, driving licence, passport, ration card and property
documents – disappear? And the bank that contained trust deeds and LIC papers is literally, and figuratively, swept away?
Who are you, then, in the eyes of the state? How does the state cope with this? Does the state have a system in place
to deal with a calamity such as this, when the entire bureaucratic machinery is paralysed by a systemic failure?
Taha

taha@sarai.net
Taha Mehmood is a researcher with the Information Society project with Sarai-CSDS

Subject: My Mobile Phone Provider Thinks I am a Tsunami Victim
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I received my monthly bill from my mobile phone provider, Orange Netherlands. Getting a monthly phone bill is nothing
special; but one which informs you that you are a Tsunami victim, and therefore credited with 42.05 Euro for,“extra phone
expenses related to the Tsunami”, is strange. Especially if you were on a Jet Airways flight from Bombay to Delhi, when
the Tsunami ravaged the coasts of India and Sri Lanka.
It is no secret that mobile phone providers record the location data a mobile phone generates, but under Dutch law,
this data cannot be used for anything other than invoicing purposes. Moreover, as far as I can remember, I did not
generate any data at all during the time the Tsunami struck, as I replaced my Orange sim-card with an Airtel Indi- branded

Sarai: (se-rai, sho-rai) n. (Hindi, Urdu,
Punjabi, Bengali, Turkish). An enclosed
space in a city, or beside a highway,
where travellers and caravans can find
shelter, sustenance and companionship;
a tavern, a public house; a meeting
place; a destination and a point of
departure; a place to rest in the middle
of a journey.

one, and switched back to Orange only on the 11 January 2005. I am not comfortable with my phone company using this
(non) data to shower its timely benevolence! Not to mention, during the Tsunami I was in Delhi which, thanks to its inland
location and altitude, is probably even less Tsunami-affected than Amsterdam. It is not difficult to imagine the mechanics
behind this situation. The public relations geniuses at Orange saw, in the Tsunami, an opportunity to build a personal
relationship with their customers. They asked their data-mining department for a list of all customers travelling to south

The fifth in the Sarai Reader Series, Bare Acts looks at ‘Acts’ – instruments of
legislation, at things within and outside the law, and at ‘acts’ – as different ways of
doing things in society and culture. The Reader foregrounds explorations of borders,
surveillance, claims to authority and entitlement, the legal regulation of sexuality and
trespasses of various kinds, with a view to complicate our understandings of the bare
act of the law, and a meta-legal domain of codes, norms and practices within which
the law is located.
Sarai Reader 05: Bare Acts

Out Now
Write to us at outreach@sarai.net
You are cordially invited to invite us,
the Broadsheet Collective,
to talk to you so that you can talk to us
and so that, even if we are strangers now,
we will find a question or two to share for the road
Time: At your pleasure and our convenience
Place: In your neighbourhood, or in ours
Call, write, e-mail, and we can fix a time and place.

Conversations over a Broadsheet
– as told by Conrado Tostado, visitor to Sarai, 2004.

A long, long, time ago, there was a lake in a city. In the lake was an island, and
on the island, a village. The city saw many conquerers over time. To protect their
sacred objects from these conquerers, the villagers buried them under the
ground.
Years passed, people left the island and went away to the mainland. In the
meanwhile, the city expanded. The lake was covered, overlaid with buildings. One
day, while excavating a foundation for a new building, the buried objects were
found. The city council wanted the objects for the museum. But the people of the
land didn’t want to give them away. The ‘villagers’ packed them in newspaper and
hid them.
People wanted their own museum. But this was an expensive proposition, and
in any case, there were so many museums already. What was the point of a new
one?
So, they began a project. People wrote histories of the objects. They wrote
about what the objects meant, and the moment at which they had found them.
Stories were woven around tales grandparents might have told about the objects,
if these had been handed to the custodians by family elders.
They made a book of these objects – of the stories and of their photos. This
book is now kept in the ‘museum’. The objects are kept in peoples’ homes. In the
museum, you see the book. If you want to feel the object, and build a possible
future relationship with it, you have to wend your way through the streets to the
homes.
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Asia when the Tsunami struck. The data-miners also procured a CNN info-graphic showing the Tsunami-affected
countries, ran queries based on this information, and arrived at a list of ‘Tsunami victims’. This information went back to
the marketing department, and here the amount of money available as contingency funds was divided by the number of
‘victims’. The billing department accordingly credited each ‘victim’ with the resulting amount. How should I explain that if
I ever wish to avail of such a facility, I will buy a travel insurance policy?
I called them and enquired why I was a beneficiary, when I was in Delhi the whole time; only to be told, “Well, that is
in the same region, isn’t it?”
best,
Paul
http://mail.sarai.net/pipermail/reader-list/2005-February/005021.html

