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& LETTER OF THE WEEK

Itis correct that ‘Beijing’s thought process displaysa
brazenness thatisapparent’ (‘Winter Is Coming’ by
Manvendra Singh, September 28th, 2020). But then,
asany subscriber to therealist school of international
relations will tell you, what else do you expect? When
wargaming battle scenarios, professional militariesas
well astheir political masters are driven by self-interest
alone. Where glovesneed tobe off, they are off. India
needs to come out of its ‘non-aligned’ hangover too. The
signsthatitisalready growing out of that 20th century
postcolonial pragmatism, for thatis what it was, areal-
ready evident in the Modi Government’s tough talk—
evenifitismore visibly soin public than in official
discussions. That discrepancy is owing to ourresource
constraints, made doubly worse by the pandemic. We
arestuckin the classic economics ro1 texbook trap of
gunsversus butter. While the terrain of the current
theatre of geopolitical tensionsisfavourabletous,
Covid-19, by draining the Indian state, has made
choices hard forus. Oursecurity establishmentand
thinking need to adapt to this crisis-ridden world realis-
tically. Other friendly countries will be hardpressed to
puttheirown house in order after the pandemic before
they could think of extending help to us.India should
haveno compunction about being brazen.
Pushpa Pant
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ANGRY YOUNG WOMAN
KanganaRanautisangry
(‘The Arsonist’s Act’,
September 28th, 2020). She
hashadafrostyrelationship
with the high and mighty of
Bollywood after she spoke
upagainstnepotismin the
industry on Karan Johar’s
show. Then she was painted

asacantankerous, confused,
crass, crazy person. Here was

agirl from Manali, giving
competition to the bestin
the Maximum City, daring
toraiseanissue which
troubles most new entrants
in the industry. Instead of
stirring a debate, she stirred
up ahornets’nest. Her latest
comments on rampant
drugabuseintheindustry
haveraised hell once again.
Tothose vilifyingher,I

would say that Kanganais
takingahuge personal risk
inexposing theissue. The
arsonist couldas well be the
whistleblower.

Sangeeta Kampani

Kanganaistreading where
even Bollywood’s demigods
fearto go. Or probably she
hastakenher characteras
the queen of Jhansi to heart.
Whatever the case may

be, the state government’s
decision to demolish her
office—evenifactingon
avery old order—at this
moment appears vindictive
ratherthandriven by
administrative logic. Itis
trying todiscipline the
messenger. A ‘frail’ woman
against the stateistoo
easyascriptthat thestate

SPEN =

WHAT IF

THERE S A 113
SUIRDIA AND CHINA

government hashanded over
toKangana. ‘Fearlessness
thy nameis woman’is what
people will remember once
thisepisodeisover.

Bholey Bhardwaj

Thereisanew circusin town.
Itishard to tell though who
the clownis: the crusading
actor orthe petty state
government. Fornow, the
Bombay High Courthas
decided she certainlyisnot.
Jayanthy CK

INSTITUTION BUILDER
Kapila Vatsyayan wasan
internationally celebrated
scholar of Indian classical
dance, art, architecture and
arthistory (‘The Visionary
Culturalist’, September
28th, 2020). Shewasalso
aninstitution builder,
laying the foundations
forasustained study of
Indianartand culture. Her
writings bothrevealedand
exhibited the intricacies of
India’sartistic traditions, the
variousstreams of which
have enriched and enabled
contemporary cultural
pursuits todraw upon
aninexhaustible pool of
excellence. Her passing has
leftahugevoidintheartand
culture world.

MR Jayanthimaniam
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By S PRASANNARAJAN

A TALE OF THREE LEADERS

HOSE WHO FEAR thefall of the democratic

project find the culpritnotin some weird sociology

offreedom butin a few men—it’sstillmen—swayed

bythedemonicidea of themselves. The number of

such end-is-nearistsis multiplying in democracies
that we thought were too evolved to perish under the whims of
theelected leader. The fiends of the moment, and their crimes
againstnormsretold by righteousliberals and revolutionary
progressives, are more than textbook strongmen. They arein
thrall to their powersand privileges as preordained liberators
inaworld where the old establishmentisrotten;and they truly
believe that their war on a consensus-driven liberal order makes
them necessary subversives. Or so goes the scariest story of our
time astold by thelast moralists. They areright and they are
wrong. Rightbecause, in three democracies that represent the
old and the new and the most varied, the politics of reordering
historyishelmed by men whose messianismislarger than their
electoral mandate. Wrong because bracketing them togetheras
narcissistsand populistsis to deny them their disparate cultural
inheritance. What we seeisnotjust the end of traditions. We see
our moral bias against the impulses of democracy itself.

Take the churnin the UK, where traditionisa curse and future
isaburden forthose whostill stand by the verdict of the 2016
referendum. A separation from the EU, with or withoutadeal,
isenforcedisolation of anisland thathasmuch to gain from the
shared destiny of transnationalism, or so think the globalists.
Prime Minister Boris Johnson, Britain’s most popular politician,
isunlikely to getadeal from the EU. He has such faith in the
power of being Boris Johnson, a Churchillian self-portrait witha
different war asbackdrop, that what mattersto himin theendis
thenationalisation of Englishness without fallinginto the closed
culture of anti-Europeanism. Add thereality of a worsening
pandemic to theinevitability ofarude exit from the EU and
what Britain getsis a scenario where its national misfortune
hasonly one name: Boris Johnson. Suddenly, the institutions of
democracy are overshadowed by the mythology of the leaderas
anagent of history. Democracy’s curse, we are
made to believe, isits biggest winner.

Acrossthe Atlantic, too, the winneris the
curse, and, unlike his English counterpart,
Donald Trumpistooimmersed in the news
cycle toborrow from history. Nointellectual
showmanship with Latin-laced one-liners
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for him; history forhimisa collection of exclamatory tweets.
America’s misfortune—spiralling pandemic toll, collapsing
economy afterathree-year higher performance, and anti-racial
eruption after the death of George Floyd—too has beenreduced
tohissize.It’sanindividual crime, and the President’s personal
aesthetics, orlack thereof, hasmadeitacrime against good taste
aswell. The new Atlanticcover has the perfect counterpoint to
MAGA: ‘Making America Again’. Americaisin ruins, for one
man’s self-obsession has made everything else, from facts to
racialjustice, negotiable, or even disposable. Here again, the
easy availability of evil has turned arguments into familiar
declarations of solidarity of the offended. Andit’s the politics of
offence thatthe President uses to control the base, subjugate the
Republican Party,and to keep his critics transfixed. There could
benobigger me-alone momentinademocracy. The Jacobins
have gotakitschy kingtofightagainstin America’smostintense
ideological war. “We are the change that we seek,” said Trump’s
predecessor who was supposed to be the post-racial president of
America. Andlook where they are.

Orlook here tosee how gradualism works. If it was personal
recklessness that denied the politics of change moral credibility
onboth sidesof the Atlantic, herein India, democracyatits most
varied and volatile, power hasnot diminished theidyll breaker.
Modi hasbucked the trend, even though his faith in himself
asthesolenationbuilderhasnot wavered. Restraint can’tbea
revolutionary’scredo, butit can certainly make even the most
epochal changes culturally and constitutionally smoother. That
iswhatModihasachieved,andinsodoing, he hasnotalienated
hisbase. He hasstrengthened it without following its playbook.
Intheothertwo democracies with scene-stealingleadership, the
sum of all nationalillsequals the follies of aJohnson ora Trump.
AsIndiagoesupin theranksofinfected nations, we don’thave
ahastilyidentified political villain. That’s because Modi did not
resort to denial or bravado; he played therealist,a more believable
roleforaleaderin the faceaglobal health crisis. And whenever
therewastheideological fulfilment of the mandate, it was the
Constitution, not the street, thathe turned to
forlegitimacy. Consolidation with restraint
isnotwhat passersby practise in politics. Itis
what those who are here for the long haul do.

Youlose faithin democracy only
whenitsfineinstinctsare suppressed by
fly-by-nightliberators. m
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HE MUCH-DELAYED

Monsoon Session of Parliament
that concluded eight days prema-
turely will go down in history as the
first occasion when members of the
Rajya Sabhasat in the Lok Sabha,and
vice versa. I deliberately refrained
from saying ‘only occasion’ because
I getanasty feeling in my bones that
we are likely to see arepetition dur-
ing either the Winter Session—if at
allitis held—or the Budget Session.

In pure statistical terms, this
Parliament was incredibly produc-
tive. The MPs diligently applied their
minds to their primary job: enact
legislation. Every one of the dozen or
more ordinances that were promul-
gated since the lockdown began last
March was enacted into law through
due parliamentary process. These
included landmark agricultural and
labour reforms—changes which had
been kept in suspended animation
since 1991.

No doubt the Session was politi-
cally consequential, and not merely
because a Congressand an Aam
Aadmi Party MP danced on the table
in the well of the Rajya Sabha. How-
ever, despite this flutter of excite-
ment during a Sunday afternoon—
when all good citizens should have
been readying for a siesta, the Session
lacked asoul. Thisdidn’t have
anything to do with the quality of
either MPs or ministers—although it
would have helped if some ministers
possessed the parliamentary skills
ofthelate,and much missed, Arun
Jaitley. No, the listless Parliament had
everything to do with the miserable
fallout of Covid-19—the unusual
seating arrangements.

I'think anyone who hashad the
good fortune of becoming an MP
will acknowledge that thereisan

Swapan Dasgupta

extraordinary charminsitting inside
the chamber when the House isin
session. This time—quite under-
standably—members had to be
dispersed with some in the chamber,
afewin the galleriesand the restin
the Lok Sabha.

I'wasbanished to the gallery
above and had a vantage seat to ob-
serve the Sunday fracas that resulted
in the suspension of eight MPs—al-
thoughIamslightly perplexed that
thelistincludeda CPM MP from
Kerala who basically did nothing of-
fensive. But sitting in the gallery was
justno fun and was akin to watching
the proceedings on TV. Addition-
ally, on two occasions T had a chance
tomake brief interventions, it was
obligatory tositand speak. It felt like
participatinginaZoom meeting.
The majesty of addressing the House
while standing was lost.

Under the circumstances, I did
the nextbest thing and decided to sit
in the chamber after the opposition
MPs, quite unwisely, chose to boycott
the final two days of the Session.
There were enough seats available to
be in the House and maintain social
distancing. Atthe same time, it felt
distinctly odd to address the House
while sitting down.

It was also not the same while
retiring to the Central Hall for the
mandatory cup of the Indian Coffee
House brew. The great thing about

the Central Hall—apart from the
general atmosphere of cross-party
conviviality—was the chance to
meet members of the Lok Sabha,
not to mention the large numbers of
ex-MPs who routinely dropped by.
The Central Hall is unquestionably
the place for both good gossip and
authentic political information. Itis
remarkable how much a politician
opens up once he/she acquires the
confidence to know that a fellow
member of the tribe is likely to be
discreet and never use the informa-
tion for anything more than political
understanding. When working as
ajournalist, there was alwaysa thin
wall between a politician and myself.
The day Iwasaccepted asa fellow
politico, that wall disappeared. T had
gained admission to the exclusive
Club thatis the Central Hall. And, to
capitall,itisaLife Membership.

This Session, the Lok Sabha kept
different timing and the Central Hall
felt relatively desolate. We felt their
absence, just as much as we missed
the plates of vadaand chicken biry-
ani. The small packets from Bengali
Market didn’t seem right.

Atthe same time, I realise it was
deeply courageous of the Govern-
ment torisk a session during araging
pandemic. Yes, all sorts of precau-
tions from testing and mandatory
face masks to generous supplies
of hand sanitisers were in place.
However, it wassstill a grave risk and
allitneeded was one vulnerable MP
tofall seriousill with the virus for the
whole exercise of convening a ses-
sion to be called into question.

I'was careful, very careful. Butat
the same time, I am aware that Iwas
plainlucky to have escaped a
parliamentary virus. Or,am I
speaking too soon? ®

[OPENN
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The Return of Sasikala

HEN FORMER TAMIL Nadu Chief

Ministerand ATADMK leader ] Jayalalithaa

emerged on bail from Parappana Agraharain

BengaluruonaSaturday afternoon in October
2014 afterthree weeks of incarcerationin a 17-year-old dispro-
portionate assets case, she was treated to a welcome worthy of
aqueenreturning from exile. O Panneerselvam, whom she
hadinstalled as Chief Ministerin her absence, and her senior
ministersreceived her with folded hands. Throngs of support-
erscame bearing flowers and good wishes as her cavalcade
drove to HAL Airport where a chartered flight waited to take
herhome. Like her mentor MG Ramachandran before her, she
hadsucceeded in replacing politics withimagery,and the im-
age of the leader was unthinkable outside of her portraitas the
saviour of theland. The taint of corruption washed oftherin
no time and she coasted to victory in the May 2016 Assembly
elections, bucking anti-incumbency, which had been the one
constantin Tamil Nadu politics since 1984.

AsTamil Nadu awaitsits biggest ‘release’ of the season—
thatof Jayalalithaa’s fellow-accused and long-time aide VK
Sasikala from prison—and speculation about herrole in the
2021 Assembly elections fills the
air, itis useful to point out why
she cannot execute an Amma-
esque comeback. If the sobriquet
of ‘Chinnammda maps her to the
wicked template of the stepmoth-
er—the opposite of the pervasive
maternal archetype that Jayala-
lithaa embodied—in the popular
imagination, her own loyalists,
including the present Chief
Minister Edappadi K Palanisamy;,
who was chosen—by her,asher
nephew TTV Dhinakaran has
repeatedly pointed out—to keep
the chair warm, have distanced
themselves from her. Thereisno
placein the AIADMK today for
Sasikala, who briefly ran its af-
fairsasinterim general secretary,
operating from Veda Nilayam in
Chennai’s Poes Garden. In fact, the

[OPENR:

There is little to suggest that
Sasikala enjoys the BJP’s
support. Recently, the Income
Tax Department began attaching
65 properties registered in the
names of her benamis. While her
lawyer’s statement claiming that

she could be released later this
month on account of good
behaviour has created a flurry of
excitement in Tamil politics, the
media may well be exaggerating
her prospective role in the
electoral denouement

AIADMK government’s proposed takeover of Jayalalithaa’s
house, disregarding a court verdict recognising her niece]
Deepa and nephew | Deepak as herlegal heirs, is seen asa move
to ensure that Sasikala does not come to occupy it, thereby sym-
bolically excising her from Amma’slegacy.

Ironically, if there is someone else in the ATADMK camp
who feelssidelined today, it is Panneerselvam, who had joined
forces with Palanisamy to oust Sasikala and Dhinakaran
from the party in 2017. Earlier this month, Panneerselvam,
whois the AIADMK Coordinator, called fora party high-level
committee meeting to get closure on some of his demands—
including the formation of an 11-member steering committee
and control of party district units. The meeting was reportedly
inconclusive and an executive committee meetingisset to
be held on September 28th to sort out matters between the
Palanisamy and Panneerselvam camps. Meanwhile, the AIAD-
MK hasissued a gag order prohibiting its leaders to discuss
the matter or to speculate on the chief ministerial candidate
for2021.“Wehave decided not to talk about it fornow,” said
AIADMIK leader and Fisheries Minister D Jayakumar, in a tel-
ephonic interview. “What we can say with certainty is that the
party will stand together against
divisive forces and against the
DMK, which has been undermin-
ing our efforts to help farmers.”

Itisin the backdrop of this
power struggle that reports of
Panneerselvam reaching out to
Dhinakaran acquire significance.
ATADMK leaders from both
factions have, however, denied
thatan alliance with Sasikalaand
Dhinakaranisin the works. That
the ATADMK isready to accept or
merge with the Amma Makkal
MunnetraKazhagam—a party
founded in 2018 with Sasikala as
the presidentand Dhinakaran as
general secretary—is “false pro-
paganda by the AMMK to create
confusion within the AIADMK,”
Jayakumar told Open. “Thereis
no place for Sasikala, Dhinakaran
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and their brand of family politics in the party. Justlook at their
performance in the 2019 General Elections—that should tell
you something about the support they enjoy. Why would
anyone want to ally with them?” Jayakumar said.

Dhinakaran’s runaway victory in the RK Nagar bypollin
December 2017, the seat Jayalalithaa had held until her death,
and his pitched battle for the “two leaves” symbol had installed
him asan emerging political force in the state and threatened
to further destabilise the ATADMK. But he failed to establish
himself asamassleader—as evidenced not only by his party’s
abysmal show in the 2019 Lok Sabha elections and subsequent
bypolls, but also by the attrition of AMMK functionariesin-
cluding seniorslike V Senthil Balaji who defected to the DMK
and V Pugazhendi, whojoined the AIADMK.

Dhinakaran’s visit to Delhi on September 20th-21st, report-
edly to seek the BJP’s mediation in making a truce with the
AIADMK ahead of the polls, has once again put him under
the spotlight. He would like to shore up his political legitima-
cy,but what can he, in return, offer the BJP, which is desperate
togainafoothold in a state where there has been backlash
across the board over the three-language system proposed in
the National Education Policy and the distribution of the GST
proceeds between Centre and state? “It is mere hearsay. We
are not interested in an alliance with Sasikala, orin facilitat-
ing herreturn to the ATADMK fold,” says a BJP leader from
Tamil Nadu. “Sheisa political liability and we cannot be seen
to be associating with her.” The BJP’s relationship with the
ATADMK seems to be on track—the Dravidian party has
backed the Centre’s Farmers (Empowerment and Protection)

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

Agreement of Price Assurance and Farm Services Bill, 2020,
citing ‘beneficial provisions’ for farmers—but the national
party may not be averse to using Sasikala as a covert agent to
keepitsalliance partner on edge, say sources in the AIADMK.
“The BJP did help broker peace between the two AIADMK
factions after Amma’s death, but peacetime is almost over
now. There isa war coming in April 2021 and we don’t havea
General leading the charge,” admits a senior AIADMK leader.
What heleaves unsaid is the possibility of Sasikala upsetting
the tenuous balance in the AITADMK by luring disgruntled
leaders away from the party. “An overt alliance between the
Panneerselvam group and Sasikala is unlikely. OPS was the
man who had insisted on evicting Dhinakaran and Sasikala
from the party. If he patches up now, he will be seen as a bigger
opportunist than Sasikala,” the leader adds.

Thereislittle to suggest that Sasikala enjoys the BJP’s sup-
port. Recently, the Income Tax Department began attaching
65 propertiesregistered in the names of her benamis, including
apiece ofland opposite Veda Nilayam where she had begun
constructing what was to be herresidence upon release from
prison. While her lawyer’s statement claiming that she could be
released later thismonth—her sentence endsin January 2021—
onaccount of good behaviour has created a flurry of excitement
in Tamil politics, the media may well be exaggerating her pro-
spectiverolein the electoral denouement. Her grave-thumping
actatJayalalithaa’s memorial on the Marina before she went to
prisonin 2017 may turn out tobejustopticsin theend. m

By VSHOBA
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PORTRAIT « HARIVANSH

HOT SEAT

The affable Rajya Sabha deputy chairman finds
himself in the midst of a political storm

N THE WINTER of 2016,asboth Houses of Parliament plunged into

turmoil over demonetisation, a Rajya Sabha member had expressed his
anguishinanarticle onanews website: Tintrospect at such moments,
recalling that thisis the Upper House of distinguished leadersand states-
men and valuable contributorstosociety. In the Constituent Assembly
debates, the Rajya Sabha was envisioned asa House for reflective and evalu-
ative reasoning detached from the ordinary, mundane and routine engage-
mentsofeverydaylife... N Gopalswami Ayyangar termed itasa House
which mayreinin the, ‘passion of the moment’ asreflective moment.

Fouryearslater, that MP—Harivansh—the Rajya Sabha Deputy
Chairman, during an abridged September Session, sat late into the night
writing to President Ram Nath Kovind and Vice President M Venkaiah Naidu,
whoisRajya Sabha Chairman, disturbed by the developments of the day in
the House. It was 1.30am by the time he finished the letter, explaining how
the previous day’s uproar on the floor over the farm Billshad ‘hurt" himand
‘damaged’ the dignity of the Upper House. He woke up early next morning,
took his personal vehicle and an aide,and carried teaand pohafor the eight
MPs protesting overnight at Mahatma Gandhi’s statue in Parliament House
premises,aday after he had suspended them for seven days for “disorderly
conduct”. He told them thiswasnot about politicsand then walked to his
office in Parliament buildingand went on a 36-hour fast. The MPs refused
the teaand poha, but Harivansh’s gesture drew praise from Prime Minister
Narendra Modi who tweeted thathe had ahumble mind and abigheart.
Like everything else in Harivansh’s life, including dropping his surname,

this gesture too was inspired by socialist Jayaprakash Narayan (JP) and he

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

wenton to participate in the JP Movement.

It was politics that inspired him to become
ajournalist. “He hasa Gandhian approach. His
gesture now with the protesting MPs too was
Gandhigiri,” says Janata Dal (United) leader KC
Tyagi, whom Harivansh had interviewed in 1977,
inhisearly daysasajournalist, while working in
Mumbai with Dharmyug, a Hindi weekly which
was brought out by the Times of India group.

In 2014, theJanata Dal (United) nominated
Harivansh to the Rajya Sabha from Biharfora
six-year term. Four yearslater, he waselected
Deputy Chairman of Rajya Sabha asa candidate of
the BJP-led National Democratic Alliance (NDA).

On September 14th, 2020, the 64-year-old MP was
re-elected to the post. Asan MP, whohasnever gone
into the well of the House to protest, Harivansh
hadappreciated the efforts of his predecessorand
Congressleader P] Kurien for his ‘patience, calmness,
wit, humour and commitment to run the House’.

Harivanshisin the eye of the storm over the Bills
being passed with asimple voice vote, when the
membersyell out‘ayes’ or ‘noes’, afterherejected
opposition callsfor a division of votes, which would
require actual voting. The opposition, which has
raised doubts about the Government having the
numbers for passage of the Bills, unleashed itsire
on Harivansh seeking a no-confidence against him.
Naidu, however, dismissed a 12-party motion fora
vote of no-confidence against the Deputy Chairman.

Before joining politics, Harivansh had shuttled
between journalism and other career options. After
working with Dharmyug Patrikain Mumbai, he left
for Hyderabad to work as a bank official. He did not
like the job and returned to journalism. He worked
with Ravivar, Ananda Bazar Patrika’s Hindi weekly,
in Kolkata. In 1989, he was offered the editor’sjob
in Prabhat Khabar, which sold just 250-300 copies. A
year later, however, he moved to New Delhi to serve
asthe then Prime Minister Chandra Shekhar’s
information advisor till 1991. He joined Prabhat
Khabaragain as editor in Ranchi. Harivansh visited
offices of newspapers like Malayala Manorama
and Navbharat Timesto study their models,and
turned the prospects of Prabhat Khabar, which
isnow among the top ten Hindi newspapers. He
published a code of ethics for its reporters saying
they will notaccept gifts in their line of work.

The Session, cut shorter keeping in mind the
spread of the coronavirus, has ended, but for the
Lohiaitwe, its memories are likely to cause concern
foralongtime.m
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ALESSON FROMBIHAR

Why bureaucrats need a cooling-off

period after retirement
By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

HERE IS AN Indian bypass

surgery for every good rule that
exists or should be in the government
book. Consider the idea of a cooling-off
period for high-level bureaucrats
before theyjoin politics after
retirement. In 2012, the Election
Commission (EC) recommended that
theynot be allowed to enter politics for
two years after they leave the service.
This wasin thelight of what was being
witnessed already. The Congress
Government at the time shotit down.
Being out of work isnota very good
place tobein. It is worse for someone
with extraordinary power tosee the
day he becomes meaningless fast
approaching. Heis easy fodder for
temptation to avert that plight. No
partyin power willallow such a use-
ful category go waste. We saw
this phenomenon play outin
Gupteshwar Pandey, former DGP of
Bihar, taking voluntary retirement
to,inall probability, join politics and
fight the Assembly polls. Inhis
case, forget the period the EC
recommended, buteven the three
monthsrequired for IPS officers to
take VRS was waived off.

