10 DEMOCRACY AT WORK

Numbers gone wrong

During the elections, Congress leader and party strategist Ahmed Patel got fed up of
visitors coming to him asking, “What is your prediction for the polls?”. His solution
was to keep several slips of paper with a pile of notes on the table. These slips had a
ready reckoner of his assessment of seats, and other useful electoral data. The party
couldn’t even reach his prediction midway.

CHATTERBOX

University of ‘greats’

So the subversives are now part of the government. So much
was said to revile, run down and generally disrespect Jawaharlal
Nehru University (JNU) as an institution: The place where peo-
ple supposedly spend more time politicking than studying (and
engage in less reputable pursuits, as well). But out of the four
member cabinet committee on security, the government’s high-
est policy-making body, two are students of JNU. S Jaishankar
did an MA, MPhil and PhD from the university before he was
selected for the foreign services. Nirmala Sitharaman (pictured)
= was also astudent there and did a masters in economics. Horror

of horrors, not only was she a good student but also took an
active part in politics. She was a free thinker, in opposition to the Students Federation

DID THEY REALLY SAY THAT?

"] want to work on the basis of mutual
understanding with the state government, and
expect no hindrance from the Bengal
government when it comes to implementing
central projects in line with the rest of the
country”
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CHECKLIST

THE STATE MINISTERS — UNSUNG HEROES

mRameswar Teli, food processingindustries: From
Assam, Teli has won the Dibrugarh Lok Sabha
constituencytwice in a row. He shotinto
prominence for defeating Congress leader Paban
Singh Ghatowar. Teliis a bachelor. While his parents
still live in the thatched house inTipling, hisuncle is
a handcartpuller. When in his constituency, Teli
operates from his office, which is made of bamboo,
like most houses in the rural Assam.

mSom Parkash, commerce and industry: Elected to
the Lok Sabha from Hoshiarpurin Punjab, Som
Parkash is a retired IAS officer and served as the
deputy commissioner of Jalandhar. Heisa
prominent Dalit face in Punjab's Doaba region,
and won the 2019 Lok Sabha elections with 42 per
cent of the vote in the reserved constituency. He
took premature retirement from the IAS to join the

Hoshiarpur but lost by a few hundred votes.

= Renuka Singh Saruta, Tribal Affairs: a
representative of the Gond community from
Chhattisgarh and two-time MLA, Renuka Singh
waswomen and child development ministerin
the Raman Singh government from 2003 to 2005.
She defeated senior Congress leader Khelsai Singh
by over1.5 lakh votes. She had lost to the Congress
veteran inthe 2013 Assembly election. The party
did notfield herin the 2018 election. Itis believed
Singh was targeted by several factions within the
state BJP.

m\/ Muraleedharan, External Affairs and
Parliamentary Affairs: A Rajya Sabha MP and chief
ofthe BJPin Kerala, he has been in the Akhil
Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad who gotajobasa
clerkin the government but gave it up for full time

of India that is the student wing of the CPI(M). So a university that has given the
country its top ministers must be doing something right.

Union Minister of State for Women and Child Development
Debasree Chaudhuri, May 31, New Delhi

OPINION

~ VENKAIAH NAIDU

The geopolitics
of futureliesin
your hands

welcome each and every one of you to Upa Rashtrapathi
I Bhawan. Let me take this opportunity to congratulate all

of you for choosing the Indian Foreign Service as a pro-
fession. The Foreign Service offers you the privilege of being
India’s ambassador’s to the world.

The Service offers a challenging and exciting career and a
truly unique opportunity to take our country’s great civiliza-
tional and cultural ethos with its developmental aspirations
to the rest of the world.

My dear young friends,

You will soon be given the crucial responsibility of being
all the spokespersons, interpreters and narrators of India’s
story to the world.

You will construct new bridges of understanding, appre-
ciation and collective advancement between India and the
rest of the world and build new, forward looking and stable
partnerships between nations.

You can play an important role in shaping the geopolitics
of the future and in determining the new world order.

We are now living in a world that is more connected than
ever before. The world is truly a ‘Global Village’. It is also swift-
ly changing in many unprecedented ways.

The changing global geo-political and geo-economic land-
scape requires a new agile, carefully strategized diplomatic
response.

Isee a number of challenges that budding diplomats such
as yourself would have to deal with and overcome.

Despite the acknowledged need for an Integrated World
Order, new ‘walls’ are being erected to the free flow of goods
and services and people as well.

This return of the unwelcome tendency of protectionism
has the potential to adversely impact the global effort for col-
lective advancement.

Let me impress upon you the grave nature of the threat
that the world community as a whole faces due to terrorism.
No country in the world is immune to the consequences of
terrorism now and therefore curbing this menace would
require a united response from world nations.

India has consistently taken an unrelenting and uncom-
promising stand against terrorism, we must continue to be
champions of peace.

We are now confronted by the unethical acts of financial
fugitives.

The ease with which they find safe havens in other coun-
tries escaping the long arm of law is a serious global concern.
Extradition Treaties and all bilateral and multilateral agree-
ments need to be constantly updated and overhauled to
defend and safeguard the integrated global economic order
for collective good.

To transform this world into the world we want, in con-
sonance with the United Nations’ transformative, ambitious
2030 Agenda for Sustainable Development, the world needs
India. The world needs India not only because we are home
to nearly 1.3 billion people comprising one- sixth of human-
ity. The world needs India because the problems and chal-
lenges facing the planet today need a humane, holistic
vision.

The world needs India because it needs a voice that
speaks of peace, non-violence and peaceful coexistence.
The world needs India because it needs to harness the
potential of dialogue and discussion, collaboration and
cooperation.

This vision and voice, this attitude and belief are what
India has stood for over the last twenty millennia. This
vision and voice of India is more relevant to the world than
ever before.

Our core civilisational principle of viewing the world as
‘Vasudhaiva Kutumbakam’ and our prayer of ‘Sarve Jana
Sukhino Bhavanthu’ gives us the moral strength and
courage to influence global discourse in these testing times
of great turbulence.

Iam glad to note that India has taken the lead in building
sustainable development solutions.

International Solar Energy Alliance, launched under
India's initiative at the COP 21 in Paris is one such example.

You must continually look for opportunities to provide
similar leadership and lead the global agenda setting and
implementation in as many fields as possible.

Our foreign policy formulation and implementation
must be firmly tied to the domestic development agenda.

There is a constant need for a sustained dialogue and
exchange of information between India’s representatives
abroad and those who are implementing the development
initiatives back home.

With India moving on the development path swiftly, the
world is looking at India with keen interest. We must not
hesitate to take advantage of this momentum by capitalizing
opportunities in areas of trade, services, investments and
infrastructure. Diplomats must be proactive in enabling
Indian industries and business to tap into world markets
and must do their best in encouraging foreign investment
to flow into India.

Just recently, we have conducted the ‘largest festival of
democracy’. We have conducted the elections in a peaceful
and orderly manner. The people have made their choice
with a resounding clarity and voted for stability.

“I hope that all people will continue to deepen the roots
of our rich democratic tradition and focus our collective
energies on development, reforms and enhancement of the
quality of our people’s lives™.

India is strong and is gaining in strength because we are
open to good ideas from all over the globe.

Edited excerpts from a speech by Vice President Venkaiah Naidu to the
Officer Trainees of 2018 Batch of Indian Foreign Service (IFS) and
Bhutanese Diplomats, in New Delhi, May 28, 2019

ILLUSTRATION BY BINAY SINHA

As clouds of uncertainty loom on the future of the Congress government in Madhya Pradesh.
Many old guards of the BJP including eight time MLA and leader of Opposition in the Assembly
Gopal Bhargava have said that the present government is counting its last few days. Excerpts of

an interview with Sandeep Kumar:

‘Govt in MP wiill
fall on its own'

There are speculations that the Income
Tax department may summon top
officials of the Madhya Pradesh
government, politicians and aides of
Chief Minister Kamal Nath in future to
probeinto an alleged hawala racket
unearthed during the Lok Sabha (LS)
election. Reports allege there were
money transfers to many Congress
candidates duringthe LS electionin
Madhya Pradesh.

It is quite serious and disturbing. I too came
to know about the racket through the media.
We cannot take this casually. The current

establishment in Madhya Pradesh is deeply
entrenched in corrupt practices. There have
been transfers of officers. Chief Minister
Kamal Nath'’s close aides and officers are said
to have been involved in this. The matter
should be investigated by the Central Bureau
of Investigation. A grave cause of concern is
they used this illicit money for election pur-
pose. This is an insult to democracy and
demands strictest action. Regardless of the
position held, culprits should be punished.

Why do you say there was corruption
being practiced while making decision

Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP). He had also
contested the 2009 general elections from

regarding transfers?

Official transfers have become the norm of the
day since the Congress party assumed power
in the state. As soon as the Model Code of
Conduct was revoked on May 26 (2019?), a day
after, the state government transferred more
than 20 IAS officers. The Kamal Nath govern-
ment has been only interested in transferring
officers since day one. It is quite obvious what
could be the reason behind these transfers.

If we talk about Madhya Pradesh
Assembly, the Congress party is in
minority and is runninga coalition
government. Many Bharatiya Janata
Party (BJP) leaders, including you, are
saying this government will notlastlong.
What could be the political scenario in
the state in such situation?

Let me make it very clear. We are
not going to disturb the govern-
ment but if it falls on its own, a
number of situations may arise.
We will discuss things with party
high command.

