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CHAPTER 10

THE GANGES AS AN URBAN SINK

Urban Waste and River Flow in Colonial India in
the Nineteenth Century

Awadhendra Sharan

Our knowledge on this question [mixing of sewage with river waters] is based on
general epidemiological considerations and on observations made by many Euro-
pean scientists . .. and by Hankin on the self-purifying powers of the Jumna, as
regards India. It must, however, be noted that rivers vary very markedly in their
bacterial and chemical contents and in their powers of self-purification. This
depends on the soil and the nature of the country and watershed they drain, on
their volume, and on the relation to this volume of polluted water (sewage) they
receive, on their rate of flow, the nature of their bed and on the climate.

—L. D. SPENCER, OFFICIATING SANITARY COMMISSIONER
WITH THE GOVERNMENT OF INDIA

Rivers in India, especially the Ganges, have been much in the news in recent
times on account of their pollution and the difficulties associated with their
possible rejuvenation, marking yet another episode in the complex relation-
ship between India’s ancient, sacred river and the many cities that dot them.'
The Ganges offers life to millions,? and its sacred nature continues to draw the
faithful to its worship on a routine basis.” Alongside this, however, there are
also concerns about the large quantities of untreated waste that are discharged
into the river each day, and the impact the building of canals, dams, and other
human artifacts has on the river’s flow. Both of these features of the river—its
sacred nature in the eyes of the faithful and the continual transformation of its
properties in the view of engineers and environmentalists—have been char-
acteristic for over two centuries now. Its history, I suggest, therefore has much
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to offer to our current efforts toward maintaining river flows and preventing
water pollution.

As the introduction to this volume and the quote above suggest, for much
of this modern period—the nineteenth and twentieth centuries—rivers and
cities have been thought of in comparative terms. This comparative under-
standing offers several interesting narrative possibilities regarding Europe-
an and colonial projects of urban modernity, resource use, and river rejuve-
nation. As David Arnold has argued, although at one level the sanitary and
environmental issues facing Indian cities in the nineteenth century were no
different from those that were encountered in the cities of Europe and Ameri-
ca, “the understanding of India’s cities was overlaid with a colonial perceptual
grid that served to distance it from Western precedents. There was repeat-
ed insistence that these were ‘tropical’ as well as ‘oriental’ cities, oppressed
by climatic, social and sanitary difficulties that were not encountered (or not
encountered to the same degree) in the temperate zones.™ The idea of colo-
nial difference, in other words, was stamped at the very moment of origin
of sanitary modernity in the colony.® Indeed, difference and imitation, when
considered together, implied a distinctive colonial form of modernity, one in
which people, nature, materials, techniques, and fiscal resources in India were
all arranged differently than in Europe.

Similarities and differences between the metropolitan project and the co-
lonial one are also evident in the interweaving of two different languages and
imaginations, anchored in science and engineering on the one hand and faith
and ritual on the other. Cities and rivers have coevolved and shaped each other
in multiple ways. Their attachment is manifold, linking trade, travel, and wor-
ship, but also waste, pollution, and disease. Representations of rivers are thus
overlaps of several differently situated projects and outlooks, and in the Indian
context one of the more significant overlaps has been between the religious and
the natural. Like the meandering branches of the river, these were, and are,
sometimes drawn together, and at other times pull apart. Nearly a century ago,
Gandhi wrote that in the modern rush, the chief use we had for rivers was to
empty gutters into them and to navigate cargo vessels upon them. By contrast,
there was little time or inclination “to stroll down these rivers, and in silent
meditation listen to the message they murmur to us.” In a more contempo-
rary account, the anthropologist Kelley Alley points to the distinction made
by the people of Banaras between different conceptual couplings such as pavi-
trata/apavitrata (pure/impure) and saaf/gandagi (clean/dirty) and what official
terms such as pollution or its Hindi equivalent pradushan may include or elide.”
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This essay revisits these overlaps, between the metropolitan and the co-
lonial and between the scientific and the religious, through a focus on the
issue of pollution and river flow, as the many uses of the Ganges were sought
to be controlled, modified, and rearranged in the nineteenth century. In the
process, I seek to move beyond the study of the relationship between a river
and “its city” to a conceptualization of a river in flow as it gets entwined with
developments in the many cities that dot its banks, specifically the cities of
Haridwar, Calcutta, Banaras, and Kanpur. [ begin with a brief consideration
of the idea of a sacred river, as exemplified in the annual bathing ritual in
Haridwar. Then I trace the history of the river in the plains of north India
and the emergence of the modern problematic of pollution around the turn of
the nineteenth century. This is followed by an examination of the debates on
the dangers posed by such pollution, through an understanding of the special
nature of a tropical river. In the final section, I return to Haridwar to look at
the issue of sacred flows, as distinct from contemporary notions of ecologi-
cal or environmental flows of rivers in India. The conclusion reflects on the
ambiguous nature of colonial modernity and the limits placed on the fuller
realization of the modern sanitary project.

