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that the existing settlements of the poor and socially
marginalised were likely to be irregular to begin with. The
Punjab Marla Scheme targeted the socially marginalised
more purposively. Its intended beneficiaries were landless
families at the bottom of the class-caste hierarchy in the
Punjab village. Although the scheme did not explicitly
mention the class-caste conjunction, the meaning was
interpreted unambiguously on the ground by the activists’
committees that were empowered to select beneficiaries.
Later amendments removing the role of the local
committees led to a looser interpretation of the landless,
which blurred the focus on the class-caste hierarchy. The
discussion in this paper will refer to the early phase of the
Marla Scheme.

2.2.2 Change

The Marla Scheme was a significant moment of change
for the most marginalised segments in the class-caste
hierarchy of the Punjab village. The difference between
the conditions of scheme beneficiaries and their
counterparts who were farm servants in farmhouses was
illustrative of its impact. Most of the scheme beneficiaries
were still poor and many worked as casual wage
labourers. They also continued to suffer caste-based
exclusion in economic and social interactions. Many of the
children were going to school and some had completed
higher education. Large numbers of adults had acquired
formal sector jobs, even if these were at low grades. There
were some remarkable accounts of individual mobility
through education and asset accumulation. Marla
Scheme residents were all free from debt bondage. Some
had sold their houses and moved on to towns and cities
with greater economic opportunities and with weaker
caste-based structures of exclusion. Scheme
beneficiaries were regarded as an important factor in
electoral politics and were able to access political
representatives due to their voting strength.

The farm servants remained at the beck and call of their
employers, worked for around half the wage rates
prevailing in the casual labour market, were almost
entirely excluded from schooling, depended on their
employers’ assent for basic citizenship processes such
applying for identity cards or voting, and were subjected
to verbal and physical abuse. It is not surprising that the
scheme beneficiaries compare their conditions with those
of the farm servants and say that they have been ‘freed
from slavery’.

SGHAS, by contrast, was not a dramatic event in the
villages where it was implemented. In some places the
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scheme was implemented by administrative initiative, and
in others it was used by protagonists who were already
involved in a contest with more powerful rivals over
homestead land. General political contest in which
various groups vied for power and position along the lines
of class, kinship group and party affiliation formed the
backdrop into which the SGAHS arrived. The scheme
played an important role in several conspicuous stories of
upward mobility of the socially marginalised in the context
of an ongoing struggle. Exclusive settlements of close kin
had emerged as significant political resources, and the
dominant as well as marginalised groups invested much
energy in maintaining these resources. Small hamlets or
exclusive extended family compounds within larger
villages were regarded as zones of individual and group
autonomy and sovereignty. To a great extent, these social
currents were associated with fluid power relations, even if
there was little change in the inequality of ownership of
agricultural land.

Landless tenants had asserted their control over village
settlements through the numerical strength of their
kinship groups. Landlords often retaliated by challenging
the situation of a village on their private land or on state
land which they presumed to control. Despite their
overwhelming advantage in terms of land ownership,
outcomes in the contest over the control of village
settlements were far more equal. The SGAHS has allowed
the landless to invoke the law on their side and scored
small but politically significant victories over landlords.
These victories, in turn, were used to resist coercive
labour demands, gain access to the state, and demand
public goods and services.

The SKAA represented the culmination of decades’ long
local struggles for regularisation in many settlements. The
act of regularisation put a seal on efforts at attaining
secure property rights, but it was not the initiator of these
struggles. The key moments of change in these struggles
were instances when residents of an irregular settlement
had successfully resisted the attempts of state agencies
to evict them. The coming together of diverse groups of
migrants to strike bargains with politicians and city
authorities created new forms of solidarity and leadership.
The SKAA regularisation reduced the dependence of
individuals and groups on the original land agents who
developed the land, and enabled them to engage in other
forms of political bargaining for improved amenities and
public services.