GOPAL BHARGAVA

service of the BJP. His dedication has been
rewarded.

LS polls, the Congress party had managed
todefeat the BJPin threeimportant
states, including Madhya Pradesh.

It is the “Modi magic”. Prime Minister
Narendra Modi’s leadership and his person-
ality is the main factor behind this massive
victory. Not only in Madhya Pradesh, but
across the nation, the candidates have become
secondary. Wherever the BJP has contested,
Modi was the candidate for whom people vot-
ed for. Even in his rallies and public meetings,
the PM asked people to vote for him and not
for any individual. That’s the only reason.
None of the new MPs should boast about their
huge victory. People incapable of becoming
Sarpanch and councillor are MPs now, all
because of “Modi magic”.

You wrote aletter to Governor
Anandiben Patel asking her
to convene a special session
of the Assembly to discuss
“immediate” issues of the
state. Did sherevert?

No, I did not get a reply from the
Governor’s office, but I got a let-

So... will you seek re-election
or form the government?

This is an important decision. We

will form the government or go for

elections will depend on circumstances of the
day. In any case, this is not a decision that
would be taken at the state level. The final
decision will be by the party high command.

Bahujan Samaj Party MLA Ramabai
claims to have been offered a ministerial
berth and a sum of Rs50 crore by the BJP
in exchange for withdrawing support
from the Congress-led state government.

These are all baseless allegations. In my MLA
career spanning 40 years, I have never heard
of an MLA being offered Rs 50 crore. Further,
if someone approached her, she should prove
that through any tape or recording or witness.
If she has proof, she should lodge a formal
complaint. The matter should be enquired,
and the culprit be brought to justice. Making
media headlines will not serve purpose. This
is not first time. She has made accusations
before. If she keeps doing this, people will
assume she is giving hints at joining the BJP.

Do you think this is an effort to dent the
image of the BJP?

Indeed, it is. Either she is trying to defame the
BJP, or indicate that for this sum of money,
she is willing to switch her loyalty.

The BJP has earned massive mandate in
recently concluded general election. How
doyousee this? Just sixmonths before the

Leader of Opposition,
Madhya Pradesh Assembly

ter from Chief Minister Kamal
Nath. He boasted about the
achievements of his government
and tried to deviate from the
issue I raised in my letter. I told him not to
see my letter in the political context. It was
related to the problems of common people.

Itisbeingsaid that the party high
command was not comfortable with your
move. Didn’t you taken them into
confidence before writing the letter
regarding afloor test?

I never challenged them for floor test. I wrote
the letter to ask for a special session as many
“burning issues” were pending for discussion.
Like farmers’ distress, drinking water crisis etc.
In the middle of all this, someone asked me
about the Congtress government’s future and I
replied, “it will fall on its own”. Both incidents
were separate. The Congress is running a thin
majority government and the party has no faith
in its own MLAs. That is why it made an issue
out of it. I haven’t used the word “floor test in
my letter. There are reports that suggest the
state government is struggling to execute loan
waiver scheme.

Are you happy with the Madhya Pradesh
representation in the new Modi cabinet?

I am proud that four MPs of the state are in
the cabinet. I want to congratulate them all
for representing Madhya Pradesh in the cabi-
net. All of them are seasoned politicians and I
am confident that their experience will help
in the nation’s growth.

Rebuilding Odishabrick by brick

Several NGOs, along with the government and private agencies, have joined hands to help the state
return to normalcy post cyclone Fani. But it could take a very long time, writes Thirumoy Banerjee

sounded in Odisha about an approach-

ing cyclone: Fani. The state is not alien
to cyclones, and the administration started
taking precautionary steps right away. As the
day of the landfall approached, the alert
became more serious — the cyclone was
termed “extremely severe”, raising concerns
of largescale damage.

Since the Super Cyclone in 1999, which left
over 10,000 dead in the state, and a devasta-
tion that took years to get over, Odisha has
seen multiple storms. Phailin struck in 2013,
followed by Hudhud a year later. Last year in
October, eight people were killed when Titli
made its landfall in Odisha and coastal
Andhra.

The Odisha government took a series of
measures to minimise the damage, and evac-
uated hundreds of thousands of people. At
8.40 am on May 3, Fani made its landfall in
Puri, with wind speeds up to 185 km/hour. It
destroyed whatever came in its path. Even the
state capital, Bhubaneswar, was battered. The
level of destruction was far more than what
government agencies thought.
The Jagannath temple too was not
spared. The government, which
was appreciated for its work
before the cyclone made its land-
fall, was now criticised for not
being able to do enough to reha-
bilitate people.

“No one could gauge the enor-
mity of Fani and the level of
destruction it would leave
behind,” said Jagadananda of
Centre for Youth and Social
Development (CYSD), one of the
many NGOs in the state working tirelessly to
help the affected people. “We have reached
out to 14,000 families. The farmers are in seri-
ous need of help. Their produce can get spoilt,
which may lead to distress sale. We are trying
our best to stop that.”

A recent Indian Meteorological
Department report stated that Fani was the

T owards the end of April, a red alert was
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most intense pre-cyclonic storm to hit Odisha
coast in the satellite era.

Given the vastness of the damage, a num-
ber of NGOs, including Oxfam, Action Age,
Aide-et-Action, Christian Age, Concern, Help
Age India, WaterAid, Plan India, Save the
Children, CYSD, Swabhiman, Childfund,
Vasundhara, Help Odisha, Red Cross Odisha,
among many others, have been working in dif-
ferent parts of the affected districts.

“The focus in the first few days was to
address the severe drinking water crisis. Most
areas had no electricity. So, some NGOs and
other organisations together set up RO plants
in Bhubaneswar, Puri, Bir Harekrushnapur vil-
lage, and Brahmagiri. The second biggest chal-
lenge was to remove the uprooted trees. The
damage to the state’s green cover has been
immense,” Jagadananda said.

Difficulties, though, were many. “Accessing
the places that had been cut off was the first
challenge. The trees had fallen, the roads had
been damaged, electric poles were uprooted.
The second challenge was that there was no
mode of communication for close to two
weeks, and those in dire need of help
couldn’t reach out to us. Third, any
house that did not have a concrete
ceiling was left roofless. There was
not enough polythene available.
Then, in the initial days, there were a
few incidents of looting of relief
materials by people who were in dis-
tress... The biggest challenge was to
assess the extent of damage,” said
Sruti Mohapatra, founder of
Swabhiman, which works for differ-
ently abled children, and has been
working to rehabilitate such people
affected by the cyclone.

Several organisations working in the affect-
ed areas said there was political bias in pro-
viding relief. “So, there were a couple of peo-
ple, who was helping only those who had
voted for them in the elections,” said the head
of an NGO.

As the crisis unfolded, several social vices
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CYSD volunteers clear trees uprooted by cyclone Fani in Puri

came to the fore. "During relief, we found out
the level of discomfort between the general
communities and the Dalits, which was very
unfortunate. We are working on this too,”
Jagadananda said.

The education sector too has been hit hard,
with 12,000 schools affected by the catastro-
phe. “Schools are supposed to reopen in mid-
June, but it could get delayed. Children are
psychologically disturbed. We have provided
them with notebooks, pens, etc. Many of these
children are very young and they are being
counselled through theatres and music,” Umi
Daniel of Aide-et-Action, Odisha, said. “We
are keeping a watch to prevent any case of
human trafficking, child marriage, or child
labour, which can become common in a situ-
ation like this,” he added.

Help has poured in from various sources.
Apart from the government assistance, many
corporate houses in India and abroad have

contributed, or have promised relief assis-
tance. Disney has already contributed %2 crore.
Sources told Business Standard that the
European Commission is considering a relief
package to the state, so is the Tata Group.
Other organisations, such as Human Aid
International, have already provided relief.
Several philanthropy groups, such as Odia
Society in America, are expected to pitch in
too. Business conglomerate Shapoorji Pallonji
Group has also provided relief materials.

Alot has happened since Fani, which has
claimed 64 lives. Narendra Modi has been
re-elected as the prime minister, Naveen
Patnaik has just taken oath as Odisha chief
minister for a fifth straight term, but efforts
to bring the state back to normalcy are far
from over, with many people clueless about
when they can return home. “The overall
damage done will take years to be undone,”
Mohapatra added.
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Jpinion

AN OVERWHELMING MANDATE is not
always a blessing, a weakened Opposi-
tion makes governance more onerous
and a successive second term deprives
therulers of any excuse.Iam sure Prime
Minister Narendra Modi is fully aware
of the enormous expectations of the
people and the huge burden placed on
his Council of Ministers. Observing his
first term, I am certain he will make
every effort to rise to the challenge.
There are two problems in the way. The
firstis the time-honoured way of doing
things in India. The second is the com-
peting claims of different sections of
the people in which, invariably, the
voices of the poorest, the weakest, the
most deprived and the exploited are
drowned. Our experience has been that
atthe end of the term (1) the time-hon-
oured ways have only accumulated
more time and honour and (2) the
poorest, weakest, deprived and
exploited remain poor, weak, deprived
and exploited.

Time-tested & Failed

In his second term, Mr Modi must
start by dismantling the time-hon-
oured ways. Mr Arvind Panagariya, a
friend of Mr Modi, and Mr Venkatesh
Kumar (a professorat the Tata Institute
of Social Sciences) have described those
ways as follows:

A key element in his (Mr Modi’s) gov-
ernance model was the appointment of
a number of groups of secretaries with
each group assigned the task of prepar-
ing presentations on projects, pro-
grammes and policies to be implemented
the following year in key sectors of the
economy... Once finalised, these presen-
tations became the road maps of the fol-
lowing year for the major sectors.’

