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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

"T'HE BEST TRIBUTE

To honour Bhupen Hazarika, government must listen to his
son, withdraw the divisive citizenship amendment bill

EW IN INDIA would dispute cultural icon Bhupen Hazarika’s credentials to be

honoured as a Bharat Ratna. His son, Tej Hazarika, however, has questioned the

Narendra Modi government’s decision to bestow the honour while piloting a

divisive legislation in the land of Bhupen Hazarika’s birth. In a statement issued
from New York on Monday, he said: “I believe that my father’s name and words are be-
ing invoked and celebrated publicly while plans are afoot to pass a painfully unpopular
Bill regarding citizenship that is actually undermining his documented position”. The BJP
should heed Tej’s critique of the Citizenship Amendment Bill even if it dismisses the sug-
gestion that the Bharat Ratna to Bhupen Hazarika was a balancing act by its government
to assuage the anger in Assam.

Bhupen Hazarika would never have approved of the citizenship bill, his son has said:
“He would never have endorsed what appears, quite transparently, to be an underhanded
way of pushing a law against the will and benefit of the majority in a manner that also
seems to be grossly un-constitutional, un-democratic and un-Indian”. The Northeast has
been more or less united in its opposition to the proposed amendment to the Citizenship
Act that aims to make it easy for non-Muslims from Bangladesh, Pakistan and Afghanistan
to get Indian citizenship. Civil society groups have long held that the amendment is divi-
sive because it privileges religion as a criterion of citizenship and that it will upset the re-
gion’s demographic balance and undermine the 1985 Assam Accord. If Parliament passes
the amendment, the cut-off date for non-Muslim migrants in Assam to qualify for Indian
citizenship would become December 31, 2014 as against 1971 in the Assam Accord.
Political parties and state governments in the Northeast, too, have responded to the street
protests and shutdowns and BJP allies in the region have threatened to quit the NDA if the
Centre stays with the amendment.

Bhupen Hazarika’s artistic vision, while deeply humanistic and cosmopolitan, was
rooted in the cultural landscape of Assam. His invocation of the region’s rhythms made
him a people’s poet. He opposed the Emergency and championed the Assam movement
in the 1980s. Tej Hazarika’s remark that the government is pushing a “painfully unpop-
ular Bill” which undermines his father’s “documented position” should be read in this
context. When he says that “adopting the Bill at this point in the manner in which it is be-
ing proffered, now or in the future, will ultimately have the sad and undesirable effect
of... disrupting the quality of life, language, identity and power balance of the region”, he
echoes the fears and anxieties of many in the Northeast. The government shall continue
to turn a deaf ear to these voices at its own peril. It must recall the amendment Bill is yet
to be passed by Rajya Sabha. That, surely, would be the perfect tribute to Bhupen Hazarika.

JACK IN THE BOX

Parliamentary Committee is skirting core issues of social media
regulation. Peremptory summons to Twitter CEO is a pointer

VER THE LAST four-odd years, the halo around social media has dimmed,

inIndia and the world. With greater recognition of platforms’ function of dis-

seminating information — and issues like bias and the incendiary role prop-

aganda can play — regulators are faced with complex questions: Should
entities like Twitter and Facebook be treated merely as ideologically-agnostic tech plat-
forms or as publishers with algorithmic editors? Unfortunately, rather than attempting
to build a regulatory framework around a considered engagement with such questions,
the Parliamentary Committee on Information Technology appears more concerned with
optics, as its notice to Twitter CEO Jack Dorsey, after he reportedly did not heed its invi-
tation the first time, indicates. To make matters worse for it, the Committee is unlikely to
gain the upper hand even in the perception battle.

While parliamentary committees often call in experts, this kind of posturing is ill-
judged. There is the obvious question of enforcement: Twitter is headquartered in San
Francisco, and Dorsey can refuse to appear. More worrying, however, is the perception that
Twitter and its senior leadership is being singled out for political reasons. Political lead-
ers, across the ideological spectrum, have been losing “followers” over the last year as
Twitter has been cleaning out fake accounts and bots to prevent the spread of fake news.
Earlier this month, members of Youth for Social Media Democracy had protested against
Twitter’s “anti-right wing attitude” and made a written submission to BJP leader and
committee chairman Anurag Thakur. Twitter has refuted the allegations of bias, claim-
ing its “trends” are determined by the velocity and volume of what users are discussing,.

