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Thelimits offacial recognition

New privacy legislation will be required to limit the use of such
technology and to provide checks and balances against abuse
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ecognising people by visually
R scanning faces is something
most human beings do auto-
matically. It is a task computers have
struggled to perform. But Face
Recognition technology is improving
and becoming more popular.
Smartphone and PC users deploy FR
to control access. There are public-fac-
ing FR deployments in airports, public
toilets, smart offices and apartment

blocks. Police and security agencies use
FR. Banks, malls, and supermarkets use
CCTV systems and cities have large
CCTV deployments in public areas,
metro stations, municipal buildings,
etc. Footage from these can be linked
to FR databases. FR is also used by
Chinese security forces to maintain
surveillance on the Uighur minority
and it is key to running China’s social
credit system.

But FR is not a magic bullet. There
are major privacy and ethical issues
involved in deployment. There are also
huge technical challenges since FR sys-
tems often don’t work well except in
controlled environments.

A PC or smartphone FR system has
anarrow purpose. The user records her
face and the device security matches
faces to that image when somebody
logs on. This is a single-person FR
database in one sense, though the man-
ufacturer may end up with a large
database as it collects images.

A smart building processes a few

thousand images, perhaps. Airport
check-in FR systems have a trickier
task. There are the names, mugshots,
flight numbers and other details of pas-
sengers to be matched to people going
through check-in.

There are privacy issues here as well.
Passengers are either sharing biomet-
rics with private entities (airlines and
private companies running airports),
or private entities are accessing govern-
ment databases for matches. Given the
well-documented history of Aadhaar
abuse and leaks by private entities con-
nected to that system, it’s easy to under-
stand why this is problematic.

FR systems in public toilets don’t
match individuals. These are for gen-
der-differentiation. This is a very dif-
ferent task from putting a name to a
face and actually, trickier in some ways.
FR gender-ID systems are trained by
putting together databases of millions
of facial images labelled “man”, “wom-
an”, “girl”, “boy”. There is a high error
percentage because some men “look”

like women, and vice-versa, and teens
can be androgynous.

Those errors are higher if there’s
hair-style and colour bias in the train-
ing databases. Databases trained with
mostly white Caucasian faces have very
high error rates when identifying gen-
der of persons with darker skins.
Transgender people may utterly con-
fuse gender differentiation systems.
(There is a wider issue here, since most
nations are struggling to decide which
public toilet transgenders should use).

In these cases, the subjects are coop-
erative and these checks are done in
controlled environments. Somebody
passing an airport or smart office check-
in, “poses” in front of a neutral back-
ground, making recognition easier.

Police departments and security
agencies have a much more difficult
task, across multiple dimensions. They
work with unclear images sourced from
CCTV, with confusing backgrounds;
they often deal with subjects, who have
been injured, or killed, with resulting
mutilations; some subjects deliberately
obscure their appearances, and so on.
The police also work with far larger
databases, comprising millions of peo-
ple with billions of images. There are
often large matching errors.

From what we know of the Chinese
social credit and surveillance systems,
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the scales there are larger than any-
where else in the world. According to
leaks into public domain, about 2.5 mil-
lion Uighurs are tracked constantly,
using FR among other things. One
smart city data system that leaked off
Alibaba covered a CCTV network of
Beijing’s embassy district. It had an FR
system that categorised and labelled
people by ethnicity.

Selfies and other pictures shot with
Chinese smartphones are often stored
on clouds run by the phone manufac-
turers. This helps them build databases
containing hundreds of millions of cat-
alogued faces. The Chinese government
has legal access to much of that data.

Chinese municipalities use FR sys-
tem to track down and fine citizens for
minor offences, like jaywalking. China’s
social credit system marks down people
who criticise the government, or default
on debt, or indulge in drunken brawls.
Low scorers can be punished by denial
of access to airports and railways sta-
tions. Once again, FR comes into play.

While other nations might not put
similar social credit scoring systems
into operation, they will certainly use
the technology. New privacy legisla-
tion will be required to delineate and
limit the use of such technology and
to provide checks and balances
against abuse.

The curious case of twin bad loan resolution

Two cases that could be resolved this week illustrate the progress of the single-window insolvency and bankruptcy resolution
process which is expected to minimise the cost and time for liquidation and resolution of bad assets

BANKER'S TRUST

TAMAL BANDYOPADHYAY

Company Law Tribunal (NCLT),

the arbitration authority for cases
filed under India’s insolvency law, is
expected to settle two cases involving
%6,113 crore of lenders’ money. The
State Bank of India is the lead lender.
Other banks that have significant expo-
sure to these two companies include
Punjab National Bank, Canara Bank
and Andhra Bank.

These two featured on the list of 28
defaulters that the Reserve Bank of
India (RBI) wanted the commercial
banks to take up at the NCLT by the end
of December 2017, if the cases were not
resolved by mid-December that year.

After the first list of 12 large default-
ers — sent to the banks in June 2017 —
against whom immediate bankruptcy
proceedings were to be invoked, the
RBI sent the second list of troubled
companies in late August. These were
accounts where 60 per cent of the out-
standing amount had been classified
as bad or non-performing on banks’
books as of June 30, 2017. Together, the
two sets account for almost half of the
bad debt in the Indian banking system.

I n the next 24 hours, the National

Under the insolvency law, a case is
expected to be settled within 180 days
but the timeframe can be stretched to
270 days. The Mumbai bench of the
NCLT admitted bankruptcy resolution
petitions for the two companies —
Uttam Value Steels Ltd and Uttam
Galva Metallics Ltd — in June and July
2018, respectively. The banks got 20
more days to complete the resolution
process after the 270-day deadline end-
ed on April 3.

Once a defaulter is identified, a
committee of the creditors (CoC)
appoints one resolution professional
(RP) to supervise the case. In the next
stage, an information memorandum is
prepared and the so-called expression
of interest is sought from the prospec-
tive bidders. After checking the eligi-
bility of the bidders, evaluating the
bids and identifying the highest bidder,
the CoC goes to NCLT. The bankruptcy
resolution professional of two compa-
nies, Rajiv Chakraborty, partner, PwC,
needs to get the resolution plan
approved by the NCLT this week.

What is the resolution plan and who
has won the bid when the assets were
up for sale?

The twin cases illustrate the
progress of the single-window insol-
vency and bankruptcy resolution pro-
cess which is expected to minimise the
cost and time for liquidation and reso-
lution of bad assets.

The winning team consists of dis-
tressed assets investor CarVal Investors
LLC and Nithia Capital Resources
Advisors LLP. Their bid document says
that CarVal will set up a trust called
Arcil Trust ARC, 15 per cent of which
is being held by India’s oldest asset
reconstruction company, Asset
Reconstruction Company (India) Ltd.

The twin assets include a one-mil-
lion tonne hot-rolled production capac-
ity of Uttam Value Steels at Wardha,
Maharashtra, for which it purchases pig
iron from Uttam Galva Mettalics.

CarVal is the investment arm of
food and agriculture conglomerate
Cargill, the biggest closely held US
company by revenue. Incorporated in
2010, Nithia Capital is a London-based
investment company with a net worth
of £1,000. In 2018, it posted a loss of
£276,829, a shed less the loss recorded
in 2017.

Let’s look at the structure and
schedule of payment by the winning
bidders. They have committed 32,541
crore. Of this, 625 crore is upfront pay-
ment. Indeed, the lenders will get the
money but it will be given as loan to
two defaulting companies at 15 per
cent interest. Another 1,200 crore will
flow to the lenders over a period of five
years from the internal accruals of the
two companies. After repaying the
high-cost loan of the bidders, will the
companies make enough money to pay
up the bankers?

Among other components of the
package are 198 crore trade receiv-
ables, outstanding for at least three
years. Another 3248 crore are advances
given to “suppliers” which are group
companies of the promoters — Llyods
Steel Industries Ltd and Frontline Roll
Forms Pvt Ltd — almost a decade ago.

These chunks are part of the pay-
ment plan to bankers when recovered,
provided they are received within one
year. If they are not received, they will
be written off. Incidentally, some of the
trade receivables and advances have
been pending for several years.

Finally, 270 crore will be realised
in the form of subsidy from the state

government. Receipt of this sub-
sidiary has several performance con-
ditions attached.

The operational creditors to whom
the companies owe 1,017 crore, have
been promised a princely sum of %3
crore! Essentially, the bankers are
assured of ¥625 crore and not 32,541
crore. So, the hair-cut could be as much
as 90 per cent and not 60 per cent as
has been projected.

In the run-up this final bid, there
were bids and counter-bids and the
rival bidder, a consortium of Synergy
Metals and Mining Funds, ART Special
Solution Finances and Investment
Opportunities IV Pte Ltd, had a 3,300
crore resolution plan. It was rejected at
it came late. JSW Steel Ltd and the
Liberty House Group of the UK had
earlier shown interest in bidding for
the assets but they backed out.

The key questions are:

EBWhy would Carval with at least
$10 billion in assets under manage-
ment and three decades of experience
team up with Nithia which has just
£1000 net worth and no experience in
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Commission is exonerating the

Prime Minister of the many
charges he faces of multiple breaches
of electoral laws. After weeks of delib-
erate prevarication and inexplicable
silence, we are, at least, seeing action.
However, in the case of Modi’s Wardha
speech of April 11 cannot understand
how the Commission has concluded
he is blameless. In the process it’s
raised questions about its own judge-
ment and impartiality.

At Wardha, Modi asked the audi-
ence not to forgive the Congress for
insulting Hindus by coining the term
Hindu terror. Translated into English,
he said: “The Congress attempted to
defame crores of Indians by using the
term Hindu terror. How can the
Congress be forgiven for insulting
Hindus in front of the world? Weren’t
you hurt when you hear the word
Hindu terror?”

Now when Modi tells the audience
not to forgive Congress, he is, in fact,
telling them not to vote for the party.
Even if he hasn’t put it that bluntly,
that’s clearly what he means when he
says this in an election campaign
speech. And this automatically leads

S lowly but steadily, the Election
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Does the EClack courage?

The Election Commission seems to lack the capacity to act against the PM.
Butl pray it proves|'m horribly wrong. If it does, | will readily apologise

to the question: When he does this on
the grounds that the Congress has
insulted Hindus, isn’t the appeal made
on the basis of religion? And if you bear
in mind this was said to a preponder-
antly Hindu audience, the answer can
only be a resounding yes. To me, this
is so obvious I find it impossible to
conclude otherwise.

IfTam right, the Prime Minister has
breached three separate electoral laws.
Let me take you through them one by
one. First, Section 1.3 of the Model
Code of Conduct (MCC). This says:
“There shall be no appeal to caste or
communal feelings for securing votes”.
Isn’t that almost exactly what Modi
sought to do at Wardha?

Next is Section 123 (3A) of the
Representation of People’s Act. This
deems as a corrupt practice any
“attempt to promote feelings of enmity
or hatred... on the grounds of religion”.
Once again, isn’t it obvious the Wardha
speech was doing precisely this?

Finally, there’s Section 153A of the
Indian Penal Code (IPC). This talks of
“promoting enmity between different
groups on grounds of religion... and
doing acts prejudicial to maintenance
of harmony”. In this case, the offender
can be punished with up to three years
of imprisonment or a fine or both.
When Narendra Modi suggests
Congtress cannot be forgiven for insult-
ing Hindus, you could question if he’s
promoting enmity between groups on
grounds of religion but he is clearly
acting prejudicially to the mainte-
nance of harmony.

The Election Commission, of
course, does not agree. However, it’s
deliberately chosen not to explain why.

No reasoning is given for exonerating
the Prime Minister. The Commission’s
letter to the Congress party, who made
the complaint, simply says “in this mat-
ter no such violation has been noticed”.
No doubt the letter claims “the matter
has been examined in detail in accor-
dance with the extant guidelines/pro-
visions of the Model Code of Conduct,
Representation of People’s Act (RPA)
1951 and the report of the Chief
Electoral Officer, Maharashtra”, but
after simply asserting this nothing
more has been written. The details of
the process by which it reached its con-
clusion have been omitted.

The other pertinent point is that
the Commission’s letter says the
Wardha speech has been considered
in the light of the MCC and RPA but
makes no mention of the IPC. It seems
Modi’s alleged breach of the last has
been completely overlooked.

Former Chief Election
Commissioners like T S Krishnamurthy
have said the Commission must
explain how it’s come to its conclusion
exonerating Modi. Leading Supreme
Court lawyers like Sanjay Hegde have
said that if no explanatory argument is
provided that suggests there is no cred-
ible reason for the Commission’s con-
clusion. And Congress, of course, is
considering taking the matter to court.

I can only come to one conclusion.
This Commission seems to lack the
capacity to act against the Prime
Minister. It’s alot easier to exonerate him.
Now when I say capacity I actually mean
courage. This is a cowardly Commission
but I pray the Commission acts and
proves I'm horribly wrong. If it does ,I
will readily apologise.

this space?

mDid Nithia inform the banks that its
chairman Johannes Sittard, known to
be a close confidante of Lakshmi Mittal
of ArcelorMittal, resigned in April? It
seems that the resolution plan was sub-
mitted after his resignation.

mNithia Capital founder CEO Jai
Krishna Saraf lives in London. His
Linkedin profile does not say much
about him. Can he run a one million
tonne steel plant?

EThe resolution plan demands repay-
ment of money to the investors with
hefty interest ahead of anything else.
Won’t that impact the company’s abil-
ity to pay back to the bankers?

BMWhy are 3248 crore (shown as
advances) and 198 crore (receivables)
in the books of the company payable
to bankers with caveats?

mFinally, why was the higher bid reject-
ed even though it envisaged better pay-
ment proposal?

Allowing new bids after sealing the
process leads to inordinate delays and
kills the sanctity of the process but it
also helps the price discovery. The
debate on value maximisation versus
early resolution will go on but other
questions are relevant to appreciate
this case. I understand that Bank of
Baroda, Vijay Bank and a few others
did not agree with the plan which is
contingent to a string of conditions.

Incidentally, the liquidation value
of the two companies is around %1,350
crore — more than double of what
the banks are assured of getting from
the resolution.

The columnist, a consulting editor of
Business Standard, is an author and senior
adviser to Jana Small Finance Bank Ltd.
Twitter: @TamalBandyo

She'll be back

The union minister and national

vice-president of the Bharatiya Janata
Party, Uma Bharti (pictured), who is not
contesting the ongoing Lok Sabha
polls, has made it clear that she is not
planning to retire from active politics
any time soon. Bharti, who is
campaigning for party candidate
Pragya Singh Thakur from Bhopal, said
that even if the 75-year cut-off
criterion for selection of ministers in
the Narendra Modi cabinet is taken as
given, she will be eligible to contest
the Lok Sabha polls of 2024, 2029 and
2034 and that she had a good mind to
do so. Tired and not retired, she
reiterated.

First garland, then nomination
What is the sure-shot sign that one is
an aspiring election candidate?
Especially if one doesn't wish to be
rebuffed right at the filing of
nomination stage? The answer is
garland. That was the first lesson
Anupam Tripathi, who filed his
nomination from the East Delhi seat
as a Bharatiya Kisan Party candidate,
learned when he walked into the
district magistrate's office in east
Delhi with his family to present his
candidature. Inside the DM's office,
he realised all other election
aspirants present had garlands
draped conspicuously around their
necks. The takeaway? He would wear
a garland when he goes to file his
nomination for the next election.

Rahul's strategy

Congress President Rahul Gandhi
held a press conference on Saturday
morning. The decision to hold the
press conference was taken late on
Friday. The reasons for Gandhi
holding a press conference on a
Saturday morning were interesting.
Social media had been abuzz that
Gandhi gives scripted interviews.
While the Congress social media
team tried to counter the
perception, the party leadership felt
the surest way to neutralise the
propaganda was to hold a press
conference where journalists can ask
the Congress chief all sorts of
questions. Of late, Gandhi had
insisted on answering questions at
press conferences only on the issue
of the Rafale fighter jet deal, but on
Saturday, he answered questions on
several other issues too.

Beyond streetfighting

This refers to “Modi meets his match in

Mamata” (May 4). It is unfortunate to
see political icons hailing from Gujarat
and Bengal being associated with the
current brand of “street-fighting” poli-
tics. This is ironical because these two
states have gifted the world its greatest
apostles of peace and universal broth-
erhood — Mahatma Gandhi,
Dayananda Saraswati, Raja Ram Mohan
Roy and Swami Vivekanand just to
name a few. Subsequently, post-inde-
pendence both Gujarat and Bengal con-
tinued on their enlightened path while
making monumental contributions to
Indian industry and culture. Hence, one
hopes that after May 23, once the
rhetoric of the election season has set-
tled down, the aforementioned leaders
will make every attempt to reclaim the
legacy of their illustrious predecessors.

S BBhalerao Mumbai

Role of service

The recent session (Geneva, 1-2 May,
2019) of the UNCTAD multi-year expert
meeting on trade, services and devel-
opment focused on the strengthening
productive capacity through services.
It is an essential theme for trade policy

as well as for putting us on the path to
economic growth and sustainable
development. However, the predomi-
nance of services in economic activities
reflects only one part of the situation.
There is another which is equally
essential: Intersections or links
between services and all other econom-
ic activities. Forward and backward
linkages measure these value addition
of services to output and exports of all
economic sectors.

Sourish Dutta Kerala

Interesting proposition

Last week, Sachin Mampatkar, a Business
Standard journalist, contacted Disability
Rights Alliance (DRA) to talk to a prefer-
ably Person with Disability (PWD) mem-
ber on how the big hype in the press, over
the recent elections being rendered dis-
abled- friendly, measures up against the
ground reality. The advocacy of the rights
of PWD by DRA is apparently credible,
going by the newspaper’s desire to seek
their opinion; and I am understandably
proud to be a member of DRA, in fact the
one asked to talk to the journalist. After
talking to me, Mampatta wrote a piece
“Voting is an obstacle course for persons
with disabilities” (April 26) on how one
wheelchair using mathematician (me)
viewed the ground reality. (He said basi-
cally that I could cast my vote only due to
my driver’s help.)

Ilater learnt that he was asking, more

HAMBONE

pertinently, if making the entire election
process more accessible to PWD, might
affect the outcome of the election. The
simple arithmetic he proposed was to
compare typical margins between win-
ning and losing in our elections, with the
proportion of PWD who would be able to
cast their vote in a barrier-free electoral
process. The typical difference between
winning and losing is 15 per cent and
typically 20 per cent of voters are PWD
who will benefit from the election pro-
cess being made barrier-free. I'd say to
Mampatta: IF you show any PWD (in fact,
any reasonably sensitive person) a video
of Prime Minister Narendra Modi mak-
ing “jokes”, of very dubious taste, about
children afflicted with dyslexia, that was
(a) on social media a few weeks back, (b)
deleted after many people commented
on how shameful and in poor taste it was
for the PM to mock dyslexic people, but
(c) but not deleted before @RoshanKrRoy
thankfully preserved it on Twitter and
made it possible for anyone to reload and
see the video; then that person will
almost surely vote for anybody other
than Modi, thereby giving more credibil-
ity to Mampatta’s conjecture.

VS Sunder Chennai
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The NBFC crisis

Downgrades add fresh stress to the sector

on-banking finance companies (NBFCs) are once again in the spot-

light after a spate of rating downgrades over the past week, including

the Anil Ambani group’s finance companies and PNB Housing

Finance. For the bond market, which has been walking on thin ice
since Infrastructure Leasing & Financial Services (IL&FS) defaulted in the second
quarter of FY19, the fresh downgrades have revived concerns on NBFCs’ cost of
capital and growth. In the past few years, NBFCs accounted for around 70 per
cent of the borrowing in the corporate bond market. But after the IL&FS episode,
the demand for their papers plummeted, along with evaporating liquidity in
the system. Meanwhile, credit-rating agencies downgraded the more vulnerable
firms or revised outlook in some others. Today, NBFCs that are able to raise
bonds have seen their costs escalating, with AAA-rated NBFCs shelling out
around 150 basis points over government bonds. AAA-rated non-finance com-
panies are raising funds 100 basis points higher. Before IL&FS, the spread between
corporate bonds and gilts was 50 basis points.