For the residents of irregular settlements in Karachi,
regularisation and the greater sense of security had
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important economic and social implications. The
economic value of a plot in a regularised settlement
increased substantially and owners found several ways of
realising the benefits of this increase. They were more
secure about renting out accommodation because they
felt that with proof of title it was easier for them to eject
non-compliant tenants. Some sold off their houses to
acquire cheaper dwellings in settlements or parts of
settlements that remained to be regularised. In general,
homeowners gained by being able to sell and buy more
securely, thus enabling mobility and the pursuit of
economic opportunity. This was also the case for the
beneficiaries of the Punjab Marla Scheme. In rural Sindh
regularisation did not lead to the creation of assets that
could easily command a market price. This was because
of the strong desire to retain kinship group exclusivity in
settlements. It appeared that the security of tenure
created an economic resource or a political resource, but
not both.

Migration to Karachi was a source of upward mobility for
some marginalised groups, particularly from Punjab.
Access to low-cost housing in irregular settlements
allowed individuals and families from these groups to
take up casual labour opportunities in the city. They also
escaped from the entrenched class-caste hierarchy of
their native villages and were left only with the burden of
economic class. New forms of identity and social
organisation were observed among some of these
groups. The struggle for residential security in the
irregular settlements of Karachi was an important catalyst
for the coming together of otherwise fragmented
communities. In some ways, Karachi was the end point of
the story forthe extremely marginalised groups from rural
Punjab who had managed to escape conditions of
bondage.

2.2.3 Exclusions

There were exclusions of different types in all three
schemes. The Marla Scheme was limited to villages
where party activists and the land administration had
been able to find state-owned land for allotment. In
places where the pressure from the activists was strong,
the government even acquired land from private owners
in order to establish the scheme. In villages where the
scheme was blocked by influential local landowners and
individuals in the land administration machinery, the
target population continued to subsist in conditions of
bondage. Landlords in beneficiary villages were able to
replace their workers lost to the scheme with migrant
bonded labourers from neighbouring villages.
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In rural Sindh and in Karachi, some of the most
marginalised were left out of the schemes or became
beneficiaries only by chance. There had been evictions in
rural Sindh despite the presence of the scheme, partly
because the residents had not sought scheme protection
in time. Landlords continued to assert their power over
state-owned uncultivated and residential land in cases
where they faced politically weak rivals. Even though local
NGOs had been active in facilitating communities
undergoing the process of regularisation, they too had
ignored potential beneficiaries who happened to be
scheduled caste Hindu tenants of a powerful local
landlord. In Karachi, some irregular settlements where
most residents were from extremely marginalised groups,
such as beggars and petty mobile vendors, were not
protected by SKAA at all. One of the city’s larger irregular
settlements where the majority were non-citizens also
remained unprotected.

Errors of inclusion were not conspicuous in any of the
interventions, or at least not at the outset. In the first
phase of the Punjab Marla Scheme, with the involvement
of local activists’ committees, the purposive focus on the
class-caste hierarchy ensured that the new settlements
were not captured by the dominant groups. In fact, the
upper castes’ construction of social distance from the
groups at the bottom of the class-caste hierarchy
ensured that they were not interested in living with the
majority of the scheme beneficiaries as equals. In the
later phase of the Marla Scheme, however, when the
focus on the class-caste hierarchy had blurred, cultivator
castes and even original village owners enlisted as
beneficiaries.

There was less scope for errors of inclusion in SGAH and
SKAA since these were interventions for regularising
existing possession and claims. Dominant groups, almost
by definition, already enjoyed secure property rights. In
SGAH, inclusion errors were reported to arise in the
mid-1990s when many of the larger existing villages had
already been regularised. At that stage it was suspected
that existing landowners had initiated spurious
applications for village regularisation on privately-owned
land in order to become eligible for compensation. This
element of the scheme was suspended in 1996.

2.2.4 Collective action

The two interventions for the regularisation of settlements
required some prior collective action on the part of the
beneficiaries. Since a settlement was the starting point of
both SGAHS and SKAA, it was presumed that individuals
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and families living in a settlement had a collective interest
in regularisation. The rural scheme allowed for as few as
ten households to come together for an application for
regularisation. The urban intervention required a minimum
of 40 households. To the extent that beneficiaries were
socially marginalised, it might be expected that they were
also fragmented and isolated.