It may well be the case that the Committee wants to enforce some accountability from
those who actually set policy at Twitter inits quest to “safeguard citizens’ rights on social/on-
line news media platforms”. But here, the parliamentary committee would do better to take
a leaf out of the government’s book vis a vis WhatsApp, which was seen to be facilitating
rumours that contributed to lynchings and mob violence. With consistent pressure lead-
ing to self-regulation, WhatsApp has taken steps, including curbs on bulk messages as well
as a public education campaign to alert users to the dangers of rumour. That ongoing en-
deavour was made possible without making an issue of summoning Mark Zuckerberg,.

NO SMALL MATTER

Be warned: Insects of the world are
going extinct

ome years from now, an aspiring Kafka trying to write the destiny of a Gregor

Samsa, may struggle to come up with the “giant insect” Samsa could meta-

morphose into. As a recent global scientific study has revealed, all of the planet’s

insects could go extinct within a century. There would literally be no immedi-
ate frame of reference for insects in the human mind.

The study, ‘Worldwide decline of the entomofauna: A review of its drivers’, has been
published in the journal, Biological Conservation. Researchers discovered that over 40 per
cent of insect species could go extinct in the next few decades — this extinction rate is
eight times faster than that of mammals, birds and reptiles. Lepidoptera, Hymenoptera
and dung beetles (Coleoptera) are the taxa most affected. Intensive agriculture, agro-
chemical pollutants, invasive species and climate change are listed as significant triggers.
Lepidoptera, the order of insects that includes butterflies and moths, seems to have suf-
fered the most. Bees (belonging to the Hymenoptera order) have been equally hard hit.
Incidentally, the EU had last year banned Neonicotinoids — compounds that comprise
the most popular type of insecticides. In 2017, a worldwide study published in the jour-
nal Science showed that 75 per cent of honey samples collected across multiple coun-
tries contained neonicotinoid insecticides. Studues closer to home have substantiated
the grim narrative of bee colonies disappearing.

All insects help to maintain the intricate balance nature has in place. Many inverte-
brates, for example, including a host of insects, are particular about the kind of soil they
inhabit. Their absence can be a serious indicator of soil health. Conservation initiatives
should try to create more visible awareness of such studies and the tangible impact they
will have on human life if such a slide in insect numbers worldwide continues unabated.

Policy is not based on assessments of deprivation — it
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WORDLY WISE
AND ALL THE INSECTS CEASED IN HONOR

OF THE MOON.
— JACK KEROUAC

Pseudo-social justice

merely addresses specific groups

SUHAS PALSHIKAR

THE GU]JJARS OF Rajasthan are back on the
streets. This could be seen as an attempt to
corner the newly-formed Congress govern-
ment in the state. Both Congress and BJP have
had the taste of Gujjar wrath earlier. It could
also be seen as an extension of intra-party fac-
tionalism playing out in the open for the
Congress. Nevertheless, the renewed agita-
tion alerts us to the larger complications fac-
ing policy-making. Reservation appears to be
the only answer to all our socio-economic
complications. Thus, over and above party
competition and internal factionalism, the
Gujjar agitation represents the difficulties and
distortions that have crept into the reserva-
tion regime. And it is not the only agitation of
this type.

Asimilar agitation is waiting to happenin
Maharashtra — by the Dhangar community,
over their demand for inclusion in the ST cat-
egory. Unrest among the Patidars of Gujarat
and Jats of Haryanais simmering and can ex-
plode any time into another round of agita-
tion for reservation. At the same time, the
Bombay High Court is hearing a petition de-
manding that the state’s decision to extend
16 per cent reservation to Marathas be
stayed|/struck down. The apex court, similarly,
is hearing a petition against the constitutional
amendment extending reservations to eco-
nomically weaker sections. Petitions over ex-
pansion of reservation beyond 50 per cent are
already pending before the court. Thus, even
asreservation appears to be the only solution
for demands by many communities, the
reservation regime is becoming more and
more litigation-prone.

For staunch proponents of reservation,
these troubles can be resolved by doing away
with the 50 per cent cap altogether. The latest
amendment giving reservation to the poor has
already opened the doors for such parliamen-
tary adventurism. It has done away with the
constitutionally permitted gatekeeping mech-
anism of social and educational backward-
ness and opened up reservation to everyone
— irrespective of social backwardness.

In other words, the solution is to free the
reservation policy of the chains of constitu-
tional reasonableness as mandated by the ju-
diciary. This overemphasis on the idea of
reservation is marked by four critical aspects
that signify a move away from the constitu-
tional scheme of positive discrimination.

