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Abstract
India continues to modernize, and the legacy of political modernity rooted in 

the European Enlightenment continues to reify itself in India through the performative 
practices of the body politic. The body politic is a totalized conceptualization of a society 
imagined in the form of a body, with real exclusionary effects on those without citizenship 
rights. This body politic is made real through performances of popular sovereignty, 
bureaucratic state practices and liberal democratic electoral procedures performed during 
urban development processes. Ethnographic accounts of politics of slum rehabilitations in 
Pune show that the modern body politic is indeed performatively practised, and reshaped, 
by the very bodies that are expected to be alienated for the making of the body politic. 
Bodies meet one another in different spaces and times and generate the possibility of 
reshaping the liberal body politic into relational and affective bodily politics. Together, 
bodies become both the site and the means through which political modernity is reshaped 
in India.

Introduction
Ashish stared at me with an inquisitive gaze for a few seconds and said:

I told you right in the beginning, I am true, my place is proven, my astitva1 
[existence/being] is here; to prove this, I will remain exactly where I am; this was 
my main thought (interview D_V_12, 16 May 2018, Pune).

Ashish was one of the last residents of Phanaswadi whose name had not appeared in the 
eligibility list prepared by the Slum Rehabilitation Authority (SRA) of the Government 
of Maharashtra (GoM) for the allocation of an apartment in rehabilitation buildings. I 
was introduced to Ashish by the real-estate developer undertaking slum rehabilitation 
of Ashish’s vasti2 (settlement) because Ashish had decided to ‘stay put’ in the settlement 
to prevent the demolition of his house. The official documents Ashish possessed had not 
been sufficient to make him eligible for slum rehabilitation as per the policy requirements 
set out by the SRA. While the eligibility cut-off date was later changed from 1 January 
1995 to 1 January 2000 and Ashish could eventually become eligible for an apartment, 
he had to put his life at risk to prevent the demolition of his house. Meanwhile, the real-
estate developer had to halt the slum rehabilitation process.

1 The word ‘astitva’, which is not used colloquially in the language of the region, denotes an existential state with a 
transcendental, even theological, connotation often used exclusively in literature. I read Ashish to be referring to 
his felt existential threat in the face of eviction from the vasti (settlement).

2 The Marathi term ‘vasti’ means ‘settlement’. While it is often used for settlements that have ‘some measure of 
physical, economic and social vulnerability’, the state uses the term ‘slum’ to identify such settlements (Bhan, 2016). 
Given the negative connotations of the term ‘slum’ (Gilbert, 2007), I follow Bhan (ibid.) in referring to settlements 
as vastis, except in relation to the state’s Slum Rehabilitation Policy (SRP).
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Ashish’s family is one of over 200,000 families living in Pune who had been 
subjected to the GoM’s Slum Rehabilitation Policy (SRP), which required them to prove 
their residence in the vasti by demonstrating their physical presence in their houses 
before a certain cut-off date. Proof of residence is a commonplace practice in most 
modern nation-states. Most people, including those living in so-called slums, can use 
proof of residence to gain access to state services and procedures such as voting, tax 
payments or welfare benefits. Yet lack of such official proof of residence meant that 
Ashish would have had to leave the vasti to find accommodation elsewhere in the city. 
Ashish had lived in Phanaswadi since he had migrated to Pune from a nearby village 
after he got married in the early 1990s. He had built a house for his family on a piece of 
land against rent he had been paying to the landowner. Rising housing prices in Pune 
made finding accommodation elsewhere in the city neither possible nor desirable for 
Ashish, given the resource-poor context in which he lived. Thus his circumstances and 
SRP regulations effectively drove him to put his life at risk by staying put in the vasti and 
facing the impending demolition of his house.

The literature on slum politics has documented various practices by which 
people resist evictions, slum demolitions and resettlements across the globe. In India, 
scholars have examined politics at the interface between the state and the people through 
various theoretical lenses. On the one hand, authors have drawn on Marxian analytics 
to argue that the Government of India’s neoliberal discourses concerning slums are 
driven by middle-class aesthetics (Ghertner, 2010) and capitalist logics of ‘accumulation 
by differentiated dispossession’ (Doshi, 2013). Similarly, Bhide (2017) argues that the 
state–market alliance in Mumbai is using colonial logics of biopolitical control over 
the minds and bodies of slum dwellers. On the other hand, scholars have demonstrated 
the limits of state efforts to govern slums by focusing on people’s practices and politics 
beyond the state. Such practices are conceptualized as subaltern urbanism (Roy, 2011) 
or occupancy urbanism (Benjamin, 2008). Overall, as Sørbøe and Braathen (2022: 1) 
suggest, the literature on slum politics has produced a framing of ‘the city [or the state] 
against slum-dwellers’ and ‘slum-dwellers against the city [or the state]’.

Albeit relevant for radicalizing politics beyond state policies and programmes, 
Ashish’s lived experiences hint at two particular concerns with ‘the city [or the state] 
against slum-dwellers’ framing. First, slum dwellers are not necessarily against 
‘the state’ (Ranganathan, 2014), and second, they are not a homogenous category 
(Roy, 2009). Furthermore, Ranganathan (2014) contends that resistance is not the only 
modality through which politics in informal and poorly serviced settlements unfolds 
in neoliberal India. Likewise, Bayat (2000) argues that informality acts as a logic of 
‘quiet encroachment of the ordinary’ rather than a resistive practice of those living 
under conditions of informality. Ranganathan (2014) suggests emphasizing the political 
agency of Bangalore’s middle-class residents to tap into citizens’ collective action, 
contending that Bayat’s (2000) concept of the ‘quiet encroachment of the ordinary’ is 
too individualistic. Yet, Ashish’s narrative suggests that the emphasis on the ‘collective’ 
might lead towards dismissing the existential threat of eviction that Ashish alone had 
to endure by placing his own and his family’s bodies at risk. As Ashish was ineligible for 
an apartment, his individual citizenship in the collective of eligible vasti residents was 
brought into question.