Foraman who hastried the same
stunt earlier—and even retired to
jump back into service—Pandey never
quite got that foothold in electoral
politics. He left little to chance this
time. Sushant Singh Rajput, a film star,
committed suicide in Mumbai and, in
the curious success that opportunists
who make bold moves get, Pandey

became ahousehold name in his state.
He turned the death into one of Bihari
hurtand sentiment, engineered a case
against Rhea Chakraborty and, with a
little help from other co-conspirators,
hasjustabout turned all of Bollywood
into target practice forany government
agency. Pandey hasnot been coy about
his political ambitions. Speaking to the
news agency ANJ he said, ‘People have
been coming to me inlarge numbers
from Begusarai, Sitamarhi, Shahpur
and several other districts, tellingme
thatif I wish to enter politics, then
Ishould contest election from their
district. Buxaris my home district
where I'was born and brought up. Itll
be adecision by them. If they want me
to, then I may enter politics.’

Earlier, you had the example of
former Mumbai police commissioner
Satyapal Singh who resigned to contest
the Lok Sabha election in 2014. He
became a minister of state in the HRD
ministry and developed areputation
forrefuting the theory of evolution.
But Singh pales before what Pandey
has pulled off—used his office to make
himselfa political heavyweight in just
acouple of weeks.

Assume foramoment that the EC
had gotitswayin 2012 and Pandey
couldn’t get into politics for two years.
What he would be faced with is the
possibility of the opposition coming
to power, and/or a five-year wait until
the nextelection. That would be a
deterrent for most bureaucrats against
reckless adventurism. m

IDEAS

. ”

RESERVATION
Thereistrouble brewingin
Maharashtraagain. Theissue of
Maratharepresentation, which had
appeared to be contained after the
state government under Devendra
Fadnavishad managed to pass their
reservation quotathrough the
Bombay High Courtlastyear,isonthe
boilagain. The Supreme Courthas
stayed reservation for the community
and Maratha groupsarenow
callingforastrike.Itsvalidity was
always going tobe questioned. The
community, estimated to bearound
3opercentofthestate’spopulation, is
thestate’smost politically dominant
group. They control most cooperative
banks, farmlands,industriesand
educational institutes; even most

of thestate’s chief ministershave
been Marathas. The total number
ofreservationsin thestatealready
exceeded 50per cent. Yet, the
community hasbeen demanding
reservationsforyears, becoming
particularly restlessin thelastfew
years. Uddhav Thackeray willhope
he can conjureupsomething. m

WORD’S WORTH

‘If we keep adding more
quotas, you dilute quota
for somebody else’

ABHIJIT BANERJEE
NOBEL LAUREATE
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4 THE INSIDER I
PR Ramesh

ABUNGALOW FOR MR YECHURY?

PM CHIEF SITARAM Yechury Modiin 2014 and hissecond General Replete with the crucial servants’
isback at desperately seeking Election victoryin 2019, Yechury’s quarters, the bungalow has a special
a‘ghonsla’ for himselfin Lutyens’ party isalso out of power in West attraction for the CPM stalwart.
Delhi after his party shot down his Bengal and Tripura, retaining The quarters are usually allotted
attempt tosecurea only Kerala. Thus, by the party to fulltime workers,
third term in Rajya ; Elamaram Kareem— ensuring preciousliving space in
Sabha. Sita,asheis one of the Rajya Sabha the national capital from where they
known among the MPs suspended for canoperate. There’saspannerin the
‘friendly’ media, unruly protestsin the works, though. Veerendra Kumar’s
was seen as close to House on the farm son, elected as Rajya Sabha MPin
Congress president sector reform bills— place of his father, has petitioned
Sonia Gandhi during hasapproached the the Government that the bungalow
the decade-long UPA authorities, requesting be given to him. If that transpires,
rule—and often themtoallot Yechury may well have to bid adieu
muscle-flexedin \ 16 Janpath to him so tohis plans for basing himselfin
Manmohan Singh’s that his commissar Lutyens’ Delhi. That would also
Government as far as policy was may inhabit it. The bungalow was mean along daily commute from
concerned. Out of the reckoning occupied by the late Veerendra where the CPM general secretary
now;, after the ascent of Narendra Kumar, who passed away recently. currently resides.
PILOT survive—at least for another six by the Gehlot loyalists. The state
months. The truth is thatevery government has three more years
PRIY AN K A leaderin the party and, more in power that now promise big
importantly, votersin Rajasthan trouble, especially since the Pilot
VER SINCE PRIYANKA know that it was the wily Gehlot’s camp hasopened the doors for
Gandhi was compelled by own decisive checkmate that saved direct communication with the
circumstances tojettison her his government. Gehlot’s fast BJPleadership. Should problems
entitled position in the Congressand thinkingresultedin hisluring two eruptagain and threaten the state
start playing a more pro-active role, of the core 18 MLAs with Pilot over government, Priyanka Gandhimay
there has been a concerted effort to to hisresidence. Then he told the have to shoulder most of the blame,
projecther as politically sharp—and media that the two since sheisnow
rather woke. The attempts to paint had agreed toreturn rakinginall the praise.
herasthe author of a compassionate tothe Congressand What’slikely tomake
move to bus migrant workers support him. This matters worseis that,
fleeing Delhiand other metros to newsspread like notwithstanding
their hometowns and villages had wildfire and forced hermuch-vaunted
backfired, exposed by the Uttar arethinkamong ‘piloting’ of the man
Pradesh government as politically the other 16 MLAs backinto the party,
motivated. Thereafter, there wasan closeted together Pilot hasreverted
effort to show Priyanka as the real in Gurugram. tobaringhisteeth
brains behind the rapprochement Despite that,and the aftertherecent
between Rajasthan Chief Minister former deputy chief organisational
Ashok Gehlot and his béte noire minister’s performance during reshuffle did notaccommodate
Sachin Pilot, a development that the trust motion debate, Pilot’s him—and for Gehlot’sapparent
allowed the state government to MLAs are still eyed with suspicion failure to deliver on his promises.
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MISSING THE GOOD LIFE

A DOLCE VITA IS much
hankered after. And some
bureaucrats are completely hooked.
Onesuch secretary,inaministry
concerned with the economy, had
an easy life earlier. Chock-a-
block with leisurely lunches
atthe Gymkhana Club,
golf on weekendsand,
certainly, good wine.
Then suddenly, all of that
vanished and the gent has
founditdifficult tolive
the good life since. Worst
of all, there aren’t even
thoselazy, stretchable weekends.
Even on weekdays, file-pushing
tends to drag till midnight—and
attimesinto the wee hours of the

morning. This change happened
under Modi rqj. Irked tono end at
being chained to work with no play,
which he had enjoyed in ‘better’
times, the secretary hasbeen venting
in WhatsApp groups, mostly
made up of friends from
hisuniversity days.
His pet topics are the
dislikes of the current
dispensation and the
secretary hasrarely
missed an opportunity
toattack the work of
other ministries. Of late, the
frequency of venting hisire has
spiked dramatically, especially after
he was denied an overseas posting
much soughtafter.

BJD
BLUES

NSTANT PUNDITS WERE

quick to describe the BJD’s
decision to oppose the farm Bills
in Parliamentasevidence of the
party’sfear of losing farmers’ votesin
Odisha. The BJD has supported many
billsintroduced by the Narendra
Modi Government. But on the farm
Bills, its stand meant a depletion
of support for the NDA in Rajya
Sabha. The snap analysis would
have passed, except for the fact that
there hasnot been evenastreet-
corner protestanywhere in Odisha
about the new legislation which are
expected to dismantle laws binding
harvest, storage and sale of farm
produce. The only places where
opposition to the farm Billsis shrill
are Punjaband Haryana—among
theirrich kulaks. Despite the B]D’s

opposition, the NDA had 36 more
MPsin its support compared to those
against the passage of the Bills. Itis
these numbers thatactually forced
opposition MPs to unleash trouble in
the House. However, the real reason
for the BJD’s position on the Bills
may have had nothing to do with
mattersin Parliament. The trigger
for the party’srather circumscribed
hostility seems to be a CBIraid on its
vice president, Debi Prasad Mishra.
The raids were related to the Rs 578
crore Seashore chitfund scamand
hisalleged entanglement with the
case,in particular the Mahanadi Boat
Projectat Cuttack. The probe hasbeen
going onsince 2013 but it had suffered
alullfora while. The CBI had also
raided Mishra’s properties in Cuttack,
Bhadrak and Narasinghpur, forcing
the BJDleadershipinto a deep sulk.
But the party seems to be once again
cosying up to the Union Government
by supporting other legislation.

PRASHANT
ATPLAY

UBLICITY, MIXED

with hyperbole, is oxygen
to the likes of Prashant Kishor.
More so, if such publicity can
be orchestrated prior to key
elections. Kishor hasbeena
proatleveraging the ‘friendly’
media to hype coverage of
himself before polls, regional
ornational, to gain access to the
lucrative accounts of political
partiesas well as to network
with their chiefs. Kishor has
now ropedin hisjournalist
friends to carpet-bomb the BJP
leadership,including the party
general secretaries, with news
and interviews. Theissues
concern controversial topics
and are aimed at showing the
ruling partyinapoorlight,
such as the distress of migrant
workersin thelockdown,
criticism of the PM Cares Fund,
the RSS affiliate Swadeshi
Jagran Manch red-flagging
concerns about the farm Bills,
fighting between the Lok
Janshakti Party and the Janata
Dal (United), the BJP’s old
ally, the Shiromani Akali Dal,
snapping ties,and so on. This
playislikely to drag until the
Bihar, West Bengal and
Tamil Nadu Assembly
electionsareover.m
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By Bibek Debroy

A Dirge for Desire

The many Gitas of the Mahabharata

HE MAHABHARATA HAS asection known
as ‘Ashvamedhika Parva’. In the 18-parva
classification, ‘Ashvamedhika Parva’is the 14th.
‘Ashvamedhika Parva’ is so named because
of a horse (ashva) sacrifice (medha). In ‘Ashvamedhika
Parva’, there is a chapter known as ‘Kama Gita’. Thisis a
conversation between Krishna and Yudhishthira and I find
‘Kama Gita’ (consisting of a mere 21 shlokas) to be quite
profound. Here it is and I will make a broader point after I
have completed the rendering of ‘Kama Gita’.

Vasudeva said, ‘O descendant of the Bharata lineage!
One does not obtain success by giving up external objects.
Success may or may not be obtained by giving up physical
objects. Even if one is freed from external objects, one may
still hanker after the body. Let the dharma and happiness
that result from this be the lot of the enemy. The word
‘mrityu’ has two syllables. ['Mrityu’ means death and
consists of the syllables ‘mrit’ and ‘yu’.| The eternal brahman
has three syllables. [‘Shasvata’ means eternal, consisting of
the syllables ‘shas’, ‘va’ and ‘ta’.] A sense of ownership has
two syllables and represents death. [‘Mama’ means mine
and has the two syllables ‘ma’ and ‘md’. ‘Namama’ is lack of
ownership and has the three syllables ‘na’, ‘ma’ and ‘ma’.] A
lack of ownership is eternal. O king! Both ‘mrityy’ and the
brahmanare inside all creatures, though they are invisible.
There isno doubt that they are fighting with each other. O
descendant of the Bharata lineage! If it is true that the atman
isindestructible and eternal, then no injury results if one
strikes the physical bodies of creatures. Even after having
obtained the earth with all its mobile and immobile objects,
if a person has no sense of ownership, there is nothing
else left for him to do. O Partha! But there may be a person
who dwells in the forest, surviving on forest fare. If he still
possesses a sense of ownership in objects, he is in the jaws
of death. O descendant of the Bharata lineage! Behold the
nature of external and internal enemies. If a person does
not see these in creatures, he is freed from great fear. In this
world, those with desire in the soul are not praised. But
without desire, there can be no inclination towards action.
Itisbecause of desire that one often undertakes the rites of

the Vedas, donations, studying the Vedas and austerities.
Know that vows, sacrifices, rules, meditation and yoga are
not begun because of desire. That which is not undertaken
because of desire is dharma. Something with rules as the
foundation does not constitute dharma.’

Though what Krishna told Yudhishthirais part of the
chapter known as ‘Kama Gita’, ‘Kama Gita’ proper starts
now. Vasudeva continued, ‘Those who know about the
ancient accounts have chanted the Kama Gita in this
connection. [Kama Gita’ is something recited by Kama, desire
personified. Thisis not an easy translation. But the sense is
that desire cannot be conquered without non-attachment.] O
Yudhishthira! Listen to that being recounted in its entirety.’

Kama said, ‘No creature is capable of destroying me
without using the proper methods. If someone knows my
strength and tries to destroy me using weapons, I destroy
him using those same weapons and manifest myself again.
If he tries to destroy me through sacrifices that involve
many kinds of dakshina, I become those mobile objects and
the atman of that karma, thus manifesting myself again.

If he tries to destroy me through the rites of the Vedas and
Vedanta, I become the tranquil atmanin those immobile
objects and manifest myself again. If someone tries to
destroy me through fortitude and the valour of truth, I
become those sentiments and he isnot able to comprehend
me. If someone tries to destroy me through austerities and
strictness in vows, I base myself on those austerities of his
and manifest myself again. If a learned man tries to destroy
me by seeking moksha, I base myself on his love for that
state of moksha and laugh and dance. Amongst all creatures,
Ialone cannot be slain and am eternal.’

Krishna concluded, ‘Therefore, you should desire to
perform a sacrifice with many kinds of dakshina. O great
king! Actin accordance with dharma, and kama will also be
served by that. Perform a horse sacrifice with the prescribed
kinds of dakshina. Perform the other different sacrifices,
prosperous with offerings of dakshina. Do not look towards
your slain relatives and be repeatedly distressed. You are
incapable of again seeing those who have been killed in this
field of battle. Perform great sacrifices, rich with offerings of
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copious quantities of dakshina. You will then obtain fame in
this world and go to the supreme destination after death.’
This ends ‘Kama Gita’. AsI'said, I find thisis extremely
profound in what it says about it being difficult to overcome
desire. But Isaid I want to make a broader point. Hinduism
has many major texts, some of the srutivariety and some
of the smritivariety. Hinduism doesn’t have one single text
or holy book. There are multiple texts. However, forced
to choose a single text that encapsulates Hinduism, most
people will mention the Bhagavat Gita. It isimportant. It
may be important, butitis a smriti text. It doesn’t belong
to the sruti category. Having said this, there are three texts
(referred to as trayior the three
texts) that capture the essence of
Hinduism, or the Vedanta variety
of Hinduism: the Upanisads,
Brahmasutra (composed by
Badarayana) and the Bhagavat
Gita. One shouldn’t form the
impression that the Bhagavat
Gitais the only Gita. Indeed, the
qualification ‘Bhagavat’ does
suggest there are other Gitas.
There are other such ‘songs’.
Not all of those Gitas are in the
Mahabharata, but several of them
are. The ‘Kama Gita’is one of
those Gitas in the Mahabharata.
How many Gitas are there in the
Mahabharata? It is difficult to
answer that question, since ‘Gita’

sub-parvanamed after the Bhagavat Gita has alittle bit more
than what we know as the Bhagavat Gita text. The first nine
of the 27 chapters are about preparations and preliminaries.
The 1oth chapter of this sub-parvathen starts with the
famous words: ‘Dhritarashtra asked, ‘O Sanjaya! Having
gathered on the holy plains of Kurukshetra, wanting to fight,
what did my sons and the sons of Pandu do? The first nine
chapters of the sub-parva seamlessly lead to the roth chapter,
which is the first chapter of the Bhagavat Gita. There isno
break in continuity between the ninth and 1oth chapters of
the sub-parva. If one reads the Bhagavat Gita as part of the
Mahabharata, and not as an independent text, I don’t think
there can be any doubt that the
Bhagavat Gitais an integral part
of the Mahabharata. Itisn’t a text
that was interpolated later. Lest we
forget, shlokas from the Bhagavat
Gita are also found elsewhere in
the Mahabharata, sometimes with
minor variations. Those other
places are often those other Gitas.
Therefore, I think the Bhagavat
Gitashould be read together with
those other Gitas and together
with what is said elsewhere in the
Mahabharata. That’s the reason
those other Gitas, including ‘Kama
Gita’,are important.

Many years ago, MR Yardidid a
statistical test on the Mahabharata
and on the Bhagavat Gita. I'will

iil n(;t cleélrly dei(iin}eld, except for ITIS BECAUSE OF DESIRE THAT {)ecc})lmngelr‘l(il t\g(})} b(})g(;f:s (:1f his,

:iee er?(;ls 011;[ ;?)Ivlv otn:: j:z:tesra ONEOFTEN UNDERTAKES O(gerﬁlilal lllseszarc}lll In:triltlftre-{ar
Gifa. One possible listis Anu THE RITES OF THEVEDAS, The Mahabharata: Its Genesis.and
Gita, Atathya Gita, Rishabha DONATIONS, STUDYING THE Growth (A Statistical Study)in 1986
Gita, Kama Gita, Dharma Vyadha VEDASAND AUSTERITIES. and The Bhagavadgita as a Synthesis

Gita, Parashara Gita, Bodhya
Gita, Brahmana Gita, Manki Gita,

KNOW THAT VOWS, SACRIFICES,
RULES, MEDITATION AND YOGA

in 1991. On multiple authorship
of the Bhagavat Gita, he published

Yajnavalkya Gita, Vamadeva ARE NOT BEGUN BECAUSE OF apaper, ‘Theories of Multiple

Gita, Vichakhnu Gita, Vritra Gita, DESIRE. THAT WHICH IS NOT Authorship of the Bhagavadgita’,
Shampaka Gita, Shanga Gita, UNDERTAKEN BECAUSE OF in Annals of the Bhandarkar Oriental
Hamsa Gita and Harita Gita. I have DESIRE IS DHA Research Institutein 1977-78. To

mentioned several of these already

quote briefly from his Bhagavat

in these columns.

The Bhagavat Gita is part of the
Mahabharata. A tendency tolook at it in isolation is common,
but misleading. In Bhandarkar Institute’s Critical Edition,
Section 63 is about the Bhagavat Gita. It isnamed after the
Bhagavat Gita and is a sub-parva of ‘Bhishma Parva’. This has
994 shlokasand 27 chapters. Those who know a little bit about
the Bhagavat Gita will be surprised. Isn’t the Bhagavat Gita
supposed to have 700 shlokasand 18 chapters? Indeed, the
Bhagavat Gita does have 700 shlokasand 18 chapters, but the

Gitabook, ‘The question whether
the Gita was composed by one or
more authors has been a matter of dispute among scholars.
... With the development of tests of homogeneity in the
theory of statistics, it has now become possible to apply
objective tests to the determination of authorship problems.
A statistical study of the Anustubh style of the adhyayas of
the Gita undertaken by this author shows that the variations
of this style as between the 18 adhyayas are not significant to
justify the assumption of its multiple authorship.’ m
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Train of Thought

In what s billed to be a major project, over the last
six months, Railway Minister Piyush Goyal has
been working overtime to ensure that new
coaches across the spectrum come with the hands-
free advantage. There is aneed for such touch-free
coaches, particularly after Covid-19. Simply put,
doorknobs, taps and other handles will go touch-
free as copper-coated handles are slated to become
the norm. Copperisknown to repel the virus. All
this, despite a soaring revenue deficit for railway
passengers: Rs 1,060 crore in 2020-2021. Butitis
learnt that Prime Minister Narendra Modi insists
on the new coaches as he wants passengers to be
safe from infection. These are testing
times for Goyal indeed.

—| WHISPERER Jayanta Ghosal |

Defence Dividends

Following the Chinese aggression in
Ladakh, Defence Minister Rajnath
Singh’s importance seems to have
increased. Prime Minister Modi
recently gave him several assignments.
In Moscow, Singh met his Chinese
counterpart and also participated in the
Shanghai Cooperation Organisation
meeting, among other engagements.
It is learnt that the Prime Minister is
happy with Singh’s performance.
Singh, meanwhile, also maintains
cordial relations with Home Minister
Amit Shah.

VIRTUAL DENIAL

n the recent Monsoon Session of Parliament,

Congress leader P Chidambaram proposed a
unique idea to Rajya Sabha Chairman
M Venkaiah Naidu. In a letter, Chidambaram
enquired if Parliament could organise video
screening facilities for its members so they may
participate in the proceedings virtually. With the
pandemic raging, such a
move could only
help maintain
social distancing
during debates
in the House.
But as the
grapevine
says, although
Naidu was not
opposed to the
idea, the Lok
Sabha Speaker
turned it down
since there are
many more
members in the
Lower House than
in Rajya Sabha,
entailing fresh
logistics and
security hassles.

[OPENR [

5 OCTOBER 2020



Picture This

n Bihar, Rashtriya Janata Dal (RJD) supremo
Lalu Prasad has adopted a new strategy for
the elections in October. In Patna, the RJD has

started putting up new posters and banners
but Lalu’s image is missing. Instead, there are
photos of his wife Rabri Devi and son Tejashwi
Yadav, who is also leader of the opposition in
the Bihar Assembly. In the last state elections
when the RJD used Lalu’s photo, arch-rival
Janata Dal (United) termed it “battle royale”,
with the two patriarchs, Nitish Kumar and Lalu
Prasad, pitted against each other. Lalu is not
taking any chances this time and has clearly
chosen to go with the next generation.

State of Bihar

enior Lok Janshakti Party (LJP) leader Ram

Vilas Paswan is ill and in hospital. This may
have an impact on the Bihar elections, since the
BJP has said that the Janata Dal (United) has to
accommodate LJP seats as it will not vacate any
seat in the state this time round. It is learnt that
Chief Minister Nitish Kumar is not quite keen on
such a seat-sharing arrangement. With Paswan
in hospital, his actor-turned-politician son
Chirag Paswan has taken charge of the LJP. He
has already declared that his party would be
contesting 180 seats in the state elections, pitting
candidates against the JD(U) but not the BJP.

Bring to Book

Areport suggesting Facebook was going
easy on hate speeches by members of

the BJP has become the subject of a political
controversy. The Congress’ Shashi Tharoor,
who is also the chairman of the parliamentary
standing committee on information technology,
was in favour of summoning Facebook to Lok
Sabha as he wanted more clarity from the
social media giant. His comments fuelled a row
with BJP MP Nishikant Dubey claiming that

the chairman did not have the authority to act
without discussing the agenda with members
of the panel. Tharoor felt otherwise and went
ahead with his plan. Members wonder what
made Dubey pull the trigger—his party line

or his own views. Since Law Minister Ravi
Shankar Prasad had already come down hard on
Facebook in the past, Dubey’s outburst seems
to have baffled the opposition.

Illustrations by SAURABH SINGH

Case in Point

In January, Pakistan Prime Minister Imran
Khan wants to visit Delhi to meet Prime
Minister Modi. But before that, contentious
issues between the neighbours need to be
resolved. India has called for the appoint-
ment of an Indian lawyer or Queen’s Counsel
for Kulbhushan Jadhav to ensure a fair trial
in the review of his death sentence. Harish
Salveis India’s natural choice for the job.
For Khan to touch down in Delhi, alot will
depend on which way this case goes.