COLONIAL SETTINGS AND INDIAN RIVERS: THE GANGES AT
HARIDWAR

The British in India saw themselves as a departure from their predecessors,
the Mughdls, due to a specific governmentality of establishing practices that
were not exclusively about securing territory but also about improving the
conditions of life (or what we might today call the bioprospects) of the na-
tive subjects. The old native rulers, they believed, regarded the people simply
as producers of wealth from whom the means of paying for the expenses—
or extravagances—of the court were to be extracted. By contrast, their idea
of government was one that sought to protect the people and promote their
well-being; in their regime, they believed, people would no longer be the prop-
erty of the government but instead the government itself existed to promote
their prosperity and well-being.* People alone did not matter in this quest for
“improvement”—land, forests, and rivers were all to be reshaped to create
new regimes of property and rework relations with nature.” The rivers and
streams of England, Ireland, Scotland, and Wales, observed the Collector of
South Canara (a district in southern India) in 1868, were all the private prop-
erty of individuals or companies. The rivers of India, by contrast, belonged
to the state—offering, in his view, greater facilities “for uniform treatment,
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and direct advantages both to the State and the public.”"® At first there were
interventions by way of the making of canals, to provide water for irrigation
that would ensure greater productivity and generate more revenue. This was
followed by sanitary interventions, concerned with water supply and sewerage
works." Much of this intervention was guided by a calibration of “natural dif-
ference”—regarding the size of rivers, the nature of flows, etc. A simultaneous
goal, however, was to imitate that which had already been developed in the
advanced countries of Europe: “a diffusion of the knowledge of the latest Eu-
ropean improvements in the supply of water and drainage of towns among the
existing engineering staff,” the best course for which would be “to frame rules
that could enable Public Works officers [in India] to visit at public expense
engineering works in the United Kingdom.”? Improvements undertaken by
British municipal authorities at home, officials believed, built upon “old tradi-
tions.” “The real technical work,” in India, by contrast, had to be initiated “as
something altogether new.””

The pandits (priests) of Haridwar, the site where the Ganges exits from the
hills to enter the plains of India, and which was considered an especially holy
place for that reason, were not entirely sanguine about these prospects. They
expected a speedy termination of the river’s sanctity, fearing that nothing
would be able to withstand the British power. “Let but the Ganges cease,” one
brahman is reported to have said, “and nothing would remain to the Hindoos
but to embrace the Christian faith.” Another believed the imminent demise
of the river to be the “determinations of God.” The river had but sixty-six more
years to continue, and the gathering of sand was a mark that her end was nigh.
The “purposes of God” were not to be averted!"® Perhaps the pandits exagger-
ated their fears. India did not become Christian, nor did the Ganges lose its
sacredness.' Indeed, the British were quite reluctant to intervene in matters of
faith, especially following the armed revolt of 1857, which had been partially
a consequence of hurt religious sentiments.”” From now on, India was to be
governed directly by the British Parliament and the queen was keen to assure
her Indian subjects that the religion of the rulers would be kept separate from
the affairs of the people: “Firmly relying ourselves on the truth of Christianity,
and acknowledging with gratitude the solace of religion, we disclaim alike the
right and desire to impose our convictions on any of our subjects. We declare
it to be our royal will and pleasure that none be in anywise favoured, none mo-
lested or disquieted, by reason of their religious faith or observances, but that
all alike shall enjoy the equal and impartial protection of the law.”* Indians
would henceforth be left “free” to conduct their religious affairs in their own
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manner, free to treat religion as an “inner” domain where they could express
their sovereignty, while recognizing the superiority of the British in an outer,
material domain."” The great bathing festivals (Kumbh Mela) organized on
the Ganges would seem to logically feature in this inner domain.?® However,
this was not quite the case, for these festivals, as Kama Maclean points out,
were located on the cusp of the inner-outer binary.* While the British were
reluctant to interfere directly with the activities undertaken by the pilgrims,
they were extremely cautious about sanitation (fearing disease) and policing
(fearing rebellious activities of a crowd they understood little). Occasionally
attempts were made to prohibit the gatherings, especially in the wake of large-
scale outbreaks of diseases such as cholera.” However, on each such occasion
a counterargument was proposed: The large body of the people who flocked
to Haridwar could be induced to stay away only by direct proclamation, and
by a considerable show of force, and officials believed that “it would be highly
inexpedient for many reasons to prevent the assemblage, a gathering which,
while it is attended with great risk and danger, is, and had always been, a reli-
gious function of great importance to almost every section of the Hindu com-
munity.”*