Then, the authors caution:

‘But when it comes to radical reforms,
this approach has a downside. By nature,
bureaucrats are cautious and lean heav-
ily in favour of projects and programmes.
Even when they propose policy changes,
they are piecemeal and rarely go
beyond tinkering.’

Iagree with them entirely. However,
I do not agree with their alternative
method. Examined closely, it is no dif-
ferent. In the alternative model, the
Mission Head will replace the minister,
the Adviser will replace the secretary
and young professionals will replace
thejoint secretary and her team!

Disruption is the Key

The results will be no different than
the outcomes of Swachh Bharat and
Ujjwala. In the case of Swachh Bharat,
thebitter truthisnolarge state of India
(except Gujarat) has been declared
Open Defecation Free. What percent-
age of the toilets that were built are
unused or unusable? In the case of
Ujjwala, the proof of success or failure
is the average number of replacement
cylinders purchased by a beneficiaryin
ayear:isitadisappointing 3 oran opti-
mum 8? You know the answers as well
asIdo.

Radical reforms can be effected only
through radical policies and disrup-
tion.In 1991-96, we made a bonfire of
the Red Book and foreign trade was rad-
ically transformed. We threw away the
Foreign Exchange Regulation Act and
foreign exchange reserves soared. We
scrapped industrial licensing and a new
generation of entrepreneurs emerged.
Mr Modi must try something like that
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Women carrying drinking water in vessels at a village in Palwal district, Haryana

in education, healthcare, and rural
roads and transport. In school educa-
tion he could borrow from the Congress
manifesto and transfer the subject to
the State List, give money to the states
and set them free toinnovate and com-
pete. The people will demand results
from their state government and, in
course of time, get results.

The keyidea — and the one that will
be most disruptive — is decentralisa-
tion. The short-term results may be
unsatisfactory but in the medium to
long term, better governed states will
deliver better outcomes than at present
and that will make the people demand
better governance at the state level.
Areas that willimmensely benefit from
decentralisation are primary and sec-
ondary healthcare, drinking water, san-
itation, renewable energy, distribution
of electricity, etc.

Recall Dr Subramanian

The second formidable challengeis the
‘poorest of the poor’. Since they are the
poorest, they are also at the bottom of the
ladder in literacy, health indicators, hous-
ing, sanitation, consumption of food and
water, and access to public goods and ser-
vices.Inavillage,youwill find them on the
edges of the village. In poorer states, you
will findwholevillages populated by them.
Let’s admit it, under successive govern-
ments, the development process has by-
passed the poorest 20% of India. Ministers
and officials who visit villages, and pro-
grammes, stop — or are stopped — at the
mainstreet.The onlywayto reach the poor-
estis help them help themselves: start the
fire of aspiration, let it rage in their hearts
and homes, letthembreak out of the grip of
povertyandlift themselves up.PM-KISAN
will not help them because very fewowna

BLOOMBERG

patch ofland, most are agricultural labour
or other labour, and a significant number
livesin townsand cities.The disruptive pol-
icy change will be a basic income through
direct transfer of money. Mr Modi can
attribute theideato DrArvind Subraman-
ianandrecallhimtoheadadepartmentto
design and implement the scheme.

Not much will change if we trudge
along at 6-7% rate of annual growth.
Nothing will change if we tweak current
policies or tinker with administrative sys-
tems.More damagewillbe donebyvesting
officials with extraordinary powers or
threatening people with prosecution and
imprisonment. The single most effective
instrument of transformative change is
empowering the people and placing faith
in theirwisdom, industry and capacity.

Website: pchidambaram.in
@°Pchidambaram_IN
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Advani syndrome

The importance of Amit Shah, not
justin party affairs butalsoin
government,was evident even
before he was formally sworn in as
aminister. Ever since the poll
results, Shah has continuously
been by Modji’s side,whetherin
Delhi, Varanasi or Ahmedabad.

Before the swearing-in,the PM and

Shah spent marathon sessions
confabulating over the names for
the Cabinet. Shah wanted a
Cabinet post to demonstrate his
administrative capabilities. He
wants to be perceived as not justa
wizard organisation man,butas
Modi’s eventual successor. This is
similar to the LKAdvani
syndrome,where foryears Advani
was the backroom boy and Atal
Bihari Vajpayee the face of the BJP.
Finally,Advani decided he wanted
to share the glory of the
centrestage. Despite being home
minister, Shah is expected to
continue to devote considerable
time to party affairs, particularly
with Maharashtraand Haryana
Assembly elections due shortly.

Financial asset

Nirmala Sitharaman was selected

to head the Finance Ministry since,

apart from some familiarity with
the ministry, Modiwanted a
person he considered not close to
any business lobby. Earlier,Arun
Jaitley, Sitharaman’s mentor,was
one of the fewwho fitted the bill.
The ministry controlsall the
powerful economic regulatory
bodies. A scholarly understanding
of finance is not essential since, in
the Modi regime, senior officials
and technocrats, selected and
vetted by the PMO, playan
important role in key ministries.

Peacock colours

Atthe 2014 swearing-in, Smriti
Irani stood out in terms of
sartorial style for her bright red,

yellow and black sari emblazoned

with huge lotuses. This time the
male ministers stole the
limelight. Many wore Modi
jackets featuring all the colours
of the rainbow, including
jaundice yellow, shocking pink,
skyblue and bottle green. A few
like Modi, Shah and Rajnath
Singh settled for more formal
greys and browns. Women
ministers Nirmala Sitharaman
and Harsimrat Kaur Badal wore
pastle pinks. Smriti was dressed
inasmartand subdued orange
ikkat silk.

Mamata’s retreat
For three days after the election

results, Mamata Banerjee remained

shutat her Kalighat residence. She
spent her time reading, playing

Once upon a time in Ladakh

As far as bucket lists go, playing at the
Fire and Fury GC is right up there

OVERTHE

TOP

Meraj Shah

FOR THE LONGEST time, it was the high-
est golf course in the world: The Fire and
Fury GC, laid out on a sweeping tract of
land that sloped down from the hillsto the
south of Leh town, was also as unique a
golf course as has ever been built. Visitors
flyingin to Lehwould see the courseasthe
airplane began its descent, but probably
didn’t identify it as one: the Fire and Fury
GC didn't really fit the bill. No verdant
green spaces—the greens were made
using compacted sand,and novisible haz-
ards.And yet, stretching over 7031 yards
from the tips, this obscure, unheralded,
golf course had a superlative claim to
fame:at 11,302 feetabove sealevel,itwas,
literally heads and shoulders above any
otherlayout in the world.

That was before the calamitous flash
floods hit Leh in 2010, and destroyed
numerous settlements in proximityof the
course, including the Tibetan settlement
of Choglamsar. The massive relief efforts

by the military that followed faced a major
challenge: setting up temporary encamp-
ments for survivors and people displaced
by the catastrophe. The level fairways of
Fire & Fury GC were perfect and were
quicklyrepurposed to set up arelief camp.
And so it came to pass, that 43 years after
cominginto existence,the course became
unplayable. That year I wrote an epitaph
to the course, that, for all practical pur-
poses had ceased to exist.

Last week I got a call from a friend in
Leh who happened to mention that he'd
seen players pulling their golf bag trolleys
onthe brown fairways again and the erst-
while clubhouse, the only remnant of the
coursewhich the military had let stand for
posterity’s sake, appeared to have got a
fresh coat of paint.It’sa fair conjecture, he
said,that the course has reopened for play.

Iwasimmediatelyreminded of thelast
time I played there in 2008. For the high-
est GC in the world, conjuring up visions
of precipitous slopes and undulating fair-
ways, the Fire & Fury GC was surprisingly
expansive and level. The 18 holes were
spread in a vast basin area on the edge of
Leh Town.The best viewwas from the air-
plane onthesteep descentinto Lehvalley:
itappeared as a faintly barricaded brown
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The Fire and Fury golf course, laid out on a tract of land that slopes down from the hills to the south of Leh town

landscape punctuated by dark brown
spots with the Stok Kangri Mountain
looming in the distance; you would’ve
missed it unless you were looking for it.
One thing is certain: the Leh Golf Course
was not pretty; no creeks orwillows. But it
was singular; high speed winds routinely
lashed the basin in which the course had
beenbuilt, the fairwayswere barren which
meant your caddy had to lug a piece of
Astroturf. The golfers I saw were using a

regular foot mat: pop the ball on the high
tuft at the corner and sweep away. The
greens,appropriately called ‘browns, were
kept soft with used engine oil; there was
no slope though, once you got a measure
of the speed then puttingwas prettymuch
sorted out.

The board and plaque which stood in
front of the clubhouse proclaimed that
the course was established in 1967 as the
'"Trishul Golf Course' (later rechristened

STWANGDI

‘Fire & Fury, by the military). There were
no trees or any hazards besides the odd
bunker; the entire exercise of getting the
ball to stop was challenge enough! The
army had planted hundreds of poplar
saplings; mostwould not makeit through
the harsh winter months but the few that
did have added much needed foliage.