One, as we recently witnessed in
Parliament, there is a complete absence of
genuine debate on the question. No party
could take anuanced position on the issue of
“reservation for poor”. In a sense, this is only
to be expected if one considers the political

‘What is common between
the demands of Jats, Gujjars,
Marathas, Dhangars,
Patidars, etc on the one hand,
and the recently effected
coup against the
Constitution through the
quota-for-poor amendment
is a public admission of the
absence of imagination and
innovation in the field of
policy-making. Post-Mandal,
the first section to ignore the
possibilities of imaginative
policies for social justice
consisted of the intellectuals.
In their haste to brand
parties as pro-social justice
and anti-social justice, they
latched on to reservation as
the only policy tool to
address social injustice.

fallout of such nuance. Post-Mandal, there
has seldom been any serious review or re-ex-
amination in our public political life of the
way in which the reservation policy is mov-
ing. The political arena is much more strongly
affected by this new consensus that quietly
took shape in the post-Mandal era. So much
so that, recently, alawyer arguing on behalf of
the petitioners challenging Maratha reserva-
tion was manhandled outside the court. No
political party or politician can raise questions
about the matter. This is a classic case of con-
sensus as closure. There is a complete closure
of the public debate on reservation.

Two, over the quarter century since
Mandal, the reservation regime has expanded
in many directions. Ironically, most of the
times, expansion has contributed to the de-
legitimation of the original idea behind reser-
vation. When the reservation policy went be-
yond SCs and STs, despite the fact that the
expansion was justified, it effectively diluted
the sharpness of the tool — that it would be
employed for extreme cases of discrimination
and exclusion. Down the line, when different
communities began to claim that they are
backward and deserving of reservation, the
political clout of these communities and their
relatively less deprived conditions meant that
thelogic of discrimination got diluted. Finally,
when the idea of reservations is used to ad-
dress economic infirmity, the entire basis of
the reservation policy gets displaced.

Now, the reservation policy will no more
be seenas anintermediate tool to address in-
grained social injustice in the Indian social or-
der. As aresult, the moral basis of the reserva-
tion policy is almost lost. The enabling
provisionin the Constitution was predicated
on thelogic that the social order is fundamen-
tally unjust and therefore the state should in-
tervene in favour of the most oppressed sec-
tions to enable them to compete in the public
sphere and stake their claims for a share in
public power. This logic is no more applica-
ble. Instead, the logic now is that there are dif-
ferent groups in society and they need to be
accommodated, as far as possible, in a pro-
portionate manner (as I argued earlier too,
‘The New Reservation’, Indian Express, August
1,2018). This new logic implies that reserva-
tion is not a remedy for traditional social ills
but a routine policy tool to arrange political
and administrative power.

Three, and paradoxically, while reserva-
tion for economically weaker sections dele-
gitimises social justice as the basis for reser-
vations, at the same time, the post-Mandal
churning has brought forward caste as the
primary basis for making claims on the state.

Not the injustice perpetrated by the caste sys-
tem, but caste initself has emerged as the pri-
mary social group for which demands are
made, robbing policy-making of the more
justifiable bases of deprivation. Instead of an
expectation that policy should be directed at
and based on some agreed ways of assessing
deprivation and its amelioration, now policy
can be based merely on the fact that it ad-
dresses specific groups. Besides, such public
display of caste claims leads more to strength-
ening identity than ensuring advancement.
The identity excess this has brought about
has been seldom taken into consideration but
effects of this development spill over beyond
the policy realm. India’s entire public dis-
course and political calculus are deeply influ-
enced by single-caste considerations. Caste
and caste identity are not new factors but the
traction they have now received not just in
political calculations but in more routine so-
cial relations and personal identifications is
anew factor in shaping the public sphere.

Finally, the language of pseudo-justice be-
ing popularised by the “quota-for-poor” pol-
icy is symptomatic of a larger failure. It re-
places the principle that welfare should be the
basic raison d’étre of public policy, it hides the
colossal failure of the state in handling ques-
tions of poverty and deprivation and, at the
same time, it indicates a dead end in policy
making.

What is common between the demands
of Jats, Gujjars, Marathas, Dhangars, Patidars,
etcon the one hand, and the recently effected
coup against the Constitution through the
quota-for-poor amendment is a public ad-
mission of the absence of imagination and in-
novation in policy-making. Post-Mandal, the
first section to ignore the possibilities of imag-
inative policies for social justice consisted of
the intellectuals. In their haste to brand par-
ties as pro-social justice and anti-social jus-
tice, they latched on to reservation as the only
policy tool to address social injustice.

The political players were quick to suc-
cumb to the temptation of postponing the
substantive social justice agenda in favour of
decorative policy measures of limited effect.
In the process, the fundamental task of poli-
tics that it throws up alternatives and enables
the imagination, got stunted. We have a con-
sensus on reservation and yet social groups
continue to agitate for reservation — repre-
senting the closure of imagination in public
policy-making.