The problems of the NBFC sector have been exacerbated by low liquidity in
the system. Demonetisation led to a huge spurt in liquidity, which the Reserve
Bank of India (RBI) took away through open market operations (OMO) and other
measures. However, in FY19, the RBI had to infuse liquidity through OMOs
worth about 3 trillion, the highest in history, besides $10 billion of dollar swaps.
These steps have helped in bringing gilt yields down, but even after two rate
cuts, the cost of borrowing for NBFCs remains high as lenders do not have the
appetite. Mutual funds, which were key buyers of NBFC papers, became risk-
averse because they were singed by downgrades in their portfolios and the
inability to exit papers without a loss after the IL&FS crisis. Mutual funds were
also hit by another problem because they had to suspend their lending to the
promoters of the Essel and Anil Ambani groups with shares of listed companies
as collateral. The industry, caught on the wrong foot, saw net outflows of 368,000
crore in their debt funds and 1.3 trillion in their debt schemes between September
2018 and March 2019.

Another worrying development is that the domestic wholesale debt market
appears to be differentiating among NBFCs, according to analysts. Housing
Development Finance Corporation and LIC Housing Finance account for the
lion’s share of bond raising since the IL&FS crisis surfaced. Those perceived to
be strong or backed by parent have been able to tap the domestic bond markets,
but issuances from the rest of the NBFC universe were minimal. With the door
of the wholesale debt market virtually shut, NBFCs are looking at other sources
of funds such as external commercial borrowings and the retail segment, or
even selling down assets, thereby reducing balance sheets.

In the past few years, NBFCs have played an important role in providing
credit to retail and small and medium enterprises (SMEs), which banks have
not been able to reach. Besides, state-owned banks have been too mired in their
bad loan problem to expand their loan book. While some NBFCs may fail or will
be forced to merge with stronger ones, an industry-wide shrinkage does not
augur well for the economy. SMEs, which were affected by demonetisation and
the adjustment to the goods and services tax regime, need capital at areasonable
cost. Retail credit too is crucial for driving the country’s consumption engine
because there is no sign yet of investment picking up.

Standing up to Fani

Odisha did a sterling job in disaster management

n October 29, 1999, Odisha went out of contact with the rest of the
world for an entire day because of Super Cyclone, which killed nearly
10,000 people. It ranks among the worst natural disasters in the coun-
try and a hapless state government only watched as the cyclone
ripped its coast. The state was also found wanting on post-cyclone relief measures
and there were riots as people starved. Two decades later, all that is distant
memory. When Cyclone Fani wreaked havoc in at least 12 districts, bringing life
to a standstill in half the coastal state on Friday, the Odisha government was
equal to the humungous task. Though it is tragic that 34 people have reportedly
died so far, the number should be seen in context. After all, Fani is probably the
most extreme weather event to hit the Indian coast in the last 20 years as the
cyclone lashed the state with maximum wind speeds of up to 175 km per hour.

The Odisha government deserves compliments for learning the right lessons
from Super Cyclone and the remarkable progress it has made in disaster man-
agement. It moved fast and set up the Odisha Disaster Management Authority
(ODMA), which was the first such body to be set up in India. More importantly,
it made sure that the Authority was run independently by competent officials,
who ensured a proper risk reduction system was in place and included pre-
paredness activities by families, communities, government bodies and NGOs.
The results are visible: In 1999, the state had 21 cyclone shelters; today it has
nearly 900. Over the past few days, as the cyclone barreled up the Bay of Bengal
towards India, the Odisha government evacuated a million people to higher
ground and cyclone shelters. The state also ensured that probable flood inun-
dation villages were identified, rapid response teams were formed, and aircraft
and navy ships were kept on standby to aid rescue efforts. The disaster manage-
ment authority has also trained enthusiastic youth volunteers for relief work
who were at the forefront of alerting locals and getting cooperation from civilians
on risk mitigation. Of course, the India Meteorological Department too deserves
credit for accurate updates about the cyclone path.

While the worst is over, real work begins now. The cyclone has left in its trail
vast damages: Thousands of people are feared to have been rendered homeless,
and road, power and telecom infrastructure has been destroyed in vast areas,
hampering reliefwork. In 2013, Cyclone Phailin required reconstruction estimated
at $1.5 billion, and it is obvious Odisha would need help from the Central gov-
ernment and others. The affected people will need financial relief, compensation
for lost crops, trees and livestock, provision of emergency health intervention,
and rehabilitation assistance to rebuild lives. Also, despite the Odisha govern-
ment’s phenomenal work, there is obviously no room for complacency. With
extreme weather phenomena increasing due to climate change, there is a need
to improve disaster management capacities in many states. The way ahead is to
set up an elaborate institutional mechanism by which funding for damaged
infrastructure and buildings is readily available. There is also a lot to be done to
upgrade infrastructure and housing in coastal districts to meet higher standards
of resilience in an era of extreme weather events.
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Indla Agrlcultural
trade powerhouse

What many of us have not noticed is that agriculture now yields
greater exports than automobiles or garments plus textiles

out of touch with modern India. As yields
grow, the only way to prevent local price col-
lapses is to integrate into the global economy. India’s
agriculture exports are at about $40 bllhon a year,
which is larger than (say) our
exports of textiles and garments
put together. Our worldview in
agriculture policy needs to shift
towards a much more interna-
tional orientation. 9
Our self-image in India is
that of a country with a high _
population and food scarcity. i
While that was the case many \

decades ago, things have

T he mentality of food scarcity is increasingly

changed. India has a lot of SNAKES & lADDERS

arable land, particularly con-

And yet, in recent years, growth has stalled. From
the 2001-04 numbers to the 2011-14 numbers, we
added about $34 billion a year to the revenues of
agriculture. That growth did not take place in the
following years. This may be one element shaping
farm distress in the country
today. Consistently being part
of the export market effectively
gives us a minimum support
price, the world price.

Unilateral full integration
into the world — regardless of
protectionism or subsidies in
other countries — is now our
opportunity. There are four
themes about such internation-
alisation, which are well under-
stood in other industries, that

sidering that the weather sup- AJAY SHAH

ports multiple crops a year. We

started from very poor yields, with potential gains
of two to five times from improved practices.

Yields are getting better, and population growth
is steadily declining. It is not possible for us to con-
sume our output domestically; this is part of why we
are seeing domestic softness of agricultural prices.
These developments gave a great phase of exports
of agricultural products. By 2013, India surpassed
Australia in agriculture exports, with the highest
growth rate in the world over the preceding decade.
The trade/GDP ratio for agriculture went up from
11.8 per cent in 2008-09 to 15.2 per cent in 2018-19.

Discussions of Indian labour-intensive exports tend
to centre around fields like automobiles, garments,
etc. What many of us have not noticed is that a labour-
intensive industry — agriculture — now yields greater
exports than automobiles or garments plus textiles.

now apply to agriculture.

The first theme is that of
specialisation. India is good at doing software and
bad at doing hardware or running data centres.
Hence, the efficient organisation of the world is for
India to make and export software, while renting
data centres elsewhere in the world.

In similar fashion, integration into the world econ-
omy will profoundly reshape Indian agriculture.
Under conditions of trade, we will shift away from
producing the things that are best done elsewhere
in the world (capital-intensive crops grown on large
areas, e.g. sugarcane or wheat) and specialise in doing
things that we do uniquely well (labour-intensive
small holdings, e.g. fruit and vegetables). This is an
old idea that goes back to Ricardo.

The second theme is that of political economy.
The domestic policy process can degenerate into a
dysfunctional political economy, where special inter-
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est groups dominate. Integrating into the global econ-
omy helps create a new dynamic. It becomes easier
to form coalitions in India, across many different
special interest groups, aligned around success in
exporting. Agriculture in India has long been stuck
in terms of policy progress. Now that the trade/GDP
ratio in agriculture has reached 15 per cent, and
exports have reached $40 billion a year, there are
new possibilities for re-imagining the politics of agri-
culture policy.

Internationalisation solves some domestic puz-
zles. As an example, it is hard to make commodity
futures markets work in India. But once we interna-
tionalise, India will be able to free ride on these mar-
kets outside India. Persons in India will look at the
futures price outside India and make sowing or stor-
age decisions. Internationalisation helps us sidestep
domestic policy problems.

The third theme is that of trade within South Asia.
Physical proximity is extremely important for inter-
national trade. The most important international
trade opportunities for us in India are within our
region. This may apply even more for agriculture,
given the costs of transportation. We need to create
the institutional conditions for intra-South-Asia
trade, to obtain the gains from trade in all fields, and
particularly with agriculture.

The fourth theme is that of sustained engage-
ment. Many have commented on how India is seen
as an unreliable seller owing to periodic bans on
export. The problem runs much deeper than this.
Exporting is not a simple matter; it requires
developing complex organisational capital and busi-
ness relationships.

Imagine a world where garment or automobile
component exports are banned every now and then.
This would greatly deter investments by firms in
export capability. This includes investments in organ-
isation and process design, business relationships
spanning the globe, establishment of offices overseas,
products and technologies that cater to the world
market, etc. For Indian firms, embarking upon inter-
national activities involves complex project planning
spread over many years, starting from a few meetings
in India with foreign buyers all the way to outbound
FDI to establish business operations all over the world.

This same problem applies, equally, for foreign
companies who may think about doing business with
India. When India vacillates on bans, those companies
will be reticent on investing in building an India busi-
ness. This hampers India’s ability to export, as about
half of global trade takes place within multinational
corporations. For India to export, we need global firms
that will commit to growing roots in India.

Our instincts for bans and un-bans are born of
the age of food insecurity. The world has changed.
India’s population is not able to consume the food
that India grows. Gains in yield in the future will fur-
ther exacerbate the problem. We tend to think of
agriculture policy as a contest between consumers
(who favour low prices) and farmers (who favour
high prices). Once we change gear and participate
in the global market, this configuration changes. All
Indians benefit when we are able to organise our-
selves to export more. Land use will shift from low
value products to high value products.

The writer is a professor at National Institute of Public
Finance and Policy, New Delhi

News that matters this election season

environment and development fortnightly
magazine Down To Earth. The publication is

not designed to make money and is not a produce
of commerce or a product of the market. It is our
means to bring information about the world around
us, about the everyday life and of life itself, so that
we have the knowledge, which gives us the power
to make change. In other words, when we write we
make no effort to hide our mission — our neutrality
as journalists remains in the skill of reporting news
and events from the ground.
But our bias and politics are
open — not hidden in reams
of corporate gloss — but are an
open dare about making the
change we want in this world.
The question I want to dis-
cuss with you is my under-
standing of Down To Earth’s
(and other such publications’)
relevance in today’s India and

T he organisation I work with publishes the

today’s world. Today is a cyn-
ic’s world, where we are seeing DOWN TO EARTH

ion? Can we really hope to keep the focus on the
real issues that matter?

I believe we must. I also believe that whatever
we are seeing today in our world, it is our duty, our
job — if you want to call it that — to keep pushing
the envelope so that this whimper of real news
becomes a scream.

I say this particularly as India is in the midst of
elections. In this year, we will get a new government,
or we will get the old government as new. Whatever
the future, the fact is that magazines like Down To
Earth must be there to report
on issues that concern our
today and tomorrow.

In this election, we have
seen that the real issues that
matter to people — climate
change, which is driving
weird weather to destroy
crops; insurance companies
that do not provide farmers
relief to cope with this dis-
tress; produce that is not get-
ting value to pay for the

as never before the race to the
bottom. Countries are show- SUNITA NARAIN
ing us their worst sides; lead-
ers are turning into venomous creatures out to
polarise people. Real issues are getting lost in the
dust and fifth of this virulent discourse, where
everybody — all of us — seems “free” only to the
extent that we can spill out our vile guts in the now
not so open social media. There is no societal deco-
rum that puts lines around what can be said in pub-
lic and what not.

In this situation, should we ask ourselves, have
we failed? Should we even continue hoping against
hope that we can make a difference to public opin-

labour of farmers; pollution

that is destroying livelihoods

and health and, worse, the
drought that it crippling large parts of the country
all out of the frame.

Nothing real seems to get our attention anymore.
These are not eyeball issues. Social media misses
these trends. Politicians today want us to believe
that they can afford to forget local issues, issues that
matter to their constituents, and still win election.
Elections then are about on poisoned words and
polarised polities.

Butitis also a fact that even though these issues
that matter are not at the top of the headline in

this election season, these are omnipresent in the
words between the lines. It is in this time of election
that we hear the voices from the ground up. All
newspapers send their best reporters to explain all
that is happening from farm to factory. This is the
only time when we hear that whimper of people
— and if you read carefully you will find that report
after report, region after region, people are saying
that the most important issues for them are the
ones that matter. The most important issues are
employment, livelihood, water scarcity, drought,
unseasonal rain, which lead to crop damage and
no compensation, menace of stray cattle and
attacks by wild animals. In many reports you will
read about how waste dumps are being built near
their homes or that they are living in hell, because
of pollution from local factories or that they have
no drainage or no sanitation.

So, even if these voices get discounted in this
election of 2019, they will not go away. The real issues
of livelihood and survival will not go away. They
cannot be swallowed up or spit out. They are real.
They matter. The only choice then is that all of us,
who work in this business of change, must ensure
that news that has been shuttered to the margins
becomes the main.

The other question is more basic — how do we
sustain the quest for information as societies
become more knowledge-proof and governments
become more intolerant? I believe that to remain
relevant, we must ensure that we continue to have
the credibility of facts and independence of posi-
tion. This then is our common challenge — one I
hope we will succeed in.

Thewriter is at the Centre for Science and Environment
sunita@cseindia.org
Twitter: @sunitanar

Europe’s ‘eolden age’
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MICHAEL A MCFAUL

he Munich Security Conference
I was a depressing gathering this
February. Throughout the Cold War
and for decades thereafter, Wehrkunde (as
the conference was known when it started
in 1963) was the premier event for
Europeans and Americans committed to
NATO, trans-Atlantic ties and the West.
This year’s meeting had little of that.
Vice President Mike Pence delivered a
Trump-like speech that shocked a quiet
hall. He bullied allies rather than
celebrating them, most audaciously by
urging European partners to withdraw
from the Iran nuclear deal and join instead
what one former European prime minis-

ter feared might be a call to war
against Tehran.

The discussion among Europeans at
Wehrkunde was equally disheartening. I
spent a few meals listening to Britons and
their Continental colleagues debate dif-
ferent Brexit options. In parallel, nervous
European liberals dissected the causes of
various right-wing populists spiking in
popularity throughout the Continent. Few
had the bandwidth to contemplate the
rise of China and Russia. The darkest dis-
cussions swirled around the possible col-
lapse of the eurozone and the European
Union more generally.

Both sets of challenges — the future of
trans-Atlantic relations and the fate of the
European Union — are real. However, the
history of Europe over the last 70 years —
as traced and explained brilliantly in Ian
Kershaw’s magisterial The Global Age:
Europe, 1950-2017 — should give at least
some credence to the argument that things
are not as bad as they seem. In synthesising
this period in European history in a long
but very readable volume (part of the

Penguin History of Europe series),
Kershaw reminds us that the Continent
has faced other large challenges in the
postwar era and survived; that some long-
term trends of peace, prosperity and
democracy are both robust and remark-
able; and that individuals have agency,
and can alter the course of events — they
are not mere expressions of those events.

On earlier challenges, Kershaw points
out that postwar Europeans tackled diffi-
cult issues that make some of today’s trou-
bles seem more manageable. During most
of “The Global Age,” Communist regimes
loyal to the Soviet Union subjugated mil-
lions of Europeans, sometimes through
brutal force, as with Hungary in 1956,
Czechoslovakia in 1968 and Poland in 1981.
Tensions between East and West escalated
precariously close to armed conflict,
including once in October 1961 when
American and Soviet tanks faced off
against each other in Berlin. A year later,
all of European security was threatened
again because of a standoff between
Moscow and Washington in faraway Cuba.
Today’s Europe, thankfully, is not haunted
by the spectre of nuclear war. The proba-
bility of a Russian invasion of a NATO
member is low.

During this “golden age” for Europe,
imperial powers had to navigate decoloni-
sation. The French wars in Indochina and
Algeria and the Portuguese wars in Angola
and Mozambique were difficult, regime-
threatening challenges that make the
French and Portuguese problems of the
present day look comparatively minor.
And Europe endured domestic violence
during this golden age, be it from the Red
Brigades in Italy, the Baader-Meinhof
Group in West Germany, nationalists in
Northern Ireland or separatists in the
Basque region. Economic setbacks — espe-
cially in 1973 and 2008 — disrupted long
periods of growth. Even war, sometimes
in the form of ethnic cleansing, erupted
in the Balkans in the 1990s. Brexit, immi-
gration, populism and even Jihadist-
inspired terrorism seem like much smaller
challenges than genocide.

Flowing next to and around these secu-
rity and economic crises, Kershaw traces
several positive, long-term trends in
European history from 1950 to 2017 that
are downright miraculous. Most impor-
tant, most of the Continent lived in peace
during the Global Age, a sharp contrast to
the horrific atrocities chronicled in
Kershaw’s previous volume in this series,

To Hell and Back: Europe 1914-1949.
Second, partly as a consequence of this
first achievement, Europeans on average
became richer than at any time before. In
Kershaw’s estimation, the period between
1950 and 1973 was especially prosperous
—a“golden age” or an “economic miracle”
for the western part of the Continent, and
even a “silver age” for the Communist bloc.

Europe’s future is especially hard to
predict, as Kershaw emphasises, because
“it is easy to underestimate the role of
contingency in historical change.”
Refreshingly, and against the grain of
some current intellectual fads, Kershaw
allows for the possibility that individuals
— not just innate structural forces — can
shape history. For instance, Kershaw
assigns a pivotal role to Chancellor Konrad
Adenauer in transforming Germany from
a Continental menace to an anchor of sta-
bility and prosperity. Khrushchev gets a
big role in Kershaw’s narrative, too, for
reducing repression in the Communist
world. And Kershaw reminds us that
Prime Minister David Cameron’s decision
to hold a referendum on Brexit under-
scores how the tactical decisions of indi-
vidual leaders can have strategic conse-
quences. Kershaw ascribes the greatest

agency of all to the Soviet leader Mikhail
Gorbachev. “The magnitude of
Gorbachev’s personal contributions to the
dramatic change, not just in the Soviet
Union itself but throughout Eastern
Europe, can scarcely be exaggerated.” This
is not to say that Kershaw highlights only
the role of political leaders — for good
and for ill — in his narrative. He also
brings in the masses, recounting how
mobilised citizens destroyed
Communism; an entire chapter is devoted
to “Power of the People.”

Kershaw’s theory of agency in the mak-
ing of history allows for a range of possi-
bilities about the Continent’s future.
European leaders should read The Global
Age to be reminded of the incredible
progress of the last 70 years — and told
that such progress is something they have
the power to sustain through their indi-
vidual actions.