Ashish was not alone in his struggle to stop his house from being demolished in 
the city of Pune. Kalebai, a resident of another vasti undergoing slum rehabilitation in 
Pune, said to me during an interview: ‘even if you take out the bulldozer, each household 
has ten—ten people. You cannot crush ten people under the bulldozer. Nowhere has 
there been made any law like that’ (interview K_VR_11, 25 April 2018, Pune). Kalebai 
was articulating her disagreement with how the state had demolished slums in Pune. 
Yet she vividly referred to the use of bodies to stop the bulldozing of houses in her vasti. 
Intriguingly, both Ashish and Kalebai were making use of bodies to stop demolitions, albeit 
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3BODIES AGAINST MODER NIT Y

for quite distinct reasons. Ashish wanted to get an apartment in the rehabilitated building 
and Kalebai was articulating her disagreement with the state’s slum demolition practices.

I contend in this article that these distinct uses of real bodies during slum 
rehabilitation processes cannot be adequately captured by ‘a somewhat romantic 
tendency to view the state [or the city] and citizen in a morally opposed relationship’ 
(Datta, 2012: 11). Instead, attention to real bodies helps us see that bodies sometimes 
become the means for survival in the city (Thapan, 2009; Snell-Rood, 2015) and brings 
to the fore the very cause of the existential angst Ashish felt and articulated. Such 
consideration of Ashish’s felt existential angst requires reaching into the workings of 
the governmental forces that drove Ashish to the extreme of risking his body. Likewise, 
attention to the bodily practices such as those performed by Ashish hints at a world of 
politics that unfolds in the face of the governmental forces affecting Ashish’s life.

In this article, I explore both the governing forces and vasti residents’ actions 
in the face of governmental forces through the trope of the body. Since governance in 
neoliberal India works through fragmented space-times (i.e. it is not tied to the site 
of the vasti alone), I explore governmental politics of slum rehabilitations through 
a nonlocal ethnography of slum rehabilitation processes. Such an exploration leads 
into the domains of historical, political and economic analysis through the lens of the 
body politic. On the one hand, exploring the historical, political and economic context 
in which SRP becomes enforceable makes visible the legacy of a colonially induced 
political modernity in contemporary slum rehabilitation practices in India—particularly 
the residual (and re-emerging) application of the idea of the body politic. On the other 
hand, the trope of the body politic helps us recognize that the SRP confines ‘bodies’ to a 
rigid spatiality of a site for a specific duration of linear time. A focus on the body politic 
is thus not intended to ‘denounce a false ideology [of state policies], but to draw attention 
to the social and imaginative processes through which [state policies are] made effective 
and authoritative’ (Ferguson and Gupta, 2002: 983). In other words, a focus on the bodily 
effects of contemporary governmental regimes shows that the body politic is not a mere 
fragment of a distant metaphysical theorizing (Mitchell, 2006) but continues to emerge 
from policies and practices governing the lives of people such as Ashish.

While the liberal (modern) governmentality guiding slum rehabilitation 
processes governs through the restrictive understanding of bodies confined to the site 
of the vasti for a certain period, this ethnographic work demonstrates that the politics of 
and through real bodies during slum rehabilitations unfolds beyond the present-day site 
of the vasti. Such politics of and through real bodies reshapes the liberal governmental 
forces through real and hypothetical spaces and times relationally and affectively. I 
suggest in this article that attending to the bodily politics of the various actors involved in 
slum rehabilitations helps acknowledge that another politics is being engendered beyond 
the facade of rhetorical polemics between the state and slum dwellers—one that unfolds 
through various times and spaces and effectively helps various actors take control of the 
processes of slum rehabilitations and the remaking of the modern body politic.

Methodology and context

Sometimes, 50 people would come in front of the house in the mornings—
saying ‘build us houses’! That is why we looked for a developer (interview K_
Pr_4,3 3 May 2018, Pune).

The landowner of Ambenagar lived some distance away from Ambenagar vasti 
and was telling me why he had decided to proceed with the slum rehabilitation of 

3 In the interview codes, VR stands for Vasti Resident and Pr stands for Private Developer.
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 JAT KAR 4

Ambenagar by means of the SRP. Unlike Ashish’s and Kalebai’s bodily performances, 
which occurred on the site of the vasti, this landowner’s account shows that bodies also 
moved in space away from the vasti to affect the slum rehabilitation process. In this 
case, 50 Ambenagar residents travelled kilometres away from their vasti in the mornings 
to demand housing from the landowner. Such repeated bodily encounters between 
landowner and vasti residents impelled the landowner to push for slum rehabilitation. 
In this article I build on a ‘nonlocal ethnography’ of two slum rehabilitation projects 
in Pune—the second largest city in the state of Maharashtra in India—to capture 
such bodily practices on and beyond the sites of the vasti. To capture governance 
processes that unfold across multiple space-times, Feldman (2011) proposes a nonlocal 
ethnography that is not tied to a field site per se. Feldman’s (ibid.: 33) nonlocal 
ethnography helps ‘highlight an apparatus [of governance] and explain its historical 
emergence’ by describing how discourses separated in space-time ‘compose a regime of 
population regulation’. Seeing multiple governing discourses and practices in relation 
to one another helps highlight the connections between various events that ultimately 
shape how policy unfolds in practice.

In line with the nonlocal ethnographic methodology, I selected two vastis 
undergoing slum rehabilitation as field sites, namely, Ambenagar and Phanaswadi.4 
Ethnographic work was conducted over seven months in 2018. My choice of vastis was 
based on pragmatic and theoretical reasons for comparing and contrasting different 
stages of slum rehabilitation projects. The Ambenagar redevelopment began in the early 
2000s but had been halted because of disagreements among residents, the real-estate 
developer and the local elected representative. The Phanaswadi redevelopment, by 
contrast, had begun in the early 2010s. During my fieldwork, Phanaswadi residents were 
living in transit accommodation, and the first apartment building was nearing 
completion. The uneven progress of slum rehabilitations in the two vastis helped me to 
methodologically abstract empirical differences between them and shed light on the 
governance regime unfolding through bodies—both discursively and materially. I drew 
on relational comparativism (Hart, 2018) to focus conceptually on what real bodies do 
in the shadow of the state practices of seeking liberal consents and making eligibility 
lists. My focus on state practices through the trope of the body also helped me recognize 
that the modern ideal of the body politic is still being performed through state practices 
that produce the exclusionary effects that Ashish’s case demonstrates.