The writer taught political science at
Savitribai Phule Pune University, Pune and is
chief editor of Studies in Indian Politics

T HE CONFESSION

Government’s resort to populism in budget indicates failure to address critical issues

ABHISHEK MISHRA

AS WE APPROACH the national election, we
face a crucial choice. We have before us a clash
between two ideologies that have been at
odds since our foundation but have intensi-
fied to appalling levels in recent times:
“Inclusive nationalism” founded on social jus-
tice, universal welfare and communal har-
mony, and “divisive nationalism” marked by
the rabid pursuit to create and perpetuate sec-
tarian divisions and fundamentalist
authoritarianism.
The upcoming electionis a grand battle tode-
cide which version of nationalism will prevail.
Itisalso an opportunity to choose. Divisive na-
tionalism prioritises abstract notions, such as
identity, greatness, and honour. Inclusive na-
tionalism is focused on two very simple, and
I believe, achievable goals — prosperity and
equality for all. In order to confirm this, we
need not look further than this budget and the
policies under the BJP government.
Unemployment is at an all-time high,
there is wide-spread agricultural distress and
farmer suicides are on the rise, crime is ram-
pant, the situation of women and childrenis

Why would we need large,
mostly superficial, sops for
farmers if the government
hadn’t failed to double
farmer incomes, as
promised? We wouldn’t need
superficial tax cuts if the
government hadn’t caused
great hardship to the

poor and middle class
through demonetisation

and a botched
implementation of GST.

amajor area of concern, industrial activity is
sluggish, manufacturing has almost stalled,
current account deficit is higher than the
government’s own stated objective, mini-
mum support price remains inaccessible for
farmers, sugarcane farmers continue to fight
for what is their right.

The government is so embarrassed about
its failure on the job creation front that it has
stopped releasing data on employment and
farmer suicide rates. The budget speech did
not even talk about the number of jobs cre-
ated and tried to divert attention by quoting
proxy EPFO numbers, which change with
changes in the criteria for registering. Even
when data is released, it is untrustworthy,
and selective. Why else would the two high-
est placed members of the National
Statistical Organisation resign in protest?

The Samajwadi Party government in Uttar
Pradesh was already giving Rs 6,000 per an-
num to almost 5.5 million women, which we
had planned to increase to 10 million families
and Rs 12,000 per annum. Budget provisions
of Rs 6,000 per annum for each eligible farmer

falls well short of this target. In housing, allo-
cation per house needs to be doubled, at the
very least: Our government was spending al-
most Rs 3.25 lakh per house.

This was an election interim budget, not
a development budget. The government has
resorted to worn-out populist policies, indi-
cating that it has failed to solve, and in fact
worsened, the critical issues that our great
nation faces. Why would we need large,
mostly superficial, sops for farmers if the gov-
ernment hadn’t failed to double farmer in-
comes, as promised? We wouldn’t need su-
perficial tax cuts if the government hadn’t
caused great hardship to the poor and the
middle-class through demonetisation and a
botched implementation of GST.

It’s time to return to ground realities, and
focus on specific deliverables. We will be
great if we are prosperous, we will be hon-
oured if every individual is equal, in terms of
opportunity and access.

The writer is a former Uttar Pradesh minister
and member of the Samajwadi Party
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FEBRUARY 13,1979, FORTY YEARS AGO

IRAN TAILSPIN

IRAN’S NEW REVOLUTIONARY government
reported that resistance by Shah
Mohammad Reza Pahlavi’s armed forces has
ended, but it was having trouble controlling
its own supporters. Thousands of armed
youths roamed Teheran threatening sym-
bols of the monarchy. Three generals were
reportedly slain. Ayatollah Khomeini ap-
pealed to his followers for order. Khomeini’s
14-year fight to convert Iran to an Islamic re-
public succeeded after two days of bloody
street fighting in Teheran.

JAMMU CHAOS
OVER 90 STUDENTS and teachers were in-

jured, 30 of them seriously, when police en-
tered the Jammu University campus and two
boys’ colleges and beat up all who came in
their way. Thirty students have been ar-
rested. The Kashmir armed police and CRP
men entered the university campus at 11 am,
chasing a group of stone-throwing youths,
who had taken shelter near a college adjoin-
ing the old university campus, after about
200 teargas shells failed to calm them.

BHUTTO ON ZI1A

FROM HIS DEATH cell in the district jail,
Rawalpindi, Zulfikar Ali Bhutto has held out
two olive branches, one to foreign powers,
another to his political opponents at home.