©2019 The New York TimesNews Service

THE GLOBAL AGE
Europe, 1950-2017

lan Kershaw
Viking; $40; 670 pages
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GST on a better footing,
augurs well for direct taxes

Even without invoice-matching, there has been a step-up in
collections; information-sharing will also help income tax

HE FACTTHAT GST collections for March 2019 touched ¥1.14 lakh crore, up

10% over that in the same month a year ago,augurs well for the future. There

is little doubt, though, that there are several one-offs that have boosted the

performance—the best since India first started collecting GST in July 2017.
There is,for example, the quarter-end bump that is seen regularly—March 2019 collec-
tionswere the highest in the previous three months, December 2018 in the three months
prior to that, September 2018 in the three months prior to that, etc; this could have to
dowith the fact that firms try to boost sales before the quarter ends or the fact that the
smaller firms have tofile their GSTreturns every three months.There isalso the year-end
effectwhere,apart from trying toboost sales,firmswork hard to ensure that all vendors
upload their GST returns so that they can avail input tax credits. This time around, the
impact was even higher since march 2019 was the last month to claim tax credits for
2017-18.With more firms filing GST returns—the number of filings is up from 5.9 mil-
lioninJuly 2017 to 6 million in March 2018 to 7.2 million in March 2019.

With March 2019’s collections the highest ever, this means monthly collections in
FY19 were,on average, 7% more than thosein FY18,and the figure is 13% higherwhen
you compare the January to March 2019 collections with those in January to March
2018.The two main reasons for the increase in collections and compliance suggest the
system is stabilising. For one, as the growth in the number of filings show, big firms are
clearly ensuring their vendor base is fully GST-compliant. And though the government
keeps postponing the date for implementing the invoice-matching function of GST
which increases the compliance levels quite dramatically—this was supposed to kickin
on April 1 this year, but will now have to await the new government—the fact that the
eway bill has become compulsory for transporting goods of over a certain amount has
also played abig role in raising compliance.While the monthly run-rate of GST collections
inFY20isX1.14lakh crore,a dip from March 2019 numbersin the rest of theyearimplies
that,asin FY19,therewill be a shortfallin collectionsin FY20 aswell; in FY19, the short-
fallwas %1 lakh crore on account of GST alone.

Greater GST compliance will also help raise both corporate aswell as personal income
tax collections as, once firms have no option but to declare their actual turnover to GST
authorities, they will have to do so for the income tax authorities as well. Indeed, last
week, the income tax and GST authorities signed an information-sharing agreement
for precisely this reason of boosting income tax collections. This is important because,
as FE reported last week, there has been a contraction, albeit a small one,in the number
of e-returns filed for personal income tax in FY19 after averaging more than 25% over
the three years prior to this. Indeed, when you compare the number of actual tax filings
to the number of registered taxpayers, the ratio isdown to 79.1%,a number not seen in
the last 5-6 years. It is due to this that direct tax collections fell short of projections for
FY19 by as much as ¥50,000 crore, all of this was in personal income taxes since there
was no shortfall in corporate taxes.While there hasbeen an impressive jump in the direct
tax-to-GDPratio from 5.6% before the NDA came to power to 6% in FY19, the bigjump—
from 2.1%inFY16t02.4%in FY17 for personal income taxes—due to demonetisation
lookslike it has played out unless the tax notices sent out to those who deposited unusu-
ally large sums of cash during the post-demonetisation phase result in a sharp jump in
taxes once the scrutiny of their replies is over. The GST link and the gains from Project
Insight—this links various databases like those from credit cards, jewelers, real estate
firms, etc—are expected to lead to the next big jump in tax collections.

NCLAT acts sensibly on RBI

How could it rule IL&FS loans couldn’t be classified as NPAs?

FTER GETTING IT wrong in not allowing RBI to order banks to classify

theirloans to IL&FS as NPAs,the NCLAT appears to have finally seen sense.

NCLAT has now said that while the loans can be classified as NPAs, the

banks must make no attempt to recover theirloans till further orders. This
makes sense since,while banks would normally try and recover theirloans by taking
IL&FS to the NCLT, given how large the loans are—and the likely haircuts—the gov-
ernment put a new board in place at IL&FS to try and get the best deal possible for
IL&FS debtors; if banks were to be allowed to take IL&FS to NCLAT, the Uday Kotak-
led teamwouldn’t get the time it needs towork out an orderly exit strategy. With the
latest NCLAT ruling, banks will now start to make provisions for IL&FS loans and so,
even if things don’t work out according to plan, at least the banking sector will be
better shock-proofed against possible losses from their IL&FS loans.

Indeed, it is to be hoped the Supreme Court (SC) will also learn a lesson from this
as it has, much like the NCLAT, said that bank loans to Delhi Airport Metro Express
Limited (DAMEPL) cannot be classified as NPAs till it rules on the matter. As FE has
argued earlier, DAMEPL may have valid reasons for why it has not repaid the bank
loans it took—it handed back the airport metro line to DMRC and it has not been paid
the damages it was awarded against DMRC—from a bank’s point of view,all that mat-
ters is that the loan has not been repaid. And even if DAMEPL is to be given time till
the otherissuesare sorted out,surely banks must make provisions in case things still
don’t get fixed?

It is also to be hoped that other NCLAT/SC rulings that hit RBI and the banking
system will also be reviewed. In the case of Essar Steel, for instance, the resolution is
being held up by the NCLAT insisting that the Committee of Creditors ensure that
ArcelorMittal pays a greater amount to operational creditors who are getting back a
much smaller share of their outstanding in comparison to financial creditors. The
SC striking down RBI’s February 12 circular, similarly, has been a big dampener as
far as making defaulters repay banks. As in DAMEPL, SC seems to be arguing that if
faulty government policy hit firms, they can’t be penalised for not repaying banks;
the point, however, is that banks are not a proxy for government, so they can’t be
penalised either.

VeiledREALITY

A Kerala-based minority education group has sparked off a
debate by banning face veils on its campuses

KERALA-BASED MINORITY education group, the Muslim Education Society
(MES), has banned students from wearing the face veil on the campuses of its
150-plus institutions. This comes in the wake of the Sri Lanka terror attacks
and the country ordering a similarban, though the group insistsits decision has
nothing dowith theattack.In fact,it draws froma 2018 Kerala High Court judgment that
holds that the management of an educational institution has the right to decide a dress
code and enforce it,and such dress codes have nothing to do with religion. The MES has
deemed face-veils un-Islamic and a form of cultural invasion, perhaps hinting at the
Wahabbi/Salafi cultural influence exerted by Saudi Arabia and other Sunni nations in
West Asia and the Gulf region, a preferred destination for many migrants from Kerala.
The MES's decision has not gone down well with the Sunni clergy in the state,and a
pressure group has said that the group has no right to impede the religious freedom of
the students.The clerics’line makes the various forms of veiling/covering—like the burga,
nigab and hijab—as integral to Muslim identity and religious freedom. It isn't difficult
to see why, in the burqa/hijab-ban debate in various countries, the decision to wear the
garment is made out to be a matter of freedom of choice and expression. With increas-
ing marginalisation of the community, especially in the West, the assertion of Islamic
identity has also hinged upon burqa/hijab, often the first overtly “Islamic” identifier to
beattacked in nationsinsisting on cultural assimilation.At the same time, it is necessary
that the debate pay adequate attention to the larger reality of veiling being an instru-
ment of oppression in many nations—from the enforcement of compulsory donning
by the infamous veiling police of the Taliban regime in Afghanistan to the mutaween
(anti-vice squad) of Saudi Arabia that had allegedly prevented girls from fleeing a burn-
ing school in 2002 because they were not wearing abayas and headscarves—15 died
and 50 were injured.

Opinion

VERY YEAR THROWS up
new challenges for the
banking sector,and FY20
will be no different.The Q4
results of some banks are
out and there are signs that the NPA
recognition process may not yet be
over.Inthe past,it was always said that
whenever there isa change of guard in
public sector banks, there are acceler-
ated revelations on the quality of assets
that tend to depress the earnings pic-
ture. It is now happening for private
banks, too, and, hence, we may have to
wait and see how things transpire dur-
ing the course of the year. Against this
background, the five pillars of banking
that come underthe now conventional
CAMEL framework may be debated.

Capitalis the driving force in bank-
ing, more pertinent for PSBs. This
issue has to be tackled head-on in the
current year as the demand for credit
should be better since there would be
no disruptive policy. While overall
growth projections for the economy
are not very different from that in
FY19, credit growth, even if main-
tained at the existing level,would call
for more capital from banks.In FY18,
incremental capital plus reserves,
which forms the core of capital for cal-
culating capital adequacy,was around
%85,000 crore. Of this, only 310,000
crore came from PSBs. If bank credit
grows by 13% in FY20, which is the
same as in FY19, then to maintain a
cumulative CAR of 9%, an additional
%1.15 lakh crore would be required.
This has to come from either retained
profits being ploughed back or fresh
capital infusion.

The former looks possible only in
case banks are able to make profits,
which implies that there should be no
additional provisioning for bad assets
due to the recognition syndrome of
theasset quality review process.While
itwas generallybelieved that the worst
was over in terms of legacy NPAs, it
needs to be seen if more banks have
any such recognition when the Q4
results are announced. The latter
throws the ball back in the govern-

BANKING IN FY20

BANKS MUST LOOK AT SHORING UP CAPITALADEQUACY, ASSET QUALITY,
MANAGEMENT, EARNINGS AND LIQUIDITY

Getting the CAMEL

back on its feet

SABNAVIS

Chief economist, CARE Ratings

Views are personal

ment’s court as weak PSBs need to be
recapitalised further in case there is
paucity of the same as of March 2019.
The Budget has not made any provi-
sion for such recapitalisation that has
to be provided in case the need arises.
This can be included in the formal
Budget in June/July. As some of the
prompt and corrective action (PCA)
banks will be coming out of the net
gradually, the capitalissuewould have
tobe addressed with some urgency.

There are talks of some more PSB
mergers, which may not actually add
to capital of the system, though some
of the weaker merged banks maylook
better. There has, however, not been
any mention of divestment, which is
understandable as given the present
state of banks, the valuation will not
be satisfactory.

Asset quality is the other issue of
interest. Have all the past NPAs been
recognised? If so,have provisions been
made? This will have a bearing on the
P&L accounts of banks. The other
important development will be the way
in which banks tackle the resolution
process.The Supreme Court judgment
onthe RBIcircular of February 12 does
not make the one-daydefault rulelead
tothe 90-daysresolution channel that
subsequently takes the asset to the IBC.
It, however, does not stop banks from
still taking such action.If the onusison
the banks, the question is whether or
not theywould lookatasolution or pre-
fertokick the canaswasdone even ear-
lier before the IBC came in. This will be
a call that has to be taken by the banks.
Banks, as a rule, have an incentive to
keep the asset away from the IBC and
deferaresolution asitwould mean tak-
ingahaircut.At the same time, there is

The missing tax filers

While a number of activity
indicators have been
signaling a slowdown in
parts of the economy, the tax
collections corroborate it too

WE ARE SURPRISED with the decline
inincome tax e-filingin FY19—afirstin
therecent history of tax filings. If the fil-
ings are indeed plateauing, it will be a
worryfor the fiscal which has seemingly
shifted its focus to compensatoryexpen-
diture. The Centre must look at further
expanding the tax base (optimally using
the datarepositoryfrom demonetisation
and GST).Withoutasignificantimprove-
ment in the tax base, the medium-term
growth path will be at risk.

Based on the e-filing website of the
income tax department, returns filed in
FY2019 were at 66.8 mn against 67.5
mn in FY2018—1% lower. This is sur-
prising given that post demonetisation
it was expected that the tax base would
continue to increase. It does beg the
question whether compliance was
weakerin thelatterpart of FY2019 given
that the number of registered filers has
continued to see steady growth. If com-
pliance has been weak, the new govern-
ment will aim at increasing the filings
and collectionsin FY2020.

One of the positives out of the filing
data has been the steady increase in the
share of filers in the ¥0.5-1 mn, away

Tax filings have
plateaved in FY2019
Total filings (mn) == Growth rate (%, RHS)
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also pressure to show stronger balance
sheets.Hence, there can be an incentive
to procrastinate on such resolution.
Management is the third part of
the banking outlook for FY20. A lot
hasbeen said on thisasitraisesissues
on governance. This, now, holds for
both public and private sector banks.
RBI had a discussion
paper on compensation
for senior bank officials
and brought in the issue
of claw-back for the first
time. Therefore, the way
managements conduct
business and are held

FY20 will be a
crucial year for
banks as the true
picture on the
internals would be

(2 GANGA CLEAN UP

Water resources minister Nitin Gadkari

We have finished only 30% work (of Ganga clean-up)
yet. During the last Kumbh Mela, the PM of Mauritius
did not take a dip in the river as the water was dirty.
This time, Priyanka Gandhi drank its water many times

stance and banks have to follow up
with appropriate action to enhance
business. The important thing is to
balance credit risk with enhanced
business levels. Banks have been hold-
ing on to excessive SLR paper, which
was a safe haven. Some change will be
called for as commercial credit
demand increases. Risk evaluation
has to be at the top of the mind to
ensure that growth in new incremen-
tal NPAs is contained.

The last part of the approach is lig-
uidity and its prospects for the year.
Unlike FY19,liquidity would be less of
a challenge as growth in deposits is
expected to be higher this year. The
recent spate of disruptions in the
mutual funds market,
especiallyin the debt seg-
ment,will mean areverse
migration to the ‘safer
and lower returns’ haven
of bank deposits. This
would be beneficial for
banks which had to con-

responsible for perfor- tend with sluggish
mance will be some- revealed. The growth in FY19. To the
thing to be watched challenge would be extent that RBIwould be
carefully. Also, the effi- there to provide liquidit
cacy of the Banks Board to get back from throughpboth OMc(l)s an?ﬁl’
Bureau would be tested the abyss and LAF, it would be comfort-
asdecisionsaretakenon =~ move aheadina  ingforbanks.

the COIIlpOSitiOIl of meaningful manner Inadeclining interest

Boards as well as CEOs.
FY18 and FY19 have
been particularly chal-
lenging for some banks from the point
of view of governance,and it is neces-
sary to have the house in order for
ensuring a safe future of the system.
There arelessons tobelearnt from the
past and systems have to be made
foolproof given that banks are the ful-
crum of the financial system.
Earnings will come back to the
forefront, provided that capital and
asset quality issues have been
addressed. Here, banks have to work
around with enhancing efficiency so
as to improve their operating profits
in a scenario where interest rates are
likely to decline rather than increase.
RBI has indicated an accommodative

UPASNA BHARDWAJ

from the 0.5 mn bracket. A similar
(though quantitatively lower) trend is
seen in the I1-5 mn brackets too. A
focused utilisation of the data on
deposits during demonetisation could
yield better compliance,especiallyin the
higher income brackets. This,combined
with the granular GST-filing data,willbe
essential in increasing the filings as well
as revenues over the next few years.The
task is cut out for the next government
lookingatimproving the taxbuoyancy—
essential tofund theincreasing transfers
in expenditure.

Whilewe hope that the filings for the
assessmentyearincrease (around August
when filings are completed),a relatively
muted tax filing growth will create fur-
therheadwindsinanalready stressed fis-
cal space. With the recent inception of
direct transfers in the budget, the fiscal
could easilybe onaslippery slope unless
thereisarationalisation of expenditure.
Wenote thataround 55% of central gov-
ernment expenditure is fixed in nature
and the eventual impact could be on fur-
ther lowering capex. Given the stressed
fiscal space, the debt markets are bur-
dened with heavy government and PSE

Registered filers have increased
though growth rate has fallen
over the past few years
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borrowings, which is likely to keep the
yield curve steepin FY2020E.
Whileanumber ofactivityindicators
havebeen signalinga slowdown in parts
of the economy, the tax collections cor-
roborate it too. Aggregate indirect tax
revenues’buoyancyhasbeenweakalong
with targetsbeing missed on direct taxes
too.Further, persistentlyhigh borrowing
cost for financial institutions and com-
panies (given crowding out by the gov-
ernment sector) will weigh on the near-
termaggregatedemandin theeconomy.
From a medium-term perspective, if
the government doesn’t expand its
capex (higher transfers and muted tax
growth), growth prospects will be under
doubt given estimated fiscal multipliers.
Further, the drag from the government
on the savings also needs to reduce to
create space for higher investment rate
withoutimpacting macrobalances.With
amore moderate fiscal policy,an invest-
ment-led growth (and alower consump-
tion rate)will be essential to keep the sav-
ings-investment gap in check.
Edited excerpts from
Kotalk Economic Research’s
Public Finance Update dated April 30

Compliance has likely been
lower in FY2019 compared to
the past few years

== Actual filing/regsitered filers (%)
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rate scenario, the sixth
element of ‘sensitivity to
market risk’'would beless
of a concern as securities get valued at
higher prices which will help the P&L.
The risk on forex would be there to an
extentbutastherupeeisnotexpected
to depreciate by more than 3-4%
which is the trend, there would be less
pressure on banks aswell as corporates
who otherwise do run a high currency
risk on imports and debt.
Hence,FY20willbea crucial year for
banks as the true picture on the inter-
nals would be revealed. The challenge
would be to get back from theabyssand
move ahead in a meaningful manner
soasto take the banks backtoarobust,
well-capitalised system with a cleaner
asset portfolioand governancein place.

LETTERS TO

THE EDITOR

EC overlooking PM’s
MCC violations

It is strange that the Election
Commission has found Prime
Minister Narendra Modi's appeal
to the first-time voters to
dedicate their votes to the
martyrs and his 'majority-minority’
remark made in the context of
Rahul Gandhi contesting from
Wayanad not violative of the
Model Code of Conduct. The
commission's clean chit to Modi
has led the Congress to ask 'Is it
Model Code of Conduct or Modi
Code of Conduct?' its differential
treatment of leaders based on
political hues and positions they
hold does not put in the best
possible light. In being soft with
Narendra Modi and Amit Shah and
giving them exemption from
following the Model Code of
Conduct, the poll panel sees to
subscribe to the Orwellian axiom
that 'some are more equal than
others'. It deleted the complaints
on Narendra Modi and Amit Shah
from its website, for no
acceptable reason. Its eyes are so
clouded that the capital letters
BJP beneath the 'lotus’ symbol in
the EVMs were just water lines.
This is while even a person with
poor eyesight won't miss the
letters (the party's name). By not
providing a level playing field to
all in the electoral fray, the
Election Commission has not
acted as a neutral umpire. It is a
self-evident truth that its failure to
enforce its own rules, its selective
penal action and its
procrastination bear on the
sanctity of the election process
involving the will of the people.
The Election Commission must be
fair and seen to be fair lest it will
lose credibility as a constitutional
body capable of conducting free
and fair elections, a major
exercise in a democracy worth its
name.

— G David Milton, Maruthancode
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OVER THE BARREL

Can non-dollar
overpower the

petrodollar?

The rest of the world must find ways of creating
a non-dollar based trading system, particularly
with regards to petroleum, and thereby
weakening America’s stranglehold over the
global financial system. For Trump is pushing
the Middle East onto a collision course and the
consequences for everyone could be severe

NE SHOULD NOT BE

SURPRISED by Donald

Trump’s imperious

approach totherest of the

world.He hasbut one con-

cern—to keep his domestic constituency

intact and to win the 2020 presidential

elections. He may not even care if, in the

process, the ‘rest’ goes to hell in a hand-

basket.His latest missiveagainstIranisa

manifestation of thisattitude.The ques-

tion that one must ask is: What can the
‘rest’do to prevent such an outcome.

OnApril 22, Mike Pompeo, the United

States Secretary of State,had announced

that the exemptions granted to seven

countries (and Taiwan) from the US sanc-

tions law CAATSA (Countering America’s

Adversaries Through Sanctions Act)

against Iranwould be withdrawn on May

3. He said these countries would have to
bring their imports of Iranian oil/gas
down to zero within the next two weeks
and the policy objective was to choke off
the principal source of revenue of the
‘outlaw regimes’.