I recall playing with borrowed blades
and makinga complete mess of things but
youwouldn’t have thought thatif you saw

musicon a keyboard and
introspecting.A string of Trinamool
members close to her,including
Indranil Sen, Dola Sen and Indrani
Haldar, could not get an audience.
Hernephew Abhishek Banerjee was
one of the few permitted entry,but
after 10 pm.By Monday though,
Banerjee was backaat office,intent to
fight fiercely for her turf. Her
strategy is focusing on Bengali pride
and painting the BJPas outsiders.
Party members are too timid to tell
her that her habit of getting out of
her carand screaming at bystanders
shouting Jai Shri Ramlost hervotes,
since the videos went viral.

Double trouble

The poll defeats have exacerbated
trouble in both H D Deve Gowda
and Lalu Prasad’s families. Only
Gowda’s grandson Prajwal
Revannawon, since he was gifted
his grandfather’s pocketborough
of Hassan. Gowda himself and his
other grandson, Nikhil
Kumaraswamy,son of CMHD
Kumaraswamy,lost.A Karnataka
periodical claimed that a drunk
Nikhil berated his 86-year-old
grandfather charging that the
family had let him down.The
Karnataka Police registered an FIR
against the periodical. Prajwal,
meanwhile, offered to resign to
accommodate his grandfather, but
Gowda declined.

In Bihar,many RJD leaders blame
the feud between Lalu’s sons Tej
Pratap Yadavand Tejashwi Yadav
for the party’s disastrous showing.
The RJD did not win a single seat.
Even Pataliputra where Lalu’s
daughter Misa Bharti was the
candidate and Saran, Lalu’s old
constituency, from where Tej
Pratap’s estranged father-in-law
Chandrika Rai stood,were lost.
Smallwonder that Lalu
convalescing in a Ranchi hospital
refused to eat for two days after the
results.Tej Pratap’s post-defeat
letter backing his brother for party
leadership was too little too late.

Master of game

No one can doubt Amit Shah’s abili-
tiesasamaster campaign strategist.
Shah knew exactly which disgrun-
tled elements from opposing camps
to cultivateand which toignore. For
instance, Mukul Roy was propped
up since Shah was aware that Roy
had intimate knowledge of the Tri-
namool’s organisation and its
money and muscle power. In UP,
through intermediaries he encour-
aged the Samajwadi Party’s key
organisation man, Shivpal Yadav, to
float a separate party. Shivpal dam-
aged the SP in half a dozen seats.
Similarly, the Prakash Ambedkar
and Asaduddin Owaisi alliance in
Maharashtralost the Congress-NCP
several seats.

theball go.Itrose,albeit a bit late,straight
down tiger line before flying inordinate
distances.Theairis thinin Leh and that is
mostapparentwhenyou gauge theadded
yardage to your clubs. It also negates
sidespin which meant you could pretty
much hit it straight most of the time; the
check ball didn’t exist here, you had to
make sureyoufloppedithigh soitlanded
softly on the heavily oiled browns. This
was an optimist’s course!

The Fire & Fury GC fit right into Leh's
surreal landscape and melded in with the
almostlunartopography.Whileit’s pretty
certain that this course never got golf
tourists, there was a certain posterity
value to playing at the highest golf course
in theworld. Not to mention the onceina
lifetime pleasure of pasting a driver
400 yards!

If the course has indeed re-opened for
play, then one would hope that the army
lets people from the'civvystreet) teeit up.
The money could be used for upkeep of
the course and perhaps even attract golf
tourists to Leh. Pretty championship
coursesare adime-a-dozen nowadays,but
the bragging rights of playing at Leh's
rugged layout are in a different league
altogether. It may not be the highest golf
course in the world anymore (that would
be the Indian Army's layout at Kupup in
Sikkim), but there are still no parallels
to match this course against that I can
think of.

Agolfer, Meraj Shah also
writes about the game
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We travelled across
Bengal, both clockwise
and anti-clockwise. So we
were able to take two
rounds of a district in one
cycle in two months. This
led to large-scale
mobilisation, workers
gained confidence"

LIZ MATHEW: What were some of the
challenges that you faced in Bengal?

After three decades of Left rule,
Mamata Banerjee rose to power in Ben-
gal after a big struggle. People expected
things to change, they wanted democ-
racy tobereinstated,theywanted an end
todictatorship andviolence,theywanted
peace and development...Unfortunately,
nothing changed.An era of atrocitiesand
murders began. At first, Congress work-
ers were Killed, then BJP and CPM work-
ers.In thelast four-and-a-halfyears that
I havebeenthe BJPin-charge of the state,
103 BJPworkers have been killed, includ-
ing a few after the election results
were announced.

There is ‘syndicate raj’ in the state.
While the government runs the state,
syndicates control the districts. People
affiliated to the ruling party in the state
are part of this syndicate. One cannot
evenbuild a house in Bengalwithout the
involvement of the syndicate.

There was an apprehension among
people about which way to go, especially
since the Congress doesn’t have any pres-
ence there and the Left is almost over.
When [ was made in-charge, our party
president Amit Shahyi told me that two
states, Kerala and West Bengal, were
tough to win and that I should take
charge of West Bengal. When I first went
to Bengal, I thought it would take us at
least 15 years to be in a position to chal-
lenge the ruling party.After doing a tour
of the state twice, I met the party presi-
dent again. He said, ‘T have sent you for
five years, not 15.1 am standing behind
you, just tell me what you need. Then, I
gotaflatin Bengaland began tovisit dis-
tricts to understand the problems of the
people.l,alongwith Suresh Pujari,a party
worker from Odisha, and Shiv Prakashyi,
our national sangathan mantri,travelled
across the length and breadth of the
state,both clockwise and anti-clockwise.
By doing so, we were able to take two
rounds of a district in one cycle within
two- to two-and-a-half months. This led
tolarge-scale mobilisation and our party
workers gained confidence.

Subsequently,attacks on ourworkers
also increased. No one was spared. Even
the Trinamool and the syndicate in the
state have two-three different groups.
Theyfought amongst themselves,and in
thelast threeyears of Mamataji’s tenure,
65 Trinamool workers have been mur-
dered by fellow workers. I think West
Bengal is the only state where workers of
the ruling partyKkill each other,and then
blame the Opposition. More than 150
BJP workers, who haven’t even killed a
mosquito, have been booked under Sec-
tion 302 (murder).

Amid all these atrocities by the rul-
ing party, it was an uphill task to
strengthen our party base in the state. I
thinkitisbecause of theleadership of the
Prime Minister, political strategies of our
party chief,and our efforts on the ground
that we have been able to build and
strengthen our network in every district
of Bengal. We keptalow profile,didn’t do
any publicity and just worked to
strengthen the organisation.

Everyone thought since we had two
(Lok Sabha) seats in Bengal, we would
probably get four to six seats this time.I
hadsetatarget of 25 seats. Peoplewould
laugh at it. But I told everyone it will be
an astonishing result. We would have
won 25 seats had there not been vio-
lence during the elections, because of
which many people did not step out to
vote.But even then, the people helped us
win 18 seats.

LIZ MATHEW: Why were you chosen to
handle the elections in Bengal?

You should ask Amit Shahji that
(laughs).1 think I have the most amount
of experience among all party general
secretaries. I have been a councillor, a
mayor and and an MLA for six terms.
Besides, have seenviolencevery closely.
In the’80s and ’90s, Indore had many
textile mills and trade unions. My father
was a millworker there.Ilived in the maz-
door basti (workers’ colony). I have seen
fights closely... In those days firearms or
explosives were not as common, it was
mostly swords and sticks.Amitbhai knew
allabout me and so he probably thought
Icouldworkin BengalasIhaveseenitall.

RAVISH TIWARI: Your opponents say
communal politics has helped your
performance in Bengal.

We are not responsible for the situa-
tion in Bengal; Mamatajiis. When Iwent
to Kolkata for the first time, I saw big
hoardings of people offering namaaz in
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WHY KAILASH VIJAYVARGIYA

SINCE WINNING TWO seats in
West Bengal in the 2014 Lok
Sabha polls, the BJP has been
working to increase its
footprint in the state. Kailash
Vijayvargiya was appointed
the party's state in-charge
four years ago and has since
been travelling across Bengal
to strengthen the BJP's
organisation on the ground. In
the general elections this year,

the BJP emerged as the main
challenger to the Trinamool,
and won 18 of the state's 42
seats. The party's vote share
also increased to 40.25% from
16.8% in 2014. Vijayvargiya,
who was appointed national
general secretary in 2015, was
also in charge of Haryana
polls, and has served as a
minister in the Madhya
Pradesh government

"“If there is a BJP
government in Bengal,
we will conduct the NRC
drive. Over a crore
intruders will be
identified. These people
are taking away the
resources and jobs of
Bengal's people

Shattered belief that TMC can’t be defeated...
When we create that mood in Kerala, BJP will win

BJP’s general secretary in charge of West Bengal, Kailash Vijayvargiya, says Bengal’s vote for the party was a ‘reaction’ to the violence in
the state, claims BJP got not just Left’s, but also TMC and Congress’votes, and talks about ‘change of demography’ in Bengal districts
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BJP's national general secretary Kailash Vijayvargiya with Associate Editor Liz Mathew in The Indian Express newsroom

the Salt Lake area.When Ilooked closely,
I realised that the hoardings had
Mamataji’s face on them.Iwas told that
she often visited the area and offered
namaaz.1have never seena Hinduleader
offer namaaz like this anywhere in the
country.There is always a reaction when
things are stretched too far.

Durga Puja is the biggest festival in
Bengal.When a Durga visarjan procession
is stopped because of Muharram, it will
evoke a reaction. People had to go to the
court and get permission for the proces-
sion. This also led to more than 10,000
peopleassembling at Durga Puja pandals,
which otherwisewould not have had more
thanathousand people.That reactionwas
not ours, it was the people’s reaction.