My fieldwork included conducting 60 semi-structured interviews with various 
stakeholders, undertaking ethnographic observations and analysing policy and legal 
documents centred on SRP and media coverage of slum rehabilitations in Pune. I 
interviewed residents of the selected vastis, landowners, real-estate developers carrying 
out slum rehabilitations, local elected representatives governing the vastis, bureaucrats 
and academic and non-academic experts working in Pune. I analysed the collected data 
using the methodological procedures of discourse analysis, with a particular focus on 
references to bodies during accounts of slum rehabilitations.

The two vastis have significantly different historical and geographical contexts. 
Ambenagar is situated within walking distance from many city amenities, such as schools, 
colleges and hospitals. The land on which it is located legally belongs to a Muslim trust 
and had been leased to a real-estate developer for 99 years. The vasti was established in 
the 1940s with the assistance of local elected representatives. The real-estate developer 
who had been leasing the land initiated the process of slum rehabilitation in the early 
2000s. However, political negotiations between the Ambenagar residents and the 
developer remained inconclusive. The land was subsequently leased to other real-estate 
developers, and political negotiations regarding slum rehabilitation continue to date. 

4 The names of the vastis have been changed to ensure the anonymity of research respondents.
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5BODIES AGAINST MODER NIT Y

Phanaswadi, by contrast, is located in the southern part of Pune close to the gāothān 
(old city) and within walking distance of Pune’s primary intercity bus terminus. The 
land legally belongs to a private landowner, who had independently attempted to 
redevelop the vasti in the 1980s—unsuccessfully. After many violent negotiations and 
the advent of the state’s SRP, the landowner leased the land to a real-estate developer in 
the early 2010s. The drastically different histories of the two vastis shape the attitudes, 
choices and behaviours of the various stakeholders involved in and affected by the slum 
rehabilitations. Yet, a joint analysis of the two vastis demonstrates that the modern 
body politic, engendered through the implementation of the SRP, is still performatively 
practised and ultimately being reshaped through bodily politics in both the cases. To 
elaborate on how the body politic is made enforceable in the chosen vastis despite their 
contextual differences, I first provide a brief historical account of the advent of liberal 
democratic SRP in Maharashtra in the section that follows.

Liberal democratic slum rehabilitations
Pune’s most recent SRP encompasses a liberal democratic clause of seeking 70% 

of slum dwellers’ consent before proceeding to implement the policy on each site. While 
pre-liberalization slum policies in India retained a significant role for the state, the 
state’s attitude towards slums has changed since the liberalization and democratization 
reforms of the 1990s and 2000s. In keeping with market liberalization reforms, the GoM 
opted for a market-led approach to slum rehabilitation in the early 1990s (Patel, 1995; 
Singh and Das, 1995). Later in 1995, the Shiv Sena–Bharatiya Janata Party (SS–BJP) 
government came to power in Maharashtra on the basis of Bal Thackeray’s election 
promise to provide free housing to all slum dwellers based on the ‘“philosophy” of 
“cross-subsidy”—that the builders can be made to subsidise slum development’ (Singh 
and Das, 1995: 2477). Unlike the pre-1990s slum eradication and resettlement policies, 
a critical aspect of Congress’s (1991) and later the SS–BJP’s (1995) housing policies was 
the attempt to house slum dwellers on the same plot of land. Consequently, Bapat (2012) 
suggests that the mid-1990s witnessed the first attempts in Maharashtra to include the 
private sector in financing the rehabilitation of slum dwellers on the same land, first in 
Mumbai and thereafter in Pune.

Slum evictions and rehabilitations in Pune unfolded under the shadow of 
the GoM policies implemented from Mumbai (the capital city of Maharashtra) until 
the 74th Amendment to the Constitution devolved powers to urban local bodies, 
including to the Pune Municipal Corporation (PMC) (Kulabkar, 2002). The PMC was 
preparing for the Development Plan (2007–2027) to be approved locally for the first 
time since India’s independence, while the SRA, still under the jurisdiction of the 
state of Maharashtra, was established in Pune in 2005 to specifically administer slum 
rehabilitations. As powers became devolved to the PMC and SRA in the mid-2000s, the 
Congress government’s 1991 clause to seek a 70% threshold of vasti residents’ consent 
for rehabilitation was made mandatory under the SRA in 2005 (Joshi, 2007: 10). This 
effectively meant simultaneous control of slums by the municipality and the state. 
Therefore, unlike many other non-democratic slum rehabilitation and resettlement 
experiences in India (Ghertner, 2012; Doshi, 2013; Dubey, 2016), the SRA’s latest SRP 
mandates a form of democratic participation translated as seeking 70% of residents’ 
liberal consent and is used to support or reject slum rehabilitation processes.

Liberal democratic policies, such as the SRP, have historically been justified 
through liberal social contract theory, which imagines a polity within the territorial 
jurisdiction of the nation-state as a social body governed by state law acting as the 
governing head of the polity (Doyle, 2001). Derived from John Locke’s liberal political 
thought, the idea of the citizen-subject electing governments to make decisions on 
citizens’ behalf was instituted in India through the nation-building processes that ensued 
from India’s independence struggle (Bayly, 2012). As Chatterjee (2019: 61) suggests, 
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 JAT KAR 6

‘There is a duality in contemporary liberal democracies between the subject of interests 
and the subject of rights, or Homo economicus motivated by rational interests and the 
citizen-subject as a constituent of popular sovereignty’. The SRP, which resonates with 
this liberal normative ideal, seeks consent from vasti residents. As Mitchell (2006) 
argues, the body politic is an effect of contemporary governance practices rather than a 
mere remnant of distant metaphysical theorizing.

In practice, the SRP clause to gain a 70% consent quota translates into real-
estate developers collecting signatures from the residents on behalf of the SRA. The 
SRA then approves the slum rehabilitation project and authorizes higher incentives to 
real-estate developers so that they can cross-subsidize the free housing to be provided 
to eligible vasti residents. Kalebai most articulately voiced her disagreement with the 
SRA-sanctioned practice of surveying residents and seeking their consents as follows:

Now, this house of mine [she banged on the solid wall of her house] is old. Can 
anybody remove me from here? [rhetorical question] You [the state/developers], 
by taking our signatures, are making our solid proof here, what difference is 
it going to make to us? … One hundred years, what? Were you sleeping? In 
100 years, so many times, SRA people must have come and taken the proofs 
away … There are strong [people], we have [people] from the old generation … 
they are there to take decisions (interview K_VR_11, 25 April 2018, Pune).