To foreign powers he says: “l am aware of the
importance of global politics” and “I have vi-
sion enough to begin anew without any ran-
cour for the past”. To his opponents at home
he says the hour calls for “a comprehensive
political settlement” and for “quiet and sin-
cere negotiations between brothers”. But
Bhutto remains implacable towards one en-
emy especially, General Zia-ul-Haqg. He
makes the angry demand that “the curse and
stigma of martial law needs to be withdrawn
without delay”. He exposes the misdeeds of
martial law under Ayub, Yahya Khan and Zia,
but against Zia he makes the very serious al-
legation that he is destroying the very basis
of Pakistan.
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oung are talking back

Forty years after the Islamic Revolution, Iran’s regime is increasingly challenged by its people

RAMIN JAHANBEGLOO

FEBRUARY 2019 MARKS the 40th anniver-
sary of the Iranian Revolution, one of the ma-
jorevents of the 20th century and amomen-
tous development in the modern history of
Islam. The revolution opened a new chapter
for political Islam in the late 20th and early
21st centuries and had a deep impact on rev-
olutionary movements across the globe, es-
pecially those that were using the Islamic
frame of reference for political activism. In
fact, the “religious dimension” of the Iranian
Revolution, through its dependence onIslam,
was well-established in the decades leading
up to the uprisings of 1978. We canrefer here
to the notion, popularised in the 1970s, that
Iranians should return to their cultural roots
by resisting the hegemonic influence of the
West.

Hasty or emotionally-motivated under-
standings of the causes of the Iranian
Revolution and the Shah’s downfall gener-
ally tend to focus either on the undemocra-
tic nature of the Shah’s regime or on the eco-
nomic gap between the rich and the poor in
Iranian society of the 1970s. These factors also
existed in some other Islamic countries —
Morocco, for example — but they did not end
up inarevolution and many dictators in these
countries, including Hassan II of Morocco,
died in their beds, without being forced, like
the Shah of Iran, into exile.

Moreover, by the end of 1979, it was be-
coming increasingly apparent that a rigor-
ous interpretation of Shi’ite Islam by
Ayatollah Khomeini and the Iranian clergy
was becoming the text of the law. The im-
mediate consequence of this development
was the establishment of a theocratic state
with the institutionalisation of the power
of the “fagih” (jurist), who was supposed to
possess the necessary charismatic author-

ity and political astuteness to rule the
Islamic Republic. However, the establish-
ment of the Velayat-e-Faqih (the rule of the
jurist) could not put an end to the tensions
between republicanism and authoritarian-
ism, which had existed since the early days
of the Iranian Revolution

Since its inception, the Islamic Republic
was dogged by tensions between two con-
cepts of sovereignty — the divine and pop-
ular. The concept of popular sovereignty —
derived from the indivisible will of the
[ranian nation— is inscribed in Article 6 of
the Islamic Republic’s Constitution. The ar-
ticle mandates popular elections for the
presidency and parliament. But the concept
of divine sovereignty, which is derived from
God’s will through the medium of the
imam, is bestowed on the existing “faqih”
as the rightful ruler of the Shi’ite commu-
nity. However, in the past 40 years in Iran,
the idea of sovereignty of God on Earth has
been less about what Michel Foucault called
“the introduction of a spiritual dimension
into political life” and more about the theol-
ogisation of politics.

As such, the first decade of the Iranian
Revolution was marked by Khomeini’s theo-
logical governance and by the violent elimi-
nation of opposition groups and the enforce-
ment of ideological controls on the Iranian
population. The success of the ayatollahs
against different social, ethnic, religious and
political groups and minorities can be attrib-
uted to several factors. First, the Islamists en-
joyed far greater support among the masses.
Second, extraordinary economic and politi-
cal measures were tolerated by the Iranian
population because of the eight-year war
with Iraq. Last, but not least, the Islamisation
of Iranian society was a way for the ayatol-
lahs to elicit the support of the bazaar and
traditional socio-economic groups for whom
the prospect of a “leftist revolution” was even
more worrying.

Despite the forceful post-revolutionary
imposition of Islamic values and ways of liv-
ing and the insertion of cultural politics into
the everyday lives of young Iranians in the
name of Islamic purity, the Iranian youth —
especially young women — have not identi-
fied with the conservative values of the

In the past 10 years, many
protests in Iran — notably
the Green Movement of
2009 — were products of the
activities of the urban middle
class youth. But more
recently, the turmoil in
Iranian cities has largely
been driven by disaffected
young people in rural areas
and small towns. They see it
as a chance to express their
frustration with the
country’s economic
problems, which are a fall-
out of Iran’s financial and
military involvement in the
conflicts in Syria and Yemen.