WHERE THERE’S A BILL

Can the opposition go to court on the farm Bills
issue? The buzz is that lawyer Prashant Bhushan
got in touch with Trinamool Congress’ Derek
O’Brien and made a few suggestions to that
effect. Ever since, O’Brien has been holding talks
with other opposition leaders. Usually, the Biju
Janata Dal and the YSR Congress support the
Centre in Rajya Sabha. But on the farm Bills, they
did not. Even the BJP’s long-time ally, the
Shiromani Akali Dal, parted ways over this.
Opposition leaders are now looking ahead to
Congress chief Sonia Gandhi’s return after her
medical check-up in the US so they can take
concerted action.
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By MEHR TARAR

NO COUNTRY FOR WOMEN

Honour and shame in Pakistan

T HAPPENED SO longago, itisanightmare Iremember only in its scariest bits. A story that I repeated to a few people
over the years butis one of those things that I wish I could completely erase from my mind. I thought I had. Worse things
happened to me before and after that event, things that created a storm so devastating within me, I became a different ver-
sion of me that was neverreally me.

One day, I will write about those things. Maybe not. Some things remain locked in that half-forgotten part of the mind.
A survival tactic, perhaps. An unvisited place covered with dust, cobwebs, white covering sheets. One day, it will be com-
pletelyinvisible.

It was a forlorn hill station in a cold month, barely any tourist anywhere. I was there with a couple of friends for a night.
The place we were staying at was one of those government-run guest houses that seem unfriendly even in the nicest of
lights. It was the first part of the 1990s. I was in my mid-20s.

Waking up early, we had some breakfast in the room. Or was it just tea? My friends left to get something from some nearby place;
one of them told me to lock the door. Feeling comfortably sleepy, I didn’t move. Suddenly, Ifelt a presence. A guest house staff mem-
ber was inside the room. Whether he had lightly tapped at the door or had simply walked inside the room, I couldn’t say. Harshly, I
asked him to get out, saying that Iwould call the reception to have the breakfast dishes removed later.

Heleft the room, I'slid deeper into the blanket for a few moments, or wasita few minutes, I couldn’t say. JustasI was about to get
up tolock the door, Ifelt asif someone was standing at the foot of my bed. Iopened my eyes. It was the same man. He waslooking at
me with a strange empty expression that alerted and scared every sleepy bit of me.

AsIshouted athim why he had come into my room again, unannounced, he moved. He attacked me. Trying to grabmeintoa
fold thatin no vocabulary is definable as an embrace, in a matter of a few seconds, I was screaming and cursing and even threatening
him of dire consequences if he didn’t stop, still on that bed trying to keep the blanket on me with one hand so that my bare calves
remained hidden, and fighting him with the other hand.

Idon’t remember how long it was. Suddenly, he ran out of the room. I froze. Slowly, I stepped off the bed. Ilocked the room. Shak-
ing uncontrollably, I waited for my friends to return.

That man had not touched anything in the room. Not a few thousand rupees lying on the mantlepiece, not anything else. He had
entered that room to assault me. To rape me? He knew he was recognisable, being an employee of that guest house. He still attacked
me. After running out of my room, he apparently vanished from the guest house. I don’t know what happened to him after that.

There wasno police report. It wasn’t that I dreaded the attention of an investigation, the unease of answering questions about
theintention of that man, where he had touched me, what I was wearing, who I was, what I was doing there, should my family be
informed. It wasjust that I didn’t even think of filing a report. Sexual assaults are kept a secret. Even the most violent ones. Ilearned
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A LEGAL SYSTEM SUCH AS PAKISTAN’S WITH ITS SYSTEMIC WEAKNESSES IS
UNABLE TO JUSTIFY THE ABSOLUTE, THE STRICTEST PUNISHMENT. A LEGAL
SYSTEM THAT APPEARS IN ALMOST ALL CASES TO BE IMPOTENT TO PROVE
THE GUILT OF A DEFENDANT BEYOND ALL REASONABLE DOUBT, SHOULDN’T
EVEN TALK ABOUT PUBLIC HANGINGS, CHEMICAL CASTRATIONS

thatasateenager.Irelearneditinmy 20s.

For days, I had the half-circle of his steely fingers on my
throat, the kind of marks that appear when someone is trying
to choke you. The upper part of my right arm was bruised. For
weeks, even the tiniest sound startled me. For months, I half-
slept, terrified. For years, I remembered his eyes when I saw
him standing at the foot of the bed.

The gangrape ofa woman, mother of three, on September
gth,in Lahore, hastaken Pakistan by its drooped shoulders,
shakingittoitsbarely alive conscience. Ina country wherea
number of women are murdered under the awful connota-
tion of ‘honourkilling’ every year, the outrage over every case
thatfor onereason or the other catches media attention is
almost hypocritical. The recent kidnapping, rape and murder
of the five-year-old Marwa of Karachi, and the violent rape of
the motorway victim in front of her children are merely two
images of a gigantic landscape that is so horrific that thereisan

almost helpless need to camouflage itin the outcry over public
hangings and chemical castrations.

The motorway gang rape and dacoity would have gone
unreported if the police had not finally arrived to the recuse
of the woman after a passer-by made a call to the emergency
police number 15. Her calls to the motorway emergency num-
ber were not responded to. The victim/survivor would have
kept her pain to herself and her family, whatever little I could
decipher from her comments to one female journalist whom
she spoke to with the promise not to reveal heridentity. Now
thatjournalist regularly posts updates of the victim/survivor’s
condition and her questions to the police and government.

The highest officials of the Punjab police and the office of
the chief minister of Punjab are in constant touch with the
victim/survivor.

Why the victim/survivor did not want toreport the rape,
only she knows. Most rape victims whose cases become public
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go through multiple trials: the unimaginable horror of rape,
mediareporting of rape, police investigation, and a trial in
court. Familial and societal judgements become scarlet letters.
Somuch of thatisunderanoisy debate in Pakistan these days.
The griefand anger over the motorway rape are mixed with out-
right fear: if this could happen to her, it could happen toanyone.
Thistime, the victim/survivoris notawoman fromabackward
area. She wasnotraped ina dark room. She doesnot belong to
thatunderprivileged part of society that despiteitsreluctance
tomakeits ‘shame’ public,isforced tofile areport when the vio-
lence of the rape makes immediate hospitalisation mandatory.
The educated, the privileged, the independent-thinking Pakistan
isjustifiably traumatised that someone from their world was
raped onamotorway after being dragged from her car, after being
viciously beaten, after her children were threatened and beaten.
No oneissafe. Not the five year-old-Marwa who went to buy
sweets from the nearby shop at 7am, or the mother of three

after her carran out of petrol around midnight on adark and
deserted motorway.

No words suffice for even coming close toimagining the
pain of the five-year-old Marwa who was abducted, raped and
killed. I cannotbegin to imagine the pain of the woman who
was beaten, saw her children getting beaten, and wasrapedin
front of her children by two men in the darkness of the forest
off the motorway. I cannot begin to imagine the pain of any
child, girl or boy, or a female, who israped, and is killed, orisleft
alive to live with an invisible part of them dead forever.

A suspectin the Marwa case is under arrest. One of the two
suspects of the motorway rape case is in police custody, while
effortstoarrest the otherare in full force.

The Lahore Capital City Police Officer Muhammad Umer
Sheikh's comment on the gang rape sparked anger and elicited
condemnation from the government and the opposition as
well asalmost every Pakistani who has a voice via social or

PRIME MINISTER IMRAN KHAN’S IDEA OF A PUNISHMENT OF
CHEMICAL CASTRATION FOR SERIAL RAPISTS IS A KNEE-JERK
REACTION AT A TIME WHEN PAKISTAN HAS ONE OVERARCHING
DILEMMA, CIRCA SEPTEMBER 2020: SAFETY OF CHILDREN,
FEMALE AND MALE, AND FEMALES OF ALL AGES

5 OCTOBER 2020



THE BRUTALITY OF RAPE IS MIXED WITH THE IDEA OF ‘HONOUR’ AND
‘SHAME’ OF A FEMALE AND HER FAMILY IN SUCH A DEEP MIX OF
RELIGIOUS ETHOS, CULTURAL MORES AND SOCIETAL BINARIES OF THE
REPORTABLE AND WHAT-MUST-NEVER-BE-REVEALED THAT MOST CASES
OF RAPE REMAIN NOT JUST UNREPORTED BUT UN-TALKED ABOUT.

THE BRUTALISATION OF BODY BECOMES A SECRET OF ‘SHAME'. IT IS
NEVER TO BE REVEALED. NOT EVEN TO THE PEOPLE CLOSEST TO YOU

electronic media. The CCPO, his words dipped in careless-
ness, talked toa TV channel expressing his ‘surprise’ why

the woman decided to travel at night with her children,and
that too without checking her petrol gauge, isa microcosm of
mainstream societal mindset: itis a woman’s responsibility to
protect herself from getting raped.

The darkly jaded system of victim blaming is unchanged.
She-asked-for-itis regurgitated in its many twisted forms. It
doesnothave any expiration date. Only the names and the
faces of perpetrators change, the same snigger, the same blame
shifting, superimposing on one another in a blurry morality.
The convoluted systemisat aloss of pretexts when the victim
isafive-year-old girl, an eight-year-old boy,a woman in her 7os,
awoman whois with her children,a woman whoisdead.

The CCPO has apologised for hisinsensitive words.

UTSIDE THE WORLD of Twitter, the words of the
CCPO come in the form of muted rebukes, as the loud
exclamatory lament of almost every Pakistani: may Allah have

mercy on everyone, why was she travelling solate at night?
Why did she go out at night alone? Myriad questions, all mani-
festation of that etched-in-stone acceptance of male depravity
and female ‘majboort to exist in a world in which men do bad
things and will do bad things, making it a female’s ‘obligation’
toalwaysensure that sheis ‘safe’.

Whoissafe? Which place is safe? What time is safe? What
clothesare safe? What age is safe? Which environment is safe?

Member of National Assembly Shandana Gulzar, of Pakistan
Tehreek-e-Insaf, the ruling party, said on a prime-time talk show
on September 14th: [Youknow what]the ugliest thingjis... The
NGO, War Against Rape, gave the statistics. When we tackle this
issue in Pakistan, it will bring a revolution, [it will] produce resis-
tance. Gynaecologists ask girls: who raped you? Eighty-two per
centof the perpetrators are father, paternal uncle, paternal grand-
father, maternal grandfather, maternal uncle,aunt’shusband,
[victim’s] brother. The mother brings the girl to the gynaecologist
instead of taking her toa police station. The mothersays that
thefather[of the victim]raped her, but that she can’tleave her
husband. Sowhat does the mother do? She gets the pregnancy
aborted. And the girl says: ‘my father did not remove my dupatta

[signof herhonour].’ Thatherrapist father kept her ‘honour’.

ShouldIre-ask: Whoissafe? Which place is safe? What
timeis safe? What clothes are safe? What age is safe? Which
environment is safe?

Much needs to be said, a great deal is being currently
discussed. Much is to happen. Allin the category of must, not
should. Deeper inculcation of values at home. Parents as good
role models. Sex education ata young age. The idea of consent
taughtat home. Stricterlaws. Special courts. Strengthening of
the legal system for prompt justice. Guarantee of convictions
in open-and-shut cases. Gender-sensitisation courses for all law
enforcement agencies. More female officers, doctors, lawyers,
judgesin every rape case. The state tobe a party in arape case
torule out the option of an out-of-court settlement, a forced
pardon. Nolegal room for a pre-arrest bail for an alleged rapist.
National sex offender database. Psychological and scientific
evaluations and long-term studies of sexual offenders. Nation-
wide inclusion of courses on consent for pubescent boys. A
national helpline, one number for the entire country. Manda-
tory immediate response of police to a distress call of a female.

Notmuch will change until the mindset changes. The
government promisesjustice. The blatherskites of the opposi-
tion spout big words to underscore the government’s inability to
provide protection against rape. The populist demand for public
hangingisan understandable reaction toaheinous crime, butit
ismorally and legally anon-starter. Despite my categorical repu-
diation of capital punishment, lempathise with the demandsto
have thestrictest punishments for the most heinous crimes.

My objection is simple: in a country like Pakistan with
its systematically flawed legal and justice dynamics, abso-
lute punishments make little sense. A legal system such as
Pakistan's with its systemic weaknesses is unable tojustify the
absolute, the strictest punishment. A legal system that appears
inalmostall cases to be impotent to prove the guilt of a defen-
dantbeyond ALL reasonable doubt, shouldn't even talk about
public hangings, chemical castrations.

Prime Minister Imran Khan’sidea ofa punishment of chemi-
cal castration for serial rapistsisa kneejerk reaction ata time
when Pakistan has one overarching dilemma, circa September
2020:safety of children, female and male,and females of all ages.

Prime Minister Khan, addressing a joint session of
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parliament on September 16th, said: “[Most] sex offenders
arerepeat offenders. The suspect Abid [of the motorway
gangrape]is on the run. He was convicted in an earlier gang
rape. Whatever punishment he was given was obviously not
Ibraat-naak, and ergo, he raped again. This rape isreported.
How many such crimes he committed between his two
reported gang rapes that were unreported? A very small
number of rape cases are reported. Child abuse cases in which
children are brutalised, and in rape cases of women, we can
imagine the trauma and grief they [the victims/survivors]
go thorough. We are preparing to legislate a bill that hasan
Ibraat-naak punishment. People should be scared. That if they
destroy someone’s life, it would have consequences. Insha
Allah,in afew days, we’ll present the bill.”

Ibraat-naak,loosely translated, is a punitive action so

THE LAHORE CAPITAL
CITY POLICE OFFICER
MUHAMMAD UMER
SHEIKH, HIS WORDS
DIPPED IN CARELESSNESS,
TALKED TO A TV CHANNEL
EXPRESSING HIS ‘SURPRISE’
WHY THE WOMAN
DECIDED TO TRAVEL AT

NIGHT WITH HER CHILDREN, AND THAT TOO
WITHOUT CHECKING HER PETROL GAUGE, IS

A MICROCOSM OF MAINSTREAM SOCIETAL
MINDSET: IT IS A WOMAN’S RESPONSIBILITY TO
PROTECT HERSELF FROM GETTING RAPED

the connotation of afamily’shonour. A woman’s characteris
narrowed into the barometer of a family’s shame. The idea s
protection of a female as a daughter, sister, wife, mother. Fe-
males must be respected because they are someone’s daughter,
sister, mother, not for themselves. The worst expletives have
the words ma(mother) and bahen(sister) and the threat of
sexual violence to them, turning their anatomy into points to
assailand denigrate. Safety of femalesis tied to their relation-
ships that describe them. Love and respect of women takea
backseat to ‘protection’ of women. Millions of good, decent
men become irrelevant when millions of men have selective
morality vis-a-vis their behaviour towards females.

Rovingeyes; hands moving to thighs, backs of females
seated next to them; sexual innuendos in normal conversa-
tions; trivialisation of sexual crossing of lines; gaslighting;
slut-shaming; victim blaming; looks-
shaming; body-shaming; categorisation
of females in brackets of ‘good’ and ‘bad’,
‘pious’ and “fast’; fake confusion about
consent; the first comment about any
female focusing on herlooks; trivialisa-
tion of sex, thereis somuch thatisso
much a part of our societal fibre, itisnot
evenseenasadeviance.

Having written about crimes against
children and females for a few years, I
feel a deep sense of redundancy inmy
words. What gives me some strength
isouryouth. WhenItalk tomyson,
my nephews, their friends, I feel there
ishopein thisworld. Gender equality
isnotadebate for them, they takeitas
agiven. Sexual orany other form of
violence towards females,anyoneina
vulnerable, weak position,isaredline
theirmindsacceptasa part of their DNA.

Their stances are unequivocal. They con-

stringent, it becomes a standard for deterrence.

Castration of afew rape convicts will not end the occur-
rence of rape when the majority of rape cases are not even
reported. The privileged, the upper class, the upper middle
class donotreport rape. The brutality of rape is mixed with the
idea of ‘honour’ and ‘shame’ of afemale and her family in such
adeep mix of religious ethos, cultural mores and societal bina-
ries of the reportable and what-must-never-be-revealed that
most cases of rape remain not just unreported but un-talked
about. The brutalisation of body becomes a secret of ‘shame’. It
isnever to be revealed. Not even to the people closest to you.

The Sisyphean dilemma of making this world a safer place
for children, for females, exists in its eternal loop.

Iseeitall around me. Women are defined in terms of daugh-
ter, sister, wife, mother. A female’s body, since birth, assumes

sider females their equal, nota weaker

being who needs protection. They reject
violence. They reject capital punishment. They reject punitive
measures. They believe in the concept of moral rehabilitation.
They believe in changing the world without adding more
violence to avenge violence.

My niece, whom Ilove more than the daughter Idon’t have,
knows sheisloved and respected. She doesnot need to be
protected. She talks about her pain. She shares others’ anguish.
Her empathy for every female in her world and beyond is
herstrength. The only armour that she proudly wears is the
knowledge that her loved ones are always there for her. Iwant
to believe in theiridea of the world, theirideals of existence.

Perhaps their way will help me exorcise the ghosts that
haunt every part of my scream-less nightmares. m

Mehr Tarar is a well-known columnist and author based in Lahore
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Migrant workers

%= 'undergo Covid-19
detection tests at
abusterminalin

New Delhi, August 18
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ill about a month ago, when Dr Farah Ingale would make her rounds at the
Hiranandani Hospital in Vashi, she had been feeling hopeful. The early period of the pan-
demic, when the number of infections in the Mumbai region had risen so quickly that
hospitalshad begun tobe overwhelmed, now seemedlike a distant memory. The hospital,

which liesin Mumbai’ssatellite city Navi Mumbai, attracts patients from the larger Mum-
bai Metropolitan Region. This is the area where the number of cases had remained high
evenasthe pandemichad somewhatabatedin Mumbai. Butit was getting bettereven here.
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By August, thebedsreserved for Covid-19 patientsin the hospital
usually remained full, but if you came enquiring for one in the
morning, she says, youwould find it by evening.

“It(the outbreak)wasslowly goingaway.I thought from now
ontherewasgoingtobejustafew cases,something manageable
(for the city’s healthcare system). And then at some point, a vac-
cine would come,” says Ingale, director of internal medicine at
the hospital. “I thought the worst was over.”

Itwasn’tjusther. Although Covid-19 caseshad begun tospread
in the interior of the country by then, several metros where the
pandemic had first made such an impact were now appearing
toimprove. By June and July, the number of daily reported in-
fections, hospitalisations and fatalities had appeared to stabilise
in these metros. By August, it had improved even further. The
peak,itwassaid, wasbehind us.InMumbai, the city’smunicipal
board had begun discussing the closure of jumbo centres, each
of which has the capacity to take in over 1,000 patients. Some 73
small nursing homesin the city, which were being used to treat
Covid-19 patients, were asked to stop doing so.

All of this has changed in the last few weeks. Even while the
virus has begun to surge in states and districts where previously
ithadn’'t made much inroads, large numbers of daily cases are be-
ingreported in several cities earlier thought to have crossed their
peaks, leading some to characterise this as a ‘second wave’. Daily
casesin the country now hover close to the one lakh range. Ben-
galuruand Delhi are again reporting daily cases in excess of 3,000.
The Mumbai Metropolitan Region and the Puneregion each add
around 5,000 casesdaily. Even Kerala, the state which wasbelieved
tohaveasserted some control over the pandemic,added over 5,000
cases on September 24th. India has already notched over 20 lakh
casesin September (asof September 24th), more thanany country
everdidinasingle month. Inafew more weeks, Indiais expected
toovertake the US for the largest number of infections.

In Mumbai, plans for closing down the jumbo centres have
beendropped. Even 27 of the 73 nursing homes, previously told to
stop taking in Covid-19 patients because of alleged poor manage-
ment, have now been asked to dosoagain. In Vashi’s Hiranandani
Hospital, waitinglistsfor bedsreserved for Covid-19 patientshave
again crossed the 1oo mark. Several districts and villages seeing a
surge, likethosein Maharashtra’sinterior,arereportingsuch high
numbersthathealthcaresystemsarefailingtocope.“Tused tothink
things were getting better. But there’s a full-blown second wave
going on,” says Dr Ingale. “Now I feel nobody can tell anything.”

don’t think we have peaked yet,” says Rijo John, a

health economist who hasbeen tracking therise of cases in

India. “If you look at the graph (of daily infections), we are

still rising.” As of September 23rd, India had crossed over

57 lakh total cases. According to John, by the end of this
month, the country would have breached the 65 lakh tally.

Oneofthereasonsoffered for high figuresacross the countryis

thatthereisagreaterrate of testing. But thisisa flawed argument

becausearising proportion of testsare returning positive results.
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A BEHAVIOURAL CHANGE IS OCCURRING WHEREBY
CARELESSNESS SETTING IN, IS CAUSING
AND KERALA, FESTIVALS LIKE GANESH CHATURTHI

Bl

AsJohn points out,although Indiahasbeen consistently adding
over 90,000 cases daily, the number of tests conducted daily has
notkeptpacewith thatfact. Ifone takesanaverage of seven days,
hesays, the country hasremainedat the one million testingmark
foraround 19 days. “We shouldatleastbe doing twomillion tests
daily.Infact,ifyoulook at thelast couple of days, where thenum-
ber of daily reported cases is getting less than 90,000, the num-
ber of tests has actually been further reduced. This is not good.
It might be good for a narrative, but the gap (between reported
cases and the real picture) will widen.”

According to experts like John, we are not really getting the
true picture of the surge in cases. Test positivity rates—the per-
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THE RESUMPTION OF ECONOMIC ACTIVITIES, COUPLED WITH A
THE CURRENT UPTICK IN METROS. IN MAHARASHTRA
AND ONAM ARE BELIEVED TO HAVE INCREASED THE SPREAD

recoveries, or over 80 per cent, every
day.But,asJohn points out, recovery
rate percentage isn’t the metric one
should be looking at. “It doesn’t re-
allysayanythingbecause the base (of
infected cases) is so high. Covid-19
hasalowmortalityrate,anditiseven
lowerinIndia. Sotechnically,even if
youdon'tdoanything, many of these
people will anyway be recovering,”
John says.

In a few weeks, India is expected
to overtake the US as the country
with the highest number of coro-
navirus cases worldwide. More
unlocking of cities, the beginning
of festivals across the country next
month where people will further
intermingle,and the onset of winter,
which some fear can lead to a bigger
spread of the virus, will add to the
burden.

When the national peak does
occur, many experts point out it is
likely to be along and sustained one.
“Every part of the country, we must
understand, is in a different phase
of the disease. So while it will go
down in some place, it will begin to
shoot up elsewhere, or there will be
resurgence in some other part,” says
DrJugal Kishore, head of the depart-
mentofcommunity medicineat Del-
hi’s Safdarjung Hospital. “So when
the (national) peak comes, given the
country’s large size and dense popu-
lations, itis most likely to stay high
foralongtime,” headds.

The 1918 Spanish Flu, which
Covid-19 is most often compared

L e i

centage of people who test positive for the virus among those
whohavebeen tested overall—have consistently remained high
across the county. Ideally, this rate should stay below 5 per cent.
Anything above suggests that the country should be ramping
up testing. But this has not happened. “Right now, India hasa
test positivity rate of about 9.3 per cent or so which is not good.
Maharashtra, whichaddscloseto 24 per centofall casesin India,
hasseentest positivity ratesof around 25 per cent. (Itis currently
nearly 20 per cent.) Some stateslike Goa, which hasa test positiv-
ityrateof 30 percent,areactuallyreducing daily tests,” Johnsays.