Kalebai’s contentions against the liberal democratic practice of asking for 
people’s consent become comprehensible for two reasons. First, the persistent practice 
of getting signatures without any real change in her neighbourhood appears to have led 
to her loss of faith in the liberal democratic rhetoric—as has been the case globally in 
recent years (Feola, 2018; Morrison, 2018). Secondly, Kalebai appears to be hinting at 
a deeper connection between her bodily presence and the solid house she has built in 
the vasti, which a few signatures can neither capture nor undo. Kalebai and others must 
weigh and rearrange their relations with their community members before liberally 
(individually) signing off their agreement for or against slum rehabilitations, as Snell-
Rood (2015) argues is the case for many women in Indian vastis.

While Kalebai disagreed with consent-seeking even though she had, in fact, 
provided her consent, Ashish was not allowed to provide his consent. Ineligible 
residents such as Ashish and the 30% of eligible residents who chose not to accept 
slum rehabilitation are excluded from the SRP implementation process. Under the 
SRP, the non-consenting residents are either given monetary compensation or resettled 
elsewhere in the city. While there is no compensatory provision for ineligible residents 
such as Ashish, the state authorities hold the right to use physical force against non-
complying residents. A focus on Ashish’s and other vasti residents’ bodies clearly shows 
these exclusionary effects of the putatively inclusive liberal democratic processes—
which helps to analytically locate those practices where the liberal body politic is 
made visible and real to people like Ashish. While scholars have usefully demonstrated 
the illiberal practices of Indian democracy in recent years (see e.g. Hansen, 2019), 
Ashish’s case shows the exclusionary effects of the liberal practice itself, rather than the 
consequence of its absence.

India’s struggle to become a liberal democratic state is therefore not new to the 
twenty-first century; the roots of the bodily struggle for or against the body politic dates 
far back in history, as I show in the brief genealogy I present in the section that follows. 
This genealogy traverses political debates since precolonial India and throughout the 
eras of European Enlightenment and India’s nation-building efforts. Through this 
genealogy I make visible a legacy of politics of real bodies against the totalizing body 
politic.

 14682427, 0, D
ow

nloaded from
 https://onlinelibrary.w

iley.com
/doi/10.1111/1468-2427.13215 by U

niversity C
ollege L

ondon U
C

L
 L

ibrary Services, W
iley O

nline L
ibrary on [03/11/2023]. See the T

erm
s and C

onditions (https://onlinelibrary.w
iley.com

/term
s-and-conditions) on W

iley O
nline L

ibrary for rules of use; O
A

 articles are governed by the applicable C
reative C

om
m

ons L
icense



7BODIES AGAINST MODER NIT Y

Bodily politics in the body politic
The body politic was theoretically justified by various social contract theorists 

in Europe and received in India as political modernity through nation-building efforts. 
In Europe, while Hobbes’s Leviathan justified a hierarchical societal order where the 
polity obeyed the king or the head of the state, Rousseau argued for a social order based 
on mutual agreement between the head of the state and the polity. Yet, in seeking to 
claim individual liberty, John Locke argued that the state must seek its polity’s consent 
while governing it (Chattopadhyay, 2012; Davy, 2012). In either case, the state in social 
contract theories was seen as a body in which the head of the state governed the polity 
(Doyle, 2001). In India’s nation-building efforts, these social contract justifications 
were weighed against a precolonial hierarchical caste-based and gender-based social 
order often referred to as the ‘Brahmanical patriarchy’ (Chakravarti, 1993). Under the 
Brahmanical social structure, Dalits were treated as subordinate to other castes and 
systematically barred by Brahmin and landed non-Brahmin castes from benefiting from 
their own labour (Viswanath, 2014). This caste-based social order prevailed among 
Hindus and Muslims, where ‘Muslim Dalits are/were also involved in a similar [unclean 
occupation as Hindu Dalits]’ (Alam, 2022). As Guru and Sarukkai (2019: 3) suggest, this 
precolonial society in India was in fact also ‘ordered like the body’, with certain castes 
and genders seen as subordinate to others.

Yet the normative power of the liberal body politic was strong enough to 
influence political thinkers who contributed to India’s nation-building efforts. For 
instance, Upton (2017) argues that Tilak, a prominent nationalist intellectual from 
Pune, strongly advocated for British liberalism in India. Likewise, Chakrabarty (2016) 
recounts that Ambedkar, head of the committee drafting India’s constitution, rejected 
his caste affiliations under Brahmanical patriarchy in support of political liberalism. 
Thus the hierarchical body politic of the Brahmanical patriarchy was replaced by the 
liberal body politic, in terms of which the polity was to be governed through rule of law 
(Bayly, 2012). As Waghmore (2013) firmly argues, Dalit grassroots political movements 
in Maharashtra have indeed grown and been further strengthened in civil society 
through the framework of constitutional law—while advancing anti-caste struggles in 
India. In fact, Guru (2011: 99) argues that historically disadvantaged groups in India 
have supported liberal democracy since ‘it offered them an opportunity to acquire and 
then expand normative spaces involving not just equality, liberty, and rights but self-
respect and dignity’. In effect, liberal democracy has found support from elites and 
grassroots political movements in Maharashtra. In this context, India’s political culture 
has produced a regime that ‘leads towards similar [hierarchical body politic] constructs 
of society, [where] the use of the terms like the “Head of the State” [continue to] carry 
with it bodily connotation’ (Guru and Sarukkai, 2019: 3–4).