Islamic regime. Moreover, the republican
idea of popular sovereignty has found its
place through social networks and is evident
in the political activities of Iranian civil soci-
ety — the women’s rights movements, the
students’ movements, the online networks
of young people and the work of dissident
intellectuals and artists are good examples
of such activism.

Today, more than 60 per cent of the
[ranian populationis under the age of 30. The
image of Iran as a monolith does not reflect
the mindset of those who have been fighting
for change since the past 40 years. For nearly
six million educated youngsters — many of
whom have left Iran for the US, Canada,
Australia and different parts of Europe — lack
of jobs and the absence of social freedoms
and everyday opportunities are the principal
reasons of discontent and rebellion.

In the past 10 years, many protests in Iran
— notably the Green Movement of 2009 —
were products of the activities of the urban
middle-class youth. But more recently, the
turmoil in Iranian cities has largely been
driven by disaffected young people in rural
areas and small towns. They see it as a
chance to express their frustration with the
country’s economic problems, which are a
fallout of Iran’s financial and military in-
volvement in the conflicts in Syria and
Yemen. A young educated population,
whose dreams aren’t fulfilled, and the ab-
sence of a rationally-planned and cohesive
political and economic programme portend
a perilous situation.

Iran today is very much like the Soviet
bloc before the fall of the Berlin Wall. The
ideology of the Iranian Revolution has burnt
out. [ranian youngsters are disenchanted.
The Islamic Reform Movement has failed
to fulfill popular demands and spontaneous
riots occur in major cities of Iran almost
every year. The winds of change have be-
gun to blow but those riding the hungry
tiger of the Iranian Revolution do not dare
dismount it.

The writer is the Executive Director of the
Mahatma Gandhi Centre for Nonviolence
and Peace Studies and the Vice-Dean of the
School of Law at Jindal Global University

VIiEw FROM THE RIGHT

MAMATA’'S STRATEGY

ON THE RECENT stand-off between the CBI
and state police in Kolkata, the editorial in
Organiser declares that in politics, every po-
litical leader or party uses “policies, strate-
gies and perception management” to en-
sure “authoritative allocation of values”
according to their own political interests.
The way Mamata Banerjee chose to target
the CBI, and Chandrababu Naidu becoming
an important ally in this endeavour, needs
further scrutiny, claims the editorial. It adds
that “she (Banerjee) tried to block the in-
vestigation (into the Sharada scam) by cen-
tral agencies even in the earlier stages, and
the reasons are obvious.”

“Rajeev Kumar, the IPS officer who in-
vestigated the scam as the head of SIT and
who allegedly did not hand over all the rel-
evant evidence to the CBI, can be the obvi-
ous ally in the cover-up. Naturally, Mamata
did not want CBI to get into this for which
she effectively staged and used the politi-
cal drama. The optics that Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee wanted to convey are
very obvious. She wants to play the victim

card to invoke Bengali pride by playing
Centre vs State and most importantly, to es-
tablish herself as the most formidable chal-
lenger to the BJP and Prime Minister
Narendra Modi (sic),” says the editorial. It
also claims that the Congress is the biggest
loser in this game, as it cannot afford to sup-
port or oppose Banerjee.

BANGLADESH’S DEBT

AN ARTICLE IN Organiser claims that the stiff
opposition to the Citizenship (Amendment)
Bill 2019 by certain political parties, even af-
ter it went through the scrutiny of a joint par-
liamentary committee and its subsequent
adoption by the Lok Sabha, is surprising. It
asserts that on the whole, “this bill is an im-
portant initiative which would not only ren-
der justice to large number of persecuted
children of Mother India but can also deliver
a body blow to vote-bank politics”.

“The people and parties of Assam have a
special responsibility. History will not for-
give them if they fritter away the advantage
of this momentous initiative because of
their myopic views,” the article counsels. It
adds that the government would do well to
enlist Bangladesh’s support for the effective
implementation of the Bill. From time to
time, the Bangladesh prime minister has
expressed gratitude for India’s help to her
country’s liberation struggle. India has con-
tinued its “good gestures” ever since,
through various measures such as giving

more than its fair share of Ganga waters
through the Farakka barrage, investments
in connectivity projects, lines of credit of a
few billion dollars, conceding larger areas
to Bangladesh in exchange for border en-
claves, etc.