The sanitation of the fair and prevention of disease, wrote a magistrate in
1891, were by far the most important parts of his duty in connection with the
assemblage. No effort could thus be spared to keep the town clean, to limit
the number of persons who could stay in a particular building, to prevent
nuisances, and to disperse the crowds in an orderly manner. Care would also
be taken to ensure that no sullage water remained in the city and that the
night soil was properly trenched, leaving little waste to flow directly into the
Ganges.” The risk, indeed, was of a different kind—of people drinking water
from the same ponds in which thousands had bathed earlier, and consequent-
ly falling prey to disease. There had been a suggestion on the occasion of the
Kumbh in 1879 that a strong current of water should be directed through the
sacred pool of Har Ki Pauri, so that the water might be constantly renewed.?
The magistrate observed: “When it is remembered what numbers bathe at the
same time during the fair, and that each of these must drink some of the water,
it is unnecessary to say how charged the water must be with human emana-
tions, and how dangerous these under certain circumstances might be if not
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instantly removed by a strong current.”*® It was agreed therefore to request
the authorities of the Ganges Canal to make arrangements to send a constant
stream of freshwater into the pool, which would quickly remove the impu-

rities. Similar arrangements were also proposed for other sacred tanks. The

204 AWADHENDRA SHARAN

cost was great, wrote the magistrate, but were the project not undertaken the
outbreak of cholera was certain. In 1892 the Mahavaruni fair was canceled,
the only festival ever canceled on sanitary grounds. Quickly following this,
in January 1893, the government formed a committee to advise them on how
to prevent cholera at festivals in the future. Following the committee’s rec-
ommendations, the Bhim Ghoda tank was supplied with water by an under-
ground channel in 1903 and within another five years the bottom of the Har
Ki Pauri was paved, directing a current to provide a constant flow of water,
and an iron railing was erected to provide support for bathers.”” But things
were not always this smooth between the authorities engaged in “improve-
ment” and local religious personages whose control over the management of
affairs at Haridwar was sharply declining. There were a series of local conflicts
in the late 1890s, but one that emerged most prominently in the early decades
of the next century concerned the possible impediment to the free flow of the
Ganges on account of proposed engineering works, a conflict that I shall re-
turn to in the concluding section of this essay.?*

THE GANGES, CONTAMINATED AND POLLUTED

Contamination of the river water was, evidently, a relatively minor issue in
the hills and the sanitation of Haridwar possibly well managed. It was another
matter in the plains, where millions more resided on a permanent basis and
where the British were engaged in providing a piped drinking water supply
and managing wastewater through flushed underground sewerage networks
in the major cities. Among these were Calcutta, the second city of the empire;
Banaras, as holy in the Hindu imagination as the city of Haridwar; and Kan-
pur, an important military station and industrial town, the making of whose
waterworks in the late nineteenth century became occasions for outlining the
possibilities and limits of colonial urban modernity.?*