In contrast to advocates of liberal democracy in India, intellectuals such as 
Gandhi and Iqbal promoted alternative conceptualizations of nationhood. Gandhi’s 
concept of the swaraj (self-rule) and Iqbal’s rethinking of the Islamic nation sought 
moral groundings for engendering a collective consciousness without relying on modern 
Western conceptualizations of the liberal individual. Gandhi’s philosophy centred on the 
concepts of non-violence, satyagraha (truthfulness) and spirituality (Veeravalli, 2011), 
while Iqbal’s ideas of nationhood focused on the notion of khudi (selfhood) attached 
to the emotional and passionate world (Vahdat, 2015). Yet Gandhi saw ‘the nationalist 
collective … as a body in need of purification and vigilance’ (Tambe, 2009: 21; see 
also Veeravalli, 2011), just as Iqbal supported the idea of an Islamic nation through a 
reconstructed ‘Islamic subjectivity’ under ‘the monotheistic Godhead’ (Vahdat, 2015: 1; 
see also Hussain, 2018). The two vastis I refer to here are home to diverse historically 
marginalized castes, religions and genders—including Hindus, Muslims, Buddhists and 
non-Brahmin castes and Dalits. Moreover, residents of these vastis had been subjected 
to the liberal consent-seeking practices of the SRP irrespective of the normative ideals 
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 JAT KAR 8

they held. When speaking of generating a unified collective among vasti residents from 
various backgrounds, a respondent from Ambenagar, Babu, also suggested that:

Frankly speaking, if one village one Ganapati [a Hindu god] happens, we have 
no problem. But unity does not happen! … Because Ganapati does not say that 
I want one and not another. Do one village one Ganapati! But everyone should 
approve (interview K_VR_4.2, 29 March 2018, Pune).

Therefore, regardless of who occupies the position of head, the idea of unity 
under a single head remains a prevalent normative trope through which people in 
Pune imagine the possibility of a body politic. Yet Babu also criticized the ideal of the 
body politic by saying ‘unity does not happen’. Fragmented politics is a reality many 
residents experience in everyday life, even though the normative ideals of a unified body 
politic persist in the imaginations of the people and the state. In seeking to respond to 
exactly this dilemma, gender- and caste-focused political and sociological thought has 
deconstructed the idea of the modern body politic (hierarchical, consensual or liberal) 
by challenging the very mind–body binary that sustains it, both in the West and in India 
(Doyle, 2001; Meynell, 2009; Guru, 2011; Piran, 2017; Guru and Sarukkai, 2019). On the 
one hand, based on Foucauldian theories of discipline and power, bodies themselves are 
shown to be the subjects of disciplinary societal regimes, be they sanctioned by the state, 
other institutions or discourses (Butler, 1990; Heath, 2018). On the other hand, a focus 
on the body’s agency reveals that bodies also resist and challenge dominant disciplinary 
regimes (Doyle, 2001; Thapan, 2009; Snell-Rood, 2015; Ebila and Tripp, 2017). In fact, 
the conceptual use of ‘embodiment’ has become prevalent in urban theory, whether 
to critique real-estate developments (Dharia, 2021) or demonstrate the making of 
emotions, affect and political subjectivities in the urban (Doshi, 2016). Yet embodiment 
as a concept retains hints of the Cartesian mind–body dualism that founds the liberal 
body politic (Butler, 1990). Embodying something—as a wilful act—requires control 
of mind over body. Instead, a focus on real bodies—not as a reductive replacement of 
any fuller form of being, but being itself—helps us overcome the mind–body dualism 
that demands the wilful and often rationalized political agency of individuals. Real 
bodies can be seen as infrastructures that build cities (Simone, 2004) and as sites that 
accrue ‘slow infrastructural violence’ (Truelove and Ruszczyk, 2021). Effectively, the 
real body lends agency to individuals and collectives, and often exceeds wilful political 
orchestrations.

For instance, contrary to the biopolitical control of the body in colonial India, 
Gandhi experimented with his body to reach the limits of self-control over ‘the body 
through suppression of desire’ (Prakash, 2000: 189). Here the body appears as ‘the site 
of agency rather than the mystical body of the sovereign or the object of protections 
enforced by the state’ (Feola, 2018: 212). Despite encountering limitations to self-control 
of the body, Gandhi’s body became a site and means for the anti-colonial struggle, even 
though he explicitly disavowed his intentional engagement with politics (Alter, 2000: 
52). Critical here is the focus on Gandhi’s performative politics, rather than his 
normative ideas, as mentioned earlier. Likewise, Guru and Sarukkai (2019) demonstrate 
that everyday sociality in contemporary Indian politics is constructed around lived 
experiences of caste-based bodily discrimination, which also ultimately challenges 
the mind–body binary inherent to the liberal body politic. Moreover, Tambe (2009: 21) 
argues that Gandhi’s own experiments with his body supported ‘his active troubling of 
the masculine character of anti-imperialist politics’. Consequently, gender- and caste-
focused literature in India shows that ‘the body’ helps cut across caste, religion, gender 
and colonial vectors of power.

As Alter (2000: xviii) suggests, the focus on the body in India ‘links the prose of 
insurgency and counterinsurgency in terms of a less binary … semiotics’. Therefore the 
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9BODIES AGAINST MODER NIT Y

focus on the body itself helps us undertake a ‘critique of the state … not just to reject such 
metaphysics [as the body politic], but to explain how it has been possible to produce 
this practice effect’ (Mitchell, 2006: 85). Consequently, in this article I take forward and 
expand on this theoretical focus on the body as the site and the means of politics across 
multiple spatialities and temporalities. Exploring the spatial and temporal modalities 
of bodily politics, as I elaborate in the sections that follow, helps us recognize and bring 
into re-presentation the varied and fragmented spatio-temporal means through which 
the modern body politic is both experienced and being reshaped in India.

Spatial modalities of bodily politics
Space in modernity is seen as a container in which bodies are located. This modern 

concept of space makes it amenable to manipulation through state (Foucault, 1995) and 
colonial control (Legg, 2007). The SRP provides 25 square metre apartments against 
each slum structure, irrespective of the bodies that live in it. Contrary to the modern 
idea of space as a container, McFarlane (2011: 649) argues to see the ‘spatiality of the 
city [as] processual, relational, mobile, and unequal’. I build on McFarlane’s (ibid.) notion 
to demonstrate in this section how bodily movement across the spatiality of the city—
which is not confined to the slum structure or the territorial bounds of the vasti—helps 
produce a bodily politics that ultimately reshapes slum rehabilitations.