“Inreturn, India can make alegitimate re-
quest to Bangladesh to help with the repa-
triation of her people. Friendship cannot be
a one-way traffic. Moreover, her help would
also be critical to ensure that the outflow of
religious minorities is prevented in future. If
the Bangladeshi government is not confident
of stopping persecution of its minorities by
the extremists, both countries may work to-
gether in finding ‘out-of-the-box’ solutions
to the problem,” reads the article.

The article also asks the “agitating peo-
ple of Assam” to consider the fact that most
political parties who are opposing the Bill
have been opposing the National Register of
Citizens (NRC) as well”. “These parties want
‘status quo’ in the state at any cost. Further,
there is widespread notion of manipulation
of legacy data’ on ground. If it is true, the NRC
may not address their concerns,” the article
claims and adds that “the Centre has a well-
thought out holistic plan to protect the inter-
ests of Assamese people against the “demo-
graphic invasion” from Bangladesh.

CONGRESS CONSPIRACY

THE EDITORIALIN Panchjanya suspects a po-
litical conspiracy behind the recent incident

in Aligarh, where a saffron-clad woman — al-
legedly a leader of the All India Hindu
Mahasabha — on January 30 pumped three
bullets into a poster of Mahatma Gandhi. The
Aligarh police subsequently made arrests in
the matter. The editorial condemns the act
and adds that it might be a political conspir-
acy to discredit on saffron organisations. That
this incident was meant to trigger political
outrage could not be ruled out, given the tim-
ing of the act. It also claims that the Congress
party “tried to blow the matter out of pro-
portion with statements and agitations in
protest to create outrage against the BJP and
Sangh Parivar”.

The editorial says that a provocative and
condemnable act carried by a little-known
Hindu organisation was used “against the
political leadership of the country and its
biggest social organisation”. “This move is
not new for Congress. It has used this move
for generations, slandered Hindu society, di-
vided society and conducted massacres to
stay in power. What had happened after the
assassination of Gandhi? Chitpavan
Brahmins were killed by Congress hooligans
in Maharashtra. Congress leaders and work-
ers were found indulging in the killing of
Sikhs after the assassination of Indira Gandhi
in 1984,” alleges the editorial. It suggests that
there is a need to be wary of such cheap
propaganda at the time of elections.

Compiled by Lalmani Verma
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“France’s decision to withdraw its ambassador from Italy points to the deeper
divisions that threaten a troubled continent.”

— THE GUARDIAN

Who will pay
for sops?

Government’s claim that structural changes to
the economy are paying off, and that is being
used to give back to the people, is problematic

ARUN KUMAR

THE INTERIM UNION Budget 2019 is noless
than a full budget with changes in taxation
and announcement of lucrative schemes
for various sections of the population. The
recent losses in three major assembly elec-
tions rang alarm bells for the ruling dispen-
sation. With the general election around the
corner, it had to act to regain the support of
various segments of the population. The
government’s policies in the last five years
have caused distress to farmers, youth,
small businesses, the cottage industries sec-
tor and minorities.

Small and marginal farmers will get Rs
6,000 per year. Concessions on credit and
crop insurance to farmers have been an-
nounced. There is a pension scheme for un-
organised sector workers. The lower mid-
dle classes have got concessions in income
tax. The upper middle class has got conces-
sion in taxation on a second house. There
are schemes for the SCs, STs, women, no-
madic tribes and senior citizens.

There is no proposal for additional tax-
ation. Given thatin the current year, tax col-
lection was lagging behind and the fiscal
deficit was running way ahead of the target
— 114 per cent in the seventh monthitself —
next year could be worse with additional
expenditures but no proposals for raising
additional revenue. More taxes are not
sought to be raised lest some section feels
hurt and that is undesirable in an election
year. The rich could have been taxed more
through a wealth tax or a cess on corpora-
tion tax. Actually, the corporates were ex-
pecting a reduction in the tax rate from 30
per cent to 2 per cent, announced two years
back, but they would be happy that the tax
rate has not gone up.

The budget shows only amarginal rise in
the fiscal deficit to 3.4 per centin spite of the
planned new expenditures and tax conces-
sions. But if the revenue projections turn
out to be incorrect, the deficit would indeed
be higher.

Is the government now reaping the ben-
efits of the structural reforms that it carried
out in the last five years — demonetisation,
digitisation and GST? In the budget speech,
itwas claimed that demonetisation has ex-
panded the tax base, leading to higher di-
rect tax collection. Digitisation and GST are
also supposed to do the same by expand-
ing the tax base. Itis claimed that the num-
ber of tax filers has doubled in the last few
years, but the direct tax to GDP ratio has
risen by 0.3 per cent last year — hardly much
of arise.