Pompeo’s announcement should not
have come as a surprise.The exemptions
had been granted for six months and
were to expire on May 3.It did rattle the
market,though,because of the impracti-
cality of the demand. How were these
countries going to reduce their purchase
to zero at such a short notice. Together,
theywere purchasing 1 million barrels of
oil daily, and Turkey imported almost
15% of its gas requirements via pipeline
from Iran. It was also not clear what the
US would do if China, Turkey and India
cocked a snook at this diktat. Would the

government prevent US banks from
financing US business in these countries?
If so,what and how would these restric-
tions be implemented? Any way, the
uncertaintiesled toa tightening of the oil
market despite Trump’s characteristic
tweet that he had “spoken to the OPEC”
to make up for the shortfall.

On hearing this announcement, the
issue that concerned me was not the
impact on the oil market or on India. It
was thereaction of Iran and whether this
might trigger actions and decisions that
could lead to a broader conflagration. I
knewthat India had already substantially
reduced its petroleum imports from Iran
and that whilst the costs of making up
the 119%that it stillimported would push
its import bill higher, this increase was
affordable and it would not create a
major economic disruption. Of course, I
did wonder whether India would readily
accedetothediktat orwhether,onamat-
ter of principle,itwould signal to America
that it could not compromise its princi-
ples and be seen as a fair weather friend
and ally. After all, India and
Iran have had long-stand-
ing strategic, cultural and
trading relations. But these

A reason for

ILLUSTRATION: ROHNIT PHORE

anti-American Shia factions in the
region, and it reaches out to China for
support. The price of oil shoots up, the
global economy hits the skids and...
So,what, if anything, can the global
community do to avoid such a scenario?
What can it do to ensure that Iran con-
tinues to exercise ‘strategic patience’?
The answer clearly does not liein a
‘jaw jaw’ with Trump, Bolton and Pom-
peo. They have set their stakes in the
ground. They will not ease off until, as
Pompeo putit,Iranlearns“tobehavelike
a normal country.” Moreover, they are
persuaded that the portrayal of Iran as‘an
outlaw regime’ plays well with their
Republican base.
So,what are the other possibilities?
One of several reasons for America’s
economicleverageis thatitsitsat the epi-
centre of the global financial system.The
dollarisareserve currency.Global tradeis
preponderantly carried out in dollars. Oil
ispricedin dollars.The US Treasuryis the
favoured haven for risk-averse investors.
And it controls the financial messaging
system (SWIFT). Banks,
financial intermediaries
and corporates would not
be able to function if they

were subs1d1arythought.s to America's did not haye access to.th¥s
the contours of a possible icl system.Thislatterrealityis
disaster scenario that was ec.on.om.'c everage the threat that hangs over
taking shape in my mind. It is it sits at the every entity that continues

was also subsidiary to the
follow-up question what if
anything can the‘rest’do to
prevent Trumpian foreign
policy from disproportion-
atelyand adverselyimpact-
ingthe peoplein theregion?
Consider the following:
The relatively moderate
government of Iranian

epicentre of the
global financial
system. The dollar
is a reserve
currency. Global
trade is carried out
in dollars. Oil is
priced in dollars

totradewith Iran after May
3.

Clearly, this threat
wouldloseits edgeif there
were an alternative mes-
saging system that
enabled non-dollar trans-
actions without SWIFT.
The European signatories
of JCPOA (Germany, France

President Hassan Rouhani g  20d the UK) have created

collapses because of public

disaffection with the dire state of the
domestic economy and because of an
emboldened opposition.Itis replaced by
a hard-line government opposed to the
Joint Comprehensive Plan of Action
(JCPOA), the multi-nation agreement
that had placed constraints on Iran’s
nuclear programme and resumes work
on the nuclear programme. John Bolton,
the National Security Advisor of the
United States and arguably the architect
of Trump’s hard-line policy towards Iran,
finds he now has the excuse to ‘bomb’
Iran. He has often expressed this wish.
Trump signs off on this act of muscular-
ity because he believes it will go down
wellwith his domestic constituency.Iran
reacts along multiple fronts. It endeav-
ours to block the Strait of Hormuz
through which flow 22 million barrels of
oil every day, it intensifies its support to

DAMS' EQUITYTHEORY, also
known as the Equity Theory
of Motivation,was developed
in 1963 by John Stacey
Adams, a Belgian psycholo-
gist known forworkplace behaviour.When
people exhibit inappropriate behaviourat
the workplace, everyone suffers. For
instance, if someone frequently tells lies,
his/her disruptive behaviour affects co-
workers’ morale and productivity. Equity
Theory is based on the idea that individu-
als are motivated by justice. In simple
terms, EquityTheory states thatifan indi-
vidualidentifies inequity between himself
and a peer,he automaticallywill adjust his
working style to make the situation fairin
his own eyes.As an example of Equity The-
ory,ifan employeelearns thata peerdoing
exactly the same job as him is earning
more money, he may choose to do less
work, thus feelingjustified in his own eyes.

Equity Theory focuses on influencing
whether the distribution of resources is
fairtoboth relational partners—employer
and employee.Equityis measured by com-
paring the ratio of contributions in terms
of costs and benefits in terms of rewards
foreach person.This theoryisalso consid-
eredasone ofjustice theories.John Adams
asserted that employees seek to maintain
equity between the inputs they bring to a
job and the outcomes they receive from it
against the professed inputsand compare
them to the outcomes of others.According
to EquityTheory,organisations must max-
imise individuals’rewards,by creating sys-

Finding motivation |

at workplace

Employees compare
their perks to others;
if they perceive
inequity, they will
adjust their inputs
to restore balance

temswhere resources can be fairly divided
amongst members of a team. If employees
feel they are treated unequally in treat-
mentand rewards, theywill shy away from
giving the best inputs.

The structure of equity at the work-
place is based on the ratio of inputs to
outcomes. Inputs are the contributions
made by the employee for the organisa-
tion.Inputs, forinstance,come in form of
the number of hours worked (effort), the
commitment and enthusiasm shown, the
experience brought to the role, personal
sacrifices made,and responsibilities and
duties of the individual in the role. Out-
puts are the result an individual receives
as a result of his inputs to the organisa-
tion. Some of these benefits will be tan-

The author is a management thinker

HATTANGADI Y =

%

and blogger

gible, such as salary, while others will be
intangible,such asrecognition. Common
outputs include salary, bonus, pension,
annual holiday allowance, company car,
company home, stock options, recogni-
tion and promotion.

It’s a universal truth that company
cultures are strongly interrelated with
employee happiness.The moreappealing
and enjoyable an organisation’s culture
is, the happier its employees will be. It is
not possible for workers to be engaged
when they are unhappy. Employees keep
comparing with each other with regards
to salary, perks, recognition and promo-
tion. By cultivating a strong corporate
culture, organisations increase the
chances of good employee engagement.

ADAMS' EQUITY THEORY

-~

such a system. They
announced in January the establish-
ment of a special-purpose vehicle (SPV)
called the Instrument in Support of
Trade Exchanges (INSTEX) to enable
companies to trade with Iran without
having to deal with dollar-based US
banks. It remains to be seen whether
companies will avail of this mechanism.
Also,the threat would dilute if the coun-
tries decided to engage in barter, but
this is not a sustainable alternative.

I am sure there is more that can be
done. The larger point is that the ‘rest’
must find ways of creating a non-dollar
based trading system, particularly with
regards to petroleum,and thereby weak-
ening America’s stranglehold over the
global financial system. For Trump is
pushing the Middle East onto a collision
course and the consequences for every-
one could be severe.
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Participating in
electronics GVC

BANERJEE

The author is director general, Cl

How to integrate Indian firms into global
electronics manufacturing value chain

NDIA'S EXPANDING INCOME LEVELS have trans-

lated into a growing trade deficit,with imports of elec-

tronic products as a key component—electronics

imports (under HS code 85) grew to $48.3 billion in

2017-18(10% of total imports),jumping $10 billion
over the previousyearand at third rankin total imports after
oil,and gems and jewellery. Spurring domestic manufac-
turing in electronics is thus the need of the hour.

While the Phased Manufacturing Programme (PMP),
introduced in 2017, curbed imports under this category over
2018-19, India must build its electronics exports. A way of
doing thisis to effectively participate in global value chains
(GVCs),where Asia has emerged as a major player. There are
important takeaways from Vietnam, which expanded its
electronics exports by over 700% between 2010 and 2016.
Areason forVietnam’s success is FDI byleading MNCs in the
electronics sector.Over the past few decades,Vietnam liber-
alised its economy and instituted laws to protect invest-
ments. Huge swathes of coastal areas have been allocated to
building economic zones and industrial parks. Corporate
income tax has been slashed to 20% with additional finan-
cial and tax incentives,which,along with a sound ports and
logistics infrastructure, have attracted major MNCs. These
companies have further promoted growth of ancillaryenter-
prises, creatingarobust ecosystem that isnow gaining from
the movement of manufacturing out of China.

India’s strengths include a vast pool of engineers, com-
petitive labour force, familiarity with English, and others.
Many MNCs have set up design and R&D centres in the
country, connected with manufacturing sectors. With the
right policy environment,a thriving electronics sector well-
integrated with shifting regional supply chains could help
boost exports and create new jobs.

First,strategising imports of electronics in terms of final
and intermediate items is important, as imports of certain
products remain essential. Vietnam’s import bill in elec-
tronics at $47.7 billion in 2016 is testament to this. While
India increased import duties on certain electronic products
in the 2018-19 Budget, it recently exempted 35 machine
parts used for manufacturing mobile phone components
from basic customs duty to promote local handset produc-
tion.Abalancewill need tobe maintained on the import duty
structures of such products.

Second, India needs to continue focus on easing the way
business is done, especially in terms of trade across borders
such as time and cost of border compliance, documentary
compliance, etc, both for exports and imports. The time
taken for border compliance of imports in India is more than
five times that in Vietnam and the cost is almost 25%
higher, as per the World Bank. Dedicated industrial parks
could help develop a supportive trade system.

Third, GVCs demand high quality and on-time delivery,
necessitating behind-the-border logistics support, with
high-speed and reliablelinking of industrial parks and ports.
Equally, contract enforcement, recourse available to firms
in case of violations, length of settlement periods, legal
processes, etc,need to be considered.

Fourth, for upgrades within a GVC, backward linkages
between MNCs and domestic industry are critical. India’s
electronics SMEs need hand holding, both by the govern-
mentand MNCs.Workshops by MNCswith suppliers includ-
ing those at lower tiers could assist in building quality and
meeting requisite standards.The government could also set
up training centres for SMEs in key manufacturing clusters.

While Vietnam’s experience of attracting MNCs is a
model, integration of its domestic firms into GVCs remains
atlowlevels,mainly in assembly, packaging, etc.India must
ensure that it reaches bettervalue addition with deeperlocal
supply chains. An advantage for India is that even if it were
tointegrate into the GVCsatalowerlevel initially, its strong
private sector ecosystem, coupled with the large pool of tal-
ent and entrepreneurial spirit, can help the country rise
within GVCs—initial integration is, however, critical.

The electronics market in India is projected to grow to
$400 billion by 2020 and this, coupled with global demand
for electronics, creates huge opportunities for firms toinvest
inIndiaasahub forexports.The PMPhas contributed to low-
ering imports of handsets while imports of circuits and
micro assemblies has concomitantly risen. Systematic gov-
ernment and industry interventions could create a fertile
ground to enable development of the electronics sector.

And engaged employees are more likely
tobe great advocates of the organisation
brand. When organisations maintain
rational inputs and outputs, they get clar-
ityin defining equity. Equityis defined as
an individual’s outputs divided by that
same person’s inputs.Adam’s Equity The-
ory goes a step further and states that
individuals look around and compare
their promotions and perks to others. If
they perceive inequity, then they will
adjust their inputs to restore balance.
The airline industry is often mocked
for grumpy employees and poor cus-
tomer service, but Southwest Airlines of
the US bucks those trends. Customers
loyal to Southwest often point to happy
and friendly employees who try hard to

help. This airline has managed to com-
municate its goals and vision to employ-
ees in a way that makes them a part of a
unified team. Southwest gives employees
‘permission’to go the extra mile to make
customers happy, empowering them to
do what they need to do to meet that
vision. Employeeswho are convinced of a
larger common goal are people who are
excited to be part of a larger purpose.
Adobe isa company that goes out of its
way to give employees challenging pro-
jectsand then provide the trust and sup-
port to help them meet those challenges
successfully. While it offers benefits and
perkslike any modern creative company,
Adobe’s is a culture that avoids micro-
managing in favour of trusting employ-

ees to do their best. Adobe does not use
ratings to establish employee capabili-
ties, feeling thatit restrains creativityand
harms how teams work. Managers take
on therole of a coach/mentor, more than
anything, letting employees set goalsand
determine how they should be assessed.
Adobe gives its employees stock options
sotheyrespect both a stake and reward in
the company’s success. Continual train-
ing and culture that promotes risk-tak-
ingwithout the fear of penaltyare part of
Adobe’s open company culture. Putting
trust in employees goes a long way
towards positive organisational culture,
because trust leads to independent
employees who help their company grow.

Employeeswho are high in equity sen-
sitivity place more importance on inputs
in terms of what they can give in a situa-
tion; higher scorers have been labelled
‘benevolent’.In contrast,those who score
towards thelow end of the pole on equity
sensitivity place greater importance on
outcomes; they value what they can get
in a given situation and are labelled as
‘entitled’. Towards the midpoint are those
individuals who adhere more closely to
the originally proposed norm of equity—
i.e.thosewho desire theirinputs and out-
comes to be balanced, and they are
labelled as‘equity sensitive’.In sum,along
the range, individuals who score high on
equity sensitivity lean more towards
benevolence, whereas individuals who
score low on equity sensitivity lean more
towards entitled.
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BECAUSE THE TRUTH

INVOLVES US ALL

LISTEN TO YOUR OWN

In case against the (]I, SC should address disquiet expressed by
a senior judge, desist from ex parte probe

HERE IS no doubt that the Supreme Court faces a serious challenge of institu-

tional integrity after one of its ex-employees levelled charges of sexual ha-

rassment against Chief Justice Ranjan Gogoi. While the apex court showed

thatit’s alive to this concern by instituting a three-member panel to investi-
gate the charges, the complainant’s walking away from the probe, after expressing fears
that sheis “not likely to get justice from the committee,” has, by all accounts, muddied the
waters even more. Now, a submission by a senior judge of the apex court, Justice DY
Chandrachud, speaks of the sense of disquiet within the higher judiciary. As reported in
this paper, Justice Chandrachud has, in a letter to the panel on May 2, asked it to not pro-
ceed with the ex parte probe. He also met the panel last week to convey his concerns
about the investigation. The committee — and the apex court itself — should do well to
pay heed to the most critical of these concerns, as expressed in Justice Chandrachud’s
letter: The credibility of the Supreme Court would be further damaged if the panel decided
to continue the probe in the complainant’s absence.

In her press statement after walking out of the probe, the complainant had alleged
that she was “not informed of the procedure the committee is following”. She had talked
of feeling “quite intimidated and nervous in the presence of three Hon’ble Judges of the
Supreme Court and without having a lawyer or support person”. The committee, how-
ever, declined her request for alawyer and decided to carry on the probe ex parte. The com-
plainant has held that denying her a lawyer was testimony to the committee’s lack of
sensitivity to “the fact that this was not an ordinary complaint”. The panel was dealing
“with a complaint of sexual harassment against a sitting CJI and therefore it was required
to adopt a procedure that would ensure fairness and equality in the highly unequal cir-
cumstances,” she has contended.

It’s true that the victim’s allegations pertain to complex procedural issues. And no
doubt the panel’s task has become complicated because the SC’s “in-procedures” do not
have explicit provisions for an inquiry against the CJI. But the principles of natural justice
—and the SC's own jurisprudence guaranteeing a level-playing field to working women
— demanded that the committee’s first task was to institute processes to mitigate the
unequal power relations in this case. Justice Chandrachud’s letter too suggests such an im-
perative. He has suggested that the committee could either accede to the complainant’s
request for alawyer or appoint an amicus curiae for the probe. The SC should heed the mes-
sage of its senior judge.

STALEMATE IN KABUL

Afghan loya jirga fails to convince the Taliban to engage with
the elected government

HE TALIBAN'S rejection of a call for an Eid truce by the Afghan loya jirga last
week was good indication that despite American optimism, arriving at peace
in Afghanistan is not going to be as quick or easy as the United States wants it
to be.

The Grand Council of 3,200 Afghans was itself controversial. Left out of the US-Taliban
talks, Afghan President Ashraf Ghani called the loya jirga ostensibly to build consensus
among the various tribal groups on discussions with the Taliban. The Taliban, however,
are resolute that they will not enter into any dialogue with the elected Afghan government
until after the US and other foreign troops have withdrawn from the country. And there
is no guarantee that they will do so after the withdrawal. The Taliban openly called on
the Afghans to boycott the loya jirga. Ghani’s political rivals, including chief executive
Abdullah Abdullah, refused to attend the meeting for their own reasons. Packed as it was
with Ghani loyalists, they saw the jirga as an attempt to boost his own political standing
and stature ahead of the September 28 presidential elections. The meeting was hobbled
by other difficulties, including that it was led by a former warlord associated with Osama
bin Laden and Al Qaeda. Ghani lined the truce call to the Taliban with a sweetener, offer-
ing torelease 175 Taliban prisoners. But the Taliban, who had observed a three-day cease-
fire last Eid, are in no mood to indulge Ghani.

The US too made plain its disinterest in the loya jirga by holding another round of talks
with the Taliban in the same week. US Special Representative Zalmay Khalizad has stressed
that a deal requires agreement on “four inter-connected issues”, which are, a timetable
for troop withdrawal, guarantees from the Taliban that no terrorist attacks will be launched
against other countries, a dialogue between Taliban and the elected Afghan government,
and a ceasefire. But he has also said that he wants to reach this deal before the presiden-
tial elections. With Ghani's political opponents readying for a rumoured “interim gov-
ernment” under a peace agreement, there may be no elections. Ghani’s own legitimacy
has been undermined with each passing day of the US-Taliban engagement. Both see
Iran and India as potential trouble makers. Left out of the talks, in which Pakistan has
played a significant role, Delhi has so far found it convenient to say it will back any agree-
ment supported by the elected Afghan government. But the dilemma for Delhi is really
how to deal with a post-US Afghanistan.
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WORDLY WISE
TOO OFTEN, STORIES ABOUT AFGHANISTAN CENTRE
AROUND THE VARIOUS WARS... PRECIOUS LITTLE IS
SAID ABOUT THE AFGHAN PEOPLE. — KHALED HOSSEINI

America versus the rest

Non-dollar based trading regime holds key to
breaking US stranglehold over oil trade

-

-

VIKRAM S MEHTA

ONE SHOULD NOT be surprised by US
President Donald Trump’s imperious ap-
proach to the rest of the world. He has but one
concern. To keep his domestic constituency
intactand to win the 2020 elections. He may
not even care if in the process, the “rest “go to
hell in a hand basket”. His latest missive
against Iran is manifestation of this attitude.
The question that one must ask is what can
the “rest” do to prevent such an outcome.

On April 22, Mike Pompeo announced
that the exemptions granted to seven coun-
tries (and Taiwan) from the US sanctions law,
CAATSA (Countering American Adversaries
through Sanctions Act) against Iran would
be withdrawn on May 3. He said these coun-
tries would have to bring their imports of
Iranian oil/gas down to zero within the next
two weeks and the policy objective was to
choke off the outlaw regimes’ principal
source of revenue.