Oflate, the Government hasbegun to highlight India’shigh re-
coveryrates. The country hasconsistently seenaround go,0000rso

with, came in fourwavesacrosstwo
years. The deadliest was the second
wave that began in thelatter half of 1918.
Althoughitissuggested that countriesin Europe and eastern
Asiahave begun to experience a second Covid-19 wave, there is
noreal clarity if this is really the case. Not everyone categorises
the recent surge in cases in some Indian cities as a second wave
either. Theidea of a second wave, they point out, is much talked
aboutbutill-defined. The firstwaveneverreally stopped and the
virusissimply spreadingintonew populationsinagivenareaor
resurging because people havelet their guard down.
“Theviruswasneverreally eliminated fromacity like Delhi. It
wasjust, maybe, alittle suppressed,” says Kishore. “Many people
whohadstayed hiddenindoorsall these monthsarenow goingout
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eitherbecauseof the ‘unlock’ orbecause they don’tfearthe virusany
more. So when people start going out, the virus spreads,” he adds.

Abehavioural change is occurring in many places, experts
point out, where the resumption of economic activities cou-
pledwitha carelessnesssettinginiscausing this current uptick
in metros. In Maharashtra and Kerala, recent festivals like Ga-
nesh Chaturthiand Onam—although muted but during which
many people still gathered in close proximity and travelled
around the state to meet families and relatives—are believed
tohaveincreased the spread.

“It'sunfortunate, but thatiswhathappened. The virusspread
duringthefestival,” says DrRahul Pandit, Director of Critical Care
atFortis Hospital in Mumbai’s Mulund areaandamember of the
taskforce advising the Maharashtra government on Covid-19.

What has the surge of the virus through all of September
meant for an already battered economy? India’s GDP plunged

A marketin New Delhl, .
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by nearly 24 per centin the first quarter of this financial year. No
otherbigeconomy hasshrunksomuch during the pandemic.In
the same period, America’s GDP fell by 9.1 per cent. As the virus
continues to spread, economists and global institutions have
beguntofurthercuttheir projectionsforthe country’seconomic
growth. Goldman Sachs now estimates India will see a 14.8 per
centcontractionin GDPforthisfinancial year; the Organisation
forEconomic Co-operationand Development(OECD)claimsthe
economy will shrink by about 10.2 per cent.

The pain has been so great that it is unlikely that strict con-
trols can bere-imposed, even though infections are risingmore
swiftly than ever. Public transport has begun to resume opera-
tions. The Delhi Metro hasrestarted. Mumbai, for the moment,
haskeptitslocal trainsreserved forasmall fraction of commut-
ersbutisnow consideringletting go of its social distancingrules
on buses. Rules about public gathering are getting looser too.

GETTY IMAGES

SEROPREVALENCE SURVEYS SHOW ONE IN FOUR PEQOPLE IN AHMEDABAD

WERE ALREADY EXPOSED.
IN MUMBAI,

IN DELHI,

33 PER CENT SAMPLES TESTED POSITIVE.
57 PER CENT OF THOSE LIVING IN SLUMS HAD ANTIBODIES
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“The outbreak was
slowly going away. At
some point, a vaccine
would come. | thought
the worst was over”
—DR FARAH INGALE director, internal

medicine, Hiranandani Hospital, Vashi

“It's unfortunate,
but that is what
happened. The
virus spread during
the festival”

—DR RAHUL PANDIT director, Critical
Care, Fortis, Mulund

Restaurants are gradually expected to open soon as well. And
the Centre hasissued notifications telling state and municipal
governments they cannotimposelocalised lockdowns without
consulting the Union Government.

Most state governments are caught in a catch-22 situation.
Madan Sabnavis, chief economist at CARE Ratings, points out
that many of them would have liked to open up economic ac-
tivities after they had a measure of the virus. But they are now
so broke that they can’t help but open up. “Even if this will no
doubtlead toaspikein cases, it is unlikely there will be localised
lockdowns too. That’s just how bad it has become,” he says.

According to Sabnavis, after the first two poor quarters, with
moreeconomicactivitiesbeingallowed, therehadbeenhope that
the next two quarters would bring some cheer. “There was alot
of pent-updemand. And when they first began unlocking, there
wasabitofaboom. Salesof cars, electronics, everything went up.
Soitwaslookinggood. But thismonth (withitsincreasein cases),
hasbrought bad news,” he says.

Sujan Hajra, chiefeconomistand executive directorat Anand
Rathi Shares & Stock Brokers, pointsout that thisrapidincreasein
casesaffectseveryaspect of theeconomy. “The pace of relaxations
will no doubt become slower. So work in factories, offices and
retail establishmentswill slow down. Many companies that were
hopingtheywouldbeable totide over will just become unviable
and shut down. And the worst thing is, since it now looks like
nobody knows how long this will go on, consumer sentiments
willhitrock bottom. And everybody—companies,households—
will stop spending.”

As cases surge, many wonder if herd immunity is not some-
thing that may eventually slow down, or perhaps even end, the
outbreak. The conceptof herdimmunityliesat the heart of global
efforts to stop the spread of the pandemic. This can be achieved
throughavaccine.

But there is another, more dangerous, way. For the virus to
wash through the population and naturally infect people. Pur-
suingsuchagoal withnovaccine would probably comeatastag-

0

gering costofhuman lives, asinfectious disease expertsassert,and
may not even occur anytime soon.

Still, many ask that if the disease makes its way through the
populationinagivenareain themanneritisdoinginIndianow,
wouldn’t herd immunity in some areas of high infections be
something that’snot far behind?

There is no fixed idea of when herd immunity might kick
in for a virus like Covid-19. Some have estimated that about
60 to 70 per cent of a given population would need to develop
an immune response to the virus. One group of researchers has
estimated it could be even aslow as 1o to 20 per cent, although
most epidemiologists have claimed this unlikely. Most believe
herd immunity will probably require 50-60 per cent to develop.

eroprevalence surveys have found that many parts

of India have already appeared to develop fairly high

levels of antibodies. One in four people in Ahmedabad,

itwas found in a survey earlier this month, were already
exposed tothe virus.In Delhi’slast sero-survey, theresults

of which were announced last week;, 33 per cent of the samples
tested positive. Mumbai’s sero-survey, revealed at the end of July,
was the most interesting. Conducted in only three wards in the
city, although those who worked on the survey claim it would
more orlessbe representative of the entire city, it found about 57
per cent of individuals residing in slums had already developed
antibodies. About 16 per cent of those in non-slum areas were
found to have developed antibodies. Taken together, this would
make the seroprevalence reported in Mumbai among the high-
estin the world. Some wonder if the waning of the pandemicin
Dharavi’s slum is not a reflection of the city authorities’ much-
touted ‘Dharavi model’ containment measures but because the
virus went through the slum’s population,itmade themimmune
toit. A follow-up sero-survey in Mumbai, conducted a month
later,hasnowbeen completed andisexpected tobereleased soon.
One of the individuals involved in the sero-survey,
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A gym in New Delhi,
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ITI1S SUGGESTED THAT EUROPE AND EAST ASIA ARE EXPERIENCING A SECOND WAVE.
BUT THERE IS NO CLARITY. NOT EVERYONE CALLS THE INDIAN SURGE A SECOND WAVE.
THE FIRST WAVE NEVER STOPPED AND THE VIRUS IS JUST SPREADING

Sandeep Juneja, professor and dean of the School of Technology
and Computer Science at the Tata Institute of Fundamental Re-
search (TIFR had partnered with the city’s municipal board and
NITI Aayog to conduct the survey), has come out with another
interesting paper. This one—a collaboration among a few TIFR
computer scientists—is a computer simulation model that fac-
torsincomplicated thingslike theresumption of thecity’scrowd-
edtrainsandbuses, analyses when and how Mumbai couldlook
to open up the city entirely. “These projections were developed
taking into account a possible second wave that would happen
when the city opened up,” says Juneja.

According to the paper, if workplaces are opened gradu-
ally, about 33 per cent in September, 50 per cent in October and
100 per centin November, with schoolsand collegesresumingin
thefirstweek of January next year, the second wave of infections
and hospitalisations that would come from such a step would
be much more manageable for the city’s healthcare system.

The simulation model also finds that the city would have
achieved herdimmunity by around December thisyear orJanu-
arynextyear.“By then we estimate thatabout 75 per centin slums
and 50 per cent in non-slum areas would have been exposed to

thevirus. When youreach thosenumbers, youdon’t see somany
newinfections,”Junejasays. “It doesnot mean that the virus will
go away. But it will be small. Say, between 200 to 500 daily cases.
Not like the 1,500-2,000 cases that we see now.”

This model comes with a caveat. If, as some fear, exposure to
thevirusdoesnotgrantimmunity and ahigh number of reinfec-
tions occur, then the idea of achieving herd immunity becomes
much more complicated. There have, however, only been a few
cases of confirmed reinfections globally. Most of the re-infected
alsoappeared todevelopamuch milderversion of the infection.

Kishore is hopeful that at some point certain pockets will
begin to exhibit herd immunity. He believes there has been far
toomuch panic, that economic activities and transport systems
should be opened up, while the elderly and vulnerable are pro-
tectedathome. “Thevirusisstill only half-a-year old. So we don’t
know everything. But thistheory that reinfections will stop herd
immunity from happening doesn’t make sense. If there were to
be so many reinfection cases, our hospitals would be filled with
thesame people,”saysKishore. “It’'s tough, Iknow, and it’s going
tolook bad in the next few weeks. But if people are careful and
wear masks, then it will slowly get better.” m

[OPENIE: 7

5 OCTOBER 2020



COVER STORY / C#RONA CHRONICLES

THE MENTAL SIEGE

India’s response to Covid-19 is defined by the pandemic’s
beginning when it was thought to be far deadlier and alien

By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

hensomethingentersthebody,abacteriaor
avirus, therearetwomainlinesof defence. The
body maintains a history of germs that have
entered it and when there is a fresh attack, it
produces antibodies to mount a defence. It is
why when the novel coronavirusfirst became
known, because it was novel, the idea that the body would
be completely clueless was born. In the initial months of
the pandemic, much of human response was a collective
chest-beating over this. In fact, you could argue, the entire
lockdown model was based on the virus being totally alien.
We know somewhat different now. There is also another
¢~ weapon the body hascalled T cells, which remembers simi-
- larvirusesand, based on that, can therefore mount a defence.
Studiesare increasingly showing that T cells are quite effec-
tive against Covid in a percentage of the population. A re-
cent British Medical Journal(BM])article,‘Covid-19: Domany
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people have pre-existing immunity? said: ‘With public health
responses around the world predicated on the assumption that
thevirusentered the human population withno pre-existingim-
munitybefore the pandemic,serosurvey dataareleadingmanyto
conclude that the virus has,as Mike Ryan, WHO’s head of emer-
gencies, putit, “along way to burn.” Yet a stream of studies that
havedocumented SARS-CoV-2reactive T cellsin people without
exposure to the virus are raising questions about just how new
the pandemicvirusreallyis, with manyimplications. Atleastsix
studieshavereported T cell reactivity against SARS-CoV-2in 20%
to 50% of people with no known exposure to the virus.’

The human body being able to mount a defence against the
virusisimportantinformation. Itisthe difference betweenaliens
fromanother planet coming toinvade a country,asagainst from
anothercontinent. In the first, thereisthe terror of theabsolutely
unknown. Inthesecond, itisregular warfareevenif thereisimmi-
nentdamage. Shouldn’tthe presence ofamechanism todeal with
the viruslead to a review of the all-or-nothing approach? There
are,however, not many signs of it. Inertia is very good at sapping
courage. Amentalsiege,once donned voluntarily,ishard toshake
off.In psychology, thereisa phenomenon called anchoringbias,
where, once an impression is formed, all facts are forced into it.
In popular phraseology, you could call it wedded to an opinion.
The only way to break out of being anchoredis to be consciously
aware of the bias and, when facts don’t fit, move away from the
opinion. Otherwise,asishappeningnow; policiesthatmadesense
once upon a time, establish a stranglehold.

Aprimeexampleisinternational travel intoIndia. At present,
besides Government-run flights, travellers from only 13 coun-
tries can come through a mechanism called ‘air transport bub-
bles’,and even then, it is mostly restricted to Indians who want
toreturn. When the virus first started spreading from foreign
shores, it made sense to stop flights to not give ita foothold here.
Thereisalotof political slugfesthappeningin Indiaand overseas
about governments not stopping inter-
national flightsearly enough and, thus,

Indian states arbitrarily imposing quarantine periods on those
who come from other states. Some, like Karnataka, have woken
up to thisabsurdity and done away with it. But there are others
like Maharashtra, which is the Covid capital of India, imposing
14-day quarantines. Recently, they permitted inter-district travel,
which meant anyone coming from Pune or Mumbai, two of the
biggest hotspots in India, to anywhere else in the state, could do
sofreely. There isno threat from anyone coming from Assam or
Odisha to Maharashtra that it doesn’t pose toitself. But the state
government persistsin theidea thatitis possible togain total con-
troland monitoring domestic travellers playsan essential partin
this. Such isolationism comes with economic costs. If industry
andserviceshave torevivein Maharashtra, then people from out-
side, who make up a large percentage of the workforce, need to
return. And, given the two-week quarantine, many would choose
tonot do so. Most just won’t have the space required, especially
the migrantlabour who live in slums. They walked away when
thelockdown was imposed and will only return if they are sure
that the conditions to earn are back. Most states persist with the
quarantine because the response is defined by outdated lessons
learnt by rote too well.

he disease, we now know;, kills much less. Initially,
itsfatalityrate was considered too high tonot panic. As

a CNBCarticle of March 3rd, when the pandemicbegan

its worldwide spread, reported: ‘World health officials

said Tuesday the mortality rate for COVID-19 is 3.4%
globally, higher than previous estimates of about 2%. “Glob-
ally, about 3.4% of reported COVID-19 cases have died,” WHO
Director-General Tedros Adhanom Ghebreyesus said during
a press briefing at the agency’s headquarters in Geneva. In
comparison, seasonal flu generally kills far fewer than 1% of
those infected, he said. The World Health Organization had
saidlast week that themortality rate of
COVID-19candiffer,rangingfromo.7%

being responsible for the disease. Much
ofthewariness that countries exhibitin
throwingskiesopenagainisdictated by
that. Butsuchapolicy makeslittlesense
when there are around 80,000-odd new
casesdailyin the country, thelargestan-
ywhereintheworld. Inthe totalnumber
of cases, the USrankshigherbut only be-
causeithastested much more.In terms
of daily new cases, itishalf that of India.
Thereisnothingthattravellersfromany
othercountryinthe world wouldaddto
thetotal count of infected casesin India
thatwouldn’tevenbeadropinthebuck-
ethere.Infact,ifanything, international
passengerswouldbe terrified of coming
toIndiaat thisstage.

FOR INDIA,
IMPOSING THE
STRICTEST
LOCKDOWN IN THE
WORLD WAS
POSSIBLY THE
WRONG THING T0 DO,
SIGNALLING
PANIC MORE THAN
COURAGE

toupto 4%, depending onthe quality of
the health-care system where it’s treat-
ed.Earlyinthe outbreak,scientists had
concluded the death rate was
around 2.3%.

The world then was fixed on
Case Fatality Rate, or the number of
deaths among confirmed cases. That
there would be such vast numbers of
asymptomatic patients was not es-
tablished at the time. In India, the
case fatality rate is even now thought
to be lesser than the rest of the world
at 1.6 per cent. Butitisstill amislead-
ing ratio because it doesn’t take into
account all those who don’t get tested.
That number, deaths in relation to
total infected, is estimated around

You see the same phenomenon in
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Commuters on Delhi Metro after the resumption of service, September 14

0.5 per cent. That is about one dead for every 200 case. It isan
open question, whether, ifthe same knowledge had been there
atthe beginning, would the response have been as severe.

The only country that refused to succumb to fear right from
thebeginning was Swedenand, while it saw greater deaths than
itsimmediate neighbours, it navigated through the pandemic
withoutanylockdown. Itbelieved that in the longrun, even the
deathswouldn’tbe greater. Lockdown, in their modelling, only
postpones whatisinevitable whilealso crippling the economy.
Asasecond wave of infections run through Europe, Sweden
mightjustbevindicated becauseithasnotexperienced the surge
so far. An Associated Press report of September 215t said: ‘Now,
as coronavirus infection numbers surge again in much of Eu-
rope, Sweden—a country of romillion people—hassome of the
lowestnumbers of new casesand only 14 COVID-19 patientsin
intensive care. Whether thisis due to the Swedish government’s
strategy,however, isstilluncertain. Itshealth authorities—and,

in particular, its chief epidemiologist, Dr. Anders Tegnell—
keep repeating a familiar warning: It’s too early to tell, and all
countriesareinadifferent phase of the pandemic... According to
the European Center for Disease Control, Sweden has reported
30.3 new COVID-19 cases per 100,000 inhabitants in the last
14 days, compared with 292.2 in Spain, 172.1 in France, 61.8in
the UK. and 69.2 in Denmark, all of which imposed strict lock-
downs early in the pandemic.’

For India, imposing the strictest lockdown in the world
was possibly the wrong thing to do, signalling panic more than
courage. But one can still say that in retrospect,
everything seems simple. A catastrophe was anticipated and
the best was done to avert it. But it was only postponed and, at
least in terms of deaths, not nearly as dangerous as predicted.
Unlocking in bits and pieces and refusing to let go of
stumbling blocks in getting life back to normal, shows that
thesiege endures. m
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THE FARMER UNFE

The farm sector reforms will end monopolies and give neglected

By SIDDHARTH SINGH
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HERE WEREDRAMATICscenesin
Parliamentlast week. On September
17th, Lok Sabha passed two farm sec-
torreform Bills based on ordinances
issuedin June. Thatnight, Harsimrat
Kaur Badal, the lone Shiromani
AkaliDal(SAD)memberinthe Union
Cabinet, quit as Minister of Food
Processing Industries. The SAD’s
future in the National Democratic
Alliance (NDA), as one of the oldest
alliance partners of the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP), was now under a cloud. Two days later, on
September 20th, there was uproarin Rajya Sabha when the Bills
were passed by voice vote in the Upper House. The opposition
cried death of democracy.

The crescendo of voices rose suddenly, within days of the
Bills being introduced in Parliament. This gave the opposing
voicessomething of asyntheticquality tothemasifthiswerean
issue handy to beat the Government with. When the Farmers
(Empowerment and Protection) Agreement on Price Assurance
and Farm Services Ordinance, 2020; the Essential Commodities
(Amendment)Ordinance, 2020;and the Farmers’ Produce Trade
and Commerce (Promotion and Facilitation) Ordinance, 2020
wereissued on June sth, there wasnotevenahintof protestin the
air. Over the next two-and-a-half months, there were murmurs
of protest in Punjab and Haryana but nothing of the kind seen
since September 1oth.

Thereafter, protestsalong National Highway 1 north of Delhi
became routine. Farmers in swanky new tractors—very often
without number plates—seem to have driven off straight from
showrooms to protest sites on bridges, highways, roadsand in
front of office buildings. In Punjab, there isnear unanimityacross
the political class against the Bills. The reasons are understand-
able but somewhat complex as these are entangled with the
state’s history since the mid-1960s. Something similarisat work
inHaryana,evenifatasignificantlytoned-downlevel. Elsewhere
inIndia—across Uttar Pradesh (UP)and Biharand from Madhya
Pradesh (MP)to Chhattisgarh—thereisagrarian peace. Thereare,
tobesure, protests hereand there but these are nothing compared
tothe new ‘Punjab Problem’.

The three Bills that have been passed by both Houses of Par-
liament open up the traditional system of trade in agricultural
commodities forcompetition from the private sector.India’sfood
trade system—basically in commodities like wheat, rice, fruits
and vegetables—revolves around the Agriculture Produce Mar-
keting Committees (APMCs). These committees, created under
variousstatelaws, organisemarket yardswhere saleand purchase
ofthesecommoditiestake place. Over time, these APMCs became
near-monopolies. Today, theylevy market fee, brokerage charges
and other imposts. All this is backed by state laws. Asaresult,
therearesignificantfrictionsinagricultural marketsthathavea
bearing onanumberof economicvariableslikeinflation, returns
to farmers, agricultural growth and so on. Reforming the farm
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sector by allowing private sector firms to invest in the farm
economy along with contract farming has always been on the
agenda of parties across the political spectrum. But in India’s
competitive politics, these reform effortsget derailed in the search
forimmediate political gains.

To citean example, inits manifesto for the 2019 General Elec-
tion, the Congress promised to repeal the APMC Act (item 11 in
the ‘Agriculture, Farmers, and Farm Labour’ section); repeal the
Essential Commodities Act, 1955 (item 21 in the same section)
and modernise the sector by constructing warehouses, cold
chains and food processing facilities (item 14). Similarly, back
in December 2012, party leader Kapil Sibal, during a Lok Sabha
debate onallowing Foreign Direct Investment (FDI), had rhetori-
callyasked “Whatisthe purpose of this policy? The farmershould
get a higher price than he gets in the market, in the mandi. The
farmers should geta higher price.” And much like the uproarin
RajyaSabhaon September 20th, he too wasshouted down by the
Opposition that December. Most other partiesremain wedded to
astatist outlook, changing their stance only when it suits them.

All of this was forgotten last weekend. The Congress, along
with other opposition parties, vehemently denounced the Bills
as ‘anti-farmer’legislation.

The BJP Government did not repeal the old laws but merely
opened them to competition. There are multiple reasons for
that. For one, there is a question of choice: the party wants to
keep APMC markets as there may be many farmers who want
to continue selling their produce there. For another, there is the
inherentdanger of monopolisation in case of asingle trading op-

tion,asthe APMCsystem showssovividly. Competition afforded
by greater participation of private trade—shorn of the handicaps
itcurrently faces—andlettingthe APMCsface the privatesector
have the potential to fetch better returns for farmers.

This, however,isnothow the three Billshave beeninterpreted
by commentatorsand politiciansalike. Thereasonsarenotfarto
seek: the APMCs have thrived in a statist environment without
any competition from the private sector. Large companies—with
money to invest in the modernisation of Indian agriculture—
are routinely disparaged as “big corporates”. The opportunistic
nature of this politics can be seen from the way the Bills’ aims
aresought to be defeated. Many Congressleadersinsist that it be
writtenin thetextofthe Billsthat privatesector buyerswho pur-
chase directly from farmers will have to pay Minimum Support
Prices(MSP)otherwise they will be prosecuted. Thisisasgood as
keeping the old system alive by subterfuge.

Butnoneofthishasswayed the Governmentinanyway.Ithas
held steadfast to this reform programme in the teeth of special
interests. These interests, not surprisingly, are the strongest in
Punjab, the locus of the current protests.

have been opposed in Punjab and Haryana—as well as
the muted reactions elsewhere—lies in the importance
ofthe open-ended purchases of wheat and rice for the economy
and finances of these states. This is especially true for Punjab,
afiscally hard-pressed state that ceased to be at the forefront of

O NE CLUE TO THE vehemence with which the Bills

Prime Minister Narendra Modi speaking about the farm Bills, September 21

|

Many analysts have
painted a picture of
doom engulfing Indian
farmers at the hands of a
government that has sold
out farmers’ interests to
‘big corporates’. Such
expressions lack any
explanatory power.
There are no giant agro or
food corporations of the
kind found in Western
economies. What India
does have is a clutch of
retail companies and
online aggregators
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It is unlikely that farmers in Punjab and
Haryana will see purchases by the
government suddenly stop. But this system
is rotting. Itis expensive and has tied
farmers to ecologically ruinous crops like
rice in Punjab. Without competition, this
state of affairs will continue.Punjab will
continue to grow water-guzzling rice
varieties and the Centre will continue to
strainits finances

India’seconomically developedstates decadesago. The biannual
affairwhen gigantic quantities of wheat and rice are purchased
from the state injects huge sums of money into its economy, all
funded by the Centre.Itisacommon mistake toassume thatthe
costof wheat (a rabicrop) andrice (akharif crop)isjust the MSP
announced by the Centre,although thatisthesingle-largestitem
in the bill. There are, in addition, costs of handling, storage and
transport. But overand above these costs, the Punjab government
imposes a Rural Development Fee (RDF) and a market fee for
any purchases within market yards that fall under its APMCs.
Each of these feesislevied at the rate of 3 per cent of MSP. As the
MSP and the quantity of foodgrain bought by the Food Corpo-
ration of India (FCI) rise, so do these fees that go to the coffers
of the state government. Conversely, any reduction in MSP or
the quantum of purchases made by the Union Government re-
ducesthese sumsflowing tothe Punjab government. The result
isanin-builtincentive tokeep arguing for ever higherMSPsand
quantities purchased.