A member of the Muslim Trust that owns Ambenagar land repeatedly 
encountered Ambenagar residents at his residence. This trustee described these 
encounters with the residents, saying:

That is why we looked for a builder and put the blanket on his neck.5 The 
management of Ambenagar was getting out of control. The Trust was losing a 
lot [of revenue] … See, it is like this: ancestors have given us this cauldron [land], 
you fill it with dung or make biryani in it [we don’t care] … We are white-collar 
people; owning land is not white-collar people’s cup of tea (interview K_PR_4, 
3 May 2018, Pune).

The trustee referred to the nuisance created by the bodies in front of his house, 
which directly compelled him to consider leasing the land to a developer. In his view, 
these bodily encounters hinted at a stark difference between ‘white-collar people’ and 
those who have the political competence to own land in Pune. While the notion of ‘Waqf 
lands’ is instituted in the state (i.e. under the body politic) via the formation of the Waqf 
Board,6 the Muslim Trusts were also given the (liberal) choice to register their lands 
under the Waqf Board. The Muslim Trust that owns the Ambenagar land had chosen not 
to register its land under the Waqf Board, and the land was eventually leased out to a 
developer for redevelopment. During our interview, the trustee repeatedly mentioned 
goondagiri (hooliganism), which he made a point of avoiding. The trustee argued that 
land ownership requires the capacity to deal with hooliganism and that putatively 
civilized ways of resolving land disputes via the modern state institutions do not suffice 
in Pune. The bodily encounters between the mob of residents and the trustee were not 
intended to generate uncivility but rather performed to produce an affect well within 
the remits of Waghmore’s (2013) notion of ‘civil society’. However, the trustee was 
eventually compelled to lease out the land to a developer, thereby effectively alienating 
himself from the land. This alienation was augmented by the fact that the trustee already 
lived many kilometres away from Ambenagar.

5 The proverb ‘putting the blanket on someone’s neck’ refers to a heavy, wet blanket to describe a situation in which 
someone passes on a cumbersome possession, issue or liability that they cannot resolve or sustain.

6 Waqf Boards in India administer any movable or immovable property dedicated by a Muslim devotee for any 
purpose recognized by Muslim law as pious, religious or charitable.
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 JAT KAR 10

Unlike the trustees of Ambenagar land, the landowners of Phanaswadi resided within 
the space of the vasti. Rafiq Bhai—the landowner of Phanaswadi—told me that his 
bodily presence in the vasti allowed him to maintain control over the vasti and collect 
rents. However, this presence in the vasti over many years had not helped him gain 
tenants’ trust when he decided to redevelop the area in the 1980s. Nevertheless, when 
the developer started implementing the SRP, Rafiq Bhai chose to use his bodily presence 
and existing relationships with residents to facilitate the rehabilitation process. He 
stayed among the residents in the transit accommodation despite owning another house 
elsewhere in the city and justified his choice of staying in the vasti as follows:

My relationship with the people is more, meaning whoever people, poor, etc.; I 
have grown among them. So, my friendship [with them] grew … I am inclined to 
live among them, so these people themselves ask me to stay. So even I thought 
that until they go into the apartment buildings, I will stay among them. That is 
why I stay here; once the rehabilitation completes, I will go (interview D_VR_5, 
8 May 2018, Pune).

Rafiq Bhai told me that although the residents themselves often met 
with the developer, he resided among them in case there were disagreements or 
misunderstandings between residents and developer. Many residents also found it 
useful to have Rafiq Bhai bodily present among them in the transit accommodation. 
Rafiq Bhai’s bodily presence bolstered residents’ trust in the SRP and allowed him to 
gauge and resolve occasional concerns and disagreements.

Both narratives demonstrate that bodily proximity or distance as well as 
mobility in space affects slum rehabilitations, where bodies are made the site and 
the means of politics. While in the first case, the trustee’s alienation from the land 
resulted from his bodily encounters with the residents, in the second case, Rafiq Bhai’s 
estrangement from vasti residents was delayed, based on the perceived benefits of his 
bodily presence among them. Although the 50 residents of Ambenagar deployed a 
‘collective agency’ (Ranganathan, 2014) to persuade the trustee to provide housing for 
them, this ‘collectivity’ was only temporarily created to produce an affect. Likewise, 
the Phanaswadi landowner stayed among the vasti residents only temporarily to make 
way for redevelopment by leveraging his relations with vasti residents. In both cases, 
relational and affective agency produced temporary collectivities while allowing for 
retention of the possibility of freedom from such collectivities.

While bodies of vasti residents and landowners affected slum rehabilitations, the 
developer’s body also became a site and means of politics in both vastis. The residents 
of Ambenagar met with the developer’s employees on multiple occasions, yet they did 
not remember meeting the developer himself except during one gathering in the early 
2000s. The then-elected state representative had invited the developer to this gathering 
to tell residents about the proposed rehabilitation scheme. Participants in my research 
remembered that a ‘big stage’ had been put up and hundreds of chairs arranged on the local 
school ground. The state representative had already spoken with vasti residents about the 
slum rehabilitation before the meeting. Yet the developer’s account of the rehabilitation 
differed from the state representatives’ account during the meeting. A discrepancy arose 
regarding the size of the new apartments. Because of the disagreement the meeting did not 
end well. Neither the grand setup nor the deliberated embodied encounters between the 
developer and vasti residents could ensure consensus. The state representative, gauging 
resident’s imminent reaction to the changed terms of the scheme, decided to flee the 
scene, leaving the developer to face vasti residents’ frustration and anger.

Decades after the gathering, residents were still recounting jokingly how the 
mob broke the chairs and the stage and the developer eventually ‘ran away’. My research 
participants grinned as they told me that the developer had only been sighted once by 
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11BODIES AGAINST MODER NIT Y

vasti residents since, and even then he had fled immediately. Indeed, some residents 
complained about the very fact that the developer had never met them physically and 
that nobody even knew who he was. The latter comment was rhetorical and articulated 
sarcastically, since many residents did know the developer. However, both comments 
encompassed the complaint that the developer had not physically met residents often 
enough. Some vasti residents thus used their collective agency to keep the developer’s 
body out of the vasti, while others used this non-encounter between the developer’s and 
residents’ bodies as a justification to reject the developer’s attempts to rehabilitate the 
slum. Stopping certain bodies from entering the vasti was a means of deferring the slum 
rehabilitation process to, as Weinstein (2014) suggests, ‘stay put’ in the vasti.