Pompeo’s announcement should not
have come as a surprise. The exemptions had
been granted for six months and were to ex-
pire on May 3. It did rattle the market,
though, because of the impracticality of the
demand. How were these countries going to
reduce their purchase to zero at such short
notice? Together, they were purchasing one
million barrels of oil daily and Turkey im-
ported almost 15 per cent of its gas require-
ment via the pipeline from Iran. It was also
not clear what the US would do if China,
Turkey and India cocked a snook at this dik-
tat. Would the government prevent US banks
from financing US business in these coun-
tries? If so, what and how would these re-
strictions be implemented? Anyway, the un-
certainties led to a tightening of the oil
market despite Trump’s characteristic tweet
that he had “spoken to OPEC to make up the
shortfall”.

On hearing this announcement, the issue
that concerned me was not the impact on
the oil market or on India. It was the reaction
of Iran and whether this might trigger ac-
tions and decisions that could lead to a
broader conflagration. I knew that India had

So what if anything can the
global community do to
avoid such a scenario? The
answer clearly does not lie in
a jaw jaw’ with Trump,
Bolton and Pompeo. They
have set their stakes in the
ground. They will not ease
off until, as Pompeo put it,
Iran learns ‘to behave like a
normal country’. Moreover,
they are persuaded that the
portrayal of Iran as “an
outlaw regime” plays well
with their Republican base?

already substantially reduced its petroleum
imports from Iran and that whilst the costs of
making up the 11 per cent that it still im-
ported would push its import bill higher, this
increase was affordable and it would not cre-
ate a major economic disruption. Of course,
I did wonder whether India would readily
accede to the diktat or whether, on a matter
of principle, it would signal to America that
it could not compromise its principles and
be seen as a fair weather friend. After all, India
and Iran have had long standing strategic,
cultural and trading relations. But these were
subsidiary thoughts to the contours of a pos-
sible disaster scenario taking shape in my
mind. It was also subsidiary to the follow up
question: What, if anything, can the rest of
the world do to prevent Trumpian foreign
policy from disproportionately and adversely
impacting the people in the region?

Consider the following. The relatively
moderate government of President Hassan
Rouhani collapses because of public disaf-
fection with the dire state of the domestic
economy, and because of an emboldened op-
position. It is replaced by a hardline govern-
ment opposed to the JCPOA — the multi- na-
tion agreement that had placed constraints
on Iran’s nuclear programme — which re-
sumes work on the nuclear programme. John
Bolton, President Trump’s national security
adviser and arguably the architect of Trump’s
hardline policy towards Iran finds he now
has the excuse to “ bomb” Iran. He has often
expressed this wish. Trump signs off on this
act of muscularity because he believes it will
go down well with his domestic con-
stituency. Iran reacts along multiple fronts.
Itendeavours to block the Straits of Hormuz
through which flow 22 million barrels of oil
every day, it intensifies support to anti-
American Shia factions in the region and
reaches out to China for support. The price
of oil shoots up, the global economy hits the
skids and...

Sowhat, if anything, can the global com-
munity do to avoid such a scenario? The an-
swer clearly does not lie in a “jaw jaw” with

Trump, Bolton and Pompeo. They have set
their stakes in the ground. They will not ease
off until, as Pompeo putit, Iran learns “to be-
have like a normal country”. Moreover, they
are persuaded that the portrayal of Iran as
“an outlaw regime” plays well with their
Republican base?

So, what are the other possibilities? One
of several reasons for America’s economic
leverage is that it sits at the epicenter of the
global financial system. The dollar is areserve
currency. Global trade is preponderantly car-
ried outindollars. Oil is priced in dollars. The
US treasury is the favoured haven for risk
averse investors. And, it controls the finan-
cial messaging system (SWIFT). Banks, finan-
cialintermediaries and corporates would not
be able to function if they did not have ac-
cess to this system. This latter reality is the
threat that hangs over every entity that con-
tinues to trade with Iran after May 3.

Clearly, this threat would lose its edge if
there were an alternative messaging system
that enabled non-dollar transactions with-
out SWIFT. The European signatories of
JCPOA (Germany, France and the UK) have
created such a system. They announced in
January the establishment of a SPV
“Instrument in support of Trade Exchange”
(INSTEX ) to enable companies to trade with
Iran without having to deal with dollar-based
US banks. It remains to be seen whether
companies will avail of this mechanism. Also,
the threat would dilute if the countries de-
cided to engage in barter but this is not a sus-
tainable alternative.

[am sure there is more that can be done.
The larger point is that the “rest” must find
ways of creating a non-dollar based trading
system, particularly regards petroleum and
thereby weakening America’s stranglehold
over the global financial system. For Trump
is pushing the Middle East onto a collision
course and the consequences for everyone
could be severe.

The writer is chairman and senior fellow,
Brookings India

ELECTING A NEW PEOPLE

Statements during 2019 campaign go against principle of universal franchise

SEEMA CHISHTI

SOME DEBATES IN the heat of the battle of
2019 are a throwback to the past, reminis-
cent of the distance we have veered off the
kerb of acceptable ideas about what the pact
of India and its people was about. Two dis-
tinct statements come to mind that show
how close we have been to embracing dis-
carded ideas of separateness, unmindful of
the road — crossing near-impossible hurdles
— to invent the idea of our republic.

In the fulminations of the R]JD in
Begusarai where Kanhaiya Kumar is con-
testing as a candidate of the Communist
Party of India, or in what Narendra Modi had
to say on Congress President Rahul Gandhi’s
contest from Wayanad, an important but
somewhat neglected chapter from our polit-
ical history came into sharp focus.

On April 1, speaking in arally at Wardha,
Modi expressed disdain for Rahul Gandhi
for standing from an area “where the ma-
jority is ina minority”. The implication be-
ing that it cannot be a legitimate represen-
tation if Rahul Gandhi is voted in by the
“minority” community. Conversely, fulmi-
nations against the Bhumihar-comrade
Kanhaiya for daring to contest from
Begusarai, where the RJD’s Tanveer Hasan
is also contesting and so seeking Muslim
votes, was made out to be an act against
“secularism”.

It is common sense, people say — that
since India votes according to its micro-iden-
tities — to seek votes as per caste, sub-caste,
region and religion. But to have been able to
forge a modern idea of each citizen having

By drawing attention to
electorates like this, parties
as contrasting as the BJP and
RJD did not realise how
close they were to making a
case for separate electorates -
- a controversial and long-
discarded idea from colonial
India, which was always
eager to sharpen the
cleavages in Indian society.

one vote has been a big leap for India, as it
negotiated several kinds and levels of in-
equalities and differences, diversities and
inequities. This was an idea that was
provocative at the time and bore the seed
for social revolution, as each voter mattered
equally and only as much as the other voter.

But both these recent astounding state-
ments, one consistently made by R]D big-
wigs and the other by the PM, calls into con-
tention this very idea of the electorate. In the
case of Kanhaiya’s candidature, seeking
votes from all, the RJD saw red, as drawing
Muslims away from a “Muslim” candidate
was somehow wrong and a threat. The PM
too, anxious to trash Gandhi’s choice of
Wayanad as his second constituency, sought
to diminish representation from there, as
being tainted in some way, as it was where
Muslims and Christians together, are more
than Hindus.

By drawing attention to electorates like
this, parties as contrasting as the BJP and R]D
did not realise how close they were to mak-
ing a case for separate electorates — a con-
troversial and long-discarded idea from
colonial India, which was always eager to
sharpen the cleavages in Indian society.

The year 1909 marked the beginning of
separate electorates. The Poona Pact is re-
called by how the British wished to further
carve out the “depressed classes” as sepa-
rate electorates. Gandhi fasted over the is-
sue and after protracted pressure,
B R Ambedkar agreed to doing away with
the demand and agreed to reserved

seats instead.

It was only a few months after Partition,
as the Constituent Assembly debates were in
progress, that a sub-committee looking to ex-
amine if separate electorates should be con-
tinued gave up on the idea. There were
Muslims in the committee, headed by then
home minister, Sardar Patel, leading the ar-
gument for a joint electorate. The move was
towards a democracy where your central
identity would be of a citizen; where you
would vote as equal to every other citizen,
and not demand a set number of representa-
tives for either Muslims or Christians or Sikhs.

Oddly enough, those who now argue for
the need for a “Muslim” leadership miss this
point entirely: Each MP, after the doing away
of separate electorates, is sworn to look af-
ter each citizen and constituent, and this is
at the heart of the “unseparateness” that the
Indian Constitution sought to forge.

In statements focussing, perhaps un-
mindfully, on what “the people” must rep-
resent (“Muslims” be represented by
“Muslims” and “Hindu” leaders elected from
where the people are “Hindu”), we have
come dangerously close to flirting with the
dark moment Bertolt Brecht speaks of in Die
Losung or The Solution: “Stating that the peo-
ple/Had forfeited the confidence of the govern-
ment/And could win it back only By redoubled
efforts/ Would it not be easier in that case/ for
the government to dissolve the people/And
elect another?”

seema.chishti@expressindia.com
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TEESTA RIFT

INDIAN AND BANGLADESH experts have dif-
ferences on working out an agreed basis for
sharing the Teesta water. Indian experts want
the availability of water to be measured in
totality in the Bangladesh region for which
the country proposes to use Teesta water,
while Bangladesh insists on the availability to
be at the point where the river enters its ter-
ritory, according to joint commission sources.
A suitable machinery for sharing the water,
in pursuance of Prime Minister Morarji
Desai’s recent talks with President Ziaur
Rahman, is to be set up by the Joint River
Commission of the two countries. The com-
mission is likely to meet in Delhi later this

month to discuss the augmentation of the
Ganga flow.

NON-ALIGNED MEET

PRESERVATION OF NONALIGNED unity was
the strand that ran through the 35-minute
discussion which the Yugoslav foreign min-
ister, Josip Vrhovec, had with Prime Minister
Morarji Desai on May 4. There was unanim-
ity of views on the issue of Egypt’s expulsion
from the nonaligned movement: That there
was no case for such a step to be taken, and
that such a move must be discouraged.
Southeast Asia was also identified as the crit-
ical area, where the interests of three major
powers — the US, USSR and China —

were clashing.

LoNE IN CUusTODY

ABDUL GANI LONE, chairman of the newly-
formed Kashmir People’s Conference and a
“few of his associates” were taken into cus-
tody at Baramulla, in north Kashmir. Lone,
also amember of the state assembly, had at-
tended a meeting of the District
Development Board at Baramulla. As soon as
he entered the meeting hall, he created a row
by taking exception to his not having been
allotted a suitable seat. He also reportedly
protested against the way in which his
party’s public meeting at Sopore was dis-
turbed on May 5.
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ones in the civil service
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MEERAN CHADHA
BORWANKAR

IRREVERENCE HAS ITS place. Especially if it
is coupled with integrity and there is no se-
rious breach in discipline.lam talking of the
civil services and with particular reference
to the sudden and before-time shift of the
Chief of Enforcement Directorate, Western
Zone. The government has been prompt in
avoiding the prolonged and painful tussle
that the country recently witnessed in the
fight between the two powerful blocks of the
Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI). To that
extent, the citizens have been spared the tur-
moil, but the reasons for the sudden action
have not been made public and may never
come out either. Despite the Right to
Information Act, governments — irrespec-
tive of the party in power, are wary of dis-
closing anything as they feel threatened. So,
lesson number one is that the Right to
Information is a long battle and the citizens
have won only the first round.

The sudden “shunting” of civil servantsis
bewildering to many, especially if the officer
has been performing well. At such times the
topic of “political interference” in adminis-
tration invariably crops up. Politicians are
painted as darker than black. It is a fact that
if officers bend, politicians make them bend
even more: But if they do not bend, they in-
deed are “shunted out” or not given prize
postings. That is the price one pays for hold-
ing one’s spine straight. However, nowhere
have we questioned the culture prevailing
within the civil services — whether it is con-
ducive to civil servants taking value-based
personal positions, and colleagues standing

Indian civil services run the risk of producing just clones

who seek precedence not innovation in work

by such officers and supporting them.

The sad truth is, the civil services induct
some of the most talented and intelligent in-
dividuals in the country, and then labour
hard on making them mediocre. We want
clones in each of our departments. Original
thinkers? The word does not exist in the dic-
tionary of civil servants. Our prime focus is
“safety”, and to be in the good books of the
party in power: We feel insecure, very often,
especially at the slightest departure from
“precedence”, that holy word. We convey the
same sentiment to the political bosses, too.
Though they are a little more adventurous
initially, soon they fall in line. The resultis an
opaque governance, the slow chugging train
of Indian democracy.

An officer who dares to think different or
breaks the stagnant, unproductive routine
with any new initiatives, is first looked upon
with suspicion. And if he goes at a speed that
is decidedly not “ours”, he is shunted out so
that we feel secure in our own slow bumpy
ride. That has been the story for the last 72
years, and yet we wonder why India is still a
developing country. Recently, Sabeer Bhatia
of Hotmail fame, along with some others,
moaned about the non-accountability of civil
servants. The truth is that civil servants are
as much responsible, if not more, for India
missing many achievable goals given the po-
litical leadership of different parties: It takes
much more to succeed as a nation than the
tardy routine that most bureaucrats boast
about. If that had been enough, we would
have been a happy and healthy nation,
decades earlier.

What the civil services need is a culture
that accepts and values questioning and the
irreverence of bold officers: The ultimate ob-
jective, of course, is to have integrity in one’s
work ethic, and a steady commitment to the
common good. If an officer is honest but dif-
ferent, let her be. If the officer has a different
viewpoint, it is alright — in fact, that is what
we need to take the country out of the rut.
We, in the civil services, have been non-per-
formers because we are clones of each other,
unable to think differently.

In India, the colonial culture
gave way to the culture of
‘cloneism’ in the civil
services. That’s the reason
why the country is stuck the
way it is. There are many
ways out of it, and one
important solution is to
make the civil services listen
to the voices with a
‘difference’, from among
their own. Another is to have
a culture that rewards
performance and not
repetitive motions or
‘precedence’. Encourage
officers who offer different
solutions, even if they fail. If
they are grounded to the
field realities, they will come
up with new ones.

When Harvard University studied the ex-
traordinary response of the staff of the Taj
hotel in Mumbai to the 26/11 crisis, they
found that “What the Taj Group looks for in
managers is integrity, along with the ability
to work consistently and conscientiously. to
respond beyond the call of duty, and to work
well under pressure”. While integrity, con-
sistency, and conscientiousness are essen-
tial for civil servants, equally important is
their ability to think positive, to think differ-
ent and to be able to implement their
thought process to ensure the good of the
citizens. If these original thinkers are irrever-
ent of seniority, letit be, aslong as they show
results. If they question, let us reply to them
in full sincerity instead of putting them
down. If they have views and opinions of
their own, let’s forget our cumbersome pro-
tocol and listen to them wholeheartedly.
They may, and do have substance, most of
the time. If they look fearless, let’s not feel
threatened. Fearlessness comes only if you
have a spine and most of us have lost it some
time back.

In India, the colonial culture gave way to
the culture of “cloneism” in the civil services.
That’s the reason why the country is stuck
the way it is. There are many ways out of it,
and one important solution is to make the
civil services listen to the voices with a “dif-
ference”, from among their own. Another is
to have a culture that rewards performance
and not repetitive motions or “precedence”.
Encourage officers who offer different solu-
tions, even if they fail. If they are grounded
to the field realities, they will come up with
new ones. They may be irreverent and out-
spoken, and yet be the solution. In the
“shunting out” of the Enforcement
Directorate chief of the Western Zone, the
prevalent system has, once again, failed to
appreciate and value an officer who dares to
think differently.

The writer is an IPS officer of the
Maharashtra Cadre, and retired as the
Director General, Bureau of Police Research
and development (BPRD)
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A weekly look at the public conversations shaping ideas beyond borders — in the
Subcontinent. Curated by Aakash Joshi

TERROR TAG

THE EDITORIAL reactions in Dawn and The
Express Tribune about Jaish-e-Mohammad
chief Masood Azhar being designated a
“global terrorist” by the UN, after China lifted
its “technical hold”, is telling. In its May 3 ed-
itorial, Dawn remarks that “JeM may have
made India-held Kashmir its focus, but its
cadres have caused plenty of havoc in
Pakistan as well.” It cites the following ex-
ample: “Its (JeM) militants form the nucleus
of what is known as the Punjabi Taliban, a
loose confederation of jihadists, also consist-
ing of sectarian elements. Though the JeM
was banned in 2002 by Pakistan, its activi-
ties continued and Masood Azhar was
largely a free man.” In addition, China only
ceased to block the listing once all mention
of Kashmir and terror in India was removed
from the resolution. What is interesting —
and admirably critical —in Dawn’s editorial,
is the understanding that Pakistan must put
its house in order. The editorial does say that
New Delhi tries to link “the Kashmiri strug-
gle for justice” with terrorism and that this
“false binary must be exposed”. However, it
adds that “if we had put our own house in
order, India would not have been able to ex-
ploit the situation and associate jihadist
groups with Pakistan.”

“Ultimately,” writes Dawn, “all militant

groups and non-state actors that promote
hateful, divisive and sectarian narratives
must be shut down”.

The Express Tribune, on the other hand,
rubbishes any claims by Prime Minister
Narendra Modi that the listing constitutes a
diplomatic victory for India. Its May 3 edito-
rial, in fact, spins the terror tag as China find-
ing an “amicable way out” —it has responded
to pressure from the US, UK and France with-
out affecting its deep ties with Pakistan: “The
global superpower rivalling the US utilised
its power potential, forcing the movers of the
resolution against the JeM chief to correct
the relevant materials and re-submit them
for the sanctioning exercise — all for the sake
of Pak-China friendship thatis indeed higher
than the Himalayas, deeper than the oceans
and sweeter than honey.”

While one publication seems to address
the core issues around Masood Azhar froma
patriotic but critical perspective, the other
seems to be defending with great zeal China
and the stylistically dated rhetoric around
the China-Pak relationship — “friendship
sweeter than honey” indeed.

ANGER IN SrR1I LANKA

OVER THE last week, editorials in the Sri
Lankan English language press have been
consistently critical of the government for

failing to prevent the Easter terror attacks
and subsequently, failing to be seen to be do-
ing enough in its aftermath. In its May 1 ed-
itorial, The Island first lauds the Archbishop of
Colombo, Malcolm Cardinal Ranjith, for re-
fusing a bulletproof car and security and in-
stead urging the government to ensure the
security of all Sri Lankans. While stressing
that no one would blame the cardinal for ac-
cepting or even seeking security, the editorial
remarks that “some politicians have also
woken up to the fact that the people are in-
creasingly becoming antipathetic towards
them. A few of them have cared to read the
public mood. UPFA MP Indika Anuruddha,
taking partin a television debate, on Tuesday,
said the people were asking why the suicide
bombers who carried out the Easter attacks
had not targeted Parliament!”

The editorial also calls out the govern-
ment for attempting to take advantage of the
situation to strengthen its own powers: “Itis
trying to have its new anti-terror Bill passed
in spite of fears being expressed by trade
unions and the Opposition that it, if passed,
can be used to suppress workers, the media
and the oppositional forces. Nobody will buy
into the government’s claim that new laws
are needed to combat terror. The LTTE, which
was considered the most dangerous terror-
ist group in the world, was defeated with the
help of the existing anti-terror laws. The gov-

ernment had better abandon such sinister
moves, for its own sake.”