(In 2016), the police station in Kali-
achakarea of Malda district was torched.
Most of the Hindu families there were
thrown out of the area.None of the media
houses initiallyreported the incident, till
a senior reporter from a big television
channel went to cover the incident. That
story showed howAK-47 rifleswere used
in the violence,and how so many people
had toleave.

Therefore, despite the fact that we
did not have workers to assist us in the
election process, people still voted for us.
This shows their sentiment towards the
ruling party. In villages, despite bomb
blasts at night, women gathered to vote
in the morning. They called police and
voted under their protection. It was all a
reaction. Not a single BJP worker was
involved in any of it (the violence). So,
when they say that we did it (communal
politics)... we did not. We might have
benefited from it,but we are not respon-
sible for it. The responsibility lies with
the state government.

LIZ MATHEW: You say that there is fear
among the people in the state.In that
case, why didn’t all the Hindu votes
come toyour party?

That is why I am saying that the alle-
gation that there was polarisation is
baseless. Had that been the case, we
would have got all the Hindu votes. We
did not polarise. We put forward Prime
Minister Narendra Modi’s face and spoke
about jobs for the youth,women empow-
erment, quality education and health-
care services...That iswhywe did not get
100% of the Hindu votes.

ABANTIKA GHOSH: Did the Vidyasagar
College incident harm the BJP in the
seventh phase of the polls?

It is a matter of research for us.There
were nine Lok Sabha seats (in the phase)
and theywere allvery difficult forus.The
Trinamool has more influence in the
region,and above that, there was gunda-
gardi(hooliganism).

RAVISH TIWARI: In the Lok Sabha elec-
tions, you sought votes in Narendra
Modi’s name. The BJP does not have a
face in Bengal. Will that affect the
results in the state polls?

Before the Assembly election, there is
thelocal body election.We might only get
10% of the votes in the local body elec-
tion. It is not an election. The state elec-
tion commissioner, the police, the Tri-
namool and its goons, together fight the
local body elections. You must have seen
the last panchayat elections. The situa-
tion there is very bad. The demographic
of eight districts has changed entirely.
When we visited some villages in these
parts,itappeared thatwewere notin our
country.To save Bengal, it is necessary to
stop the entry of infiltrators and illegal
operations.

KRISHN KAUSHIK: You claim that you
don’t polarise, but then you say that
certain areas in Bengal don’t look like
our country.Your party didn’t give tick-
ets to Muslims, you don’t talk about
Muslim voters...

We had Muslim candidates. Our can-
didate came second in Murshidabad.We
have also received Muslim votes.I never
said thatwe didn’t receive Muslim votes.
We have got Muslim votes, though lessin
numbers, but we have got them.

ABANTIKA GHOSH: In its campaign,
the BJP spoke out against dynasts. But
now you have Arjun Singh and his son,
Mukul Roy and his son, in the party.

We had no other option. We had no
candidate from Arjun Singh’s con-
stituency (Barrackpore). I am not
ashamed to say that Arjun Singh is very
powerful there and our partydidn’t have
a sangathan in the region. We made our
party’s office in hisarea,but his men cap-
tured it. We still had the office but with
their party flag. (Arjun Singh defected
from the Trinamool to the BJPin March.)
Inademocracy,the end result of an elec-
tion is not a gold, silver or bronze medal.
You eitherwin orlose.In ordertowin,you
need a good candidate.

LIZ MATHEW: Did you get all the CPM
cadre votes in Bengal?

Remember the slogan Prime Minister
Narendra Modi gave: ‘Chup chap, kamal
chaap (Quietly vote for the lotus)’. It is
interesting to see howintelligent the vot-
ers have become.Invillages, people knew
they wouldn’t be allowed to vote if they
said they wanted to vote for the BJP. So
they puton the Trinamool’s tagand went
to vote. But, at the polling booth, they
secretly pressed the lotus button (the
BJP’s party symbol).The political violence
and undemocratic activities are causing
problems for the Trinamool in the state.
We have got the Trinamool’s votes. We
have also received the Congress’and the
CPM’s votes.

RAVISH TIWARI: On one hand you say
that Muslims voted for you, on the
otheryou claim that in certain parts of
the state, which have a larger Muslim
population, it doesn’t feel like your own
country.Theseare contraryviewpoints.
When we talked to the people there, it
feltlike thiswas nota part of our country.
Their behaviour, mannerisms, implied
that theyare not a part of this country.

No BJP worker was
involved in it (violence).
When they say that we
did it (communal
politics)... we did not. We
might have benefited
from it, but we are not
responsible for it. The
responsibility lies with the
state government
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VANDITA MISHRA: What kind of
behaviour?

If you go to any part of the country,
people haveawelcomingattitude.Inany
village, if you ask people for directions,
theywill firstaskyou if you have had any
food or water. This is the culture of our
country, atithi devo bhava (the guest is
god). But when we went to some of the
placesin Bengal, it felt likewe were a bur-
denonthem.It’samindset.Igotoalotof
Muslim areas where I get a lot of love
from the people.I attend many Muslim
events in Indore.I have also got Muslim
votesinIndore.It’snotlikewedon’tgoto
Muslimareas,but in that particulararea,
we felt unwelcome.

RAVISH TIWARI: You have worked in
Madhya Pradesh, Haryana, Uttar
Pradesh and now West Bengal for the
BJP. The political violence aside, what
difference do you see in the politics of
these states?

In Uttar Pradesh, there is a politician
ineverysecond house.IfyoutalktoaJatin
UP,hewill tellyou the entire history of the
community.AYadavwill tellyouhowthey
havebeen oppressed forages.Thevoterin
UPisverypoliticallyaware. Haryana’s vot-
ersare themosthonest.Iwent to Haryana
foran event of transporters.They gave me
buttermilk and looked after me well.
When I asked themwhethertheywillvote
for the BJP, they said we are Chautala’s
men (laughs).1 have never met such hon-
est people anywhere else in the country.
In West Bengal, people read a lot of news-
papers. They read and they think. It is
tough to talk to a Bengali because they
don’t open up easily. They are very proud
of theircultureand languageand arevery
emotional. Women in West Bengal are
very concerned about their children’s
education and how the quality of educa-
tion is falling.

RAVISH TIWARI: Why did the BJP lose
the Madhya Pradesh polls?

There are two reasons. Firstly, we
were in power in the state for 15 years.
In this time period, we built roads and
infrastructure. We had nothing new to
show this time. Someone who was four-
five years old when we started in Mad-
hya Pradesh, could now vote. He didn’t
knowwhat the BJPhad doneinthese 15
years. Rahul Gandhi said he will waive
off farm loans in eight days, but noth-
ing happened. He said he will give pen-
sion to the unemployed. No money was
given. The Lok Sabha results were an
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AN IDEA EXPRESSED

ABHINAV SAHA
answer to this politics of cheating.

ABANTIKA GHOSH: Ram Navami cele-
brationsare nowheld with much more
fervour in Bengal. Some Bengalis have
stopped eating non-vegetarian food on
Tuesdays because they worship Hanu-
man. People from West Bengal have
always been Durga worshippers. How
did this happen and how did it affect
the voting?

Every action has a reaction. Ram
Navamiand Hanuman Jayanti were not
celebrated in West Bengal till fouryears
ago.The celebrations were curbed. Chil-
drenwhowore Hanuman costumes and
went around with gadas (maces) were
slapped with cases under the Arms Act.
People holding Ram Navami proces-
sions without permission were thrown
into jails. So there was a reaction from
society. If people said Jai Shri Ram, they
were slapped and arrested. (In these
elections), a whole village voted while
chanting Jai Shri Ram.This is Newton’s
law,everyaction hasan equaland oppo-
site reaction.

ANANT GOENKA: Howdoyou think the
social fabric of Bengal will change in
the next 10 years?

If there is a BJP government, we will
conduct the National Register of Citizens
drive.Overacroreintruderswill beiden-
tified. These people are taking away the
resources and jobs of Bengal’s people.
Strict action will be taken against them.

ANANT GOENKA: And if Mamata
Banerjee continues to be CM, how will
the Centre-state relations play out?

The Prime Minister recently said that
we are with the people who trusted us,
and thosewho didn’t,we will strive towin
their trust. We go by his motto of ‘Sabka
Saath, Sabka Vikas, Sabka Vishwas’. The
PM called Mamatayi after the cyclone,she
didn’t pick up his call and then said that
she doesn’t consider him the Prime Min-
ister. That’s her prerogative. The PM did
his duty.

KRISHN KAUSHIK: Why didn’t the BJP
perform well in Kerala?

We have shattered the belief that the
Trinamool cannot be defeated. Once
that happens in Kerala, when people
start believing that the BJP can win, we
will get theirvotes.We haven’t been able
to create that environment in the state
yet.The day it is created, the B[P will win
in Kerala too.
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We travelled across
Bengal, both clockwise
and anti-clockwise. So we
were able to take two
rounds of a district in
one cycle in two months.
This led to large-scale
mobilisation, workers
gained confidence”

LIZ MATHEW: What were some of the
challenges that you faced in Bengal?