In Phanaswadi, the developer made an explicit attempt to meet with the 
vasti residents physically. The Phanaswadi landowners, who had previously failed to 
redevelop the vasti themselves, requested that the developer meet the residents in 
person to build trust. When I interviewed Javed, a vasti resident, he spoke highly of 
the landowners and cheerfully told me that the developer had personally visited their 
community once in the vasti, with the developer’s family. Javed recounted his many 
encounters with the developer:

I had gone to his office many times … [but] no questions, such [humble?] 
language, he [the developer] lives in such a way as if he has nothing there 
[smiling with surprise] … such man is [almost] impossible to meet (interview 
D_VR_1, 10 March 2018, Pune).

Not everyone in Phanaswadi was as positively inclined towards the developer 
as Javed. However, none of my respondents spoke ill of the developer either. Most male 
respondents recalled personally meeting the developer on several occasions, while 
female participants had seen him at least once. The bodily encounters between the 
developer and the residents, as well as their cordial dialogues, had left little room for 
the residents to disagree with the developer. Likewise, since the developer had bodily 
met with the vasti residents along with his entire family, the vasti residents felt that the 
developer had genuine intents. Unlike in Ambenagar, these bodily encounters helped 
generate consents, and the residents had moved into the new apartment buildings. In 
this case, liberal democratic consents and affective and relational bodily politics paved 
the way for redevelopment—except for Ashish, who had to defer slum rehabilitations 
by temporarily risking his own and his family’s bodies.

These narratives also demonstrate the relevance of an affective character of bodily 
politics. While the residents wished their demands to be heard, discussed and ideally met, 
they also emphasized seeing and meeting the developer, as this would have provided an 
opportunity to get to know him and determine his trustworthiness. The developer in 
Phanaswadi explicitly told me that it was of utmost importance that ‘they [the developers] 
build trust with the residents in these [slum-related] projects’ (interview D_PR_4, 30 
June 2018, Pune). Ashish, who had been excluded from the eligibility lists, had repeatedly 
met with the developers to find a way to comply with SRA policy requirements, and the 
developers told me that they had tried their best to help Ashish get an apartment. Both 
developers’ efforts to build trust had led to deliberate bodily encounters with residents, 
but with two very distinct outcomes that ultimately reshaped each slum rehabilitation 
and the making of the body politic through bodily politics.

Temporal modalities of bodily politics
The SRP uses a linear temporal model that progresses from drawing up eligibility 

lists to ultimately allocating an apartment to vasti residents using a lottery system. Time 
in modernity indeed flows linearly. Yet alternative temporalities shape human life and 
community politics. For instance, Bendik-Keymer (2020) proposes using spiral and 
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 JAT KAR 12

overtone times to be accountable to ancestors and descendants in the days of climate 
crisis. Similarly, Das (2018) distinguishes between actual (‘real’) and subjunctive (‘as-
if ’) temporal spaces to generate an ethic of everyday life. As I argue in this section, real 
bodies appear in indicative (real) and subjunctive-prospective (imaginary) moods of 
time and ultimately affect the making of the body politic during slum rehabilitations.

As I continued interviewing Kalebai after a long transect walk through 
Ambenagar, her fervour about her vasti and the problems of the SRP did not diminish at 
all. Let us return in more detail to Kalebai’s remarks from the introduction:

When janatā [people] rise with fire [anger], then everyone will rise; but if you 
[the state/developer] are going to remove us by burning [our houses], then what 
is the use? Even if you [the state/developer] take out the bulldozer, even then 
each household has ten—ten people. You [the state/developer] cannot crush ten 
people under the bulldozer (interview K_VR_11, 25 April 2018, Pune).

Kalebai’s comment regarding the possibility of making bodies work against a 
potential threat of demolition is thankfully enunciated in the subjunctive-prospective 
temporal mood. In other words, the situation of bulldozing a house with ten bodies 
residing inside is an imaginary situation. Yet Kalebai’s strategic calculations regarding 
possible future scenarios included the use of real bodies. Kalebai recognized that 
crushing residents’ bodies with a bulldozer operated by another real body representing 
an institution (government/private firm) was quite different from setting houses 
on fire. The former requires bodily confrontation, while the latter action can be 
covert. Accordingly, Kalebai’s conditional response involved suitable tactics and 
counterstrategies. In the case of fire, she anticipated that bodies could not help, while 
in the case of a bulldozer, she imagined bodies to become a counterstrategy against 
eviction. Her speculative imagination may have been based on vasti residents’ past 
experiences of the GoM’s or the developer’s strategies to eradicate slums using violence 
(Waghmore, 2013; Bhide, 2017; 2020). However, she could predict neither the GoM’s 
nor the developer’s strategies, or guarantee residents’ response. Instead, her speculation 
suggested that bodies were and might conditionally become instruments of resistance.

Ashish’s situation also hints at the expectation that the state or the developers 
would not dare violate his or his family’s bodies. While state institutions do have the power 
to use physical force in cases of non-compliance to policy, the necessity to use physical 
force to evict Ashish from the vasti did not arise, as GoM changed the eligibility cut-off 
date from 1995 to 2000. This change of eligibility criterion finally enabled Ashish to claim 
his apartment in the rehabilitations. As the last remaining bodies from the vasti relocated, 
the developer could begin constructing the apartment building. In the meantime, though, 
the bodily risk that Ashish bore to stop evictions, much like Gandhi used his body in 
anti-colonial struggle (Alter, 2000), was supported by the subjunctive-prospective 
consideration that the SRA would not violate real bodies. Yet the prospective eviction was 
still resisted through bodies in indicative (real) time. Ashish’s case shows that it costs time 
and money to find a place in the modern body politic—a cost that Ashish bore, by risking 
his and his family’s life by using their real bodies to resist eviction.