BLAME THE IDEOLOGY

IN HIS column in Dawn on May 4, Irfan
Hussain demolishes the myth that terror-
ism, or “radical” or “jihadist” violence is are-
sult of a lack of education. The suicide
bombers who killed hundreds in Sri Lanka
were well educated and Omar Saeed Sheikh,
the man who killed journalist Daniel Pearl
was educated at the London School of
Economics. Radicalisation of the youth ap-
pears to take place largely through Salafism,
the most regressive variety of Wahabism.
This, argues Hussain, is because these vari-
eties of Islam “are propagated by Saudi
Arabia through the vast network of
madrasas and mosques it supports across
the world. From Jakarta to Johannesburg,
clerics often paid by Riyadh preach sermons
full of hate towards non-Muslims”. The West
turns a blind eye to this fact. In the end,
though, an important question remains:
“Experts are unanimous in suggesting that
education and jobs are the answer to jihadist
radicalisation. But as we have just seen,
some of the deadliest attacks have been car-
ried out by well-educated and well-off men.
So how do we remove the poison that has

infected them?”
N N
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WHAT THE OTHERS SAY

“Venezuela cannot recover politically, socially or economically while Mr Maduro
remains in Charge. Even a tranche of Chavistas have abandoned the man Hugo

Chavez picked as his successor.”

— THEGUARDIAN

The Socratic
question

On the birthday of Socrates, what can be said
about the philosopher whom nobody has read?

L

IN GooD FAIT

By VJAY TANKHA

THOUGH PROBABLY THE best known
philosopher in the Western tradition,
Socrates’ fame is based not on his work, as
he wrote nothing, but on the monument of
his life as reconstructed by his disciples,
mainly Plato. The Socratic question is: How
real is the character Plato sketches in his
numerous dialogues? Plato’s Apology, re-
porting the defence (Apologia) made by
Socrates at his trial, shows him to be the
first public intellectual rather than an ab-
sent minded stargazer.

Socrates had no interest in natural sci-
ence or metaphysics (unconcerned with
fantasies of the afterlife), epistemology (his
model of knowledge was based on every-
day occupations), or theology (he neither
spoke on behalf of the gods nor about
them). Instead, Socrates positioned him-
self as practitioner of free inquiry.
Interacting with fellow citizens in the Agora
(the centre of the city), he forced them to
reflect on their own beliefs. His method,
stylistically grounding both philosophical
prose and tragic poetry of the time, was
akin to ajudicial cross-examination, in tune
with his claim: “The unexamined life is not
worth living.” Obeying this dictum, he fol-
lowed his god-given duty to “... go about
doing nothing else than urging you... not to
care for your persons or your property
more than for the perfecting of your souls...
forvirtue is not derived from wealth, virtue
is itself the source of wealth... both for the
individual and the State”.(Apology 30).

Care of the self and the examined life are
conceptually linked. To say that the unex-
amined life is not worth living is to make a
claim for the importance of philosophical
examinationinone’s own life. This has par-
allels in other traditions, in the practice of
meditation, confession of sins, etc, but these
are usually private rather than public acts.

Care of the self also involves paying at-
tention to what is really important and so
becomes the question of how one should
live one’s life, a question which, for Socrates,
philosophy alone is equipped to answer. In
a paradoxical reversal, asking the question
becomes the answer. The simple asking of
questions (of ourselves, of others) is living
the examined life. More recent versions

— thinking about and examining our mo-
tivations is to live authentically — the hall-
mark of the Socratic demand that we place
ourselves under scrutiny.

Unlike other Socratic paradoxes (“no
one does wrong willingly”, “the good man
cannot be harmed”), this injunction is easy
to repeat but difficult to practice. What
Socrates called for was an examination of
our belief system as a whole which, once
exposed, was subject to a rigorous assess-
ment, leaving no room for anything hidden
or unexpressed. This was also the begin-
ning of philosophical therapy: Ironing out
the wrinkles of deceit and double dealing,
seemingly necessary to everyday existence.
Socratic examination was the first step in
the care of the self.

Socrates, though put to death by major-
ity vote, was not in opposition but in appo-
sition to democratic Athens, where freedom
of speech was every citizen’s right. Even the
city’s most vociferous critics could speak
openly: Reasoning in the courts (where cit-
izens doubled as either judge or jury) or de-
claiming in the Assembly (where policies
were debated and ratified). Nor was it sur-
prising that the heights of Athenian civili-
sational achievement was bracketed be-
tween the tyranny of Pisistratus and the
hegemony of Philip of Macedon.

Unlike the intelligentsia of the past (po-
ets and poet-prophets), Socrates laid no
claim to wisdom, nor did he praise rulers.
Pilloried by comic poets long before he was
brought to trial, he compared himself to a
gadfly whose job was to sting the state and
its citizens. Although he did not seek office,
yet during the brief terror of the Thirty
Tyrants, he refused, under threat of death,
to obey them. Unjustly condemned by the
restored democracy in 399 BCE (“many a
good man has been condemned because
of prejudice”), he declined to flee. The slow
nature of his virtue overtaken by the speed
of their wickedness (Apology 39a:
Reminding us of Gandhi who had trans-
lated this work into Gujarati).

How should one live? The question, sig-
nalling the entry of ethics into politics, is
possible only in a democratic polity. Only
in democracies can the self determine it-
self, becoming at last no less than the sum
of its accidents. The classic separation of
mind and body was designed to separate
being from beings, contrasting the uncer-
tainty about the Self with the certainty of
whatitis not. AmInot as well whatseem
most not to be? Not merely a disembodied
soul but an embodied self (jiva)?
Knowledge and care of the self still remains
the goal of all our endeavours. Refashioning
the oracular imperative — know thyself —
the real Socratic question turns out to be
not about him but about ourselves.

The writer taught philosophy

emphasise paying attention to what we do at Delhi University
LETTER TO THE EDITOR
LONG-TERM SECURITY
THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Tagging LETTER OF THE
Azhar’ (IE, May 3). As alay person[am WEEK AW ARD

perplexed as to how the labeling of ter-
rorist Masood Azhar shall have a nega-
tive impact on the terrorism unleashed
against India by JeM in the past.
Terrorists are known to execute their
plans through proxies and the tagging
of Azhar is no guarantee that there shall
be no terrorists attacks on India when
Pakistan harbours such innumerable
terrorists. The only solution is to make
our borders secure and take people of
Kashmir into confidence as a lot of at-
tacks are by people from within the
country. There should also be a mecha-
nism to extradite terrorists.

Deepak Singhal, Noida

(GO0OD NEIGHBOURS

THIS REFERS TO the article, * Wuhan
spirit needs a body’ (IE,May 3). China’s
decision to alter its stand on Masood
Azhar is a welcome one and it could
lead towards solving the Indo-China
border issue which has been the bone of
contention between India and China
since 1962. Informal meetings like the
Wuhan summit allow leadership of
both countries to imagine out-of-the-
box solutions.

Akshay Sharma, via e-mail

LLACK OF BALANCE

THIS REFERS TO the editorial, ‘Listen to
her’ (IE, May2). The editorial does not
take a balanced position and has be-
come a mouthpiece of the complainant.
The complainant has sought to dissoci-
ate herself from the probe on specious
grounds like asymmetry of power
equations. That is an integral aspect of
the factual matrix of the case and can’t
be altered. Her desire to tweak the
probe procedure to suit her conven-
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week is published every
Saturday. Letters may be
e-mailed to
editpage@expressindia.com
or sent to The Indian
Express, B-1/B, Sector 10,
Noida-UP 201301.
Letter writers should
mention their postal
address and phone number.

THE WINNER RECEIVES
SELECT EXPRESS
PUBLICATIONS

ience under the garb of natural justice is
wrong. The editorial does not aver to
the allegations of conspiracy, address-
ing which are very important given that
the stakes are very high. It has reduced
the matter into a lopsided issue.

R KMathur, Ghaziabad

PM’S CONCERNS

This refers to the editorial, ‘The Maoist
challenge’ (IE, May 3). The attacks high-
lighted the incompetent security
preparations of the government, but
the problem needs to be understood in
alarger context. Maoists need to be de-
radicalised but the hardcore Maoist
needs to be dealt sternly by the security
forces. The prime minister's concerns
national security has been proven right.

Pranay Kumar Shome, Kolkata
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INCOME TAX e-filings in 2018-19
dropped by more than 6.6 lakh, sta-
tistics put out on the Income Tax
Department’s e-filing website show.
Tax return forms for 2019-20 have
been notified, with July 31 as the
deadline for filing. In 2018-19, the
number of returns e-filed was 6.68
crore, down from 6.74 crore in the
2017-18, after a jump from 5.28 crore
in 2016-17.

The drop in e-filings comes at a
time when the number of registered
filers have risen. This count was 8.45
crore as of March 31,2019, which was
15% more than the 7.36 crore on
March 31, 2018. From the same date
in 2013, when the count was 2.69
crore, the rise has been more than
threefold in six years.

A PTI report on Sunday quoted
from a Kotak Economic Research re-
port on April 30, which said: “We are
surprised with the decline in income
tax e-filing in FY2019. If the filings are
indeed plateauing, it will be a worry
for the fiscal which has seemingly
shifted its focus to compensatory ex-
penditure. Tax filings have surprisingly
plateaued in FY2019. This is surprising
given that post demonetisation it was
expected that the tax base would con-
tinue to increase.”

In growing income tax base,
number of e-filings down 6.6 lakh

THIS WORD MEANS

E-RETURNS RECEIVED
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2016-17 2017-18 2018-19

REGISTERED FILERS

2012 1,9742,161
2013 2,69,45,778
2014 3,61,86,146
2015 4,31,20,913
2016 5,22,23,836
2017 6,21,34,605
2018 7,36,34,944
2019 8,45,14,539

Data source: Income Tax Department

CHEWBACCA

In culture and science, the legacy of a ‘Star Wars’
character played by a recently deceased actor

ON SATURDAY, May 4, Science News mag-
azine’s Twitter handle replugged a report
from 2016 with the words: “In a galaxy
far, far away, Chewbacca is a 7.5-foot-tall
Wookiee. On Earth, he’s a small furry bee-
tle. #Maythe4th.” The tweet had an im-
mediate context in two ways — May 4 is
celebrated as Star Wars Day by fans of the
series, and the actor who played the role
of Chewbacca in the series, Peter
Mayhew, died at age 74 last week.

Chewbacca, a fictional character, has
left a lasting legacy on popular culture as
well as science, as the naming of the bee-
tle shows. As co-pilot with lead character
Han Solo, Chewbacca was placed at num-
ber four in Entertainment Weekly’s 2013
list of 50 “greatest sidekicks” in film his-
tory. He has been the subject of comics, a
TV series and books; and inspired scien-
tists to name species after him.

The fictional Chewbacca belongs to a
species called Wookiee, comes from the
planet Kashyyyk, and is hairy, intelligent
and 7.5 feet tall, as mentioned in the tweet.
The real-life beetle, on the other hand, is
one of four species that researchers had
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Trigonopterus chewbacca

discovered on an island off the coast of
Papua New Guinea. Earlier, a furry moth
was named after him, the Science News re-
port said. Among the four beetles, the one
whose name he inspired, Trigonopterus
chewbacca, is black, flightless and about 3
mm long. “Although T chewbacca doesn’t
resemble its namesake in size, the dense
hairlike scales covering its head and legs
reminded the researchers of Chewbacca’s
fur,” the magazine explained.
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The road to an EVM landmark

Nizamabad seat presented the EC with 185 candidates, more than any EVM had ever handled. What were
the challenges, and how did the EC meet them in an exercise now being documented for future reference?

RITIKACHOPRA
NEW DELHI,MAY 5

OF ALL the Lok Sabha constituencies gone to
polls so far — 425 out of 543 by Monday —
Nizamabad in Telangana presented the
Election Commission with the most remark-
able challenge. When nominations closed for
the April 11 first phase, the EC found itself
faced with an unprecedented 185 candidates
in Nizamabad — most of them troubled farm-
ers contesting in protest — which was more
than most Electronic Voting Machines
(EVMs) can handle. The EC considered going
back to paper ballots for the 15.5 lakh voters
but, in the end, conducted the biggest ever
exercise carried out using EVMs.

The planning and conduct is being doc-
umented by the office of the Telangana Chief
Electoral Officer so it can be consulted for
similar cases in future. The ECis also in touch
with a Guinness Book of Records team to
recognise the effort as a world record.

What were the challenges, and how did
the EC meet them

Getting the EVMs

A second generation (M2) EVM can ac-
commodate 64 names, with 16 names per
Ballot Unit connected to it. When nomina-
tions were scrutinised on March 26, the fi-
nal list of 185 candidates was nearly three
times the capacity of an M2 EVM. “It was a
logistical nightmare. We had just 11 days to
make to make quick, sound decisions and ex-
ecute them,” an election officer said.

It briefly led to calls for paper ballots. “But
that was never an option. With so much be-
ing said to discredit EVMs, this was an oppor-
tunity to prove their efficacy,” said an official.

On March 31, the EC decided to use third-
generation (M3) EVMs, which can connect to
24 Ballot Units, with 384 names. But this threw
up another challenge. Electronics Corporation
of India Limited, the designated EVM manu-
facturer in Hyderabad, did not have enough
M3 machines to supply at such short notice.
An urgent delivery was then sought from
Bharat Electronics Limited in Bangalore. The
EVMs — 25,000 Ballot Units, 2,000 Control
Units and 2,000 VVPATs — covered a distance
of 781 km in two days in a convoy of 20 con-
tainers and reached Nizamabad on April 3.

Storage

The arrival of this new batch required sev-
eral last-minute adjustments. “We had to fig-

How women differ from

EXPRESS NEWS SERVICE
NEW DELHI, MAY 5

ALARGE-SCALE research project has sought
to evaluate the characteristics of women in-
volved in jihadism-inspired terrorism.
Coincidentally, one of the suicide bombers
in the Easter Sunday attacks in Sri Lanka was
awoman. The researchers, led by a PhD stu-
dent at North Carolina State University, drew
on data from the Western Jihadism Project,
based at Brandeis University, which collects
data on terrorists associated with al-Qaeda-
inspired organisations. They conducted com-
parative analyses of 272 women and 266
men, who were matched to control for vari-
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Outside a booth in Nizamabad, 186
symbols on display for voters; inside,
12 Ballot Units arranged in an L-shape
with VVPAT machine at centre.
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THE LOGISTICS LEADING TO APRIL 11

15,52,838 VOTERS

7,37,543 men, 8,15,266 women and 29
third gender, registered across 7
Assembly segments

12 BALLoT UNITS

Connected to each EVM (one Ballot
Unit can accommodate up to 16
names) in 1,788 polling stations

ure out additional storage space. The existing
arrangement was useless as we had our stock
of M2 machines there. Awarehouse and a col-
lege building were arranged at the last minute
to store M3 EVMs,” the EC official said.

Close to 600 engineers and 2,000 person-
nel were deployed for the first-level check or

ables such as ethnicity, nation of residence
and age at radicalisation.
Among the findings:

Rising women recruitment

The researchers said the data suggests
that terrorist organisations may be increas-
ingly recruiting women. For example, 34% of
the women in the sample were born after
1990, compared to only 15% of the men.
Having controlled for age at radicalisation,
the researchers said this suggests anincrease
inwomen’s involvement in terrorist groups.

Different roles

“Women were less likely than men to be
involved in planning or carrying out terror-

186 sYMBOLS

NOTA plus 185 candidates — out of
203 original nominations, 14 were
rejected and 4 withdrew

10,800

Poll personnel at work on voting day
on April 11, along with 354 sectoral
officers and 354 route officers

FLC, mock poll and assigning of EVMs to dif-
ferent polling booths over three days.
Meanwhile, a team of senior EC officers
was sent to Hyderabad on April 1 to chalk out
adetailed action plan with the Telangana CEO,
the Returning Officer and the concerned
District Electoral Officers. The CEO visited

Nizamabad on April 5 toreview preparedness,
and address the concerns of the candidates.

Setting up the EVMs

At 16 names to a Ballot Unit, the 186 op-
tions — 185 candidates plus NOTA — meant
thateach EVM needed to be connected with
an unprecedented 12 Ballot Units. To accom-
modate so many, the poll panel had to tweak
the layout of the voting booth. “We had to
arrange the Ballot Units and VVPAT machine
in such a way that a voter would be able to
cast her vote and simultaneously verify with
the VVPAT unit,” said an EC official.

After testing a few options, an L-shaped
arrangement was finalised in which six BUs
were placed on either arm branching out
from where the VVPAT unit was placed. “This
arrangement optimised aspects like econ-
omy of space, in addition to facilitating the
viewing of the VVPAT slip by the voter in the
minimum possible time,” the officer added.

To main secrecy of voting, the EC ordered
special voting compartments that were five
feet tall and suitably wide.

The L-shaped layout led to a new chal-
lenge — space.Itwas decided to turn the en-
tire polling station room into a voting com-
partment; polling personnel, who are
normally present inside the room, were now
stationed just outside the door.

Also, the large number of candidates
meant as many symbols. “Entering a room
with so many Ballot Units displaying 186 sym-
bols would have been overwhelming. So out-
side every polling station room, a large hoard-
ing depicting symbols against each candidate
was placed so that voters could familiarise
themselves with the layout,” the officer said.

Extra manpower

Given the large number of machines, the
EC stationed six polling officers — rather than
the usual five — at each of the 1,788 polling
stations. A total of 10,800 polling personnel,
354 sectoral officers and 354 route officers
were put on election duty on polling day. The
polling personnel had been given special
training in handling M3 EVMs.

“The duration of polling for Nizamabad
was the same as for other seats — 10 hours.
However, as the number of candidates was
large, we anticipated the mock poll to take
more time than usual. So, the mock polling ex-
ercise was scheduled from 5 am to 8 am on
polling day and polling time was scheduled
from 8 am to 6 pm, as opposed to the normal
poll time of 7am to 5 pm,” said the EC official.

men in jihadi terrorism

ist attacks. Only 52% of the women were in-
volved in plots, compared to 76% of men,”
the university quoted PhD student Christine

Brugh as saying. “In many ways, the roles of

the women in these terrorist groups are con-
sistent with traditional gender norms. The
women were more likely to play behind-the-
scenes roles aimed at supporting the organ-
isation,” associate professor Sarah Desmarais
was quoted as saying.

Background differences

Only 2% of the women had a criminal
background before radicalisation, compared
to 19% of the men. And 14% of the men had no
profession in the six months preceding their
affiliation with a terrorist group, while al-

most 42% of the women were unemployed
during the same timeframe.

Beyond jihadism

Brugh was quoted as saying: “We need to
see what, if anything, sets these people apart
from their counterparts in the general pop-
ulation. Are there relevant variables that
could inform threat assessments or models
of radicalisation? It would also be good to see
if there are similar patterns in other types of
terrorism. Are the differences we found in
this study particular to jihadism-inspired
groups? In short, there is a lot of work to be
done in this field.”

The paper is published in the Journal of
Threat Assessment and Management.

Imran’s Iran outreach: evolution of a relationship, what it means for India

SHUBHAJIT ROY
NEW DELHI, MAY 5

March, Rouhani demanded that Pakistan
act decisively against anti-Iranian terrorists.

On April 18, three days before Imran
travelled to Iran, a terrorist attack targeted

AT A joint press conference with Iran’s
President Hassan Rouhani in Tehran late last
month, Pakistan’s Prime Minister Imran
Khan said: “I know Iran has suffered from
terrorism [perpetrated] by groups operat-
ing from Pakistan...We [need to] have trust
ineach other that both countries will not al-
low any terrorist activity from their soil. We
hope this will build confidence between us.”

Back in Pakistan, the Opposition PML(N)
leader Khurram Dastgir Khan said, “No
Prime Minister has ever made such a con-
fession on foreign soil”, and the PPP’s Hina
Rabbani Khar, a former Foreign Minister,
said the country was “continually becoming
alaughing stock”, and that it was “not funny
anymore”.