Beginning sometime in the 1860s, cities in India began to discuss and im-
plement a scheme for a piped supply of water, and relatedly, of drainage. The
qQuestion was both of relieving the city of its waste (including wastewater) and
finding an eventual sink for it. Sometimes authorities worried about only the
former—whether the drains were adequately flushed—at other times they ex-
pressed concern about the likely health impacts of the wastewater on those
who directly relied on the river water for provision of their daily supplies.
Calcutta, at the very tail end of the river but the most important of the em-
pire’s cities, was the first to consider this matter of urban drainage and river
pollution. There was a systematic and willful pollution of the river Hooghly
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abreast of the town and above the shipping of the entire port, wrote David B.
Smith in his Report on the Drainage and Conservancy of Calcutta (1869). Day
by day, he observed, the water that thousands of Calcutta’s inhabitants drank
and that was consumed by every sailor in the port was defiled, “by orders of
the Municipality, with I know not how many tons of night-soil.”* The mouths
of the main sewers of the city opened up to the banks of the river, some near
the main bathing ghats (platforms) in the city: “as if the sacred stream was not
already poisoned enough by the daily Augean deposit of night-soil, the bath-
ers are furnished a special fountain for themselves!” Worse still, the night-
soil was hurled into the Nimtollah Ghat, where “the natives drink it with the
greatest appetite, bathe in it every day, to clean both their bodies and souls,
and carry it to an immense distance as the greatest imaginable treasure.” The
comparison was with England, where “lazy river fouling barbarism” was no
longer permitted after the passing of the Thames Navigation Act. A simi-
lar act, Smith believed, ought to be introduced with regard to the Hooghly
too, for to argue otherwise would be to encourage “the thin edge of a vicious
principle.” The practice of throwing night soil into the river was eventually
stopped in the following decade, but the question of river pollution due to the
actions of other cities returned to haunt Calcutta soon. Equally importantly,
the idea that the law that prevailed in England must also be enacted in India
was subject to much dispute.

A modern waterworks and sewerage scheme for Banaras, upstream of Cal-
cutta, had been first proposed by the Municipal Board in 1875 but remained
largely on paper as the engineer seconded to it soon died.” Meanwhile, local
community organizations joined in. In 1881 a petition was sent to the viceroy
by two residents of Banaras bemoaning the unsanitary condition of the city
and the discharge of sewage into the Ganges, rendering it “unwholesome” for
both drinking and worship. They pleaded therefore that the government build
a large subsoil drain to receive all of the filth of the city and discharge it into
the river at a designated spot downstream. The idea was rejected, the munic-
ipal board objecting to the sewage flowing directly into the Ganges and un-
willing to bear the large expenditure. A few years later, in 1886, the local king
took the initiative and the Benares Ganga Prasadini Sabha, an association of
local gentry formed at his initiative, decided to raise the necessary funds to
make arrangements for redirecting the sewage of Banaras, keeping the bath-
ing ghats free from pollution.”® The matter was soon rendered official with
the presentation of an address by the municipal authorities to Prince Albert
Victor of Wales in January 1890, where they reversed their original stance:
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“Our water will be drawn from the holy river above the city,” the address read,
going on to add that “we also intend to commence a system of under-ground
sewers which will be commanded for flushing purposes by the water pipes,
and the sewage will be put into the river somewhere below the city.” The aims
of the project were thus multiple from the very inception—on the one hand
to protect the health of the residents of the city and on the other to secure a
religious good by ensuring that the sacred waters of the Ganga at Kashi (the
traditional name for Banaras) remained unpolluted.*

From the time that the British had first begun building new centralized
waterworks, rivers and tanks as sources of water across the country had stood
condemned across the country. This was not bad water but contaminated wa-
ter, and contaminated as a result of “native habits.” The view of “dirty Indian
habits” commanded large adherence among official and unofficial British cir-
cles, as for instance in Florence Nightingale’s observation regarding the “ob-
jectionable native habit of bathing and washing in the tanks and using the
same water for drinking and erecting privies close to wells.”** Many Indians
joined them in deprecating these practices. Above all, Gandhi was to return
to this theme often, writing of the holy city of Haridwar, “Whilst I realized the
grandeur of the holy Ganga and the holier Himalayas, I saw little to inspire me
in what man was doing in this holy place. To my great grief I discovered in-
sanitation both moral and physical. . .. Thoughtless ignorant men and women
use for natural functions the sacred banks of the rivers where they are sup-
posed to sit in quiet contemplation and find God. They violate religion, science
and laws of sanitation.”* However—and this was critical—while native habits
could well suggest long-standing contamination of Indian rivers, these alone
could not account for modern pollution. That would be caused by the new sew-
erage works that accompanied the modern waterworks from the last decades
of the nineteenth century.”