This was true to a great extent in Karachi where irregular
settlements had arisen on publicly- or privately-owned
land through informal sector activities. The main
protagonist in these cases was an economic or political
entrepreneur who first mobilised individuals to settle
unused land, and acted as a go-between with various
formal state institutions. The often long and drawn-out
path towards regularisation created incentives for
individuals and groups to act together, generally under
the leadership of an entrepreneur. Migration also
contributed to the consolidation of individuals with prior
links into communities. In some cases, those with little
prospect of group-based solidarity in their home villages,
such as those at the bottom of the class-caste hierarchy
in Punjab, had invented new collective identities in
Karachi. In the home regions, virtually the only route of
upward social mobility of individuals from these groups
was to break ranks from their castes. Ethnicity was
another conspicuous identity marker that was in
evidence, which often found expression in terms of
political mobilisation of Pashtuns, Urdu-speaking
Mohajirs, Sindhis and others. Individuals from diverse
kinship groups who would not necessarily coalesce into
collective efforts in their home regions were able to
cooperate with one another on the basis of a shared
language or regional background in their quest for
residential security.

Kinship group-based collective action was almost a
defining characteristic of settlements in rural Sindh. The
exclusive settlement was seen as a site of solidarity and
power, regardless of the prospect of regularisation.
Regularisation merely endowed greater strength to
kinship groups already on their way to establishing their
sovereign spaces.

The requirement of prior collective action in the
regularisation of settlements was not an outcome of
deliberate design, but a natural precondition for any
intervention that presumed the existence of a collective
entity such as a settlement. While in principle it might be
possible to design housing regularisation for individual
households, in actual practice such an approach will have
prohibitive transactions costs.
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The experience of the two regularisation schemes
suggests that in societies with strong kinship relations,
classical collective action may not be a binding constraint
to group formation and mainstreaming. Even those who
are the most marginalised and isolated, such as those at
the bottom of the class-caste hierarchy in central Punjab,
are able to form wider networks of support as soon as
they acquire some measure of autonomy. The Bheel and
Kolhi landless tenants in rural Sindh who were excluded
from the regularisation scheme did not lack collective
organisation. Other factors, such as their exclusion or
distance from formal state mechanisms, and their ability
to access political processes, also matter.
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3 Conclusions

Pakistan is arguably in the midst of a major up-scaling in
the size and reach of social protection interventions,
including cash transfer programmes and state land grants
targeting poor women. This might be a good time to
revisit some past residential security interventions for the
poor and the marginalised, which have not received
sufficient attention in the analysis of social policy and
social protection. Although these interventions are no
longer very active on the ground, they offer insights into
processes of social marginalisation and hold lessons for
social protection policy, not only in Pakistan but beyond.

The ebbs and flows in social protection interventions in
Pakistan have been closely related to national political
currents, and notably the space given to populist
democratic politics. Some key interventions were first
introduced with the coming to the fore of elected political
parties that needed to mobilise support bases among poor
and marginalised urban and rural communities. These
interventions were vulnerable to political shifts, particularly
at moments when democratic politics were replaced by
military government. In the case of a significant intervention
targeting the most vulnerable segments of the class-caste
hierarchy (Punjab Marla Scheme), the reversal was
particularly dramatic. An intervention that left a deep
imprint on the ground was virtually absent from the
institutional memory of government.