Harsimrat Kaur Badal at her residence
in New Delhi after she resigned as Union
Minister of Food Processing Industries,
Septermber 17

The quantitiesbought by the FCI—the gigantic government
corporation thatliesat the heart of India’sfood economy—throw
lighton thissituation. Until August 31st,the FCThad bought 12.7
million tonnesof wheatand 5.3 million tonnesofrice,atotal of 18
million tonnes of foodgrain. This was for the year 2019-2020. Dur-
ing thisyear, Punjab produced 18.2 million tonnes of wheatand
8.7 million tonnes of rice. Thus, the Union Government ended
upbuyingcloseto 7o per cent of the wheat produced by the state
and 61 per cent of itsrice output. Thisis an enviable scale of sup-
port to a state by the Centre. This record purchase by the FCI is
matched (inthe case of wheat) onlyin the case of MP. In contrast,
duringthesameyear(2019-2020), the country’sbiggest producer
of wheat, UP (output of 32 million tonnes) saw the FCIbuy only
11 per cent of its output. If one looks at the data released by the
FCIL it buys far meagre quantities from other states. This situa-
tion ofalmostexclusive purchases from Punjaband Haryanahas
become less skewed only in the last decade.

In 2019-2020, the MSP for wheat was Rs 1,840 for a quintal
(1o0kg)of wheat. Let ussupposejust 1 quintal of wheat was pur-
chased from Punjab by the FCI. The state government netted
3 per cent of MSP as RDF and another 3 per cent as market fee.
At 6 per cent, the state government gets Rs 110 for every quintal
of wheat purchased in an APMC market. If one calculates
the money that flows to the state government through these
fees, the sum is substantial. One does not have to exaggerate
these sums but the fact remains that these are now part of the
revenue calculations of a state that finds itself in a fiscal tough
spot and where every rupee that comes to the government
matters. If the monopoly of the APMCs comes to an end, this
system will start eroding.

Historically, Punjab was an importantsource of food supplies
for India after Independence. In terms of output, the state held
the top rank for along time and perhaps the only one where a
substantial surplus was available for the Union Government to
mop up. For three decades (1964-1994), Punjab served the needs
of the country well. It became the single-biggest contributor to
the Central pool of foodgrain. When the Green Revolution was
initiated in the mid-1960s, India was a food-insecure country.
Crop failures and volatility in output were common. It was im-
portantin such conditions to provide incentives to that group
of farmers willing to produce more—and more importantly—
partwith theiroutputtothe government. Because of therelative
scarcity of wheat and rice in comparison with what wasneeded
for India’s consumption, these incentives—a package of cheap
inputslike fertilisers, waterand priceand marketing support for
output—were essential. Soon enough, bumper stocks were the
normin government godowns.

Somewhere in the mid-199os the situation changed. Other
states began generating their own surpluses, making it eco-
nomically more sensible to buy in a decentralised fashion from
different states. This would not only reduce transportation and
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handling costs that had become a substantial fraction of the eco-

nomic cost of wheat and rice. These imbalances had become so
large thatin 2000, the Expenditure Reforms Commission (ERC)in
itsfirstreport pointed out that purchasesmadeby the FCI were ‘ex-
cessive’ and needed to be rationalised. But by that time India was
inthemiddleofits ‘coalition years’. Prime Minister Atal Bihari Va-
jpayee wascommitted tokeeping the SAD within the NDA flock.
His personal relationswith Parkash Singh Badal were one matter
butthere weredeeperpolitical thythmsthat madeitessential for
being patient with the SAD. Punjab had a history of secessionist
violence and had barely become a ‘normal state’ a decade earlier.
Then, inspite of the ERC warning of systemicissues, thememories
of the food shortage decades led to systemic inertia. Punjab was
an expensive proposition but India kept up with its demands.
Today,whenall political partiesand governmentsin the state
remind everyone of the efforts of Punjab farmers to make the
country self-sufficient in food, there is less patience with the
claim. What wereinitially economic incentivesto produce more
foodgrainare today price-support mechanismsavailable mostly
to farmers in Punjab and Haryana. This is the kind of support

that afarmer in Bihar or Chhattisgarh can only dream of. The
cost to Punjab has no doubt been substantial: it is an ecological
hotspot now. With its water resources near depletion and soils
dependent on synthetic fertilisers, the state stares at an ecologi-
cal disaster. Political reasons ensured that its efforts to diversify
its cropping pattern came to naught within a couple of years
after being launched in 2003. It would be less than accurate to
describe it as aland of kulaks. The Statistical Abstract of Punjab
(2019) states that nearly 33 per cent of landholdings in the state
range from less than 1 hectare to roughly 1-2 hectares. Another
33 per centarein the 2 to 4-hectare range. Landholdings of such
size are alosing proposition with the farmers tilling them sunk

in perennial debt. Only 5 per cent of landholdings—s57,707 out
of nearly 1.1 million—can be truly said to fall in the kulak class
(zohectaresand above).

The pitiable state of these small and marginal farmers can be
gauged by visitingany mandiin the state during the rabiand kharif
sellingseasons. Itis painful todescribe theanxiety of these farmers
astheypersuade officialsand grain commission agentsto pick up
their produce. A bit more moisture, an unseasonal rain and a few

THE ESSENCE OF THE FARM BILLS

and Protection) Agreement on

nt
A The Farmers (Empowerment .
Price Assurance and Farm Services Bill, 2020

e Provides aframework for contract farming

o Details the rights and obligations o_f fu_rmerds and buyers
whena contract farming agreement is signé

e Providesd mechanism for settling of disputes between

farmers and buyers in cose such disputes arnse

-

B. The Farmers’ Produce Trade and Commerce (Promotion and

Facilitation) Bill, 2020

e Providesan altemative tothe murket_ yards established by local
Agricuttural Produce Marketing Committees (APMCs)

nies alike—to pick up
is allows buyers—traders and cgmpu_
Far;lhé?s’ produce from the farm gote itself instead of the farmer
taking it to an APMC controlled market yard

e The Bill explicitly allows inter-state trade in agricultural
commodities

e Bans any state govemmentfrom levyinga cess,feeorlevyon
farmers and traders inatrade ared

e Has a provision for modernising furm.trude by pzrmlttlng
electronic trade platforms and price gathering platform

e Does not close APMC market yards: T‘nosg farmers who wish
to continue selling their produce there can stilldo so

i i i inimum Support Price (MSP)
uestion of dismantling the Minimu _ :
:nggre\’c(llnism does not arise as the APMC system 1S not being

shut down

e Bringsin much needed competition in the farm trade which
was untilnow a monopolyinthe hands of APMCs
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Reforming the farm sector by allowing private sector
firms to invest in the farm economy along with contract
farming has always been on the agenda of parties across
the political spectrum. But in India’s competitive politics,
these reform efforts get derailed in the search for
immediate political gains

extrabroken grainsisall thatit takestoreject whatafarmerbrings
tothe mandi. The Union Government, too, hasitsreasonstoreduce
such massive expenditures on these purchases. Yes, farmers in
Punjab domanage tosell their cropsand the state and Union gov-
ernmentsdowhateverthey cantohelp these farmers. Buttostate
that Punjab is aland of rich agriculturalists isa myth. Prosperity
has come and gone from Punjab. Haryana is not very different.

T IS UNLIKELY that farmers in Punjab, Haryana or else-

where, where there is an FCI or a state agency purchasing

network, will see purchases by the government come to a
sudden halt in mandis. But it is also true that this system isnow
rotting. It is expensive and, more importantly, in the name of
foodsecurity, ithastied farmerstoecologically ruinous cropslike
ricein Punjaband Haryana. Thereisample production of rice in
monsoon Indiaand wheatin northern India (UP, MP,Punjaband
Haryana) to quit worrying about it. Unless the present system
is given competition, this ruinous state of affairs will continue.
Punjab will continue to grow water-guzzling rice varieties and
the Centre will continue to strain its finances to buy wheat and
rice from a select few states.

Once the new system kicksin, it will change the situation—
slowly forsure—in three ways. First, farmers will react tomarket
signals to produce the kind of crops that are in demand. As In-
diadevelops, the share of cerealsin the food basket ofan average
citizen will decline and more nutritious items will see higher
demand. Sooner orlater, the message will reach farmers. Thosein
Punjaband elsewhere can be expected to produce differentitems.
Second, there will always be a substantial fraction of farmers,

Suspended Rajya Sabha
members on the Parliament
lawns, September 21

especially many with marginal hold-
ings (less than 5 acres), who will prefer
to grow wheat and rice. They will con-
tinue to sell in APMC mandis. One can
besure the government will be there for
them. A system that has evolved over
the last 55 years will not be stopped
in one, two or even five years. Third,
what will happen is a greater spread
of purchases by the FCI and other gov-
ernment agencies to those areas where
amarketingand buyinginfrastructure
wasnever created. Biharand eastern UP
are two strong candidates where this
old, Punjab-Haryana-type system may
take root. This will give much-needed
income and price support to poor and
marginal farmersinsome of the poorest
districtsof India. Thisshould have been
done along time ago. But this is like
wishes having wings: a poor country can only afford thatmuch
extra bit of comfort forits farmers, even if that is just and fair.

Yet, in the days after the dramatic scenes in Rajya Sabha,
many analysts and commentators alike have painted a picture
of doom engulfing Indian farmersat the hands ofa Government
thatis allegedly ‘neoliberal’ or has sold out farmers’ interests to
‘big corporates’. These expressions lack any explanatory power
whatsoever. Forone, therearenogiantagro or food corporations
of thekind found in Western economies. What Indiadoeshaveis
aclutch of retail companies and online aggregators. These com-
paniesareleast likely to be interested in going to farmers to buy
wheat and rice directly. Rice millers who have converted them-
selves into sellers of branded rice have been doing that kind of
trade foralongtime. To begin with, they,and large flour millers,
will beinterested in the new system of direct buying. It would be
doing violence tolanguage to describe them as ‘big corporates’.

Therearelarge companieslike Pepsi whohave done contract-
farming for crops like potato in Punjab for a while. That system
hasworked in spite of the running propagandaagainst them for
decades. The Farmers (Empowerment and Protection) Agree-
menton Price Assurance and Farm Services Bill, 2020 gives that
system of buyingandsellingalegal framework. It willbeahappy
thingifthissystem expandsin otherstates, with other companies
showing some interest.

This new legislative framework will take some time to
percolate to the ground and take root. But it is a travesty to
describe the APMCs and the network of grain commission
agents as a system that allows price discovery. Nothing could
be farther from the truth. These were monopolies that lived off
advantagesavailable tonooneelse. m
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A new food atlas powered by the Min
will help the countryeat and produce

the groundwater in
my area sufficient for
me to grow rice instead
of wheat?

What kind of vegeta-
bles was eaten seasonally
inmyareain the 1960s?

Isthereenough dataonmicronutrients
available in the soil in my area to address
deficiencies, suchasof zinc?

Now imagine one food atlas where
all this information and more are avail-
able at the click of a button. The Poshan
Atlas, a collaborative effort between the
Ministry of Women and Child Develop-
ment, Billand Melinda Gates Foundation
(BMGF), Harvard TH Chan School of Pub-
licHealth and the Deendayal Research In-
stitute (DRI), set up by Jana Sangh leader
Nanaji Deshmukh, willsoonbereadytobe
viewed on smartphones across the coun-
try by researchers, policymakers, farmers
and consumers. At a time when food has
becomethesubject of political debate, the
atlas will restore data toits rightful place
of primacy.

Indiahasadouble burden of malnutri-
tion and obesity. India fares really poorly
when it comes to feeding a diverse diet to
children (only one in 10 children getan
adequate diet). According to the fourth
National Family Health Survey (NFHS)
in2015-2016,0nly 9.6 per cent children (6-
23 months)arefedaminimumacceptable
diet. This figure declines to 6.4 per cent for
children under two years as per the Com-
prehensive National Nutrition Survey
2016-2018.Dataalsoshowsthat 73 percent
of urban Indians are overweight while 5
per cent suffer from morbid obesity.

One solution which often gets high-
lighted,according to ShwetaKhandelwal,
Head, Nutrition Research, Public Health
Foundation of India, is improving local

S

production and consumption of diverse
and healthy food items such as tradition-
ally consumed complex grains, locally
grown fresh fruits and vegetables, and
nuts. There is one challenge here though:
lack of a compendium on agrofood along
with environmental attributes of each re-
gion for stakeholders to help formulate/
implement relevant multi-sectoral poli-
ciesand programmes.

The Poshan Atlas, which hopes to ad-
dress this gap, began asa question put by
Minister for Women and Child Develop-
ment Smriti Irani toa group of stakehold-
ers when she took over: can food be used
as medicine to address micronutrient
deficiency as well as obesity because of
high intake of carbohydrates? Can it be
used as a preventive rather than a cura-
tive? What has now emerged isa Poshan
Atlas, the first-ever database in the world
to link comprehensive information on
what foods are traditionally consumed,
what crop varieties are currently grown
and, given agro-ecological contexts (such
assoil organiccarbon contentand ground
water availability), guidance on how a
greater diversity of crops could be encour-
aged in a particular district to promote
dietary diversity and nutrition.

Theaim ofthe Poshan Atlas,saysKhan-
delwal, is to create one of the first open-
source databases that link agricultural
dataatthe districtlevel. Whenfedintoan
onlineportal, Poshan Atlaswill allow users
tovisualise key indicators,compare these
acrossvariousfilters(suchasamongstates
oryears) and see correlations. The portal
can be used to generate impact at various
administrativeand geographicallevelsby
creating a feedback loop between policy
and itsimplementation. There will also
be an app, a digital tool to access this data-
base and plan relevant public health and

lllustration by SAURABH SINGH
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better, reports KAVEREE BAMZAI
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“The aim of the
Poshan Atlasis to
create one of the
first open-source
databases that link
agricultural data at
the district level”

SHWETA KHANDELWAL
associate professor,
Public Health Foundation
of India

“For Poshan Atlas 1.0,
the biggestissueis
creating one single
consumable format

for all the data, which
has varying formats
and different years

of study”

SRIVALLI KRISHNAN
senior programme
officer, Billand Melinda
Gates Foundation

nutrition interventions.

There are global databases which help
in knowing what people consume and
produce such asFAOSTAT and FoodData
Central (by the USDrug Administration).
Private US labs are also collating such
data. But the Poshan Atlas is unique in
thatitwillincorporatedatafrommultiple
sources such as the agricultural surveys
by the Ministry of Agriculture under the
Improvement of Crop Statistics Scheme;
soilhealthand propertiesthrough the Soil
Health Card; groundwater table through
the Central Ground Water Authority;
the traditional cropping patterns since
1966 before the introduction of the Green
Revolution through an innovative data-
base for data for 571 districts in 20 states
developed by the Tata-Cornell Institute
and the International Crops Research In-
stitute for the Semi-Arid Tropics; as well
astheLivestock Census conducted by the
Department of Animal Husbandry, Dairy-
ingand Fisheries.

Thisdatawill then,in Poshan Atlas 2.0,
beoverlaid with household food expendi-
ture data (a proxy for consumption) from
National Sample Survey Office (NSSO),
malnutrition data from NFHS and mi-
cronutrients data from a UNICEF survey.
For Poshan Atlas 1.0, as Srivalli Krishnan
of BMGF calls t, the biggest issue is creat-
ing one single consumable format forall
the data, which has varying formats and
different years of study. Giving due credit
toall the agencies will also be a challenge.
This work will be carried out by the DRI,
which hasreceived a grant of Rs 1 crore
from BMGFand Harvard.

The Poshan Atlas will help address all
sorts of questions, from policymakers to
farmers. Policymakers could understand
throughtheatlaswhethertheyneedtoad-
dressirondeficiencyinany particulararea
in midday meals and take-home rations,
which they could do possibly with provi-
sion of fortified spinach ormillets. Farmers
could have queries such as what to grow
on their plot forhousehold consumption
which couldaddressthemicronutrientde-
ficiency given the soil and groundwater
conditions. Krishnanwhohasadoctorate
incropgeneticsand plantrotation believes
the data will ensure transparency, mak-
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HOW A NATION EATS HAS

Ministry of Woman a
Child Developmen

FROM POLICYMAKERS TO

ing solutionsapolitical.

Poshan Atlas,says Khandelwal, will be
uniqueespecially given the huge diversity
atasubnational level. She was one of the
experts invited for planning sessions in
January and February by the Ministry of
Women and Child Development and the
Harvard India Research Centre. Some of
them were laterinvited to participateina
session with the Minister herself to share
theirideasonimprovingthe processesand
outcome reporting for this Atlas.

InIndiathereareafew centresofexcel-
lence studying how Indians eat like the
TataNational Institute of Nutrition Centre
and Technical Assistanceand Research for
Indian Nutrition and Agriculture (TARI-
NA) which is associated with Cornell
University and Emory University,among
others.The National Institute of Nutrition
(NIN)istheresultofan MoUsignedin 2016
by Tata Trusts with the Indian Council of
Medical Research towards establishing a
Tata-NIN Centre for Excellence in public
health nutrition within the NIN campus
in Hyderabad. Itisintended to serve asa
knowledge hub to inform policy actions
forimproving nutrition outcomes as well
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asto compile and analyse data generated
under periodical surveys on health and
nutritioninthe country. TARINA worksin
Bihar, Odishaand Uttar Pradesh, primarily
withNGOs,andintegratesnutrition-based
objectives into field projects. It works on
better market systems for farmers, chang-
ingbehaviour patternsforbetternutrition
and diversifying production. But while
theseeffortsaregood, theyarenotenough
foracountryasvastand disparateasIndia.

Poshan Atlas has the potential
to collate all our food-related infor-
mation and traditional resources, and
help preserve ancient, time-proven, com-
monsensical knowledgeabouteatingand
farming rules that have stood the test of
time. Nutritionist Kavita Devgan says it
willnotjusthelp preserve and bring forth
“our way” of eating, suited to our genetic
make-up, but will also encourage more
research in the field to help make these
more mainstream. “Done right it can be
agame changer for our country’s healthy
quotient, because I have always believed
thatstickingtoourrootsisthebestwayto

providerightnutrition toourmind-body-
soul,” she adds.

The Atlas is also intended to ensure
availability of traditional recipes, ben-
efits of using medicinal herbsand how its
intake can preventdisease orhelpascure,
provide information about nutrition and
tips on improving lifestyle. Nutrition
education is abysmally low in India, and
data poor and scattered. Sometimes con-
sequences of surveys can be the opposite
of what is intended. Scholars point to a
survey of pregnant and lactating women
inruralIndialastyear, wheresome of these
overworkedand undernourished women
were being advised more work, less food
by eldersin the family.

Information on alot of these param-
eters has been more or less collected by
NSSO and NFHS, but the Government
would do well to strengthen these organ-
isations and surveys, while also working
on the Poshan Atlas. How a nation eats
has consequences for policies but it also
defines who we are, which makes data
collection and interpretation so impor-
tantespeciallyatatimewhenwhatyoueat
cangetyoukilled. Thereareseveralmyths

PIB

(L-R)

Debasree Chaudhuri,
MoS, Women and
Child Development;
Hari Menon, India
Director, Bill & Melinda
Gates Foundation;
Rabindra Panwar,
Secretary, Ministry of
Women and Child
Development; Union
Minister Smriti Irani;
and Bill Gates at the
launch of Bharatiya
Poshan Krishi Kosh in
New Delhi,
November 18,2019

CONSEQUENCES FOR POLICIES BUT IT ALSO DEFINES WHO WE ARE.
FARMERS, THE POSHAN ATLAS WILL ADDRESS EVERYONE'S QUESTIONS

aboutIndia’sdietary habits,nottheleastof
whichisthatweareaprimarily vegetarian
country. Data from NSSO, NFHS and In-
diaHuman Development Surveyindicate
that only between 23 per centand 37 per
centofIndiais vegetarian. Buteven within
thisdatasetthereistremendousvariation,
by gender, caste, religion and region.

And by economic class. NSSO data
from Household Consumption of Vari-
ousGoodsand ServicesinIndia 2011-2012
show the richest 5 per cent of the urban
population spent Rs 2,859 per head per
month on food, about nine times more
than the bottom 5 per cent of the rural
population. Even what they spend on dif-
fers: the richest 5 per cent spend around
three-and-a-half times more on pulses
than by the poorest 5 per cent; and on
vegetables, they spend around 3.8 times
more.Oneggs,fishandmeat, themultiple
is 14.5times;on milk products, 23.8 times;
on fresh fruits,aluxury, 61 times.

With more detailed data available to
all, it can only get easier for the Govern-
ment to ensure Indians, especially those
atthebottomofthe pyramid eatmoreand
eatbetter.m
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ABANDONED

Orphans are being thrown out of
shelters even as parents face a
shortage of children for adoption

By ULLEKH NP

N MARCH, AN orphanage on
the outskirts of Hyderabad
in Ameenpur asked a teen-
age girl, who alleged she was
raped, to leave the institu-
tion following the lockdown.
Police said that the 14-year-old, whose
parents had died years ago, may have
been subject to repeated sexual abuse at
the orphanage. Finally, she was forced to
return to her relatives who had put her
in the orphanage in 2015. Shortly, while
atherrelatives’ home, she had to be ad-
mitted to a hospital due to the injuries
she had sustained from repeated rapes.
The girl died in a government hospital
last month, bringing to the focus, yet
again, multiple jeopardies children face
in orphanages in India, especially when

JOPENIT:

relatives and even their parents are too
uncaring to pay a visit even after years.

Allthisisan outcome, avers Bengalu-
ru-based child-rightsactivist Smriti Gup-
ta,of our officials not “defining the word
‘caring’ by family” of children forced to
live in government-run childcare cen-
tres, also called shelters and orphanages.
The inadequate definition of ‘caring’
means that children are not freed from
the clutches of their indifferent parents
and not placed for adoption. While itis
true that poor parents, especially migrant
workers, do place their children in shel-
ters and maintain warm ties with them,
Guptaruesthe policy of prioritising par-
entsand not the kids.

Gupta is the CEO of the meaning-
fully titled charity organisation “Where

A childcare centre
in Mumbai

GETTY IMAGES

Are India’s Children? Her argument is
that the mindset of lawmakers and of-
ficialsis to focus on what parents want,
notwithstanding their dubiousrecord as
uncaring ones. Her organisation’s title
verbalises her own vision and purpose.
“Thad made upmymindasastudent that
I'would not have children of my own,
but would adopt them. I didn’t want to
marry either, but then when I was doing
my master’s in electrical engineering,
I'met my husband and Cupid struck. I
told him we would adopt children, and
he readily agreed,” says this former US-
based employee of Wikimedia Founda-
tion, the parent company of Wikipedia.
Both her children are adopted. It was
when she decided to adopt the second
one, after the first one turned seven, that
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sherealised it wasacumbersome process,
mostlybecause newrulesstipulated that
prospective parentswouldbeallotted op-
tions by the Central Adoption Resource
Authority (CARA),astatutory body that
falls under the Ministry of Women and
Child Development.

Yet, in the CARA pool, there were very
few children compared with those living
in childcare institutions. So, while many
parents want to adopt, there are very few
childrenavailable. That wasthe trigger for
Guptatolaunchher NGOtohelpidentify
morechildrenwhoneededtogetadopted
andlive withnormal families.“The Hyder-
abadgirlshouldhavebeenintheadoption
pool,” she says with a whiff of regret.