As had been the case in Europe and America, where population growth
and new technologies such as the water closet were beginning to pose dis-
tinctively new urban problems (see introduction), so too in India were habits
beginning to be considered alongside the potentially harmful impacts of new
technologies. The view was put forward most powerfully by G. Hutchenson,
the sanitary commissioner of the northwestern provinces.* Hitherto, he wrote
on the occasion of the making of the Banaras sewerage works, the pollution
of the rivers of upper India by the flow of crude sewage had been more or less
unknown, the discharged amount being too small to have any major effect.
The pollution question thus arose only “when it became known that an at-
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tempt would be made to dispose of the excreta of such a large town as Benares
by the wet method and by discharging the sewage under a general system and
without any purification into the Ganges.”” In this he was supported by Sur-
geon General W. R. Rice, who opined that “to run into a more or less stagnant
river millions of gallons of liquid sewage daily, through well-aligned drains,”
was by no means “the same thing as allowing it to filter slowly through the
soil on the banks.™® The medical view, however, was not entirely unanimous.
Surgeon-Major J. Richardson, serving as inspector general of civil hospitals in
the northwestern provinces, wrote by contrast that too much was being made
of the danger to the riparian population posed by the discharge of sewage
into the water of the Ganges. Nor was sufficient information available on how
many people relied on the river as a direct source of drinking water, nor were
there any data on how many among them fell ill to a greater degree than the
population that used water from the wells. Until such time as enough infor-
mation was available, he would have no hesitation in affirming that there was
a “tendency to exaggerate the dangers” arising from the discharge of sewage
into the Ganges at Banaras."

Communities downstream were not so easily assured. Within ten days of
this proposal the sanitary commissioner of Bengal wrote that if the proposed
scheme of underground sewers discharging into the Ganges were permitted
to be carried out, it would seriously affect the health of the people living in
the towns on the banks of the river below Banaras, Calcutta being the most
prominent.”* The lieutenant governor, the highest civilian official of Bengal,
wrote in support that there was little doubt that if the sewerage of a large city
such as Banaras, containing a population of nearly two hundred thousand,
were allowed to flow into the Ganges, it must pollute the river to an extent
that would seriously endanger the health of the populous districts and towns
on the banks of the river for many miles.** The Public Health Society of Cal-
cutta added to the chorus, writing that the practice of ejecting crude sewage
into such a major river as the Ganges was open to the greatest possible objec-
tion. The superiority of a water carriage system, they wrote, was not in doubt,
but in contrast to Europe and the United States, where the practice had been
first introduced, the volume of water in Indian rivers was not conducive to
direct transfer of untreated waste.** Commissioners inquiring into means of
preventing water pollution in England, they further pointed out, had amply
demonstrated that the effects produced by passing various waste products into
rivers depended largely on the character of these products. Many such prod-
ucts—dyes and certain kinds of chemical waste—were speedily disseminated
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and diluted to a degree that deprived them of their deleterious qualities. But
crude sewage consisting chiefly of excremental matter was “a waste product of
a different character.”*

The government of the northwestern provinces could hardly be expected
to concur. There was nothing new regarding such discharge of the drainage
of large towns into the rivers Ganges and Jumna, they responded.*® And if
the concerns of the Bengal government had to be taken seriously, the imperi-
al government must frame the general principles with respect to waterborne
sewerage systems without special regard to Banaras or any other particular
town.” In the debate that ensued one issue figured most prominently—the
difference between the rivers of India and those of England, linked to which
were two other subsidiary issues: the nature of the waste that flowed into
the river and the risk posed by such flows of waste streams. A long note was
penned by Surgeon General Rice, who doubted very much that the sewage
could be rendered innocuous through the self-purificatory powers of Indian
rivers.*® It was certainly opposed to the laws of England that prohibited the
sewage of towns to flow into rivers in their neighborhoods unless it had been
rendered innocuous by chemical or other means.*’ There were two other con-
cerns to be borne in mind, he added: first, in India, many villagers were prone
to taking drinking water directly from the river and not from wells as was the
case in England. Second, the nature of rivers was also different, for unlike En-
gland, where rivers were rapid-running with a very small range between full
current and low water, in India the rivers were known to spread out into wide,
slow-running streams and in dry weather break up into many backwater and
stagnant pools that were practically settling tanks for sewage. Under the cir-
cumstances, little reliance could be placed on the possibility of the oxidation
of sewage in “rapidly running voluminous streams.” On the other hand, there
was little denying the great benefits that would ensue from the building of a
modern sewage system, leading Rice to suggest an inquiry into:

a) The procedure regarding the disposal of town sewage, as authorized by
the law of England, with reference to its discharge into inland rivers;

b) The circumstances under which conditions existing in this connection
in India differed from those in England, and the extent to which the
question of sewage disposal was affected by this difference;

¢) And, if discharging into the rivers was not advisable, the alternative pro-
posals of treating it with chemical disinfectants, and of utilizing it in
manuring sewage farms.