The background

Imran — who was accompanied by ISI
chief Gen Asim Munir — spoke a little over
two months after 27 personnel of Iran’s
Revolutionary Guards were killed in a sui-
cide attack in the Sistan-Baluchistan
province along the border with Pakistan.
Iran said the bomber was Pakistani. The at-
tack — which happened the day before the
Jaish-e-Mohammad attack on the CRPF bus
in Pulwama — was claimed by the Sunni ji-
hadist Jaish al-Adl. Tehran says the Jaish al-
Adl operates mostly out of Pakistan and, in

security forces in Pakistan, which Foreign
Minister Shah Mehmood Qureshi blamed
on outfits that had their “training and logis-
tic camps inside Iranian areas bordering
Pakistan”. Gunmen stopped a bus on the
Makran coastal highway between Karachi
and Gwadar, checked passengers’ IDs and
took away 10 Pakistani Navy personnel,
three from the Air Force, and one from the
Coast Guard, and executed them.

Friends with the Shah

Shia Iran has repeatedly criticised
Pakistan’s backing of Sunni terrorist outfits
involved in attacks in Iran’s eastern areas,
and the killing of Shias inside Pakistan.
Pakistan’s proximity to Saudi Arabia — Iran’s
great rival in the Middle East — has been a
constant irritant in ties between Tehran and
Islamabad. But this wasn’t the case always.

The Shah of Iran was a Cold War ally of
the United States, and during his rule, Iran
and Pakistan were important partners. “For
the Shah, Pakistan over the years morphed
into a critical buffer zone, a line of defence
against not only the Soviets but also the
then Soviet-leaning India,” Alex Vatanka, a
senior fellow at the Middle East Institute in
Washington, wrote in Iran and Pakistan:
Security, Diplomacy and American Influence
(2015).

Iran President Hassan Rouhani with Pakistan Prime Minister Imran Khan in
Tehran on April 22. Iranian Presidency via AP

In 1950, the Shah became the first for-
eign Head of State to visit Pakistan, and at
one time even proposed a confederation of
the two countries with a single army, and
with him as Head of State. There was alogic,
Vatanka wrote: “First, Iran and Pakistan
were already members of the budding new
organisation CENTO (the Cold War military
alliance known as the Central Treaty
Organisation). There was already much talk
about political, military and economic in-
tegration as part of the structures of CENTO.
Second, the Shah had not envisioned the

idea out of the blue. Right next door in the
Arab world, four regional countries were at
the time already experimenting with polit-
ical confederations. In 1958, Egypt and Syria
agreed on a union, which became known
as the United Arab Republic.”

Indeed, the Iran-Pakistan axis was so
strong that Iran had even threatened to at-
tackIndiaif it did not stop its offensive against
Pakistan in the 1971 Bangladesh War.

Post-Revolution freeze
Ayatollah Khomeini’s 1979 Islamic

Revolution marked a turning point in the
Iran-Pakistan relationship. After the Shah’s
departure, Pakistan worked closely with the
Saudis in the war in Afghanistan. In the
1990s, as rival militias battled to gain control
over Afghanistan, Iran backed the Northern
Alliance against the Pakistan-backed
Taliban. In 1998, after the Taliban captured
Mazar-i-Sharif, at least 11 Iranians, mostly
diplomats, were killed in the city.

In subsequent years, the future of
Afghanistan and the Baloch insurgency
were the major sticking points in the rela-
tionship. The outsize influence of the Saudis
in Pakistan’s foreign and security policy,and
their investment in Pakistan’s Balochistan
province bordering Iran, has added to the
suspicion and trust deficit. While Pakistan
refused to bend to the pressure from Riyadh
to join the war in Yemen against the Iran-
backed Shia Houthi rebels, Rawalpindi did
clear the appointment of former Pakistan
Army Chief General Raheel Sharif to lead
the Saudi-backed coalition.

Writing in Dawn, Arif Rafiq, a non-resi-
dent fellow at the Middle East Institute, de-
scribed Iran as a “frenemy to Pakistan’s
west”. He underlined that Iran is a poten-
tial supplier of natural gas, of which
Pakistan has a massive supply shortfall; the
fact thatIran has emerged as Afghanistan’s
largest trading partner, eclipsing Pakistan;
and that with the prolonged closure of the
Chaman and Torkham border crossings,
Afghan trade with the outside world is be-
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The difference between a job and work

Surviving Fani
The Odisha government has shown by
example how to manage a natural disaster

yclone Fani has left a trail of destruction across a
C large part of coastal Odisha, but its management
has emerged as a global example of how timely
weather alerts, preparedness and informed public par-
ticipation can dramatically reduce loss of life. The toll
from the extremely severe cyclonic storm on May 3
stood, at last count, at 34 deaths. In terms of material
losses, several districts were battered, houses flattened
and electricity and telecommunications infrastructure
destroyed, but the relatively low mortality shows a dra-
matic transformation from the loss of over 10,000 lives
in 1999 when super cyclone 05B struck. Odisha then
worked to upgrade its preparedness, which was tested
when very severe cyclonic storm Phailin struck in 2013.
It was able to bring down the number of deaths to 44
then, in spite of a wide arc of destruction: 13 million pe-
ople were hit and half a million houses destroyed. The
Odisha government and the Centre now have the task of
rebuilding infrastructure. They should use the oppor-
tunity to upgrade technology, achieve cost efficiencies
and build resilience to extreme weather, all of which
can minimise future losses. Given the vulnerability of
Odisha and Andhra Pradesh to cyclones, the frequency
and intensity of which may be influenced by a changing
climate, the Centre should press for global environmen-
tal funding under the UN framework to help in the re-
building. Both States have received funding from the
World Bank in cyclone risk mitigation efforts since 2011.
The priority in Odisha is to restore electricity and te-
lecommunications, which will require massive man-
power. This should be treated as a national mission. Pu-
blic health interventions are paramount to avoid
disease outbreaks. The State government has been able
to restore some physical movement by opening up
highways and district roads; the Centre has relieved
tension among students by postponing the National
Eligibility-cum-Entrance Test in Odisha. Overall, there
is a sense of relief that in the midst of a national election
the toll was effectively contained. Looking ahead, India
must prepare for many more intense and frequent cy-
clones along the coastal States. Preparedness has to fo-
cus on building resilience and strengthening adapta-
tion. This can be achieved through better-designed
houses and cyclone shelters, good early warning sys-
tems, periodic drills and financial risk reduction
through insurance. Early weather warnings hold the
key to better management, and during the Fani episode
the India Meteorological Department played a crucial
role. Its commendable performance has been recog-
nised by the UN as well. Odisha’s experience, which
coincides with similar devastation along east Africa this
year, will be keenly followed at the UN Disaster Risk Re-
duction conference convening on May 13 in Geneva.

Endless crisis

The Maduro-Guaido stand-off is deepening
Venezuela’s economic distress

enezuelan Opposition leader Juan Guaid6 has
'\ / been trying to oust President Nicolas Maduro for
months. Last week, in his most daunting effort
yet, he called for a military uprising. Hours later, the
U.S., which has recognised him as Venezuela’s Presi-
dent, supported his bid. A few soldiers broke ranks with
the military and joined him, along with tens of thou-
sands of protesters who battled for two days with police
and government supporters. Still, Mr. Guaido failed to
topple the Maduro regime. This was the third major at-
tempt by Mr. Guaido to seize the government. In Janu-
ary he declared himself President, saying Mr. Maduro’s
presidency was not legitimate as he had “rigged” last
year’s election. Since then, the U.S. has imposed sanc-
tions on top Venezuelan government officials and the
state-run oil company PDVSA on the calculation that
these would make the already battered Venezuelan eco-
nomy worse, rendering Mr. Maduro even more unpop-
ular. In February, Mr. Guaid6 launched another bid
when he went to the Colombia border to accept U.S.
aid, which the government had rejected. He called for
mass protests, but Mr. Maduro survived. Last week’s
failed attempt was Mr. Guaido’s biggest setback so far.
It is evident that Venezuela is going through serious
political and economic crises. Governance has broken
down, with state institutions at war against one anoth-
er. Mr. Guaido is the President of the National Assembly
and has the support of most Opposition parties. Mr. Ma-
duro has the support of the executive branch, the mili-
tary and the judiciary. While they fight, the most press-
ing problems remain unaddressed. Inflation is sky-high,
food and medicine are scant, and millions have fled the
country owing to its economic woes. Mr. Guaido says he
will solve the problems after Mr. Maduro is ousted. But
the way he is trying to achieve his goal has pushed the
country deeper into misery. The Opposition miscalcu-
lated the durability of the Maduro regime. Mr. Maduro’s
Socialist Party, thanks to the pro-poor policies under
his predecessor Hugo Chavez, still commands loyal sup-
port among sections of society, especially among the
poor. Second, even if the Opposition parties’ narrative
that Mr. Maduro lacks legitimacy is accepted, the mili-
tary’s support is pivotal if they want to remove him by
force. Repeated attempts by Mr. Guaido to win over the
military have failed. Third, his over-reliance on the U.S.
seems to have backfired. It only strengthened Mr. Ma-
duro’s argument that “imperialists” are behind the
chaos. Mr. Maduro also has the backing of Russia, China
and Cuba. The way forward is not further clashes, but
mutual talks aimed at resolving their differences and
giving primacy to rebuilding both the economy and the
governance system. If they continue on the path of con-
frontation, Venezuela will be in permanent crisis.

Work satisfies a deeper urge than livelihood which, if denied, takes a significant political and social toll

KRISHNA KUMAR

mong the words that have
Ainﬁltrated the vocabulary of

common sense during the
recent past, none is as egregious as
‘aspiration’. Its rampant use in the
economic and political spheres
has dented public awareness of
reality. In the sphere of econom-
ics, in terms of both policies and
propaganda, the use of ‘aspira-
tion’ in various combinations and
contexts has pushed aside com-
mon sense knowledge about life’s
necessities. Things have come to a
point where something as impor-
tant as the need to work in order
to make a living is referred to as as-
piration. As political coinage, ‘as-
pirational India’ connotes revolu-
tionary change. The users of this
phrase ignore the long and tiring
struggle of countless youth to find
work. The vast majority spends
years waiting, or in ‘time pass’ as
an economist has called it. Those
who portray India as ‘aspirational’
look at other basic needs in a simi-
lar vein. The security that a house
gives and the basic amenities of
life one needs in a house are
deemed to be part of an aspira-
tional package. We are not far
from the day when the desire to
avail one’s constitutional rights
will be treated as a sign of aspira-
tion.

In an ethos where words and
meanings are mutating fast, we
must ask whether a right — any
right — can be described as an as-
piration. The debate whether the
right to work is fundamental or
not will hopefully be settled one
day; for now, let us talk about

one’s need to have some income,
preferably by working. Someone
who has no income can only sur-
vive as a dependent. That is how
children and the elderly often do.
The family provides the cover that
the state does not explicitly ack-
nowledge. In our society, the fami-
ly provides a financial cover to the
young for remarkably long pe-
riods. No wonder, university and
college teachers routinely refer to
their adult students as children.
No matter how much you quarrel
with this usage, its hold in aca-
demic institutions persists. One
reason for this is that the family
continues to support a student
well past the official age of child-
hood. Parents go to remarkable
lengths to support their progeny
through expensive higher profes-
sional education for howsoever
many years it takes.

Degrees and jobs

When they don’t find employ-
ment, what do students do? Many
enrol in another course, aiming to
qualify for one more degree or di-
ploma. They keep gathering quali-
fications, hoping that more qualifi-
cations will get them higher-level
employment one day. Things sel-
dom work out that way. More qual-
ifications don’t necessarily lead to
better employment prospects.
When a potential job slot does ap-
pear, you are told you are over-
qualified. British sociologist Ro-
nald Dore studied this phenome-
non and presented his analysis in
what soon became a classic title,
The Diploma Disease. This book
tells us that the tendency among
youth to gather qualifications
leads to devaluation of degrees.
Dore was interested in the compa-
rative study of industrial econom-
ics. He noticed that in Sri Lanka,
only half the graduates in any gi-
ven year ended up finding a job.
That was in the 1970s; things are
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now worse. Although Dore did not
study India, his observations were
equally applicable here. Bureau-
cratisation had led to strong lin-
kages between paper qualifica-
tions and  selection  for
employment. When Rajiv Gandhi
spoke about the need to de-link
degrees from jobs, he was refer-
ring to the problem Dore had spot-
ted.

Today, when people say that
educational standards are declin-
ing, they are in fact responding to
devaluation of degrees. They feel
that a certificate or degree does
not mean what it did some time
back, both in terms of knowledge
and its value in the job market. Pe-
ople’s memories are often subjec-
tive, but the phenomenon they are
talking about is real. Quite often,
the reason for devaluation of de-
grees is that institutions cannot
cope with the increased number
of candidates without letting
norms become lax. Stagnant finan-
cial resources are often an addi-
tional reason why institutions can-
not cope with swollen enrolment.

To say that the increasing clien-
tele of higher and professional
education is a sign of greater aspi-
ration in society is to derive a mis-
leading conclusion from the prolif-
eration of degree-holders and
degree-vendors. No doubt the
market of degrees is wider today,
but that has little to do with aspira-
tions. Young people want to work

Talking fair trade in Delhi

At the WTO mini-ministerial meet, developing countries must make a case for stable and transparent multilateral trade

SEEMA BATHLA & ABHISHEK JHA

ministerial meet of the World

Trade Organisation (WTO), on
May 13-14, 2019. To discuss the in-
terests of developing and least de-
veloped countries in global trade,
this informal meet will also focus
on the accusation by the U.S. that
these economies benefit from ex-
emptions meant for the poorer na-
tions.

Overall, it could be a preparato-
ry meeting to set a common agen-
da at the 12th Ministerial Confe-
rence, scheduled for June 2020 at
Astana, Kazakhstan. The 11th Mi-
nisterial Conference (Buenos
Aires, December 2017) collapsed
despite efforts by 164 WTO mem-
bers to evolve a consensus on sev-
eral issues. The U.S. has refused a
reduction in subsidies and also
pulled back on its commitment to
find a perennial solution to public
stockholding — an issue central to
developing and less developed
countries. In fact, the deadlock
left many trade analysts wonder-
ing whether this was the begin-
ning of the end for the WTO.

Despite the earlier outcomes of
the ministerial meetings, the Delhi
meet has created some hope of it
being a platform to resuscitate the
WTO. The issues under discussion
will relate to protectionist mea-
sures, digital trade, fisheries, sub-
sidies, environmental goods, stan-
dardisation and implementation

India will host the second mini-

of sanitary and phytosanitary
measures, and other matters ripe
for negotiation and agreement,
mainly investment facilitation.
From a plurilateral approach to-
ward multilateralism, members
may also ensure the sanctity and
‘drivability’ of the WTO. It is, the-
refore, indispensable to bring mu-
tual accord, mainly on the time-
lines, to implement policies as an
outcome of talks.

Bridging the gaps

It may be useful to recollect that
the WTO replaced the General
Agreement on Tariffs and Trade
(GATT) as an international organi-
sation mainly to overcome tussles
over trade interests. The econo-
mies of the developing and less de-
veloped world (with little bargain-
ing power) were unable to gain
market access in most of the deve-
loped economies (which were in-
fluential in negotiations), especial-
ly when it came to agricultural
commodities. The deadlock on the
issue of agricultural trade negotia-
tions, first in the late 1980s and
then in 2017, was no surprise. The
disagreements between deve-
loped countries (the European Un-
ion and the U.S.) and developing
countries (Malaysia, Brazil and In-
dia) to discipline the farm regime
in their favour continue, thereby
threatening the WTO’s compre-
hensive development agenda.

The expectations of developing
countries from trade also get be-
lied due to sizeable support by the
developed nations to their farmers
in a situation of market failure and
other uncertainties. The support
through subsidies tends to bring
distortions in commodity prices.
The Organisation for Economic
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Cooperation and Development es-
timates the quantum of subsidies
by developed nations to vary from
$300 to $325 billion annually,
which is much higher than that es-
timated for developing countries.
This has become a bone of conten-
tion in trade talks as farm lobbies
in the U.S., Europe and Japan have
steadily exercised political clout to
influence officials and lawmakers
to continue giving subsidies to
farmers.

Another point of concern is that
developed countries design and
implement stringent non-tariff
measures (NTMs) which exacer-
bate the problems faced by poor
countries that are willing to ex-
port. NTMs significantly add to the
cost of trading. However, the costs
of acquiescence with many NTMs
are asymmetrical across exporters
because compliance depends on
production facilities, technical
know-how and infrastructure —
factors that are usually inadequate
in developing economies. These
countries are, therefore, unable to
compete in international markets
and hardly gain from sectors with
comparative advantage such as
agriculture, textiles and apparels.

Developing countries are will-
ing to break the deadlock on these
issues and are preparing a com-
mon ground to jolt the mandate of
the global trade body. India, in

and have an income; when they
find neither, they occupy them-
selves by enrolling in yet another
educational venture, without ne-
cessarily wanting to do so. When a
relative or well-wisher asks, ‘What
are you doing these days?’, it hard-
ly feels nice to reply, ‘Nothing. To
name a course you are pursuing
now feels better. As economist and
planner Santosh Mehrotra has
pointed out (The Hindu, Editorial
page, “The shape of the jobs cri-
sis”, February 13, 2019), the num-
ber of young people who are ‘not
in education, employment or
training’ — ‘NEET” — has been stea-
dily increasing. According to his
estimate, there are more than 115
million young people in this cate-
gory, representing what he calls a
‘potential lumpen fodder’ availa-
ble for political misuse. This analy-
sis does not imply that if we can-
not employ our youth, let us keep
them enrolled in one course or
another. Prolonging student life
will not solve the problem posed
by disappearance of work.

Job versus work

The term ‘job’ is now more com-
mon than ‘worl’, indicating a shift
in perspective. It also signifies the
emergence of a new ideology that
reinforces the traditional denial of
dignity to work. Job’ and ‘work’
differ in that a job is what someone
gives you whereas work is what
you do. For some kinds of work,
the two meanings may be close or
similar, but this is not true for ma-
ny other kinds. If the political eco-
nomy is eating up work opportun-
ities, it can still keep on creating
jobs artificially, to avoid social in-
stability. Short-term jobs are often
used to cite the success of an eco-
nomic policy which, in reality, is
decimating work and de-skilling
people. This is often done in the
name of modernisation. Driverless
trains and automated manufactur-

particular, seeks amendment of
laws on unilateral action by mem-
bers on trade issues and a resolu-
tion of the WTO’s dispute settle-
ment system. The expectation is
that the meeting may lead to poli-
cy guidance on issues such as glo-
bal norms to protect traditional
knowledge from patenting by cor-
porates, protection through subsi-
dies, e-commerce, food security
and continuation of special and
differential treatment to poor eco-
nomies.

Breaking the deadlock
Importantly, if the interests of de-
veloping and less developed coun-
tries are not addressed, ceteris pa-
ribus, jargon, convoluted
negotiations and dictums will be-
come trivial now and in the future.
For example, the 10th Ministerial
Conference (Nairobi, December
2015) laid emphasis on agriculture
trade. But it was a setback to most
agrarian economies, including In-
dia and in Africa, when developed
countries directly challenged their
models of food security designed
for the poor. The outcome elo-
quently showed the constraints of
a ‘multilateral negotiation system
where the need for agreement and
not compromise prevails and al-
lows any member, no matter how
small, to block any progress on all
issues. In what has become an in-
creasingly politicised environ-
ment, members with wide and di-
vergent interests have simply
halted the process and refused to
negotiate in good faith across a
spectrum of issues’.