After three decades of Left rule, Mamata
Banerjee rose to power in Bengal after a big
struggle. People expected things to change,
they wanted democracy to be reinstated,
they wanted an end to dictatorship and vi-
olence, they wanted peace and develop-
ment...Unfortunately, nothing changed. An
era of atrocities and murders began. At first,
Congress workers were killed, then BJPand
CPM workers. In the last four-and-a-half
years that I have been the BJP in-charge of
the state, 103 BJP workers have been killed,
including a few after the election results
were announced.

There is ‘syndicate raj’ in the state.
While the government runs the state, syn-
dicates control the districts. People affili-
ated to the ruling party in the state are part
of this syndicate. One cannot even build a
house in Bengal without the involvement
of the syndicate.

There was an apprehension among
people about which way to go, especially
since the Congress doesn’'t have any pres-
ence there and the Left is almost over.
When [ was made in-charge, our party
president Amit Shahji told me that two
states, Keralaand West Bengal, were tough
towinand thatIshould take charge of West
Bengal. When I first went to Bengal, I
thought it would take us at least 15 years
to be in a position to challenge the ruling
party. After doing a tour of the state twice,
I met the party president again. He said, ‘I
have sent you for five years, not 15.1am
standing behind you, just tell me what you
need. Then,Igota flatin Bengal and began
tovisit districts to understand the problems
of the people. I, along with Suresh Pujari, a
party worker from Odisha, and Shiv
Prakashji, our national sangathan mantri,
travelled across the length and breadth of
the state, both clockwise and anti-clock-
wise. By doing so, we were able to take two
rounds of adistrict in one cycle within two-
to two-and-a-half months. This led to
large-scale mobilisation and our party
workers gained confidence.

Subsequently, attacks on our workers
also increased. No one was spared. Even
the Trinamool and the syndicate in the
state have two-three different groups. They
foughtamongst themselves, and in the last
three years of Mamataji’s tenure, 65
Trinamool workers have been murdered
by fellow workers. I think West Bengal is
the only state where workers of the ruling
party kill each other, and then blame the
Opposition. More than 150 BJP workers,
who haven’t even killed a mosquito, have
been booked under Section 302 (murder).

Amid all these atrocities by the ruling
party, it was an uphill task to strengthen
our party base in the state. I think it is be-
cause of the leadership of the Prime
Minister, political strategies of our party
chief, and our efforts on the ground that we
have been able to build and strengthen our
network in every district of Bengal. We kept
a low profile, didn’t do any publicity and
justworked to strengthen the organisation.

Everyone thought since we had two
(Lok Sabha) seats in Bengal, we would
probably get four to six seats this time. had
setatarget of 25 seats. People would laugh
atit. ButI told everyone it will be an aston-
ishing result. We would have won 25 seats
had there not been violence during the
elections, because of which many people
did not step out to vote. But even then, the
people helped us win 18 seats.

LIZ MATHEW: Why were you chosen to
handle the elections in Bengal?

You should ask Amit Shahji that
(laughs).1think I have the most amount of
experience among all party general secre-
taries.I have been a councillor,a mayor and
and an MLA for six terms. Besides, I have
seen violence very closely. In the '80s and
'90s, Indore had many textile mills and
trade unions. My father was a mill worker
there.Ilived in the mazdoor basti (workers’
colony).Ihave seen fights closely...In those
days firearms or explosives were not as
common, it was mostly swords and sticks.
Amitbhai knew all about me and so he
probably thoughtI could workin Bengal as
[ have seenitall.

RAVISH TIWARI: Your opponents say
communal politics has helped your
performance in Bengal.

We are not responsible for the situation
in Bengal; Mamataji is. When I went to
Kolkata for the first time, I saw big hoard-
ings of people offering namaaz in the Salt
Lake area. WhenIlooked closely, I realised
that the hoardings had Mamataji's face on
them. [ was told that she often visited the
area and offered namaaz.I have never seen
a Hindu leader offer namaaz like this any-
where in the country. There is always a re-
action when things are stretched too far.

Durga Puja is the biggest festival in
Bengal. When a Durga visarjan procession

Since winning two seats in
West Bengal in the 2014 Lok
Sabha polls, the BJP has been
working to increase its
footprint in the state. Kailash
Vijayvargiya was appointed

the party’s state in-charge four

years ago and has since been
travelling across Bengal to
strengthen the BJP’s

organisation on the ground. In

the general elections this year,

WHY KAILASH VIJAYVARGIYA

the BJP emerged as the main
challenger to the Trinamool,
and won 18 of the state’s 42
seats. The party’s vote share
also increased to 40.25 per

cent from 16.8 per cent in 2014,

Vijayvargiya, who was
appointed national general
secretary in 2015, was also in
charge of Haryana polls, and
has served as a minister in the
Madhya Pradesh government
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“If there is a BJP
government in Bengal,
we will conduct the NRC
drive. Over a crore
intruders will be
identified. These people
are taking away the
resources and jobs of
Bengal’s people”

‘Shattered belief that TMC can’t be defeated...
When we create that mood in Kerala, BJP will win’

BJP’s general secretary in charge of West Bengal, Kailash Vijayvargiya, says Bengal’s vote for the party was a “reaction” to the violence in the state,
claims BJP got not just Left’s, but also TMC and Congress votes, and talks about “change of demography” in Bengal districts
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is stopped because of Muharram, it will
evoke a reaction. People had to go to the
court and get permission for the proces-
sion. This also led to more than 10,000 peo-
ple assembling at Durga Puja pandals,
which otherwise would not have had more
thana thousand people. Thatreaction was
not ours, it was the people’s reaction.

(In2016), the police station in Kaliachak
area of Malda district was torched. Most of
the Hindu families there were thrown out
of the area. None of the media houses ini-
tially reported the incident, till a senior re-
porter from a big television channel went
to cover the incident. That story showed
how AK-47 rifles were used in the violence,
and how so many people had to leave.

Therefore, despite the fact that we did
not have workers to assist us in the election
process, people still voted for us. This shows
their sentiment towards the ruling party.
In villages, despite bomb blasts at night,
women gathered to vote in the morning,.
They called police and voted under their
protection. Itwasall areaction. Not a single
BJPworker was involved in any of it (the vi-
olence). So, when they say that we did it
(communal politics)... we did not. We
might have benefited from it, but we are
notresponsible forit. The responsibility lies
with the state government.

LIZ MATHEW: You say that there is fear
among the people in the state. In that
case, why didn’t all the Hindu votes
come to your party?

Thatis why I am saying that the allega-
tion that there was polarisation is baseless.
Had that been the case, we would have got
all the Hindu votes. We did not polarise. We
put forward Prime Minister Narendra
Modi’s face and spoke about jobs for the
youth, women empowerment, quality ed-
ucation and healthcare services... That is
why we did not get 100 per cent of the
Hindu votes.

ABANTIKA GHOSH: Did the Vidyasagar
College incident harm the BJP in the
seventh phase of the polls?

It is a matter of research for us. There
were nine Lok Sabha seats (in the phase)
and they were all very difficult for us. The
Trinamool has more influence in the re-
gion, and above that, there was gundagardi
(hooliganism).

RAVISH TIWARI: In the Lok Sabha
elections, you sought votes in
Narendra Modi’s name. The BJP does

not have a face in Bengal. Will that
affect the results in the state polls?
Before the Assembly election, there is
the local body election. We might only get
10 per cent of the votes in the local body
election. Itis not an election. The state elec-
tion commissioner, the police, the
Trinamool and its goons, together fight the
local body elections. You must have seen
the last panchayat elections. The situation
thereis very bad. The demographic of eight
districts has changed entirely. When we
visited some villages in these parts, it ap-
peared that we were not in our country. To
save Bengal, it is necessary to stop the en-
try of infiltrators and illegal operations.

KRISHN KAUSHIK: You claim that you
don’t polarise, but then you say that
certain areas in Bengal don’t look like
our country. Your party didn’t give
tickets to Muslims, you don’t talk
about Muslim voters...

We had Muslim candidates. Our candi-
date came second in Murshidabad. We
have also received Muslim votes. I never
said that we didn’t receive Muslim votes.
We have got Muslim votes, though less in
numbers, but we have got them.

ABANTIKA GHOSH: In its campaign, the
BJP spoke out against dynasts. But now
you have Arjun Singh and his son,
Mukul Roy and his son, in the party.

We had no other option. We had no
candidate from Arjun Singh’s constituency
(Barrackpore).lam notashamed to say that
Arjun Singhis very powerful there and our

-M.

party didn’t have a sangathan in the region.
We made our party’s office in his area, but
his men captured it. We still had the office
but with their party flag. (Arjun Singh de-
fected from the Trinamool to the BJP in
March.) In a democracy, the end result of
an election is not a gold, silver or bronze
medal. You either win or lose. In order to
win, you need a good candidate.

LIZ MATHEW: Did you get all the CPM
cadre votes in Bengal?

Remember the slogan Prime Minister
Narendra Modi gave: ‘Chup chap, kamal
chaap (Quietly vote for the lotus). It is in-
teresting to see how intelligent the voters
have become. Invillages, people knew they
wouldn’t be allowed to vote if they said
they wanted to vote for the BJP. So they put
on the Trinamool’s tag and went to vote.
But, at the polling booth, they secretly
pressed the lotus button (the BJP’s party
symbol). The political violence and unde-
mocratic activities are causing problems
for the Trinamool in the state. We have got
the Trinamool’s votes. We have also re-
ceived the Congress’s and the CPM’s votes.

RAVISH TIWARI: On one hand you say
that Muslims voted for you, on the
other you claim that in certain parts of
the state, which have a larger Muslim
population, it doesn’t feel like your
own country. These are contrary
viewpoints.