Access to housing is mediated through formal and
informal institutions, laws, custom and urban planning
practices. Residential security needs to be interpreted in
the context of these diverse arrangements and cannot be
measured on a binary scale of ownership. Marginalisation
too must be understood with respect to prevailing
institutions. In Pakistan, access to housing in rural areas
is linked to the ownership of agricultural land, which is
extremely unequally distributed. In addition, the village-
based record of land rights and archaic systems of land
ownership are themselves powerful instruments for the
perpetuation of marginalisation. Schemes for housing
security in rural areas have countered some features of
social marginalisation that have been built into the
institutional architecture of land administration. Although
these schemes have remained largely unnoticed, they
have been more effective in this regard than conventional
land reforms. There has been resistance to the deep
institutional changes necessary for the most marginalised
to gain access to housing. These institutional changes
would go to the heart of existing power relations in
society. Pushing ahead with an agenda of housing rights
and security for the poor will require and lead to the
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abandonment of some of the legal and institutional props
of social inequality.

Caste continues to be a pervasive aspect of the rural
hierarchy in some of the more developed regions of the
country. There is no public acknowledgement or social
policy engagement with the issue of caste or a caste
hierarchy. This is a major blind spot, particularly with
respect to some regions. The traditional class-caste
hierarchy continues to dominate rural life in these regions.
Those at the bottom of the class-caste hierarchy are
vulnerable to bonded labour. Not only the government,
but also non-governmental organisations and wider civil
society, are guilty of inattention to the class-caste
hierarchy. The only significant government intervention
that purposively targeted the most vulnerable segments in
the class-caste hierarchy happened to be a housing
scheme for the poor.

Regularisation can be viewed as a low-cost method of
asset transfer to the poor. It has the added advantage that
irregular settlements and housing stock are, almost by
definition, held by the poor and the marginalised.
Inclusion errors are likely to be low, even if the chances of
exclusion are high. Since regularisation programmes
generally require some collective action among existing
residents for procedural purposes, it may be expected
that they will create incentives for collective action. In
societies where kinship-based social organisation is
pervasive, collective action can be expected to occur
along the lines of kinship groups and ethnicity.

The micro politics of some of the interventions was at
least as important as national politics. The intervention for
village regularisation supported an increasing tendency
towards the fragmentation of rural settlements which was
already underway. Fragmentation could be seen as a
strategy on the part of the landless to assert their
autonomy from landlords in a region with a highly unequal
distribution of land ownership. While it offered the
marginalised a measure of economic, social and political
sovereignty, village fragmentation also posed a serious
challenge to the provision of public goods and social
infrastructure. The prime beneficiaries of the rural
regularisation scheme were those segments among the
landless who were already in a state of contestation with
the landlords. The scheme failed the most marginalised
who were too weak politically to contemplate challenging
landlord power in the first instance.

Urban planning has been skewed in favour of middle- and
upper-income housing at the expense of low-cost
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housing for the poor. The regularisation of irregular
settlements has effectively overturned the formal policy
framework favouring housing for the well-off. There
remained serious exclusions with respect to non-citizens
and some other extremely marginalised grounds. While all
residents of irregular settlements were marginalised from
the mainstream city in the first instance, the successful
process of regularisation revealed margins within
margins, and the heterogeneity of social marginalisation.

The design of social protection interventions needs to pay
attention to the broader political and institutional context.
In some countries where state institutions have been
weakened or were never strong to begin with, alternative
social protection interventions need to be assessed for
their longer-term implications for state resilience. The
reliance on collective action may lead to the strengthening
of caste- and kinship-based social organisation to such
an extent that it contributes to state fragility. The objective
of equal social citizenship will not be met if patriarchal
social organisation continues to dominate state
institutions.
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Appendix 1

International covenants and treaties pertaining to the right to
adequate housing

International Agreement Whether ratified by
Pakistan

Universal Declaration of Human Rights, Article 25 Yes

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Discrimination Against Women, Yes

Article 14 (13 July 1985)
Yes

Convention on the Elimination of All Forms of Racial Discrimination, Article 5 (11April 1996)

Convention on the Rights of the Child, Article 27 (12 Deoe\r(wizer 1990)
Convention Relating to the Status of Refugees, Article 21 No
International Conveqtion or\lthe Prgtection of the Rights of All Migrant Workers No
and Members of their Families, Article 43
@ International Covenant on Economic, Social and Cultural Rights, Article 11 No @
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