There was a similar outcome at
Buenos Aires in 2017. Developed
nations created alliances to pre-
pare the ground to push nascent

ing are presented as symbols of
progress. An automation-obsessed
economy thrives by maintaining
millions in replaceable, short-term
positions involving low-skill tasks.
Such jobs make it impossible for
lower-income participants in the
work force to gain experience and
a self-identity associated with a
specialised skill.

Those who justify all-round au-
tomation as a legitimate means of
economic progress define the
term ‘skill’ in a sense quite diffe-
rent from how it was understood
so far. In its conventional sense,
skill implies a specialised exper-
tise that grows with experience
and imparts a personal identity.
Jobs that vanish after a brief pe-
riod, forcing the work force to
leave and look for re-training for a
new short-term stint, offer no ge-
nuine opportunities for develop-
ing a skill.

An ideological trap

To treat such job-culture as a sym-
bol of progress is to fall into an ide-
ological trap. Supporters of reck-
less automation say that it
represents a natural course of
technological progress. They also
suggest that there is no alternative
to automation, so we have no
choice in the matter now. This ap-
proach echoes a theory of destiny.
It assumes that the human desire
to find meaning in work and cultiv-
ate a personal identity through
skill will soon surrender to eco-
nomic pressure and acceptance of
vulnerable jobs as a permanent
fact of life. This is a rather limited
and myopic view. The history of
work shows that work is more
than a means of livelihood. It satis-
fies deeper an urge which, if ig-
nored or denied, takes significant
political and social tolls.

Krishna Kumar is a former director of
the NCERT

issues such as investment facilita-
tion, rules for e-commerce, gen-
der equality and subsidy on fisher-
ies, while most developing nations
were unable to fulfil or implement
rudimentary dictums. For in-
stance, e-commerce has been a
key agenda following the second
ministerial conference, in Geneva
in 1998. It was agreed to ‘establish
a work programme to examine
global e-commerce, with a focus
on the relationship between e-
commerce and existing agree-
ments. It generated a sizeable de-
bate on the fringes of the confe-
rence as many accredited NGOs
opposed it and raised concerns
that it was a push by dominant glo-
bal players. The underlying fear
was it might allow unfettered ac-
cess to data, which could then be
processed and exploited for profit’
by developed nations, mainly the
u.S.

The Delhi meeting can be a
breakthrough if members nego-
tiate these issues in a convergent
manner. The time is opportune for
developing countries to voice their
concerns and push for a stable and
transparent environment for mul-
tilateral trade. India must do its
homework to focus on the unre-
solved issues and address the new-
er ones which are of interest to de-
veloped nations, mainly
investment facilitation. The WTO
needs to be sustained as countries
need an international platform to
formulate trade rules and bring
convergence on divergent matters.

Seema Bathla and Abhishek Jha are
Professor and research scholar,
respectively, at the Centre for the Study of
Regional Development, Jawaharlal Nehru
University, New Delhi
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Early warnings

The lesson from handling
cyclone Fani is that
advancements in weather
forecasting do aid the
authorities in minimising
losses. But the focus should
now be on creating
infrastructure that is
resilient enough to
withstand the onslaught of
nature’s fury. This is more
important now with climate
change-induced extreme
weather becoming the
norm rather than the
exception.

M. JEYARAM,
Sholavandan, Tamil Nadu

Submission
The government appears to
be doggedly challenging the

admissibility of documents
on the Rafale fighter aircraft
deal submitted by
petitioners (Page 1, “PMO
‘monitoring’ Rafale deal
progress not interference:
govt.”, May 5). Taking
shelter under the guise of
‘sensitivity of documents’ is
no ground to cover
wrongdoings.

The Prime Minister’s Office
(PMO) seems to have
created a fait accompli for
the Ministry of Defence
(MoD). For argument’s
sake, if we take that the
PMO was indeed
monitoring progress, it
brings two points to the
fore. First, the PMO has
shown its lack of faith in the
competency of the MoD.

Second, why does the PMO
not monitor other
ministries to the same level
and extent?

DEEPAK SINGHAL,
Noida

‘They visited India’

The Sri Lankan army
chief’s startling claim that
some of the Easter Sunday
bombers had “visited
Kerala, Bengaluru and
Kashmir” cannot be
brushed aside (Page 1, May
5). Going by the General’s
statement, India seems to
have had a narrow escape
too. The government must
deal with local terror with
an iron hand.

SRAVANA RAMACHANDRAN,
Chennai

Points of conflict

As a senior banker and risk
management specialist,
feel a more detailed
analysis is needed as far as
the issues of disclosure and
“wilful defaulters” being
the point of conflict
between the Reserve Bank
of India, rights activists and
the Supreme Court are
concerned (‘FAQ’ page,
“Points of conflict”, May 5).
The worrisome aspect of
corporate finance is that it
is happening under the
watch of the government
and banks.

Faults in banks will be
exposed if inspection
reports become public
information — a step that
could undermine the

financial system.
Disclosure could also give
rise to questions on the role
of RBI directors on the
boards of banks and its
actions on bank inspection
reports.

While disclosure is
necessary, defining the
features of ‘disclosure’ is
important. Disclosure can
take the form of a template
to screen out sensitive
information. Banks adopt a
committee-based approach
to take decisions on
corporate advances. Most

corporate advances are
sanctioned/renewed/
reviewed by the board
based on the information
given by the management.
If directors are asked to
account for their
contribution to the board
annually along with their
intended contribution for
the following year, most ills
of governance could be
rectified.

B. YERRAM RAJU,
Hyderabad

MORE LETTERS ONLINE:
www.hindu.com/opinion/letters/

CORRECTIONS & CLARIFICATIONS:
The headline of a story on Namami Gange mission (May 4, 2019)
hasbeen amended toread: “Only 10 of 100 new sewage projects on

Ganga have been completed.”

The Readers’ Editor’s office can be contacted by Telephone: +91-44-28418297/28576300;
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What we need today is social justice

The victims of capitalism have always been the disadvantaged sections of society
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D. RAJA

The world celebrated the 200th birth
anniversary of Karl Marx, which was
on May 5, 2018, for a year. Marx was
not like other philosophers who in-
terpreted the world in various ways;
he made it a point to change it. Marx
and Friedrich Engels laid the formu-
lations for the theory and practice of
scientific socialism. They applied
dialectics to the study of human so-
ciety and human consciousness.
They strove for the liberation of hu-
manity from all forms of discrimina-
tion and exploitation. They argued
that Parliament should be used as a
forum to articulate the concerns of
the working people. Marxism as a
science, as an ideology, and as a
methodology keeps demonstrating
its relevance every day.

In the present election campaign
to the Lok Sabha, the Left parties
have been raising several ideological
and political questions in order to
save the Republic of India so that it
ensures a dignified life to all the peo-
ple and empowers them in every res-
pect. But it is ironical that several
ideological questions are being
raised over the relevance of the Left
and its future in India. While admit-
ting the widespread influence of
communist ideology, some people
say communism is dead and the Left
as a political force is dead.

The march of capitalism
After the disintegration of the Soviet
Union, some proclaimed that there
was no alternative to neoliberalism.
Since then, the so-called triumphant
march of neoliberal capitalism has
seen many hurdles, such as the 2008
financial crisis. The worst victims of
this march and its consequent crises
have always been the disadvantaged
sections. This shows the presence of
class conflict in society. Needless to
say, the vulnerabilities of the disad-
vantaged are a creation of capitalism
itself. The French economist Thomas
Piketty exposed the essence of neo-
liberalism, which leads to unprece-
dented inequalities and disparities.
In the Indian context, liberalisa-
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"Only by saying a big 'no' to brutal capitalism can we remedy the problems

i

o i T POt
v B i |

that we face today.” Workers walk past a portrait of Karl Marx in Ernakulam,

Kerala. =THULASIKAKKAT

tion of the economy was initiated on
the premise that the seemingly so-
cialist and centrally planned econo-
my had outlived its utility and that
private ownership and market forces
would efficiently replace public sec-
tor undertakings and provisions.
Such an opening up of the economy
was also tried in other parts of the
world with only one consequence —
unprecedented concentration of
wealth in the hands of a few and a
marked shift in the actual centres of
power. Crony capitalism was soon
making fast inroads into the policy-
making coteries of India, and this
new-found confidence of the private
sector bore fruits. But for whom? De-
finitely not for the masses, as shown
in a recent study which named India
as the second most unequal society
in the world. According to Credit
Suisse Research Institute’s Global
Wealth Report, 1% of the Indian pop-
ulation owns 51.5% of the wealth in
the country, and the top 10% own
about three-fourths of the wealth. On
the other hand, the bottom 60%, the
majority of the population, own 4.7%
of the total wealth.

Public-funded education and
health are the worst hit by capital-
ism. Education spending by the
Centre has been showing a down-
ward trend — from 6.15% in the 2014-
15 Budget to 3.71% in the 2017-18 Bud-
get. Instead of expanding higher edu-
cation horizontally (to more far-flung
areas) and vertically (to the disadvan-

A battle won by many

Demagoguery aimed at appropriating
the result of a hard-won battle against
terrorism will diminish its effect

ANMOLAM & FARHEEN AHMAD

The persistent efforts of India, with
the express support of France, the
| UK. and the U.S., and the acquies-
d cence of China, culminated in the
designation of Masood Azhar as a
global terrorist by the UN Security
Council. This has come as a breath-
er at a time of dwindling faith in in-
ternational law and related institutions.
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The UNSC said: “Masood Azhar was listed on 1 May 2019...
as being associated with Al-Qaida for ‘participating in the fi-
nancing, planning, facilitating, preparing, or perpetrating of
acts or activities by, in conjunction with, under the name of,

taged sections of society), the Cen-
tral government is allowing the High-
er Education Financing Agency to
allow the private sector to dominate
the education sector and make high-
er education a distant dream for the
deprived classes. In the health sector
too, the government has chosen priv-
ate insurance companies and private
healthcare lobbies as its partners,
taking away the attention from pu-
blic healthcare infrastructure and its
upgradation.

In a country like India, which is
plagued with social problems such as
widespread poverty, a deepening
agricultural crisis, a very high unem-
ployment rate, and abysmal health
indicators, giving away public sector
assets to private players and shifting
the discourse away from realising so-
cialism could prove fatal for a vast
majority of the population.

Rhetoric over real issues

In India, in this election season, real
issues of the people are considered
secondary to vague appeals of na-
tionalism and national security. The
last five years are witness to the fact
that the ruling elites of India favour
improvement in ¢ Ease of Doing Busi-
ness’ to improvement in the Human
Development Index. India is doing
badly on many parameters — nutri-
tion, peace, human development,
and press freedom — while a section
of the media is celebrating improve-
ment in the Ease of Doing Business

Index. In other words, ensuring that
people live a decent life is subordi-
nate to ensuring that business be-
comes easier for crony capitalists.

The ruling party’s appeals to na-
tionalism and its use of the sacrifices
of the Army for votes are attempts to
hide its failure in giving employment
to the youth, providing remunerative
prices to farmers, ensuring social jus-
tice to the marginalised sections, and
creating a conducive environment
for the overall development of socie-
ty. The government has presided ov-
er the gradual undermining of con-
stitutional institutions, the giving
away of national assets to the private
sector and the increase in violence
against minorities. It brands any op-
position to its policies and views as
‘anti-national’. All of these, however,
are symptoms of a deeper problem.
One has to look beyond the cacopho-
ny of high-pitched TV debates that
are centred on sensationalism. As
Noam Chomsky wrote, “It is easy to
be carried away by the sheer horror
of what the daily press reveals and to
lose sight of the fact that this is mere-
ly the brutal exterior of a deeper
crime, of commitment to a social or-
der that guarantees endless suffering
and humiliation and denial of ele-
mentary human rights.”

The tying of national interest to
global capital has not only produced
adverse and livelihood-threatening
consequences for the masses of the
country, it has also deprived India of
the higher moral pedestal in foreign
policy. Deep-rooted socialism is the
only true alternative to this ‘post-
truth’ world where rhetoric has dis-
lodged real issues.

Marx and Engels wrote in The
Communist Manifesto: “The history
of all hitherto existing society is the
history of class struggles... [where]
oppressor and oppressed, stood in
constant opposition to one another,
carried on an uninterrupted, now
hidden, now open fight.” It is the du-
ty and the responsibility of socialism
to carry on that struggle for humani-
ty, and to bring politics back to
where it belongs — to the people. On-
ly by saying a big ‘no’ to brutal capi-
talism and by following what the
Constitution envisages in its Pream-
ble — social justice — can we remedy
the problems that we face today.

D. Raja is national secretary, Communist
Party of India, and a member of Parliament

FROM THE READERS’ EDITOR

Seeking and seeing parallels
does not undermine science

A recent article on black holes in this newspaper has
provoked an age-old debate

A.S. PANNEERSELVAN

The Magazine supplement of this newspap-
er recently carried a speculative piece on
black holes by Vikram Zutshi. Mr. Zutshi, fas-
cinated by the first-ever image of a black hole
that was unveiled by astronomers in April,
wrote that there are many striking parallels
between Eastern thought and modern astro-
physics, especially in their imagining of
space, time and the birth of the universe.

Responses from scientists

Ajit M. Srivastava, Professor at the Institute
of Physics, Bhubaneswar, wrote to us saying
that he trusted only The Hindu
for reliable science coverage in
India, but that the publication
of Mr. Zutshi’s article had sha-
ken his faith in the newspaper.
Ravinder Banyal of the Indian
Institute of Astrophysics, Ben-
galuru, wrote a stinging mail:
“The author has absolutely no
idea about the process of dis-
coveries and underlying rigour
that mark the success of modern science.
How can such [an] article evade editorial
scrutiny and manage to find place in a res-
pected newspaper? Conflating mythology
with the findings of modern science has al-
ready created enough confusion and misun-
derstanding among [the] common public.
Rationality and scientific outlook is our only
hope to guard against the mighty tides of ob-
scurantism and propaganda that need to be
opposed and not encouraged. As a practising
scientist, I appeal [to] you to kindly retract
this article and issue a clarification for the
benefit of your readers.” Arnab Bhatta-
charya, Professor at the Tata Institute of Fun-
damental Research in Mumbai, was equally
livid in his response to the article. He wrote:
“It is easy to conflate mythology and history,
which, combined with a poor understanding
of science, leads to an article which is hon-
estly filled with logical fallacies. (Just be-
cause a particular deity is represented in
black does not imply a connection with a
black hole).”
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What was missed in this entire debate was
the simple fact that the article was a soft fea-
ture; it was a personal and emotional res-
ponse to a certain discovery. It was not a
news article and it did not try to peddle reli-
giosity or pseudoscience. In an earlier co-
lumn, “Carnival of conversation” (November
30, 2015), I had explained in detail this new-
spaper’s wisdom to draw a distinction bet-
ween faith and bigotry, and its unwavering
commitment to retaining the space for a
multireligious and pluralistic public dis-
course. In another column, “Tall claim is not
science” (January 18, 2016), I had spelt out
the rules that govern the reporting of science
and health stories. This newspaper walks the
extra mile to give well-rounded stories on
science and technology.

A newspaper publishes both reports and
reflective pieces. The reflective pieces some-
times tend to draw parallels between an
event and seemingly unrelated worlds. Even
scientists have done this.
Robert Jungk, in Brighter
Than a Thousand Suns: A
Personal History of the
Atomic Scientists, records
the reflections of J. Robert
Oppenheimer about Trinity,
the code name of the first
detonation of a nuclear wea-
pon. Oppenheimer quoted a
short verse from the Bhaga-
vad Gita: “If the radiance of a thousand
suns/ Were to burst forth at once into the
sky/ That would be like the splendour of the
Mighty One/ I am become Death,/ The shat-
terer of worlds.”

The idea of scientific temper

In India, in the early 1980s, there was an in-
tense debate about the idea of scientific tem-
per. On July 19, 1981, the Nehru Centre in
Bombay released a document by P.N. Hak-
sar, along with Raja Ramanna and P.M. Bhar-
gava, which was titled, ‘A Statement on
Scientific Temper’. It called for fostering
scientific temper with care at the “indivi-
dual, institutional, social and political le-
vels”. In his counterstatement, social scien-
tist Ashis Nandy argued for a humanistic
temper as he felt the argument for a scientif-
ic temper forecloses the space for criticism
of criticisms. The feature in the Magazineis a
continuation of this debate.

readerseditor@thehindu.co.in
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on behalf of, or in support of’, ‘supplying, selling or trans-

ferring arms and related material to’, ‘recruiting for’, ‘other-
wise supporting acts or activities of’, and ‘other acts or ac-
tivities indicating association with’ Jaish-i-Mohammed
[JeM].” The UNSC recognised that Azhar founded the JeM
upon his release from prison in India in exchange for 155
hostages held on an Indian Airlines airplane that had been
hijacked to Kandahar. It said that he has been found to be fi-
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Fani, an unusual storm

Fani, one of the biggest storms in years to make landfall in India, is a unique
cyclone for two reasons. One, April is an unusual month for a cyclone (only
3% of cyclones have occured in this month since 1891 in India). And two,
only once before (in 1966) did a super cyclone form over the Bay of Bengal

A rarity... | Of the 1,528 D/CS/SCS over
the North Indian Ocean since 1891, only 3%
occurred in April. The table shows all the
recorded storms between 1891 and 2019

Source: India Meteorological Department

FIFTY YEARS AGO MAY 6, 1969
Dr. Zakir Husain laid to rest

President Zakir Husain passed into history as he was laid to
rest with full military honours to-night [May 5] amidst groves
of blooming oleander, bougainvillaea and gold mohur in Jamia
Milia here [New Delhi] which he nurtured into a premier edu-
cational institution over the decades. The President’s body
was lowered, amidst benedictions, into the grave, and sprin-
kled with handfuls of earth by close relations and friends, in-
cluding the acting President, Mr. V.V. Giri, the Prime Minister,
Mrs. Indira Gandhi, and the Deputy Prime Minister, Mr. Mo-
rarji Desai. Citizens of Delhi in their thousands stood still for
several hours in the sun along the 15-kilometre procession
route from Rashtrapati Bhavan to the burial ground at Jamia
Milia to have a glimpse of the body of a great humanist that the
late President was. The gun-carriage bearing the body of Dr.
Zakir Husain moved slowly along Rajpath, India Gate, Wellese-
ley Road, Mathura Road and on to Jamia Milia.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO MAY 6, 1919.

Message of Congratulations.

Sir M. Bhownaggree has received [in London] replies to the
Addresses of thanks to the King Emperor and Premier and of
congratulations to Lord Sinha on his peerage and appoint-
ment. The Address to the King was signed by numerous lead-
ing Indians in England. It expressed gratification at the recog-
nition of the eligibility of Indians for such rank and position as
proving His Majesty’s desire to raise India to a state equally im-
portant as the Dominions. Mr. Montagu wrote that the King
Emperor had read the address with great satisfaction. Mr.
Montagu also expressed his own appreciation of the spirit ani-
mating the action of the signatories. The Premier wrote from
Paris that he much appreciated the tribute. Lord Sinha wrote
from Paris that he was deeply grateful for the congratulations.

POLL CALL
Polling agent

It is not possible for a candidate to be physically present at ev-
ery polling station on the day of voting in her constituency.
Therefore, the law allows the candidate, or his/her election
agent, to appoint a polling agent to act as a representative at
every polling station to watch his/her interests. The work of
polling agents includes ensuring that EVMs and VVPATSs are in
order, detecting and preventing impersonation of voters, and
helping to secure and seal the EVMs, VVPATs and election re-
cords after polling is over. Those holding government posi-
tions and those who have been given security cover at the
state’s expense, including Ministers, are not allowed to be
polling agents.

MORE ON THE WEB gf{fer

ICC Cricket World Cup — 10 facts you need to know

http://bit.ly/WCStatistics
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