While individual bodies were used to engender a politics of slum rehabilitations, a 
state representative reminded me during an interview that state policies cannot be changed 
by bodily encounters between individuals. He told me that only when a mob of people visits 
the municipality do the municipal authorities notice them. In anticipation of this effect, an 
elected state representative from Ambenagar had once taken a group of 4,000 women to the 
municipality to stop the slum rehabilitation process in Ambenagar. This encounter between 
the municipal authorities and the 4,000 women resulted in the slum rehabilitation being 
deferred until further negotiations had been conducted between real-estate developers and 
the vasti residents. While such bodily encounters fall within the ambit of political society 
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13BODIES AGAINST MODER NIT Y

under Chatterjee’s (2004) analytic, the fact that an elected representative deliberately 
gathered the 4,000 women to go to the municipality shows that such bodily encounters 
took place by ‘the merger of the sociocultural and political’ under Waghmore’s (2013: 29) 
notion of ‘civil society’—generating a kind of ‘dis/possessive collectivism’ (Roy, 2017). One 
respondent told me that many women were paid to take part in the rally against the SRP. 
Here, the purpose of collective formation was to generate an affect through constructing 
temporary relationships between women. Such bodily encounters were performed in 
the indicative past (in real time), eventually affecting the slum rehabilitations and the 
transformation of the body politic performed through the SRP in Pune.

The above narratives represent singular instances of various actors making 
bodies work for political purposes in relational and affective terms, either in the 
subjunctive-prospective or the indicative past. They indicate the tactical use of real 
bodies as a means for undoing the exclusionary effects of practices of the body politic as 
experienced by Ashish or Kalebai.

Conclusion
India’s colonial past has made the liberal body politic part of its history and 

politics. While the liberal body politic was substantially debated by intellectuals during 
India’s independence struggles (Bayly, 2012; Chakrabarty, 2016), India’s present-day 
majoritarian nationalist politics has produced an ‘ideology of injury and violation … that 
arouses and electrifies the sentiments of the body politic’ (Govindrajan et al., 2021: n.p.). 
These sentiments of the body politic (i.e. the desire for a sovereign nation-state governed 
by a single head) have resulted in popular practices that continue to silence historically 
marginalized and minority communities. Simultaneously, marginalized populations in 
India have resorted to liberal democracy and constitutional rights to ward off continuing 
caste-, religion- and gender-based bodily marginalization (Guru, 2011; Waghmore, 2013). 
Therefore constitutionally protected and institutionally practised liberal rights remain 
relevant and valued in Maharashtra despite the kinds of exclusionary effects liberal 
practices produce, as I showed in this article.

In response to these shortcomings of liberal democratic practices, real bodies 
have found significant attention in sociological and anthropological analysis of the 
modern nation-state (Butler, 1990; Turner, 2008; Desai, 2016; Feola, 2018; Heath, 2018; 
Guru and Sarukkai, 2019). Scholars have explored how affects and relations engender 
civility and collective action (Waghmore, 2013; Mitchell, 2018), survival and identity 
(Thapan, 2009; Snell-Rood, 2015), or the everyday social (Guru and Sarukkai, 2019). In 
this article I extended the theoretical call to conceptualize bodies as the site and the 
means for politics to analyse slum politics through relational and affective registers in 
Pune. In a context where multiple historically marginalized castes, religions and genders 
encounter liberal state practices, attention to how real bodies perform demonstrates the 
effects of the modern body politic that is still experienced, challenged and effectively 
transformed by individuals such as Ashish in and through the body.

This bodily politics unfolds through various spatio-temporal modalities. Bodies 
encounter each other in space and affect the attitudes, choices and behaviours of various 
actors. Developers deliberately meet with residents to convince them to consent to 
rehabilitate, and residents repeatedly visit landowners to seek their assistance with 
developing the vasti. Landowners decide to stay within the vasti to manage potential 
conflicts, and residents performatively stop the developers’ body from entering the 
vasti to ward off slum rehabilitations. While bodies meet one another in indicative 
time (denoted through the present and the past tense), encounters between bodies 
in the subjunctive-prospective time (i.e. in imaginary scenarios) also affect how slum 
rehabilitations unfold. Residents imagine potential ways of making tactical use of bodies 
to remain vigilant of state–market strategies for collecting consents and use these 
potential encounters to form a judgement about slum rehabilitations in the present.
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 JAT KAR 14

While the literature on slum politics has tended to focus on moral polemics 
between ‘the city versus slum-dwellers’ (Datta, 2012; Sørbøe and Braathen, 2022), 
attending to bodily politics shows numerous modalities through which slum 
rehabilitations are reshaped by bodies—either through wilful acts of individuals or 
through non-volitional political effects engendered through bodily encounters. The 
consequence of focusing on real bodies is far-reaching, since it helps us recognize the 
re-emergence of the sentiments of the modern (liberal) body politic and acknowledge 
that this modern body politic (hierarchical, consensual or liberal) is being remade in 
relational and affective terms. Such remaking of the liberal body politic is necessary in 
view of the history of subjugation under European colonialism (Chandra, 2013) and the 
history of socially marginalized groups’ struggles in India (Guru, 2011; Waghmore, 2013).

Though suitable for rethinking liberalism, rejecting liberal democracy on 
ontological or normative grounds alone fails to acknowledge the performative effects 
of liberal practices on those subjected to it, and the efforts already being undertaken 
to remake liberal democracies in practice. In this article I showed that bodies not only 
experience the totalizing and exclusionary effects of the body politic engendered through 
liberal practices (e.g. Ashish), but also become the site and the means for survival in the city 
(e.g. Kalebai) (see also Bhide, 2017; 2020). Such survival is achieved not through obedience 
or liberal consents to the head of the state, but through affective and relational politics 
among various performing actors. This politics of and through bodies spills over into real 
and hypothetical spaces and times—eventually making its mark on the formations of the 
modern body politic. In sum, in this article I argued that relational and affective bodily 
politics is helping undo the exclusionary and totalizing effects of the liberal body politic 
performed during slum rehabilitations in Pune through multiple spatio-temporalities.

Harshavardhan Jatkar, The Bartlett Development Planning Unit, and The Bartlett 
School of Environment, Energy and Resources, University College London, 
Gower Street, London, WC1E 6BT, UK, h.jatkar@ucl.ac.uk
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