THE GANGES AS AN URBAN SINK 209



Others protested that this would be too casual an inquiry, and at any rate,
considering that there would be several proposals for drainage schemes that
involved the flow of sewage into the rivers, only a general principle in this
regard would suffice. Indeed, precisely because the rivers of India were so dif-
ferent—their beds being swept clean each monsoon—they countered, the laws
of England could not be applied except after a great deal of deliberation and
expert opinion. Some others opposed the idea of a general principle altogeth-
er, arguing instead for a commonsensical scheme adapted in each case to the
circumstances of the city concerned. It would be impossible, they believed, to
introduce into India English legislation in regard to the pollution of the rivers
unless a lot more was known about the way in which Indian rivers dealt with
sewage and other causes of pollution. Eventually, the government of India ex-
pressed itself in favor of this view. Based on the available information, they
reasoned, it was not a good idea to lay down any general principles as to the
discharge of the sewage of riparian towns into Indian rivers. They suggested
instead that the Sanitary Board of the North-Western Provinces make suit-
able inquiries and ascertain “by actual testing and experiment whether the
effect upon the water of the rivers is such as to render it dangerous to public
health.”

In the debate that ensued, Sanitary Commissioner Hutchenson elaborated
on his earlier concerns, writing at length against the idea of conveying sewage
into the river.”! The amount to which a river may undergo pollution without
injury or danger to health was an unknown quantity, he argued, and while
the question of the proper removal of sewage of towns and cities should be
considered in light of the expertise of scientists, there were difficulties with
respect to all the known sciences—chemical, bacteriological, physiological,
and sanitary. It was therefore no easy matter to practically demonstrate the
relation between disease and the pollution of rivers due to sewage. And yet
he remained convinced that no sanitarian worth his salt would argue that the
absence of palpable evidence implied the absence of pollution. Nor would they
accept that the incapability of demonstrating the presence of microorganisms
(on account of their diffusion) implied the absence of risk and danger. Under
the circumstances, the thing to do was to apply the same logic as had been
used in England, where the Parliament had made the pollution of rivers ac-
tionable. If the nuisance caused by the pollution of rivers such as the Thames
and Clyde was being treated at huge costs, so must care be taken in India
regarding rivers such as the Ganges. To cite the large volume of the water in
the Ganges as an excuse for extending an “already condemned common and
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unscientific method” of sewage disposal was entirely undesirable, especially
as the river water both was considered sacred and served as the major source
of supply for drinking purposes. The aim of the government, therefore, ought
to be to avoid “impurity and hazard” and to establish “purity and safety.”*?
Contesting these views, as we saw above, was Surgeon-Major Richardson, who
remained convinced that while there could be some validity to abstract claims
of harms to riparian populations there could be no definitive argument made
until such time as actual evidence was forthcoming. It was futile, therefore, to
refer to dangers, unless a practical alternative, technically sound and fiscal-
ly feasible, could be proposed. By the turn of the century, with Hutchenson
transferred and Surgeon Lieutenant Colonel S. ]. Thompson taking over as
the new sanitary commissioner in place, the tide tuned firmly in favor of this
view, this time in the context of the drainage and sewerage of the city of Kan-
pur, upstream of Banaras.

As initially conceived in the 1870s, the scheme in Kanpur had been to
provide drainage only for the removal of excess rainfall and refuse water for
domestic purposes with the use of two canals, leaving the conservancy of the
city to be dealt with through the dry conservancy method.* Even with respect
to this limited scheme, the results were mixed, leading to another being pro-
posed in 1891. There were two key features to the new scheme: (a) the sewers
would carry off the rainfall of the city, as well as its sullage and sewage; and (b)
the system would terminate in a long intercepting sewer running through the
cantonment area and discharging into the river at the downward extremity of
the cantonment limits.** Though technically sound, the scheme was expen-
sive, and the municipal board conveyed in no uncertain manner that unless a
considerable sum were promised by the government of India, the whole proj-
ect would require reconsideration. This the imperial government was loath to
do, remaining firm in its opinion that local improvement must be achieved
with local resources only.* It instead asked for a reframing of the scheme, and
to consider whether the sullage alone was best disposed in the river or onto a
farm. The views of new sanitary commissioner, as pointed out above, favored
discharge into the river. There was no large habitation for some distance from
Kanpur, he pointed out, and in any case the persons residing in the riparian
villages were more likely to obtain their water from wells than directly from
the river itself. Moreover, recent investigations and inquiry had led to much
greater value being attached than formerly to the germicidal powers of sun-
light and free oxygenation. And if this was so, in his view, the conclusions of
the River Pollution Commission in England had only limited application “to
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the circumstances of large Indian rivers, teeming with active organic life which
feeds on impurities and flowing under an eastern sun.” Indeed, if sewage was
as dangerous as his predecessor had made it out to be, there should have been
frequent outbreaks of cholera in places downstream. However, cholera, when
it happened, had occurred upcountry and against the flow of the stream. The
risks, in other words, were far less than in England, though it would still be
desirable to conduct a series of chemical and bacteriological tests to determine
more conclusively the self-purification power of Indian rivers and to ascertain
how quickly the water recovered its original purity.”