Over 30,000 parentsin India are wait-
ing to adopt while the ‘pool’ has barely
2,000 children. According to the Gov-
ernment, the CARA, which maintains
this pool, functions as the nodal body
for adoption of Indian children and is
mandated tomonitorandregulateintra-
country and inter-country adoptions.
Its website says, ‘CARA is designated as
the Central Authority to deal with inter-
country adoptions in accordance with
the provisions of the Hague Convention
onInter-country Adoption, 1993, ratified
by the government of Indiain 2003." The
new rules came into force in 2013.

When Mumbai-based Jyotsna Nair
adopted her daughter more than seven
years ago, these new rules were not yet
implemented. Thismeant thatshedidnot
have toapply to the CARA, which works
closely with agencies and NGOs that of-
fer shelter forlakhs of abandoned and or-
phaned children in India. Nair was lucky
tochooseandadoptachildfromanagency
within a few months of her applying for
adoption. “Back then we had to deal only
with the agency that runs orphanages. Of
course, my husband and I’ had to furnish
all documents, including academic quali-
fications and financial status, to be able to
adopt our child, but we had to deal only
with the agency,” says Nair, an HR profes-
sional whose husband is a paediatrician.
Though her own experience of meeting
her daughter as an infant is the stuff of
adoption fairy tales—the baby instantly
stopped crying as Nair picked her up,and

they hugged one another for minutesin
silenceatfirstsight—Nairhasnightmares
aboutthefacesofthe other childrenatthe
orphanage. “They look at you with such
terrible longing; even at such a small age,
they are able to recognise that these cou-
ples who walk into the agency are their
tickettoabetter future.”

The new CARA rules make adoption
safer, more transparent and eliminate
overcharging by unscrupulous agents,
but since there are far fewer children in
the CARA poolresults than the demand,
parents have to face delays and hard-
ships, often travelling afartofindachild.

Unlike earlier, with agenciesunable to
directly offer children for adoption, the

2,000
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OFTIMEIS
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30,000 PARENTS

price parents end up paying for greater
transparency is that children are denied
a chance to reach a new family, Gupta
states. A fallout is that childcare centres
have to raise funds for children who are
not able to join new families. Numbers
confirm the tragedy: a 2018 Govern-
ment report said over 55,000 children
from child shelters can be brought into
the legal adoption pool but continue to
languish inshelters. A study by Mumbai

NGO Catalysts for Social Action recom-
mends that 22 per cent of the 4 lakh kids
nowinsheltersbeevaluated for consider-
ationin thelegal adoption pool.

The problem stems not from the
new CARA rules but from shelters that
are designed and incentivised to house
children, not find them families. Another
roadblock is that parents, although they
may rarely visit their wards in orphan-
ages, refuse to ‘surrender’ the child and
endorse that their child can be adopted,
whichisalegal prerequisite.

Chandra Devi Thanikachalam, the
Chennai-based official of the Indian
Council for Child Welfare, which evalu-
ates children and parents for adoption,
admits that demand is disproportion-
ately higher than supply. Unlike Gupta,
she doesn’t fault parents for not surren-
dering their children despite not being
caring enough. “Poor people, too, have a
right to family. It is also understandable
that parents do not want to give away
their children. The mindset change will
takelong to come into effect,” she says.

Thanikachalam suggests that the fos-
ter-home programme envisaged underthe
JuvenileJustice Actcanbeanalternativeto
adoption. She points out that the concept
isahugesuccessinthe West where people
offer their homes and finance children’s
education while they remain mere fos-
ter parents. This does not cause mental
fatigue and heartbreak for the biological
parents either because they don’t have to
let go of their children completely.

In India, however, such schemes
throw up numerous challenges. First,
not many parents in line for adoption
would want to offer just foster care. Sec-
ondly, children who get accustomed to
higher-socio-economic households find
itextremely difficult toadjust when they
return to their biological parents. There
is also a risk of psychological trauma
for children from poor backgrounds se-
lected to reputed boarding schools and
often dispatched for exchange study pro-
grammes abroad.

Families may still squirmatadoption,
but India is miles ahead in access to cre-
ative solutions for the willing.

Gayatri Abraham founded Padme,
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an organsation that focuses on women’s
welfare, 14 years ago. For years now,
the family counsellor has been help-
ing parents and children, besides oth-
ers, in pre-adoption and post-adoption
stages to come to grips with the whole
exercise. “Our effort has been to bridge
the emotional disconnect among other
stakeholders—the medical community,
special educators, developmental pe-
diatricians. For adoption to work from
point A to Z you have to bring everyone
together and address the missing links,”
she says. Padme offers help even with
specialised servicessuch asresources for
adopting children with special needs.
Abraham says that the CARA has got its
act together as regards documentation
and legal processes,and herarea of exper-
tiseisto promote dialogue among people
from India and abroad to streamline the
process. Padme works closely with the
CARA and other government agencies
to evolve strategies for domestic as well
asinternationaladoption. Abrahamalso
notes that “the best interest for the child
is to be with his or her family or with an
adopted family”. She frequently conducts
workshops in which she brings experts
from fields connected withadoptionand
parental guidance toease the processand
tohelp people understand adoption pro-
cedures. While many Indian parentsare
becoming more mature in their choices,
shesays,mostarestillaverse toadopting
older children and those with special
needs. Before the CARA rules came into
effect, parents were obsessed with the
skin colour of children. Abraham admits
that it will be a while before people’s at-
titudes progress.

A Union Government official close
to the matter tells Openthat the CARA
isheaded in the right direction and will
achieve more cohesion and integrate its
activitieswith thehhelp of NGOsand other
official agencies. “Of course, thereisalot
of improvement that is in order. But we
are on the right track and are looking at
acomprehensive campaign to overhaul
mindsets and revolutionise adoption so
that more children will benefitin the fu-
ture. Thereisfargreatertransparency than
one could everimagine,” the official says.

The optimism is common in official
circles. However, of those who spoke to
Open,one whoisin the process of finalis-
ing their planssays, “Implementation of
central plansin many orphanagesare far
from satisfactory.”

Radha and Manas (named changed
for privacy) in Mumbai were looking to
adopt when they finally got a call from
anorphanagein Telangana. They rushed
to the spot, a forlorn outpost of sorts for
these metro dwellers. Anticipating a
family-bonding moment, they had also
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taken their son along. But their tale of
woes started the moment they reached
the orphanage where they met a girl
who could hardly walk. The shelter in-
charge was away. The couple and their
son returned later to pick up the girl for
amedical test before confirming adop-
tion. “They sent a lady with us when
we took the girl to a paediatrician who
after examining the child said thatsheis
undernourished and needs treatment,”
Manas says. The couple agreed to bear
the cost of treatment at a private hospi-
tal and returned. The orphanage said
it would get back with the paperwork.

As nobody from the shelter got back
within the deadline, the couplelost their
opportunity to adopt the girl. “Finally,
the blame fell on us. We were accused
of discriminating againsta child despite
usexpressing ourreadinessonce the girl
istreated and amedical certificate is ob-
tained as is mandatory in adoptions,”
Manas adds,emphasising that thereisa
huge gap to be filled between word and
deed. Aswithmany central schemes, this
onespearheaded by the CARA alsofaces
numerous odds, hesays. The official that
Openspoke to, however, said, “We can-
not tolerate parents being biased about
any child over one reason or the other.
Thatisall.”

The likes of Abraham and Gupta
have shown that charity organisations
and NGOsare trying tofill the gapsinso-
ciety and governance. “We need NGOs
only because the Government isn’t do-
ingits job,” says Gupta. They have also
displayed out-of-the-box thinking with
the aim of uncluttering the process of
adoption in India. For instance, Gupta
and her team have created a technology
solution to track visits by parents to or-
phanages to measure ‘caring’. “Our aim
is to use technology in a better way to
auto-flagchildren foradoption,”shesays.
“Verified tracking is not there now in
most places. Besides, tracking ensures
safety of the children. The app we have
developed for this purpose can integrate
itself with the existing Government sys-
tem,” Gupta adds.

She has also started a petition on
Change.org called Safe Surrender, asking
media organisations to make a change
in reporting child abandonment. “In ev-
ery such news report, the media should
include information on how parents or
guardians can safely surrendera child at
an adoption agency. This small change
can createmassive publicawarenessand
prevent future child abandonment and
death,” says Gupta.

It is a cause for worry that more or-
phansand abandoned kids are not mak-
ing it to the legal adoption pool. Each
passing day, yetanother child’sdream to
joinafamily and rewrite theirfuture goes
upinsmoke.m
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THE SOCIAL SOUTH

With high literacy and internet reach, the southern states
are driving demand for videos in regional languages

By V SHOBA

ﬁ

N SEPTEMBER 12TH,

Tamil YouTuber

Madan Gowridropped

a14-minute-24-second

video that is among

hismostemotional till
date. Opening with 19-year-old aspiring
medical student M Jothi Sri Durga’s sui-
cide in Madurai—*“four km from where
Isit,” he says, visibly distressed—a day
ahead of the National Eligibility-cum-
Entrance Test (NEET), Gowri, 27, admits
to his 3.99 million subscribers that this
video is a departure from the usual. “I
make some videos formonetisation,some
togarnerviewsandotherstoengage with
fansand answer their questions, but this
oneisformy conscience.” In the next few
minutes, he piercingly reconstructs the
pressuresthatmusthave eaten away at Sri
Durga’s courage to face an examination
that would, in one fell swoop, determine
the course of herlife. “Hervoice note to her
mother,whereshesays, Amma,Iwill miss
you, reallybrokeme,”hesaysinthevideo,
which has over 680,000 views and count-
ing. The comments section becomes a
forum foryouth besieged by similaranxi-
eties. Gowri is neither anewsman nora
social justice warrior. A YouTube starin
infotainment—afast-growing categoryin
online video—his social capital is driven
by listicles, parallel universe theoriesand
obscure bits of Tamil history. But his in-
fluence over Tamil youth, he knows, ex-
tends well into the real world. “I hate the
wordinfluencer,” hesays,overacall from
Madurai, where he livesand works out of
asmall studio. “Tamil is one of the most

advanced digital spaces in the country.
Ninety per cent of my viewers can speak
English, whichiswhyIuse English words
liberally. But they prefer to consume con-
tentin theirmothertongue out ofasense
oflinguistic attachment,” he says. Politi-
callyunaligned, Gowridoesnotshyaway
fromdiscussingissueslike Hindiimposi-
tion and NEET that occupy social centre-
stagein the state.

A mechanical engineer who started
YouTubing in 2016, before Jio set off a
Cambrian explosion in digital media,
Gowri overcame the classic cold start
problem—*“The aim was to hit 1o sub-
scribersandThad to createafakeaccount
toreach even that target”—by taking up
issues that were weighing on the Tamil
mind. It took Gowri hundreds of takes
to produce his first video. Today, he is
a public speaker with opportunities in
television and cinema open to him. He
alsolaunched a channel in English four
months ago—with 275,000 subscribers
at the time of going to press—to address
issues of national and international
interest.

Intheinterim, the world around him
has changed just as rapidly. The Jio-led
data revolution and cheaper smart-
phones have bridged the gap between
rural and urban India, especially in
more developed states like Tamil Nadu
and Kerala. Areport by the Internet and
Mobile Association of India and Nielsen
for 2019 goes so far as to say that for the
first time in history, there are more ru-
ral internet users in India than urban.
While this may seem overly optimistic,

data available with the Telecom Regula-
tory Authority of India confirms that
Tamil Nadu, Maharashtra, Karnataka
and Andhra Pradesh—states with size-
ablerural populations—have the highest
tele-density among the large states.

For mobile-first broadband users, vid-
eocontentintheirmothertongueisoften
their window to the internet. According
to YouTube, the largest platform for ac-
cessing videos in regional languages, as
many as 93 per cent of all viewers prefer
watching content in Indian languages.
“In India, Hindji is the most preferred
language to watch videos on YouTube,
followed by Tamil, Telugu, English, Kan-
nadaand Bengali,” YouTuberevealedinan
email. The Google subsidiary added that
37 per centof viewers prefer towatch con-
tentin alanguage other than Hindi and
English. While Hindi remains the single
largestlanguage on the platform, regional
contentmarketsare explodingfasterthan
ever before.

“The big languages are Hindi, Tamil,
Telugu, Malayalam and Bengali. Gujarati,
Kannada and Punjabij, too, are growing
fast. All of these languages are far from
maturing. There is a lot of headroom for
growthandnewtrendsemerge withevery
new million orso people whogetonline,”
says SatyaRaghavan, head of content part-
nerships for YouTube India. “Last year,
farming-related contentemergedasama-
jor category on YouTube forthe firsttime,
indicating interest among rural viewers,
especiallyin stateslike Punjaband Kerala
where farmingisa way oflife,” Raghavan
adds. Despite the fact that YouTube is the
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single biggest repository of traditional
media and entertainment—T-Series,
which was already the most subscribed
channel on YouTube, hasrecently become
the first channel to earn more than oo
billion lifetime views—43 per cent of all
video consumed on the platformin India
islearning-based. “Over sixty per cent of
the 265 million users in India come from
outside the big metros,” Raghavan says.
“Educational and DIY content is driving
some of this growth.”

For quite some time now, the un-
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FOR MOBILE-FIRST
BROADBAND
USERS, VIDEO
CONTENTIN THEIR
MOTHER TONGUE
ISOFTEN THEIR
WINDOW TO
THEINTERNET.
ACCORDING TO
YOUTUBE, HINDIIS
THEMOST
PREFERRED
LANGUAGETO
WATCH VIDEOS,
FOLLOWED BY
TAMIL, TELUGU,
ENGLISH,
KANNADA AND
BENGALI

o)

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

certainty of what pops up on your You-
Tube page has not been very radical. It
isa warren of your passions, built of the
bricks of your preferences in news and
your taste in entertainment. It is when
you log out of the filter bubble and
take a walk in the cultural commons
that you are fully exposed to the gale
force trends sweeping the internet. The
trends page is a window into a factory of
culture that forms and dissolves at break-
neck speed online. In India, it usually fea-
tures professional cricket and anodyne

music videos, film trailers, mega-serial
episodes and TV news debates on hot-
button issues. To be sure, there is a grow-
ing presence of ‘independent’ or com-
munity-generated videos by the likes of
Adlist Hindi roaster Ajey Negar aka Carry
Minati, travel vlogs, episodes from origi-
nalwebseries, and the occasional tech un-
boxingvideo, DIY hack orbeauty tutorial.
Atfirstglance, contentin Hindi, the most
spoken language in India, with over 500
million conversantinit,seemstorulethe
roost, butvideosin Tamil, Malayalamand

5 OCTOBER 2020

www.openthemagazine.com 51 [OIZEY



SOCIAL MEDIA

Telugu, trending slightly further down
the list with millions of views, have be-
comethenormratherthan the exception.

Intheopenarenaoftheinternet,com-
peting on an equal footing with an IPL
practice session featuring Viral Kohl,
Diljit Dosanjh’s latest,and a Himesh Re-
shammiya dialogues mashup by Yashraj
Mukhate, music producer and meme-
maker of Rasode Mein Kaun Tha fame, is
apathbreaking web series by Malayalam
channel Karikku, which crossed five mil-
lion subscribers earlier this year with
just 73 episodes underits belt. Millennial
characters whose lineshave become part
of pop culture, a mix of scripted and slap-
stickhumour,and consistent production
quality have made the channel “outper-
form”—to quote actor Unni Mathews,
who is part of the Karikku team. “Out of
apool of 35 million Malayalam speakers,
we have managed to reach over 5.45 mil-
lion,” Mathewssays.

Rubbing shoulders with Karikku on
thetrends pageis Coimbatore-based chan-
nel Nakkalites, whose three-year journey
mirrors trends in Indian social media.
It was in the aftermath of demonetisa-
tion and amidst the politically-charged
jallikattu protests in Tamil Nadu that K
Rajeshwar and Prasanna Balachandran
founded a channel for political satire.
“We quickly realised that the market for
lifestyle and entertainment content was
much bigger,” says Rajeshwar, 27, overa
phone call. What started in 2017 witha
small crew of amateur actors and a string
ofcomedyvideosaboutrelationshipsisto-
dayachannel with 3.07 million subscrib-
ers. At every step, Nakkalites was quick to

-i, J

and an opportunity to see this up close”
SAKET JHA SAURABH head of entertainment partnerships,
Facebook India

—

/o states like Punjab and Kerala where

farming is a way of life”
SATYA RAGHAVAN head of content partnerships, YouTube India

“The big languages for YouTubelndia
are Hindji, Tamil, Telugu, Malayalam
and Bengali. Last year, farming-related
content emerged as a major category
for the first time, indicating interest
among rural viewers, especially in

—

pick up on broad trends in social media,
among them alonging for the world as
we found it. And so, they rode the nos-
talgia wave with a mini-series titled Back
to School—the 10 episodes together have
crossed 100 million views, and a second
season isin the works—and stormed the
rural marketwith Ammuchi, aslice-of-life
seriessetin thelush villagesaround Coim-
batore. With another channel, a sitcom,
and a soon-to-be-launched OTT app, the
Nakkalites crew of about 50is busier than
ever. “We have worked with brands like
Swiggy, LG, Gillette and TVS, and there
are sure to be more opportunities in the
future,” says Rajeshwar. “Internet video
is not a talk-down medium, however.
Everyone is a distributor, and content is
thereforeking. Youcannotletaninvestor
dictate terms.”

Telugu, Tamil, Malayalam and Kan-
nada together make up 45 per cent of all
content on Sharechat, the largest Indian-
language-only social media app. Its new
product, Moj, is one of the two major con-

“In terms of adoption and consumption,
Telugu, Tamil, Bengali, Marathi and
Gujarati are major languages for us, and
we have also seen a surge in user base
across languages like Assamese and
Bhojpuri. Many internet journeys in
India begin with us and itis a privilege

tenders trying to fill a TikTok-sized hole
in Indian social media. Two-and-a-half
months since the Indian Government
banned the Bytedance-owned social net-
work, users continue to miss its egalitari-
anism and its ribaldry, perhaps in equal
measure. Moj and MX Player’s TakaTak
have each promised creators from TikTok
anew home with alarge userbase and a
larger music library. It is too soon to tell
if their algorithms are as addictive as Tik-
Tok’s For You page. “We have 160 million
monthly active users across Sharechat
and Moj,” says Berges Y Malu, director,
public policy, music partnerships and
communications, at Sharechat.

HEREISLITTLE crosstalkamong
I the 15languages on Sharechat,
Malu points out. “People who
open the app in one language don’t tend
toaccessitinanother, with the exception
of Hindi. This is especially true of Tamil
and Telugu, which are self-sufficient
universes that don't care about what is
happening in Hindi. There is enough
content and more in these languages,”
he says. Popular content across south
India includes movie dialogues with ex-
tended emotions of love and friendship
attached, and political memes. “The
adoption of social media, across cities
and smaller towns, is more uniform in
thesouth. Post the ban, though, Hindi has
emerged as a fast-growing language on
our platforms,” Malu says.
Facebook, which has a userbase of
328 million in India—about half of all
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mobile internet users in the country—
entered the 15-second snackable video
space with Instagram Reels in August.
While Facebook declined to disclose the
language-wise split of Indian users on its
platforms, it hasbeen extending features
like ad breaks and fact-checking to sev-
eral Indian languages, indicating a surge
inregional content. “The perception that
Instagram is an app for English speakers
isfar from the truth. Trends on Facebook
and Instagram are not just reflective of
but also causative of the language trends
inIndia,” says Saket Jha Saurabh, head of
entertainment partnerships at Facebook
India. “Intermsofadoptionand consump-
tion, Telugu, Tamil, Bengali, Marathiand
Gujarati are major languages for us,and
we have also seen a surge in user base
acrosslanguages like Assamese and Bho-
jpuri. Many internet journeys in India
begin with usanditisa privilege and an
opportunity to see this up close.”

Atthe otherend of the value chainon
Instagramistheinfluencer,a ubiquitous
cultural force capable of upending tradi-
tional advertisingmodels. Buteven here,
regional affinities matter. “Languages
and identities are useful differentiators
on Instagram, where there are many ce-
lebrities and influencers,” says Peter K,
a 25-year-old creator from Chennai who
has over 583,000 followers on the plat-
form and 17,000 on Moj. “Out of work
anddesperate,IThad started posting short
comedy sketches and motivational vid-
eos shot on my Redmi phone in 2018.1t
was the overwhelming support of the
Tamil community on Instagram and
TikTok that was my confidence-booster.
Now I'm a full-time entertainer—I act
and make content for TV channels,”
Peter tells me over the phone, even as I
pull up his latest video, a quick sketch-
cum-promotion for a unisex apparel
store. “The type of content that worksin
Tamil is emotional yet funny, youthful
yet value-based. It isnot a market that is
into BGM [background music], miming
and posh gimmicks,” Peter says.

Social media fame rests lightly on
Milkuri Gangavva’s shoulders. The
59-year-old unlikely star of the Telugu-
verse, with an elfin face that crinkles

when she smiles, is an irreverent foil to
the absurdities of modern life. My Vil-
lage Show, a YouTube channel launched
in 2016 by Srikanth Sriram from Lam-
badipally in Telangana’s Jagtial district,
has popularised a rural counternarra-
tive of community. Gangavva has since
crossed into the mainstream, sharing
screen space and a house—she is a Bigg
Boss Telugu Season 4 housemate—with
celebrities. “It was only in 2017 that
demand for video started picking up,
and we improved production quality
in response to feedback,” says Sriram,
29. Today, nearly every video of theirs
goes viral—one of them crossed 34

k.

BERGES Y MALU director, Sharechat

ﬁ

million views—and they routinely col-
laborate with TV channels. “We spend
Rs 80,000-90,000 on making a single vid-
eo. We are limited only by mobile broad-
band speeds,” Sriram jokes. “When we
go to Hyderabad, we quickly upload and
schedule abunch of posts to take advan-
tage of the speed.” With villagers’ reac-
tionstotrending topics,comedy sketches
andinfotainment, the channel maylook
like it has achieved self-sustaining mo-
mentum, but Sriram has bigger plans.
“Wewanttolaunchavillage newsshow.
About 20 per cent of our viewersnow use
subtitles—welaunched themlast year—
sowe continue toexpectgrowth outside
of our core Telugu-speaking audience,”
he says. What they won’t sacrifice is the
local Telangana flavour and dialect.
“Even in an English sketch, a local
touch adds interest and makes you ap-
peal to specific geographies,” says Naser

Azzeh, of the JordIndian duo from Ben-
galuru whose music video Smoke shisha
play FIFAwas the viral supernova of 2018.
“Our viewers are predominantly from
India—78 per cent—especially from
Bangalore, Chennaiand Kerala, followed
by Mumbai,” says Azzeh, 30. “Both Beep
[the Indian half of JordIndian, Vineeth
Kumar]and I have a noticeable accent.
We think in English, but we speak Ban-
galorean. That’sthe extent of diversity we
haveinIndia.”
“Thereisamarketforcontentinevery
language—it’sabout creatorssteppingup
tothechallenge,” says Vikram Aditya, the
bank manager behind the eponymous

“Telugu, Tamil, Malayalam and
Kannada together make up 45 per cent
of all content on Sharechat. Tamil and
Telugu are self-sufficient universes
that don't care about what is happening
in Hindi. There is enough content and
more in these languages”

infotainment Telugu channel. “A good
YouTuber isa storyteller first,and then, a
motivational speaker,” says the resident
of Devarakondain Telangana’s Nalgonda
district. After a successful 40-episode re-
telling of the Mahabharata, Aditya has
launched Akhanda Bharatam, aseriesthat
hesayswill bring heroes from Indian his-
tory to the fore. The first episode, with a
million-plus views, opens with Aditya
narrating the story of an eight-year-old
boywhostealsabun outofsheer hunger,
butgivesitup tofeedadog. Inclassic Jata-
kafashion, a hand touches his shoulder,
andwho coulditbe but Bharatamata, here
to comfort him with stories of Chandra-
guptaand Gautamiputra Satakarani. She
nameshim Sethu, the bridge between the
pastand the future. “You think itisa dry
subject?” Aditya asks me over the phone.
“Listen to me in Telugu and you will
change yourmind.” m
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Swara Bhaskar does not
hold back her political views.
She tells Divya Unny how
she strikes a balance between
art and activism
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LEVEN YEARS AGO
when Swara Bhaskar
walked into the Hindi
filmindustry asarank
outsider, her only dream
wastomakeitasan
actor,on her own terms. She cared little
about the length or the glamour or
the supporting nature of the roles that
were offered to herin the initial years of
her career. She simply performed with
utmost integrity and grit. “I was almost
about to leave Mumbai, when Tanu
Weds Manu Returnscame my way. And
everything changed,” she’d said tomein
aninterview in 2016. Today, more thana
decade after she entered cinema, we see
awoman whoisalotmore than the sum
ofall the parts she has played in cinema.
Vociferous, unabashed and undeterred
by political correctness, Bhaskaris
among those handful of actors whose
opinions often get the better of her.