Subject: Distress Definitions: Falling between the Lines
To: reader-list@sarai.net
From: clifton d’ rozario<clifton@altlawforum.org>
From the 28 December 2004 onwards, a group of us have been helping with relief work in the Tsunami-affected villages
of Nagapattinam (Tamil Nadu) and Karaikal (Pondicherry).
One of the major problems that can be identified is the limited scope of the ‘affected person’ definition by the state.
The attempt to define ‘affected persons’ has been an extremely problematic exercise, and there is much confusion over
who is ‘primarily affected’, ‘secondarily affected’ and ‘not affected’.
While the initial approach was based on the lives lost and property damaged, it was later rectified to a certain extent
with the recognition of petty traders, farmers, landless agricultural labourers, etc., as ‘livelihood affected persons’. The
government in its orders has, until now, adopted a property owner-centric policy while addressing livelihood issues in its
rehabilitation packages, and has only recognised those who own boats and go out to sea, as well as those who own and
operate small shops in the villages. In terms of the farming community, which owns agricultural lands that were inundated
by seawater, surveys have been carried out by the revenue departments of various districts to assess the extent of
inundation and the degree of salination. Post the assessment, a government order was issued to provide relief to farmers
who have lost standing crops.
This categorisation of ‘livelihood affected’ has meant that in formulation of rehabilitation packages, the people of the
fishing and farming communities that do not own boats, nets or lands, generally remain ignored. It has also meant that the
government has prioritised the needs of the fisher boat-owning community, to the detriment of landless labourers. In
Karaikal, fisher-people have received 60 kg of rice, while landless agricultural labourers have received only 5 kg. This is
inexplicable, since both categories of people have lost their livelihoods to the Tsunami – the fisherman having lost his
boat/nets and thus the ability to fish, while the landless agricultural labourer has lost his/her work on lands, since these
have been salinated. This differential treatment has resulted in the landless facing serious food crisis.
However, the issue is not one of property/asset ownership alone. A majority of the landless are dalits, and most
vulnerable to facing severe food crisis. What seems like an issue of class in purely economic terms becomes extremely
complicated when located in a situation of entrenched social hierarchy, where the poorest are also the community most
vulnerable to violence and discrimination by socially dominant castes. Caste-based discrimination is exacerbated by the
assumption on the part of government agencies of communities being ‘homogenous’. Fishing communities comprise of
three main castes – the Meenavar community (Most Backward Caste), dalits (Scheduled Caste) and Pazhankudi Makkal
(Scheduled Tribe). While the Meenavars own boats, the others are engaged in ancillary manual tasks. Therefore while
relief is ‘caste-blind’, this presumption leads to severe inequities in relief disbursement. Even within the fisher-people,
dalits have been excluded from relief efforts.
Finally, within the ‘affected persons’ category, district authorities seem to have prioritised and counter-posed the
interests of those who have lost their kith and kin against people who have lost their livelihood, to the detriment of the latter.
Excerpted and adapted from ‘Relief and Rehabilitation of Tsunami-Affected Persons in Tamil Nadu and Pondicherry’ and ‘Exclusion of
Dalits and Adivasis in the Time of Tsunami: The Case for an Inclusive Relief and Rehabilitation Policy’, by Uvaraj, Niruj, Arvind, Revathi, Nitin,
Deepu and Clifton. The full text of the reports can be accessed at: http://mail.sarai.net/pipermail/reader-list/2005-February/004978.html, and
http://mail.sarai.net/pipermail/reader-list/2005-February/004979.html