When we talked to the people there, it
felt like this was not a part of our country.
Their behaviour, mannerisms, implied that

“No BJP worker was
involved in it (violence).
When they say that we
did it (communal
politics)... we did not. We
might have benefited
from it, but we are not
responsible for it. The
responsibility lies with

the state government

they are not a part of this country.

VANDITA MISHRA: What kind of
behaviour?

Ifyou go to any part of the country, peo-
ple have a welcoming attitude. In any vil-
lage, if you ask people for directions, they
will first ask youif you have had any food or
water. This is the culture of our country,
atithi devo bhava (the guest is god). But
when we went to some of the places in
Bengal, it felt like we were a burden on
them. It's amindset. 1 go to alot of Muslim
areas whereI get alot of love from the peo-
ple.lattend many Muslim events inIndore.
[ have also got Muslim votes in Indore. It's
not like we don’t go to Muslim areas, but in
that particular area, we felt unwelcome.

RAVISH TIWARI: You have worked in
Madhya Pradesh, Haryana, Uttar
Pradesh and now West Bengal for the
BJP.The political violence aside, what
difference do you see in the politics of
these states?

In Uttar Pradesh, there is a politician in
every second house. If you talk to a Jat in
UP, he will tell you the entire history of the
community. A Yadav will tell you how they
have been oppressed for ages. The voterin
UPis very politically aware. Haryana’s vot-
ers are the most honest. I went to Haryana
for an event of transporters. They gave me
buttermilk and looked after me well. When
Iasked them whether they will vote for the
BJP, they said we are Chautala’s men
(laughs).Ihave never met such honest peo-
ple anywhere else in the country. In West
Bengal, people read a lot of newspapers.
They read and they think. It is tough to talk
to a Bengali because they don’t open up
easily. They are very proud of their culture
and language and are very emotional.
Women in West Bengal are very concerned
about their children’s education and how
the quality of education is falling.

RAVISH TIWARI: Why did the BJP lose
the Madhya Pradesh polls?

There are two reasons. Firstly, we were
in power in the state for 15 years. In this
time period, we built roads and infrastruc-
ture. We had nothing new to show this
time. Someone who was four-five years old
when we started in Madhya Pradesh, could
now vote. He didn’t know what the BJP had
done in these 15 years. Rahul Gandhi said
he will waive off farm loans in eight days,
but nothing happened. He said he will give
pension to the unemployed. No money

was given. The Lok Sabha results were an
answer to this politics of cheating.

ABANTIKA GHOSH: Ram Navami
celebrations are now held with much
more fervour in Bengal. Some Bengalis
have stopped eating non-vegetarian
food on Tuesdays because they
worship Hanuman. People from West
Bengal have always been Durga
worshippers. How did this happen and
how did it affect the voting?

Every action has a reaction. Ram
Navami and Hanuman Jayanti were not
celebrated in West Bengal till four years
ago. The celebrations were curbed.
Children who wore Hanuman costumes
and went around with gadas (maces) were
slapped with cases under the Arms Act.
People holding Ram Navami processions
without permission were thrownintojails.
So there was a reaction from society. If peo-
ple said Jai Shri Ram, they were slapped and
arrested. (In these elections), a whole vil-
lage voted while chanting Jai Shri Ram. This
is Newton'’s law, every action has an equal
and opposite reaction.

ANANT GOENKA: How do you think the
social fabric of Bengal will change in
the next 10 years?

If there is a BJP government, we will
conduct the National Register of Citizens
drive. Over a crore intruders will be identi-
fied. These people are taking away the re-
sources and jobs of Bengal’s people. Strict
action will be taken against them.

ANANT GOENKA: And if Mamata
Banerjee continues to be CM, how will
the Centre-state relations play out?

The Prime Minister recently said that
we are with the people who trusted us,and
those who didn’t, we will strive to win their
trust. We go by his motto of ‘Sabka Saath,
Sabka Vikas, Sabka Vishwas’. The PM called
Mamataji after the cyclone, she didn’t pick
up his call and then said that she doesn’t
consider him the Prime Minister. That's her
prerogative. The PM did his duty.

KRISHN KAUSHIK: Why didn’t the BJP
perform well in Kerala?

We have shattered the belief that the
Trinamool cannot be defeated. Once that
happens in Kerala, when people start be-
lieving that the BJP can win, we will get
their votes. We haven’t been able to create
that environment in the state yet. The day
itis created, the BJP will win in Kerala too.
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The key idea — and the one
that will be most disruptive
—is decentralisation. The
short-term results may be
unsatisfactory but in the
medium to long term, better
governed states will deliver
better outcomes than at
present and that will make
the people demand better
governance at the state level.
Areas that will immensely
benefit from decentralisation
are primary and secondary
healthcare, drinking water,
sanitation, renewable energy,
distribution of electricity, etc

How it can be sabka vikas

AN OVERwhelming mandate is not al-
ways a blessing, a weakened
Opposition makes governance more
onerous and a successive second term
deprives the rulers of any excuse.l am
sure Prime Minister Narendra Modi is
fully aware of the enormous expecta-
tions of the people and the huge bur-
den placed on his Council of Ministers.
Observing his first term, I am certain he
will make every effort to rise to the
challenge. There are two problems in
the way. The first is the time-honoured
way of doing things in India. The sec-
ond is the competing claims of different
sections of the people in which, invari-
ably, the voices of the poorest, the
weakest, the most deprived and the ex-
ploited are drowned. Our experience
has been that at the end of the term (1)
the time-honoured ways have only ac-
cumulated more time and honour and
(2) the poorest, weakest, deprived and
exploited remain poor, weak, deprived
and exploited.

TIME-TESTED &
FAILED

In his second term, Mr Modi must start
by dismantling the time-honoured ways.
Mr Arvind Panagariya, a friend of Mr Modi,
and Mr Venkatesh Kumar (a professor at
the Tata Institute of Social Sciences) have
described those ways as follows:

‘A key element in his (Mr Modi’s) gov-
ernance model was the appointment of a
number of groups of secretaries with each
group assigned the task of preparing pre-
sentations on projects, programmes and

policies to be implemented the following
year in key sectors of the economy... Once
finalized, these presentations became the
road maps of the following year for the
major sectors.’

Then, the authors caution:

‘But when it comes to radical reforms,
this approach has a downside. By nature,
bureaucrats are cautious and lean heavily
infavour of projects and programmes. Even
when they propose policy changes, they are
piecemeal and rarely go beyond tinkering.’

I agree with them entirely. However,
I do not agree with their alternative
method. Examined closely, it is no differ-
ent. In the alternative model, the Mission
Head will replace the minister, the
Adviser will replace the secretary and
young professionals will replace the joint
secretary and her team!

DISRUPTION IS
THE KEY

The results will be no different than
the outcomes of Swachh Bharat and
Ujjwala. In the case of Swachh Bharat,
the bitter truth is no large state of India
(except Gujarat) has been declared
Open Defecation Free. What percent-
age of the toilets that were built are un-
used or unusable? In the case of
Ujjwala, the proof of success or failure
is the average number of replacement
cylinders purchased by a beneficiary in
ayear: is it a disappointing 3 or an op-
timum 8? You know the answers as
well asIdo.

Radical reforms can be effected only
through radical policies and disruption.

In 1991-96, we made a bonfire of the
Red Book and foreign trade was radi-
cally transformed. We threw away the
Foreign Exchange Regulation Act and
foreign exchange reserves soared. We
scrapped industrial licensing and a new
generation of entrepreneurs emerged.
Mr Modi must try something like that
in education, healthcare, and rural roads
and transport. In school education he
could borrow from the Congress mani-
festo and transfer the subject to the
State List, give money to the states and
set them free to innovate and compete.
The people will demand results from
their state government and, in course
of time, get results.

The key idea — and the one that will
be most disruptive — is decentralisation.
The short-term results may be unsatis-
factory but in the medium to long term,
better governed states will deliver bet-
ter outcomes than at present and that
will make the people demand better
governance at the state level. Areas that
will immensely benefit from decentral-
isation are primary and secondary
healthcare, drinking water, sanitation,
renewable energy, distribution of elec-
tricity, etc.

RECALL DR
SUBRAMANIAN

The second formidable challenge is
the ‘poorest of the poor’. Since they are
the poorest, they are also at the bottom
of the ladder in literacy, health indica-
tors, housing, sanitation, consumption
of food and water, and access to public

goods and services. In a village, you will
find them on the edges of the village. In
poorer states, you will find whole vil-
lages populated by them. Let’s admit it,
under successive governments, the de-
velopment process has by-passed the
poorest 20 per cent of India. Ministers
and officials who visit villages, and pro-
grammes, stop — or are stopped — at
the main street. The only way to reach
the poorest is help them help them-
selves: start the fire of aspiration, let it
rage in their hearts and homes, let them
break out of the grip of poverty and lift
themselves up. PM-KISAN will not help
them because very few own a patch of
land, most are agricultural labour or
other labour, and a significant number
lives in towns and cities. The disruptive
policy change will be a basic income
through direct transfer of money. Mr
Modi can attribute the idea to Dr Arvind
Subramanian and recall him to head a
department to design and implement
the scheme.

Not much will change if we trudge
along at 6-7 per cent rate of annual
growth. Nothing will change if we tweak
current policies or tinker with adminis-
trative systems. More damage will be
done by vesting officials with extraordi-
nary powers or threatening people with
prosecution and imprisonment. The sin-
gle most effective instrument of trans-
formative change is empowering the
people and placing faith in their wisdom,
industry and capacity.