Speaking from herhome in New
Delhi where she’s spent much of the
lockdown, Bhaskar is currently basking
in the light of two web shows, Flesh
(ErosNow) and Rasbhari(Amazon Prime
Video), that she’s headlined, which
released within a month of each other.
She playsateacher with a split personal-
ity disorderin one and a cop who fights
against human trafficking in Flesh.

The shows have received muted
acclaim, but for herit’s work that’s avail-
able ata time when the future of cinema
onthebigscreenisambiguous. “We
are living in a time where everything
seemsa bit uncertain. Thank god for
OTT platforms thatreally keep the ball
rollingand hope alive, notjustforactors
but for everyone whois responsible for

the making ofafilm ora show. You
feellike, even though it may be a while
before theatres reopen, there’s space
forusto keep creating. We don’t have
to stop, we just have to keep working.
Despite all the noise and controversy
around Rasbhari, my performance has
been praised. And similarly for Flesh.
It’s validation each of us could do with
right now, because everyone’s feeling
abitanxious about getting back to
work full time,” she says.

Bhaskar hasspent thelast few
monthsrescuing stray animals, contrib-
uting towards relief work for migrant
labourersin Delhi, completing a chapter
inabook thatisn’tabout Bollywood
and taking baby steps towards turning
producer for a feature film that she’s
written herself. She assures us that it
wasn’tabout being overproductive
during thelockdown, asmuch as it was
about continuing to feel connected with
thereason she became an artist. “I think
atthis point both personal and profes-
sional growth has been extremely
importantand many of us have been
growing and discovering things about
ourselves we otherwise wouldn't have.
The pandemic has almost pushed us
against the wall and we strive to sur-
vive.Ifeellike I've been on an overdrive
trying tojuggle multiple things, but 'm
grateful for that becauseit’s given me
the chance to reconnect with family
and made mereally count my blessings
which we as humans would often take
for granted in our everyday rut.”

Despite the fact thatshe hasn’thad
afeaturefilmrelease since her biggest
hit Veere Di Weddingin 2018, few would
say that Bhaskar has been missing from

action. Her Twitter handle providesa win-
dowinto her world as she writeson the
importance of mental health, parliamen-
tary democracy and due processes. She’s
consistently beenin the newsfortaking
herown stance on the many politicaland
social upheavals India hasbeen facing,
Among thefewactors whofearlessly
stand up forwhat they believe in, Bhaskar
realisesthat her careerasanactorhasalso
parallelly built herimage asan activist.
“Well, every time I've spoken againstan
issue, it'sbeen to protect our basic right

to opinion and freedom tolivelife on our
own terms. Beit the beeflynching or the
Kathua rape case or speaking up against
theimplementation of CAA and NRC,
TIonly speak from a place of conviction
because for me these are very serious
issues,and Istill wanttoliveina

world where democracy isnot being
butchered to death,” she adds.

Bhaskar has always vouched for the
fact that good talent can thrive within
the industry, and her own struggle to
make it without a godfatheris testi-
mony to the same. However, for her,
the nepotism debate isa shallow one
atthe moment. “I'think it’snot fair to
name one or two people for nepotism.
The audience and the mediaisasmuch
responsible forit. The star system is
notsomething that Karan Johar has
invented. At best he haslearntto useit
tohisadvantage. Ifindita very shallow
understanding of the industry and its
economic structures to just say that star
kids are favoured. If you do an analysis
of the successrate of outsiders, it ismore
than that of star kids. There isa whole
list of star kids who did not make it and
alarge number of outsiders who did.

” Swara Bhaskar actor
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Yes, there are many things that are prob-
lematicin the industry, but the problem
isn’t originating with one or two people
and thisneeds to be understood. If my
film is a superhit tomorrow, Karan will
cast me and that’sjust the economics of
itbecause thisisabusiness and every-
oneneeds tosurvive.”

Unlike most of her peers who stand
back andride the popularwave,inan at-
tempt to protect their celebrity, Bhaskar
choosestodo the exact opposite. It’s
taken a toll on her professionally, but
it'sa path she has chosen. “After Veere Di
Wedding,in anideal trajectory Ishould
have been flooded with more offers. That
film made roocrores and it was my most
popular work. But what happened?1
lostafew endorsements that were on the
brink of being signed or renewed after
I campaigned for six candidates from
the AamAadmi Party in thelast general
elections. Another brand terminated
my contractand the termination letter
said it was because of my participation
intheanti-CAA-NRC protests. Thereare
multiple people who have told me that
producers have notbacked theidea of
castingme because in theireyesI'm too
controversial. It wasn’t easy for me, but so
beit.I'swhatThave chosenand Iwon’t
stand down just to protect myself or my
work. WhatIam speaking forismuch
larger than that. It'sabout standing up
againsta totalitarian regime and protect-
ing our basicrights. If we are heading
towards being a society where we are
punishing people for having opinions,
thennobody is going to be safe,” she adds.

Her army of online haters is grow-
ingevery day. Sheisn't too popular for
her opinionsandisat the receivingend
of endlessrape and death threats. As
aliberal, she’slearnt to be unfazed by
incessant trolling. “Actors are supposed
tobeliked, right? No actoris keen on cul-
tivating a constituency that hates you
diligently. But in my case the constitu-
ency that hatesmealso ends up only
popularising my name, bringingme an
identity, making me known for whatI
believe in. They are adding to the whole
persona. These days I'mjust like, ‘Go for
it’,” she says.

heractivism speaks more than

herwork asanactorand she’s
okay withit. She feelslike herart gives
her the strength to stand up for what
shebelievesin. In thelast few yearsher
definition of success has shifted froma
personal one to one that affects society
atlarge. “We are forgetting that we are
froma country of artists like Majrooh
Sultanpuri whowasinjail forovera
year for speaking against the then Prime
Minister Jawaharlal Nehru. Muhammad
Aliwasbanned from boxing for three
yearsat the top of his career because
he wasagainst the Vietham War. He
neverregained hislost form. SoIbelieve
everyone whoisstanding up todayis
creating history one way or another. If I
have tomakesacrifices forit, Ijust see it
ascollateral damage now;” she says.

She’sbeen arisktaker from the

S HE REALISES THAT attimes

N

very beginning, and it shows. Her first
film Niyatinever saw the light of the day,
butshe continued to chase her dream
tobeanactor. She played the heroine’s
friend in two of her most popular films,
Tanu Weds Manu(2011) and Raanjhanaa
(2013),andstill stood out asan ace per-
former. In 2015, when she gave her first
solo hit Nil Battey Sannata, many had
advised her against playing the mother
of ateenager. But she did—and success-
fully so. She was trolled foramasturba-
tion scene in Veere Di Wedding, but she
held her own. She even called out one of
Bollywood’s biggest filmmakers Sanjay
Leela Bhansali in an open letter for mak-
ing Padmaavat(2018) which she thought
propagated archaic traditions that
disempowers women. She clearly gains
strength from her steadily growing
public persona asan activistand pours
itallinto her work. In her forthcoming
Netflix show Bhaag Beanie Bhaagshe
playsapolitically incorrect struggling
standup comic,and in her next short
film Sheer Qormashe playsa woman in
love with a woman.

Bhaskar’s stories and the characters
she plays have neverreally toed the line
and notwithstanding the number of
films she does, what’s definiteis that
she’s going to continue standing up for
what she believesisright. “I'm the clas-
sic example of the outsider who made
itand'm notscared of losingitall. It’s
notjust me. Journalists, students, social
workers are all suffering today, many of
them behind bars for speaking up. Be
it through my work or otherwise I'm
not going down withouta fight—that’s
certain,” sheadds.m
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When
Arivarasu Kalainesan looksback at his

formative years, he can see that while
other children were taught to be confi-
dent, his circumstancesinstilled in him
asense of inferiority. “Fromavery early
age, my family taught me to be careful...
of whatIsay, whereIwalk,whoIplay
with. School,aspace thatismeant tobe
inclusive, reminded me of my caste for
the smallest of my mistakes.Iwasteased
formy dark complexion by friends, my
. : : : appearance alienated me. With nomeans
S lnglng agalnSt CaStelsm t(? Eght back,Iwould cry tomy mother,
.. tellher that my very birthiswrong,” he
By Dipti Nagpaul saysabout his time in Arakkonam,a

town on the outskirts of Chennai.

Today, however, that reality isbehind
him. Each time the 29-year-old takes the
stage as Tamil rapper Arivu, he under-
goesatransformation. Laced with anger,
hisvoice climbsan octave; hisbody
language is assertive ashe belts out songs
that talk about fighting against the caste
system. “The stage ismy place for debate,
it'smyideological battlefield where I pre-
sentmy pain and ask why the omnipres-
ent oppression of my people hasbeen
invisibilised for centuries.”

The Chennai-based anti-caste rapper
believes this transformation is hard-
earned—the consequence of a battle
thatraged within. “Throughoutmy
college years, I tried to hide behind my

THE STAGE IS
MY PLACE FOR

N Ml < e\, DEBATE,IT'SMY
VIPIN TATAD ! ol N \ IDEOLOGICAL

] » BATTLEFIELD WHERE
/ | PRESENT MY PAIN
R AND ASKWHY

4 THE OMNIPRESENT
OPPRESSION OF MY

PEOPLE HAS BEEN

INVISIBILISED FOR

CENTURIES”

Ariva Tamil rapper
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poetry. My art would become the mask
Iwore to hide my casteidentity,and
Idid succeed to an extent. My upper-
caste friends would praise me formy
poetry, respect me for my art butit did
not change their mindset about caste,”
recounts Arivu. It was only after he was
selected asamember of The Casteless
Collective,a group of anti-caste musi-
cians brought together by acclaimed
Tamil filmmaker Pa Ranjith and led by
musician Tenma, in 2018 that Arivu
decided to assert his caste identity. “It has
shaped my voice asan artist.”

In the two years since, the Tamil rap-
per has gained both fame and acclaim for
his work. Arivumade his commercial de-
but first asalyricist with ‘ UrimayaiMeet-
pomt (asong from the 2018 film Kaala,
starring Rajinikanth)and thenalsoas
asinger with Vada Chennat's‘ Mathiya
Seraiyila. While he continues to be asso-
ciated with The Casteless Collective, last
year, Arivulaunched the album
Therukuralas an independent musician.
Whatremains central to his work is
his call forequal rights forall and, most
importantly, the annihilation of caste.

Thisassertion fuels the growing tribe
of anti-caste rappers from Dalit com-
munitiesacross India. Among Chennai-
based Arivu’s contemporaries is 26-year-
old Sumeet Samos, a multilingual rapper
mixing Hindiand English with his
mother tongue Odia. Samos, who goes
by the name of Da-Lit Boy, isa graduate
from Delhi’s Jawaharlal Nehru Uni-
versity and hasbeen active since 2018.
Back homein Tentulipadar, a village in
Odisha’s Koraput district, Samos has
used his time during the pandemic to
focus on music, releasing six songs,
several of which highlight the
prevalent practise of casteism.
In the song Jaati, for instance,
Samos says, “Jaati hai kijati hi
nahi.” “Here, I quote Ambedkar
where he speaks of caste-based
discrimination asamonster
that our people are unable to
escape,” he explains.

‘While Ambedkar and
hisideology are central
tothe music of several

anti-caste rappers, they cannot be simply
clubbed together. Theirapproach to
musicand what they hope toachieve
through it differ. They also have their
own politicsandideologies.

Take Gurkanwal Bharti aka Ginni
Mahi, whorose tofamein 2016 forher
song ‘Fan Baba Sahib Df,a devotional
track of sorts dedicated to Ambedkar. But
itisherrap track ‘Danger Chamar’ that
brought Ginni intonational prominence.
With thissong, she notonly assertsher
identity butalso subverts theimage of
the Chamar community, perceived to
bea‘danger’ in Punjab. As the hook of
the song goes: “Qurbani deno darde nahin,
rehnde haitayyar; haige asle towadd Danger
Chamar” (Thereal Danger Chamarsare

AS | EXPLORED
INTERNATIONAL NAMES
LIKE TUPAC SHAKUR, |
STARTED TO NOTICE THAT
THEIR MUSIC WAS ABOUT
THEIR REALITIES—RACE,
POVERTY, INEQUALITY
Vipin Tatad
raps in Hindi and Marathi
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those who don't fear sacrifice).

The 22-year-old’s father, Rakesh Mahi,
whoalso manages her career, says the
family belongs to the community that fol-
lows the teachings of Sant GuruRavidas
andlivesby Ambedkar’sideology. The
popular singer, who switchesbetween
rap, pop and Punjabi folk, started singing
inherteensand was thefirsttoarriveon
thescene. Sheis currently pursuing her
highereducationin musicand hopes
toexplore commercial Hindi musicin
future. “Since we belong to the Chamar
community, Ginni’s songsdo address
castebutifyoulook athermusic on the
whole, atits heart is the message, ‘Equal-
ity forall’,” Rakesh Mahi points out.

Foramajority of therappers, their
music feedsoff the anger towards the
oppression of an entire people and their
own personal experiences. Itiswhat
made Hirandas Murali take on the
avatar of Vedan (hunter). The Thrissur-
based artist, who works asa daily-wage
labourer, dropped his debut track ‘ Voice of
the Voiceless on YouTube in June this year.
Thesong, which attacks casteand class
discrimination and land grabbing by up-
per castes, hasover 12 lakh views. “Who
aretheslavesand thelords of the irrigated
fields?Whofenced them into thousand
fragments? How many kinsfolk were
decimated? Spines stooping, heads hang-
ing, forhow muchlonger?” hesings.

For these young, fearless voices that
want to tackle the issue head on through
music, rap may seem like the perfect fit.
Butboth Samosand Arivusay that
the genreisin factincidental. “Hav-
ing grownup withoutatelevision, I
had no exposure to film songs orinde-
pendentmusic. My only exposure
was to the music of resistance
in folk form. But once, while

Iwasreading my poetry out
loud, Idid sowith the anger
and sorrow I had felt while
writingit. Thatiswhenmy
friends pointed out that my
style of recitation is similar
torap,” Arivurecounts.
Theincident pushed himto
explore the genreandin the
process, discover hisfavourite
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artist, Kendrick Lamar. Samos, too, had
asimilar experience. Asanger bubbled
over afteranincident of discrimination
he experienced atamallin Delhi, he
recorded a “rant” to vent his feelingsand
postediton social media before he hit the
bed. “By the timeIwoke up,ithad over
10,000 views. My friends called me up to
say thatIshould rap more often.”

For AmbedKkarite artist Vipin
Tatad from Maharashtra’s Amaravati,
however, the genre came first. Drawn to
the cameraand video editing, Tatad had
been brushing up his skills with wed-
ding videos since high school. In 2016,
anamateur rapper friend requested him
toshootavideo, thereby introducing
Tatad to the genre. “His rap was dedi-
cated to Amaravati city. When he per-
formedit, the song fell short in length.
Ipitchedin with some lyrics thatIalso
lent voice to,” the 24-year-old recounts.

The song went viral, inspiring Tatad.
Aswith all other skills he had acquired,
the musician turned to the internetin
order to hone hisamateur rapping. That
iswhen helearnt that the genre has po-
litical roots. “Until then, Thad only heard
Indian rap artists like Honey Singh. But
asIexplored international nameslike
Tupac Shakur, I'started to notice that
their music was about theirrealities—
race, poverty, inequality.” Having grown
up in Bhim Nagar, aslum thathad
foryears been overlooked even as the
government spruced up the city’s infra-
structure, he could relate to the music.
“The exposure taught me thatrealrap s
supposed to highlight my reality.” Tatad,
who had never witnessed Ambedkarite
heroes, artists or culture projected in the
mainstream, wrote ‘Samasya’, which he
shotin the bylanes of his slum. The song
wasreleased in 2018 by Raptoli, a five-
member music collective he isnow part
of. Mixing Hindi with a dash of
Marathi, he releases hissongson
Raptoli’s YouTube channel, which has
more than 3,500 subscribers.

Thislack of representation in popu-
lar culture that Tatad speaks of isalso an
aspect that drives Arivu’s music. “Not
only have our histories been invisibi-
lised butalso our cultures,” herues,

DALITISNOT
AHOMOGENEOUS
IDENTITY. THE CULTURE
VARIES ACROSS
REGIONS BUT CERTAIN
EXPERIENCES WILL BE
COMMON. LIKE THE
STRUGGLE TOFITIN AN
URBAN ENVIRONMENT”

rapper from Odisha

pointing out that Dalit and Adivasi be-
liefsand practices, their music and food
haverarely been depicted with dignity.
“What Pa Ranjith has done for our com-
munities through his films like Madras,
Kabaliand Kaala,Iwish to do with my
music,” adds Arivu. Samos believes that
Arivu, with hissignificant commercial
success, hasalready been contributing
in the direction. He cites the independ-
entvideo that Arivu shot for ‘Theevira
Vyaadht from the Tamil film Gypsy
(2020).In the song, the artist can be seen
inajacket with Ambedkar painted at
itsback and his quote, ‘Indifferentism s
the worst kind of disease that can affect
people’, written on a blackboard behind.
These musiciansacknowledge the
limitations of singing in their languages
but they believe that their dialectsalso
enrich their songs. Often passed off as
crude orunpolished by the mainstream,
theirlanguagesare replete with expres-
sionsand metaphorsthatencapsulate
their people’slived experiences. “Take the
song ‘Desia Pila. In our dialect, the phrase
isused forsomeone fromaslum. Now
that cannot be translated withoutlosing
itsimpact. ButI do pepper my songs with
linesin Hindiand English forabigger out-
reach,” says Samos, who considers college
freshers his primary audience. “Dalitis
notahomogeneousidentity. The culture

varies acrossregionsand states but certain
experiences willbe common. Like the
struggle tofitinan urban environment
among English speakers when they first
join college.Iwant them to know that
theyarenotalone.”

Like Samos, Tatad too, falls back on
the poetry—and rhythm—of Maha-
rashtra’srich culture of lokshahirsor
people’s poets, who travel and sing songs
about social issues to the mere beat
ofa daf Arivu believes that one’sown
culture can nurture music more than
international hip-hop. “After all, the his-
tory of percussion instruments in India,
made using animal skin, is directly
connected to caste hierarchy,” he points
out,adding thatatarecent performance
by The Casteless Collective, the artists
used traditional percussion instruments
like the parai(frame drum). The group
often uses folk music formslike gana. “1
amarapper and my uncleisan ‘oppar?
[funerallamenting] musician in Arak-
konam. From the sorrow in our words
to the beats of our genres, there ismore
in common between our music than
most canimagine.” By including artists,
genresand instruments thathave been
disregarded as inauspicious by upper
castes, The Casteless Collective cre-
atesmusic that finds a wider audience
beyond caste barriers in the hope of
bringing them into the mainstream.

Inacountry where caste barriers
are difficult todiscuss, letalone break,
making anti-caste music doesnotcome
withoutitsshare of hate. Most of the art-
istsignore the trolling, choosing to engage
only with those who seem willing to de-
bate. But these instances of engagement,
even if few, are what these musicians are
working hard for. Recently, duringan
Instagram Live session hosted by Samos,
Arivureferred to hisupper-caste friends
from college. He pointed out that nothing
much haschanged—they disagree with
hispolitics but follow and respect hismu-
sic. Asanartist, hesays, itishis responsi-
bility tohelp such people understand the
otherpoint of view. “So every song I write
ismy way of creating a discussion with
them. My art, thus,becomes the means to
bridge the gap that exists between us.” s
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KILLER INSTINCT

From metaphysical thrillers to Agatha Christie redux
By Shylashri Shankar

OTSHOT LAWYER NATASHA Winthrop, tipped as
afuture president of the US, is brutally assaulted in her

own home. She manages to kill him. When he turns out to be
arapistand wanted murderer Jeffrey Todd and CCTV images
show the outline of a person opening the front door to let him
in, the question is whether Natasha is the victim or the
aggressor? Natasha isarrested and questioned. Her internet
searches show that she had frequently visited questionable
sites that dealt with BDSM and rape. Enter political trouble-
shooter Maggi Costello whom Natasha hires to find out the
truth. As Maggi scours through Natasha’s mail and other
personal documents, she discov-
ers worrying indications of a dark
pastand layers of lies. More as-
saults on sexual predatorsin other
geographiesraise the question of
whether these attacks are linked.

In the world of MeToo and
the ‘he said, she said’ nature of
evidence, the central question
revolves around how to bring

sexual marauders to
TOKILLAMAN justice. Sam Bourne’s
Sam Bourne thrilleris firmly
S ensconced in the
Quercus ... .
448 Pages | Rs 399 tradition of Frederick
Forsyth with whom
he shares aback-
ground in journalism

and asimilar method of taking topical issues and
turning them into moral dilemmas. Here the
questions are: if victims turn into aggressors, is

that morally alright? When is murder justice?

Iflaw doesn’t work for you (the conviction rate
inrape casesin the USisless than one per cent),
should you take the law into your own hands?
Where doesitleave youinrelation to guilt? These
are the grey areas created by unequal power between
men and women and the breakdown of the processes
to bring rapists and sexual harassers to justice.
Bourne, the pseudonym of a Guardianjournalist, has
written a taut thriller that manages to be as fastpaced
asitisfirmly embedded in the issues raised by the
MeToo movement.

[OPENN -V

HIS IS GRISHAM'’S second
outingin Camino Island,and
one can see that he hasenjoyed
writing this series. The main
protagonist is the wind—Leo the
hurricane—that first meanders
along on the high seasand suddenly
and swiftly strikes Camino Island.
Facing an emergency evacuation,
Bruce Cable, the bookseller who
was the main suspectin the previ-
ous book, decides to hunker down
with his assistant while most of
theresidentsincluding the writers
in his coterie scramble to get out.
In the destruction
wrought by Leo, a writer-friend Nelson isan
apparent victim. However, Nelson’s injuries—
being whacked with the same branch several
times—point toamurder rather thanan
accident. The secretive Nelson writes thrillers
and hisnew manuscriptisin his com-
puter. Itisup to Bruce and his assistant
and the writer-friend (Bob Cobb) who
found the body to figure out who
killed Nelson. Cobb, who is a paroled
convict, says he spent the weekend
with amysterious blonde woman
who had wanted to meet Nelson.
She disappeared during the storm.
The motive for the killing could be
hidden in the pages of the manuscript,
which the trio finally read. Here Grisham
brings his traditional trademark ele-
ments—corruption, medical malpractice,
mafia-stylekillers and nursing-home
irregularities—into the story. Grisham’s
craftisevidentin the passages onisland life
and the hurricane, and the slow buildup to
the murder. Fans of Grisham who
want asimpler and less heart-
poundingread foralazy
Sunday afternoon will
probably enjoy it.