The government of the northwestern provinces was naturally inclined to
go along with this opinion, but the question was whether the government of
India could “now without risk and without stultifying itself contemplate the
discharge of crude sewage although diluted into the Ganges.”* The question
was both of principle and of public health.” Would it be expedient for govern-
ment to formally concede the principle involved of passing sewage of however
“light” a character into a river of the special character of the Ganges? No addi-
tional pollution was in question, and the main point then was the expediency
of the formal concession to the devolution of this sullage. If sanction was not
accorded, the sullage in a less diluted state would still get access to the river
at the most dangerous part (above the city and the cantonment). However, it
was the normative principle that was more vexing, and to arrive at that it was
imperative to consider another related issue: Did a danger to public health
arise from permitting the entry of this foul sullage to the river? From a san-
itary point of view, it was of no consequence that this procedure was already
followed, if there was an element of danger. And regarding this, the sanitary
commissioner to the government of India felt that there was certainly a case
to be made. At the same time, it was important to retain commonsensical
distinctions. It was a well-established sanitary axiom, he opined, that sewage
should not be discharged into a river, but that rule “must be interpreted with
discretion and due regard to the circumstances in each case.” Similarly, while
it would be impossible to give a scientific guarantee of harmlessness, or, short
of this, a decided opinion, without much further information regarding the
actual nature and quantity of the sullage and rubbish, volume of the river,
its rate of flow, etc., together with chemical and bacteriological observations
at different seasons and at different points of the river’s course, still it was
possible to accept, on the basis of common sense, and considering that it was
not sewage but sullage that was being debated, that the natural agencies of pu-
rification could be relied on to avert harm. All that the local government was
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proposing for the moment was for drainage works that would only transfer
the sullage and the refuse that at present flowed into the river where they were
seriously offensive to an outlet where they would be virtually harmless. This
the government of India could approve.*
The hedging and the qualifications evident in the sanitary commissioner’s
conclusions were not accidental, for they point to the extreme reluctance on
the part of the colonial government to make significant outlays on the proj-
ect. The consequence was that on all related issues—undertaking the series
of experiments recommended by its own officials, providing the necessary
expertise, constructing sewage farms—there was a constant deferral, leaving
both the waste of the cities and the fate of the Ganges largely unaddressed
in the nineteenth century, and indeed into much of the twentieth century.®
When the question of river flows eventually emerged as a public issue, then,
it was not the question of the flow of the river as it bore upon the question of
pollution in and around Calcutta, Banaras, or Kanpur, but the extent of the
unimpeded flow of the Ganges at Haridwar that was necessary to preserve its
sacred character.”” As described by James Lochtefeld, beginning sometime in
the mid-nineteenth century the British had begun to technologically “man-
age” the Ganges for myriad purposes, aimed at increasing revenues through
better irrigation and facilitating transport. A major project in this regard was
the making of the Upper Ganges Canal, which widened and deepened the
small branch of the river that ran past the town of Haridwar to serve as the
canal’s supply channel.*” In the early years of the twentieth century, the gov-
ernment decided to turn this into a more permanent structure, confident that
just as the people had appreciated the supplying of pools with water through
underground channels, or the making of the headworks of the Lower Ganges
Canal at Narora, where the Ganges had been completely controlled since 1878,
there would be little hard feeling this time around too. This was not to be.
Several voices of protest were raised beginning in June 1914, under the leader-
ship of the Hindu nationalist leader Pandit Madan Mohan Malviya, arguing
that this would impede the free flow of the Ganges and thus make it lose its
sacred character. Opinions were wide-ranging—the Maharaja of Kasimbazar
wanted the Ganges to flow freely from the Himalayas to the sea, whereas oth-
ers had no objection to the proposed permanent works, since farmers needed
the water. Most opinions lay between these two extremes—recognizing the
need for some type of construction, yet reluctant to allow for complete control
over the flow of the Ganges. Eventually, a compromise solution was arrived
at, the government reasoning that in the context of an ongoing war, it would
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be imprudent to antagonize “Hindu” opinion.** And as far as native opinion
was concerned, though it was largely representative of its elite sections, there
was little doubt that asserting control over the Ganges and over the religious
festivals associated with it had become a powerful symbolic issue with which
to confront the colonial state.