The GST collection this year is short by
aboutRs 1 lakh crore. Thus, tax collection is
not showing high buoyancy. Non-tax rev-
enues are also not very buoyant. There was
pressure on the RBI to announce a special
dividend and pass onrevaluation reserves (a
few lakh crore) to the government. This did
not materialise due to resistance from the
RBI. The government wanted this money to

announce big concessions. The wonder is
that without this, many concessions have
been announced and without the fiscal
deficit rising.

Allbudgets indulge in creative account-
ing and the current one is no exception.
There is no harm in announcing higher rev-
enues and higher expenditures. One canal-
ways correct these figures subsequently.
Public memory is short and few remember
last year's figures.

Given the recent controversy on unem-
ployment, creation of new jobs, GDPand its
growthrate, the data pertaining to the Indian
economy has become highly suspect. Most
are incredulous that the rate of growth has
been shown to be the highest in the year of
demonetisation since, by all accounts, the
economy was badly hit, starting November
2016. It hardly recovered when it was again
hit by a structurally-flawed GST. The unor-
ganised sector has been declining since then.

Unfortunately, the data for the unorgan-
ised sector comes withabiglagand itisim-
plicitly assumed to be growing at the same
rate as the organised sector. So, the govern-
ment can claim that the economy was not
impacted by the shocks. But, as this author
has argued before, if the data from the pri-
vate surveys is taken into account, the rate
of growth of the economy would turn out
tobearound 1 per centand not 7 per cent to
8 per cent. This slow growth is consistent
with the problems relating to employment,
the cottage sector and farmers.

Data also vitiates budgetary calculus. So,
tax revenue growth is sluggish because of
the low rate of growth. But if the rate of
growth is around 1 per cent, shouldn’t the
problem be more acute? Not really, because
most of the taxes are paid by the organised
sector which is growing.

Effective direct taxes are paid by about
1.5 per cent of the population even though
about 6 per cent of the population files tax
returns. Ninety-five per cent of the GST is
paid by 5 per cent of the businesses in the
country, according to the finance minister.
Small businesses are largely exemptand do
not have to register or they are under the
Composition Scheme.

Thus, if tax collection has not suffered
more despite the rate of growth falling to 1
per cent, it is due to the growth of the or-
ganised sector. Clearly, to the government
and the economy, the unorganised sector
matters less and less.

The government claims that the struc-
tural changes it brought about are paying
dividends, which are being used to give back
to the people. But these changes hurt the
vast unorganised sections way beyond
what is now sought to be given back. The
drop in the rate of growth to around 1 per
cent means lakhs of crores of income lost
by these sections. While the increase in in-
equality does help raise some resources,
that is inadequate to fund the various
schemes now announced. It required cre-
ative accounting in the budget.

All this points to the belief among the
rulers that in economic terms, the majority
matters little. However, their votes count. So,
near the elections they have to be appeased
with some sops. The coming elections will
once again be a test of such a hypothesis.

The writer is Malcolm Adiseshiah Chair
Professor, Institute of Social Sciences

LETTERS TO THE EDITOR

POPE LEADS THE WAY

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘When
the road darkens’ (IE, February 9). Pope
Francis’s acknowledgment of the sex-
ual offence charges the Churchis facing
is a positive sign for Christianity.
Whenever any wrong happens, the best
way to deal withit is to accept mistakes
and take corrective actions. Cover-ups
doinjustice to victims and the religion.

Nishant Parashar, Chandigarh

POLITICS AND LAW

THIS REFERS TO the article, ‘Shadow
boxing in Kolkata’ (IE, February 9). The
Centre-state row ensued after the CBI
officers were barred from entering the
Kolkata police commissioner’s resi-
dence by the state’s police. There is lit-
tle doubt that both the CBI and Bengal
police have now become the unfortu-
nate victims of the political needs of the
Centre and state governments. It ap-
pears that for both the issue became a
matter of prestige. Mamata Banerjee is
likely to gain substantial political capi-
tal by calling the acrimonious face-off
with the Centre an assault on Bengal.
Lal Singh, Amritsar

IN-TRANSIT PEACE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Welcome
step back’ (IE, February 7). The VHP’s
decision to defer any Ram Mandir agi-
tation appears to have been arrived at
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to avoid politics on the issue. For the last
few years, there has been a concerted
move by hardline Hindu groups to build
pressure for the Ram Mandir. But the
Sangh parivar may have realised that
building a crescendo around the Ram
temple could prove counter-productive
for the Modi government. However the
temple issue will remain relevant.

P LSingh, Amritsar