CAMINO WINDS
John Grisham

Hodder & Stoughton
304 Pages|Rs 399
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BODY IS FOUND ina

muddy fieldin
Cambridgeshire. It turns out
tobeagirl, Holly Kemp, who
was last seen six years ago
entering the house ofa
convicted serial killer,
Christopher Masters. The serial
killer,now dead from an attack

in prison, alternated between SHED NO TEARS
saying ‘yea’and ‘no’to Holly’s CazFrear
murder. When DC Cat Kinsella Zafre

and her fellow murderi
nvestigators DC Luigi Parnell

321Pages| Rs 98 (Kindle)

and Ed Navarro examine the

skeleton, several discrepancies

show up that cast doubt on Masters’ guilt.
The modus operandi is differ-
entfrom the other victims:
Holly’s skeleton shows
that she was dressed
when she was shot
inthehead,andshe
isnot buried with

the other victims

who were interred
elsewhere. The
investigationis
reopened and

the witnessesand
suspectsarere-
interviewed.

The eyewitness who saw
Holly with the serial killeris
ateacher with alilywhite background
whois strangely precise about the details. The
trail leads to several suspects including a boyfriend, a crime
bossand a shop assistant.

Soon discrepancies crop up in the initial investigation
conducted by the first team whose officers now occupy high
positions.

The initial investigation was led by now DCI Tessa Dyer,
adynamic, no-nonsense cop who seems unconcerned that
one of her early cases is being re-investigated. As Cat digs
deeper, she realises that her own colleagues may have
something to hide.

Frear has written a police procedural that asks difficult
questions of the police force. Catis arefreshingly snarky
cop with an unusual background—her fatherisa criminal,
afactthat she has hidden from her colleagues and boss.

Her love life is complicated too because her boyfriend is

the brother of a murdered victim in an earlier book where
her father was involved. A twisty, racy, tension-filled thriller
not to be missed.

N THIS NEW outing for Poirot, he embarks on a luxury

bus from London to Kingfisher Hill, an exclusive gated
community where a murder has taken place in the Devon-
portresidence. The eldest son, Frank, hasbeen murdered
and his brother’s fiancée (Helen) admits to the crime and
will be executed in 1o days. Frank’s brother (Richard) sum-
mons Poirot to prove that Helen isinnocent. Accompanied
by anot-so-bright Scotland Yard Inspector Catchpool, Poirot
hasto solve several puzzles: why is one of the passengers ter-
rified and says she will be murdered if she sits in a particular
seat? Why does another passenger confide in him that she
hasmurdered the man she loved? What is their connec-
tion with the Devonport family? How are the American
friends of the family involved? As Poirot and Catchpool sift

Illustrations by SAURABH SINGH

through a bewildering set of clues
and stories in this closed-room

KlllTNes murder, more bodies pile up. The
KING ;TISH iR core of the book is about what one
CH would do when love is threatened.
P | Agatha Christie was often accused
4 [ 115 A ofhaving flat charactersbut one

thing she excelled at was giving us
aflavour of the social milieuina
tongue-in-cheek fashion. Hannah
however writes from amodern
perspective, which means that
the social boundaries between
employer and maid, Englishmen
and Americans are fuzzy,and the

so by
OPH g HANN 4y

THEKILLINGS AT
KINGFISHER HILL

Sophie Hannah

HarperCollins
352 Pages | Rs 399
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humour that comes from a clash of cultures and sensibili-

tiesis missing. The setting and the era are murky and give
thebook an ‘anywhere’ and ‘anytime’ feel that detracts from
its charm. Miss Marple, I can see in a bus (Agatha Christie’s
Nemesis) but not Poirot!

Where Hannah excelsisin her depiction of Poirot. Her
writing in thisbook, the fourth in the series, settles into the
character more easily and captures Poirot’s vanity, intel-
ligence and fastidiousness. It has a convoluted plot, many
unreliable characters with bewildering stories and a couple of
surprising twists—all of which require a complete suspen-
sion of disbelief.

In The Writing Style of Agatha Christie, Evelyn Hepburn
writes that Christie generally has two main threads in her
books. One thread involves the murder, while the other,
asubplot, ‘involvesa psychological trickster: a character
thatintentionally creates fear and chaos for the other

characters’. Usually this character is not the murderer;
rather, itisan individual with a hidden vendetta against the
rest of the party. See if you can find the trickster in this cosy
read for arainy afternoon.

N CONTRAST TO Hannah’s Poirot, Andrew Wilson’s

series with Agatha Christie as the main character is firmly
embedded in the 1920s. In I Saw Him Die, also the fourth in the
series, Christie is asked by the British secret service to helpin
finding out who has sent a threatening note to murder Robin
Kinmuir, one of their former
operatives, whonow runsa
hotelin his ancestral home
in the Isle of Skye (Scotland).
They expect the attempt to
bemade by one of the guests.
Robin was responsible fora
failed mission thatled to the
deaths of 11 operatives. Chris-
tie, who is preparing to marry
hersecond husband, agrees
reluctantly toaccompany
Davison, also asecret service
agent, as his cousin. They meet
the host whois ‘adifficult
and promiscuous’ man, his
nephew and the nephew’s
artist friend, an actress who
is Robin’s mistress, a striking botanist with twin sisters who
write romances, a handsome and mysterious man whoisnot
whathe seemsand a cheery doctor. Robin is killed the next
day, and the nephew-heir confesses to shooting him in the leg
after mistaking him for a grouse. However, after the doctor, a
close friend, examines Robin, he announces thatitis murder.
Enter Hawkins, a policeman sent from the mainland who too
may have things to hide. Christie and Davison have to find
the killer who will strike again and again. Wilson uses several
motifs favoured by Christie in her books: embedding cluesin
sentences and nursery rhymes so that they seem almost
invisible, using her expertise in poisons to figure out the
solution, unveiling backstories that somehow seem plausible
in that setting and using the dramatic wildness of Skye to
vivid effect. Where both Wilson and Hannah fall short is
in their depiction of policemen as slow-thinking and
quick-to-accuse investigators who are invariably wrong.
Hannah’s Inspector Catchpool (also the narrator)is too
dimwitted for a Scotland Yard man; she could have used
Inspector Japp who takes no nonsense from Poirot. Wilson’s
Hawkins, though portrayed as a person who can see into your
soul, doesn’tact that way.

Despite this quibble, Iwould highly recommend reading
Wilson’s series. It is wonderfully atmospheric and captures the
spirit of Christie’s voice and era. m

ANDREW wilsgy

ISAW HIM DIE
Andrew Wilson

Simon & Schuster UK
397 Pages | Rs 563 (Kindle)
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Muscle

Power
Bodybuilding and

middle-class aspirations
By Basav Biradar

Ho YaMonday Roz Khao Ande jingle by
the National Egg Coordination Com-
mittee was one of the most popularadson
Indian television. An ad in thiscampaign

featured a half-naked bodybuilder with
athick moustache flexing hismuscles;
seemingly built by consuming eggs. Alot
has changedsince these pre-economic
liberalisation days. As pera Deloitte India
report, the wellnessand fitness industry’s
worthin India crossed $ 1.1 billionin 2017.
Thisgrowth, enabled by the ever-increas-
ing disposableincomes of the middle
classand rapid urbanisation hasalso
created agreat demand for fitness trainers.
For crores of lower-middle-classmen,
thejobofafitnesstrainerhasbecomea
vehicle toachieve socio-economic mobil-
ity. Butis the bodily capital—of havinga
muscular body and possessing the knowl-
edge of how to build one—sufficient for
these men to overcome the limitations of
sociocultural capital (family, caste)and be
accepted asmiddle class? Muscular India:
Masculinity, Mobility and the New Middle
Class,an exciting new book by anthro-
pologist Michiel Baas, attempts to answer
these questionsand more throughan
ethnographicstudy of thelives of trainers
andbodybuildersacross India.

During his decade-longresearch,
Baasmet, became friends with and
interviewed personal trainers with
upper-middle-class clients, floor trainers
inaneighborhood gym and bodybuild-
ersacrossIndia’smetros. Inathrilling
introduction, he dwellson how the
popularity of the transformed bodies of
the three Khans—Salman Khanin Pyar
Kiya To Darna Kya(1998), Shah Rukh

I N THE 19808, the delightful ‘Sunday

Khanin Om Shanti Om(2007) and Aamir
Khan in Ghajini(2008)—and the launch
of the Indian edition of the Men’s Health
magazine (2007) gave birth toanewideal
of the Indian male body. Baas argues that
the promise of transformation, set against
the background of arapidly transforming
urban India, led toa ‘rapid growth in gym
membershipsand demand for personal
training’amongst the 30-crore strong
middle-class India. Interviews with train-
ersreveal thatalthough the trainer-client
relationships inside the gym are that of
equals, gapsremain in their outside lives.
Addtothisthereluctance of the older
middle classtoaccept these new entrants
and the negative associationsattributed
tomuscular bodiesinasociety infamous
forviolence on women and the complexi-
tiesof the Indian contextare evident.

In the chapter on bodybuilding, Baas
briefly traces the history of bodybuilding
inIndia from the Eugen Sandow’s visitin
1904-1905 to the inefficient contempo-
rary system marred by the proliferation
offederationsacross the country. He

MUSCULARINDIA
MASCULINITY, MOBILITY AND
THE NEW MIDDLE CLASS

Michiel Baas

Context
328Pages | Rs 699

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

writes evocatively about the struggles of
bodybuilders to meet the financial needs
of their families while keeping up with
extreme workout routinesand invest-
ingin protein supplements. Despite
their harmful effects, the use of growth
hormonesand anabolic steroids seems to
berampantin thesportand the grimac-
counts of the bodybuildersalmost make
their consumption sound inevitable.
Perhaps, the most intriguingand less-
known subjectisthe chapteronsexand
desire in which Baas writes on the sexual
capital ofamuscularmale body and also
itsexploitation.

Baasintersperses narratives of his
interactionswith the trainersand body
builders with scholarly analysis; this con-
stant shifting of styles can be taxing for
somereaders. Passages where he describes
the intimate time spent with thesemen,
such ashisjourneys with Shivam, conver-
sations with Manish and Selvam and the
Ganapati Visarjan procession in Mumbai
with Vijay are delightful and subtlyletsus
ininto theircomplex world of aspirations,
anxietiesand insecurities. Apart from
extensive field research, Baasanalyses
Bollywood and published works—both
scholarly and otherwise—to develop
hisarguments thusresultingin copious
notesanda very helpful bibliography.

Muscular Indiadoes a greatjob of
breaking down (some of) the complexi-
tiesof internal middle-classhierarchies
andisasignificantaddition to the study of
contemporary Indian middle class. Baas’
decision to publish his research for popu-
lar consumption is commendable and
willhopefully encourage other eminent

i researchersandscholarstofollow suit. m
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The Rooster's Revenge

An absurdly comic and uncannily
contemporary novel from Kerala

By Palash Krishna Mehrotra

Helluva Lover, introduced us to his

trademark style, which combines
witand sarcasm (‘the only creature on
earth that protests through sarcasmis
the human being’) with an unflinching
fealty to hismilieu of rural Kottayam. His
firstnovel, The Cock Is the Culprit, bears
the hallmarks of his writing, even asit
exploresallegory and gossip asliterary de-
vices. The Malayalam original sold 10,000
copies within roodaysofitsrelease.

It'sariveting tale (‘all talesareliesin
the final analysis’), setin small precise
chapters, absurdly comic and uncannily
contemporary initsreferences. It’'sa
modern folk tale that takesin itsarc the
rise of fascist politics, hypernationalism,
religious parochialism and habitual,
insidious, unselfconscious patriarchy,
Iynch mobs, the refugee crisis, police
brutality and the untrammelled power
of the state, all rendered with a charac-
teristic lightness of touch. Inits final
summation, thisisastory about
theessential dumbness of the
human race, especially the male
ofthe species.

Unni’s village isa throbbing
microcosm of religionsand
ideologies, cosmopolitan and
provincial at the same time. It’s
afishbowl that flowsinto the
ocean. Attheheart of thisnovel
isamischievous elusive rooster
that crows hideously at all times
of day. Tensions arise in the village
because the rooster’s crowing is
not whimsical; instead, it seems
todeliberately choose the most
opportune moments to disrupt
proceedings spearheaded by self-
important local pillars of society:
communists, patriots, the priests
of temples, mosques and warring

U NNI R’S STORY collection, One

church factions. The invisible rooster
prickseach balloon with hisbeak. It’s
notjust the big gunstheroosteris after:
‘The same horrid cackle washeard when
people tried to consult astrologers, when
husbands yelled at wives or beat them,
when men indulged in post-orgasmic
neglect of their wives or lovers,and
when they bragged about their family’s
eminence.’

Aside from the rooster, who belongs
toadeafnonagenarian, the central
protagonist of the novel is Kochukattan,
who triesin vain to be the voice of rea-
son. He dreams of going to Saudi; in his
head he’salways aboard an aeroplane,
even when he goes to the toilet. He wor-
riesabout theimpending changesin
landscape: ‘What will I do every morn-
ingin Saudi? They don’t have coconut
trees, only palm trees.” His grandfather
never believed in ‘alife lived in debt to
thegods’,alife lesson that Kochu—

i neitheraNair oraNambuthiri—has

THE COCK IS THE CULPRIT
UnniR
Translated by J Devika

Eka
118 Pages | Rs 399

internalised in good measure.

Hisnemesisisthe phony patriot,
Chaaku, who claimstobe an army
man butisrumoured tobe asackdealer.
Chaaku, a paranoid Trump-like figure,
livesbehind high wallsin mortal fear
ofimagined foes. He celebrates Saddam
Hussein’s execution by cooking ‘anice
sweet payasam’ and bursts crackers
when Americainvades Afghanistan. His
idea of America is drawn from Holly-
wood films. The foil is provided by Kurup
saar, a village venerable, a formerrevolu-
tionary whonow believes that ‘he hasto
worshipin every puja, from nirmalayam
atearly dawn toathaazapujaatnight’.

Atone pointin the novel, Unni
mentionsasign in a toddy shop warn-
ing its customers to refrain from talking
politicsin the bar. If the writer were
present in the bar, he would never be
thrown out for breaking this rule. The
publandlord would be fooled into
thinking this was anutty village
writer who seemed a little too
obsessed with roosters and, per-
haps, Calvino’s folktales.

The book is also wonderfully
produced, each chapter being
preceded by black-and-white
illustrations by Riyas Komu.
Komu deploys old matchbox
covers and simple silhouettes (Si-
syphusrollingaboulder) to hint
atwhatliesin store for the reader.
JDevika, who translated Unni’s
shortstories, again givesusa
readable translation that at times
throws up the odd awkward sen-
tence, which triesto be alittle too
faithful to the original: ‘Twistand
tangle needlessly’; ‘Catching the
promise of the promise’;and ‘he
knock-knocked on the door’. m
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Noel de Souza

‘I Want a Black Kid to Have the Opportunities
[ Had When I Came to This Country’

rnold Schwarzenegger
A isaclassicrags-to-riches

story. Abodybuilder
from asmalltownin Austria,
he went on tobecome one of
Hollywood’s biggest stars,
whoserved as Governor of
Californiafrom 2003 to 2011.
Oflate, he hasbeen promoting
veganism. Heisalwaysready to
talk cinemaand politics.

Given the current situation

in America and the coming
election, if you were president,
what would you change?
Wellit’ssuch ahypothetical
question to answer but I think
thatsince the timing nowis
such, Americais searching for
away to create more equality, I
would say thisisa priority right
now...andithasbeen since I

Arnold Schwarzenegger

importance of clean air, clean
waterand clean soil. And to
createa greener environment, I
think it isimportant for people
tolook very closely at California
and they will see firsthand that
California has managed to have
the strictest environmental laws
but they at the same time have
the most successful economy.
We passed the Green Building
Initiative and the Low Carbon
Fuel Standard and all those
kinds of laws that really moved
California forward.

Alltheyhave to doin America
is... Washington has to copy
California and then they will go
and have the most successful
kind of a future and we will
really truly reduce greenhouse
gassesin Americaand therefore
all over the world and also

came to this country.Iwant to

make sure thatablack kid that

isin Philadelphia or in Baltimore can
have the same opportunities that T had
when I came to this country.Ienjoyed
agreateducation system, Ienjoyed
thatIcould getaloan,Ienjoyed that
Icould buy apartment buildingsand
getintoreal estate.Igotan easy good
credit rating. All of these kind of things
isnot equally available for minorities
and especially for blacks and so that
would be one of my main issues, not
just talk about it but to sit down with
Democrats and Republicansand do
work on equal housing opportunities,
equal criminaljustice system and the
votingrights so that everyone can

vote and not have the polling places
ofblacks close down so that they
make it more difficult for them to
vote. Americadoes noteven havean
anti-lynchinglaw, so thatis horrible.

Sothose are the kind of issues I think
thatarereally pressing today. But then
of course there’s all the otherissues
that Americahasbeen falling behind
because of our politicians being lazy
and beinglocked into their system.
We have to build new infrastructure
in America, we have togoand do
immigration reform, we have to have
healthcare reform where everyone is
insured and no one has to worry about
thatand everyone pays their fair share.

If Donald Trump gets reelected what
do you think will be the effect on
climate change?

Well youknow America doesn’t
work that way where we rely only
onone person. So, itjust happens to
be thatheisnot seeing it the same
way as we do when it comes to the

inspire countries. SoI think
that’s why we are going to the
environmental conference in Vienna
in order to inspire other countries, to
tell them that nowis the time when
we go and put all this stimulus money
into these various different countries
torebuild our economy green and not
togo back the old way.Ifyouhavea
choice today to investin adial phone,
in the old system of dial phone orif you
want to investintoa cellphone you
would investinto the cellphonenot
inthe old technology of a phone that
needs to havelandlines and stufflike
that. SoIthink the sameis true with
energy, we have toinvestin solar, in
wind, geothermal and those kind of
technologies, electric cars, hydrogen
carsand so on. So thatjust shows

you the huge success thatis there by
creating jobs, green jobs, rather than
the dirty fossil fuel jobs. m
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Wrapping Up
Story goes that Sanjay Dutt has offered to complete shooting
histwo under-production films before he must retire
temporarily from publiclife to undergo treatment for his
health. A few weeks ago, the actor was reportedly diagnosed
with cancer,and while tabloids suggested that he may be
atanadvancedstage, the actor’s family hasrefrained from
revealing details of his diagnosis.

Duttisexpected to complete both the Yash Raj Films
project Prithviraj,based on the life of Prithviraj Chauhan, in
which Akshay Kumar plays the titularrole,and another
film for the same banner, namely Shamshera, a dacoit drama
starring Ranbir Kapoor. According to sources, Dutt
hasalready been filming Shamsheraat Mumbai’s Film
City; heisbelieved to have only a few days’ work left
on the film. For Prithviraj, he will join Akshay on the
setwhen the Padmanstar returns from Scotland
where heis currently filming Bell Bottom with
Huma Qureshi, Lara Dutta and Vaani Kapoor.

Allplansfor a third Munnabhaifilm are said
tobe on hold for the moment;in any case, director
Rajkumar Hirani is currently workingona
project with Shah Rukh Khan. Dutt had
beenlooking forward to making anew
Munnabhaifilm;he’ssaid he’sbeenin
contact with Hirani forupdatesona
potential script.

Lonavla Calling

AshaBhosle, who hasbeen

spending time with her son Anand
and hisfamily ather Lonavla
bungalow since early days of the
lockdown in March, was pleasantly
surprised to discover that some of

her Mumbai friends were also isolating
intheneighbourhood. Javed Akhtarand
Shabana Azmi had also come to their
own property nearby, and reportedly, the
two families caught up over mealsafew
times. Asha, whose culinary skills are
thestuff of legend, is believed to have
whipped up some of her specialties on

[OPENN -3

these occasions.

Thelegendary songstress also caught up with actress
Tanujawho hasahome close by and who had also gotaway
fromthe city tospend time in quietude. The Mangeshkar
sisters have remained close to the Samarth family for years;
notonly have both Ashaand Lata Mangeshkar lent their
voices for songs filmed on Tanuja and herlate sibling Nutan,
butalso for songs featuring Tanuja’s daughter Kajol. In fact,
Kajolhasbeeninregulartouch with Asha over the years,and
even after she moved to the suburbs following her marriage
to Ajay Devgn, she frequented the singer’s south Mumbai
apartmentover lunch.

Not Right Now

Youhave tohandit to Tiger Shrofffor trying.

The elastic-bodied, nimble-footed star has taken

ashotatsinging. Earlier thisweek, theactor
released hisfirstsingle ‘Unbelievable’, which, as
many critics pointed out, is a fitting title for the
less-than-spectacularsong.

Asmany as three composers and songwriters
have been credited for working on the song
whose pithy lyrics gosomethinglike
this: ‘My handsall over your body/
letme grab that waist/need to have

that taste girl.’ Tiger’s voice, to be

fair, may be theleast offensive
thingabout the track, asare his
dance moves thatare totally
onpoint.

Thevideo, directed by his
Student of the Year 2 director
Punit Malhotra,isshotin
moody black-and-white tones

and conjures up a scenario

in which Tiger, playing a hotel

employee, seems committed to

wooing a pretty coworker. Whenshe

relents, they take theirromance toa

vacant suite,an abandoned ballroom, an
empty pool—making the point, perhaps,
that Covid-19 hashit the hotel industry
prettybad?m

5 OCTOBER 2020



4

» RP-Sanjiv Goenka

B
1'\“ Group

STOP BY AT ANY OF OUR STORES OR
JUST ORDER AT YOUR FINGERTIPS NOW!

Spencer’s now brings more reasons to come closer to you!! Drop in at any of our stores
or order from the comfort of your home. Log in to our App, choose your products or
simply call us, place your order and get it delivered at your doorstep.

We are open across all Stores!

Click
&
Order

Shop Online @
www.spencers.in

DOWNLOAD
THE APP

154

HOME DELIVERY

"On purchase of 7499 & above

*T&C Apply
25000+ PRODUCTS %) CONVENIENT SHOPPING EXPRESS
AT YOUR FINGERTIPS EXPERIENCE DELIVERY
{O‘ FREE HOME DELIVERY é EASY PAYMENT
<>’ ABOVE 2499 OPTIONS

Fruits & Vegetables Dairy Processed Foods Groceries Personal Care Home Needs

*T&C apply. Images sh here are for ti Iy | product may differ in Spencer’s reserves the right to withdraw, change or modify the T&C as well as offers/prices without any prior notice.

All the offers communicated will be offered as value discounts in the customers invoice, All products may not be available enline. Spencer's Retall Limited is propesing, subject to receipt of requisite approvals, market
ditions and other id a rights issue of its equity shares in the near future and is in the process of filing a letter of offer with the stock exchanges and with SEBI.
Customer Care No. 1800 103 0134 Follow us on Fi, (5] on




Group

\J= 5 -
i N RP - Sanjiv Goenka

— MEETS —

PODCAST

ARTISTES SPECIALS ~ GEETMALA

LATA I“IHNGESHHHR

LAG JA GALE KE PHIR YE

SAREGAMA

CARVAAN

(AVAILABLE AT SAREGAMA.COM)




	Binder2
	0102
	03
	04
	05
	0607
	0809
	1011
	1213
	1415
	1617
	1819
	2025
	2632
	3335

	Binder1
	3641
	4245
	4649
	5053
	5456
	5759
	6062
	63
	64
	65
	66
	6768