Rivers in colonial India, I have argued, evoked two distinct senses of purity
and pollution, one drawing upon sacred texts and ritual performances and
the other on the science of sanitation. Official interventions, for the most
part, were based on new forms of expertise and the new science of sanitation,
which the British believed was unavailable in traditional cultures. Based on
this, what developed in nineteenth- and early twentieth-century colonial In-
dia was mimicry of the metropolitan culture, with important differences. The
Indian city, as both different from and facing similar problems as cities of the
West, underwrote much of the colonial intervention in this field. Indian rivers
too, as a natural body similar to rivers elsewhere, but with properties that
distinguished them from rivers in the temperate zone, were exceptionalized.
The character of the Indian people, so remarkably different from the British
in their habits and dispositions, further accentuated this sense of difference.
Together, these material and subjective differences led officials to believe that
only a modern scheme of things, undertaken by British engineers borrowing
from the latest European techniques, could put things right. And yet, such
modernity itself would be problematic, and on two counts. First, a river such
as the Ganges may well have been contaminated through native habits, but
pollution, as we understand it today, was not a product of the traditional ar-
rangement of things but of the centralized water and sewerage works that were
inaugurated by the colonial regime itself. Second, such new works had also
always to meet the test of “practicality,” this being ensured on some occasions
by redrawing schemes, on others by making a distinction between sullage and
sewage, and at almost all times by citing the need for greater evidence of harm
before more resources could be devoted to sanitary matters. This ensured
a continual deferral of the schemes under review, such that the Indian city
could never parallel the metropolitan urban.

Indians, by contrast, both partook of this modern science and drew upon
Hindu notions of purity. In their book, Sanatan Dharma: An Advanced Text-
book of Hindu Religion and Ethics, published in 1903-1904 by the Theosophi-
cal Society, Annie Besant and Bhagwan Das, suggested that the rules of purity
also included “a duty of the good citizen to see that the rivers in the neighbor-
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hood of cities are not poisoned, nor filth allowed to accumulate to the injury
of public health.” Much the same can be deduced from Gandhi’s statements
cited above. Veneration for the Ganges, the traditional leadership of the king,
and Western (rather than Hindu) notions of cleanliness and pollution, Arnold
writes, were conjoined.® Others have described this as an ambiguous sani-
tary modernity, where the dependence on colonial bureaucracy for creating
infrastructure could coexist with appeals to traditional and religious values.*”
This essay demonstrates too the significant intersections of differently orient-
ed thoughts and practices in the making of urban waterworks in the colo-
nial period. However, rather than read these as ambiguous responses, I prefer
to focus on their overlapping nature, each modifying the other to suit local
contexts. Further, this essay suggests that accounts of cities and their rivers
benefit by considering local developments and wider geographies simultane-
ously. Thus on the one hand, while the Ganges was (and is) considered holy all
through its journey from the mountains to the sea, it was especially revered
at Haridwar and Banaras, which in turn had important bearing on the na-
ture of improvement that could be effected in these cities. On the other hand,
I have also demonstrated that what happened in Banaras or Haridwar also
had serious implications for people living elsewhere, especially communities
downstream. Considered in this manner, localized urban histories of waste
and sanitation may be intertwined with histories of dispersed effects, offering
a narrative framework that resonates in significant ways in our own times.
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Epigraph: National Archives of India (hereafter NAI), Home, Municipalities, A

15-16, June 1901, noting by L. D. Spencer, Officiating Sanitary Commissioner with the
Government of India, 19 Apr. 1901,

L. In an interesting development, the government of India has recently renamed its
Ministry of Water Resources as the Ministry of Water Resources, River Development
and Ganga Rejuvenation. Ganga and Ganges are different names for the same river

2. The Ganges River basin is the largest river basin in India, covering more th.an a
quarter of the country’s land area, and hosting about 43 percent of its population.

3. On exceptional occasions, such as the days of the Kumbh festival (below), the size
of the congregation at holy sites along the rivers numbers in millions.
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