Website: pchidambaram.in
O @Pchidambaram_IN

INSIDE TRACK

COOMI KAPOOR

ADVANI SYNDROME

THEIMPORTANCE of Amit Shah, not justin
party affairs but also in government, was
evident even before he was formally sworn
in as a minister. Ever since the poll results,
Shah has been continuously by Narendra
Modi’s side, whether in Delhi, Varanasi or
Ahmedabad. Before the swearing-in, the
Prime Minister and Shah spent marathon
sessions confabulating over the names for
the Cabinet. Shah wanted a Cabinet post to
demonstrate his administrative capabili-
ties. He wants to be perceived as not just a
wizard organisation man, but as Modi’s
eventual successor. This is similar to the LK
Advani syndrome, where for years Advani
was the backroom boy and Atal Bihari
Vajpayee the face of the BJP. Finally, Advani
decided he wanted to share the glory of the
centrestage. Despite being Home Minister,
Shahis expected to continue to devote con-
siderable time to party affairs, particularly
with Maharashtra and Haryana Assembly
elections due shortly.

FINANCIAL ASSET

Nirmala Sitharaman was selected to head
the Finance Ministry since, apart from some
familiarity with the ministry, Modi wanted
a person he considered not close to any
business lobby. Earlier, Arun Jaitley,
Sitharaman’s mentor, was one of the few
who fitted the bill. The ministry controls all
the powerful economic regulatory bodies.
A scholarly understanding of finance is not
essential since, in the Modi regime, senior
officials and technocrats, selected and vet-
ted by the PMO, play an important role in
key ministries.

PEACOCK COLOURS

At the 2014 swearing-in, Smiriti Irani stood
out in terms of sartorial style for her bright
red, yellow and black sari emblazoned with
huge lotuses. This time the male ministers
stole the limelight. Many wore Modi jackets
featuring all the colours of the rainbow, in-
cludingjaundice yellow, shocking pink, sky
blue and bottle green. A few like Modi, Shah
and Rajnath Singh settled for more formal
greys and browns. Women ministers
Nirmala Sitharaman and Harsimrat Kaur
Badal wore pastle pinks. Smriti was dressed
ina smart and subdued orange ikkat silk.

OUTOF MY MIND

MEGHNAD DESAI

Dear Rahul Gandhi,
You may not recall but I wrote you an open
letter in this column some months ago. |
requested you then to give up your pres-
idency. I said that would be your greatest
sacrifice for the nation and a credit for the
family known for many such sacrifices
since the days of your great great grandfa-
ther Motilal Nehru.

Many will tell you to desist. They will cry

MAMATA’S RETREAT

For three days after the election results,
Mamata Banerjee remained shut at her
Kalighatresidence. She spent her time read-
ing, playing music on a keyboard and intro-
specting. A string of Trinamool members
close to her, including Indranil Sen, Dola Sen
and Indrani Haldar, could not get an audi-
ence. Her nephew Abhishek Banerjee was
one of the few permitted entry, but after 10
pm. By Monday though, Banerjee was back
at office, intent to fight fiercely for her turf.
Her strategy is focusing on Bengali pride and
painting the BJP as outsiders. Party mem-
bers are too timid to tell her that her habit of
getting out of her car and screaming at by-
standers shouting Jai Shri Ram lost her votes,
since the videos went viral.

DOUBLE TROUBLE

The poll defeats have exacerbated trouble
in both HD Deve Gowda and Lalu Prasad’s
families. Only Gowda’s grandson Prajwal
Revannawon, since he was gifted his grand-
father’s pocketborough of Hassan. Gowda
himself and his other grandson, Nikhil
Kumaraswamy, son of Chief Minister H D
Kumaraswamy, lost. A Karnataka periodi-
cal claimed that a drunk Nikhil berated his
86-year-old grandfather charging that the
family had let him down. The Karnataka
Police registered an FIR against the period-
ical. Prajwal, meanwhile, offered to resign
to accommodate his grandfather, but
Gowda declined.

In Bihar, many RJD leaders blame the
feud between Lalu’s sons Tej Pratap Yadav
and Tejashwi Yadav for the party’s disas-
trous showing. The R]D did not winasingle
seat. Even Pataliputra where Lalu’s daugh-
ter Misa Bharti was the candidate and Saran,
Lalu’s old constituency, from where Tej
Pratap’s estranged father-in-law Chandrika
Rai stood, were lost. Small wonder that Lalu
convalescing inaRanchi hospital refused to
eatfor two days after the results. Tej Pratap’s
post-defeat letter backing his brother for
party leadership was too little too late.

MASTER OF GAME

No one can doubt Amit Shah’s abilities asa
master campaign strategist. Shah knew ex-
actly which disgruntled elements from op-
posing camps to cultivate and which to ig-
nore. Forinstance, Mukul Roy was propped
up since Shah was aware that Roy had inti-
mate knowledge of the Trinamool’s organ-
isationand its money and muscle power. In
UP, through intermediaries he encouraged
the Samajwadi Party’s key organisation
man, Shivpal Yadav, to float a separate party.
Shivpal damaged the SP in half a dozen
seats. Similarly, the Prakash Ambedkarand
Asaduddin Owaisi alliance in Maharashtra
lost the Congress-NCP several seats.

Dear Rahul, just go

copious tears and block your way. But they
are protecting their backs and do not really
care aboutyou or the country. You are their
meal ticket, their access to privilege. Ignore
them. They will quickly become chamchas
of whoever is the next president. Please tell
Priyanka to get out as well.

Your resignation would be a radical
event. It will mark the end of political feu-
dalism. Until your grandmother changed
the Congress into her personal fiefdom,
there was no family-based party. All par-
ties, Left or Right, had some cadre base
and some internal party democracy, as
they all copied the British model. Once the
Congress had become a family-led party,
with no elections for the top post, the en-
tire party political system got poisoned.

Why Left lost

— GAINEDIN —
TRANSLATION
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THE CPM leadership’s assessment of the
UDF victory in the general elections has
been largely dismissive. They claim that it
is temporary though unexpected; they be-
lieve that the position they took on the en-
try of menstruating women into
Sabarimala resulted in a backlash that cost
them votes. They point out that even their
supporters chose to vote for the UDFin the
hope that a resurgent Congress may take
on the BJP more forcefully at the Centre.

[ cannot help but think that the CPM
leadershipis capable of seeing only conser-
vative Malayali Hindus when they think of
‘people’ miffed by them. This is, of course,
not the case. Almost every other substan-
tial issue raised against them in the name
of the ‘people’ was raised not by the conser-
vative Hindus but by sections of the critical
public who, despite all their criticism, do
not wish the end of the mainstream Left.
That the Left cannot see them evenin these
trying times is saddening. If the savarna
party apparatchiks continue to believe that
these voices can all be ignored because
there is no alternative, they are mistaken.

Iwish to make four observations about
the CPM leadership’s inability to see this.

First, did the minorities vote for the UDF
because it offered them a semblance of pro-
tection, or created such animpression? The
latter was surely not evident during the
campaign. But then, was the mainstream
Left any better? 2017 is not distant — and
the echoes of the Hadiya case have not yet
died down. In this atrocious violation of an
Indian citizen’s fundamental rights, Hadiya
Ashokan was stripped of her rights by the
judiciary and placed in confinement by her
father, aided and abetted by Hindutva ele-
ments. Hadiya lived ina panchayat ruled by
the LDF; the MLA and MP of the district
were from the LDE. All this was to no avalil,
as the mainstream Left indulged in the most
shocking Islamophobic indifference to her
plight. The matter dragged on, allowing the
most vicious and venomous diatribes to
poison public debate.

Yes, many must have expected a

There are now mostly family parties.
Except the BJP. The story has a message.

By resigning you would unleash dem-
ocratic avalanche in the party political sys-
tem. For one thing all those failed senior
Congress leaders who would not win a
Lok Sabha election if they ever tried but
occupy chief ministerships or lucrative of-
fices will have to go out without your pro-
tection. Last year, when the Congress won
in Madhya Pradesh and Rajasthan you
were forced by the Old Guard to reject
Sachin Pilot and Jyotiraditya Scindia as
chief ministers. The fruit of that blunder
became obvious on May 23. Only your go-
ing will clean the Augean stables and
could revive the oldest party.

Of course, ideally you should have in-

Congress victory in the polls. But why is it
that they did not feel the presence of the
CPM at the Centre was vital to making the
Congress stick toa secular line? It is impor-
tant to recognise that you can’t be
Islamophobic in 2017 and then hope to
make up for it by trying to hold off ritual-
obsessed conservative Hindus in 2018.

Secondly, in those seats in which the
Hindutva candidates seemed to have a
chance,and in others where the CPM’s can-
didates were complete disappointments,
CPM supporters openly voted for the UDF —
there was anger about the CPM candidate
selection which the leadership ignored.
What most supporters desired was an al-
liance between all forces that value the
Constitution, which could take on the
Hindutva assault. Since this was impossi-
ble because of pig-headedness on both
sides, supporters chose the next best op-
tion. Instead of blaming voters, the CPM
ought to be less combative and be more
open to convivial exchanges between dif-
ferent faiths, and the revival of a strong anti-
caste imagination of the Hindu community
through Sreenarayana’s thought.

Thirdly, the failings of the CPM leader-
ship’s handling of the Sabarimala contro-
versy have to be acknowledged. There are
whispers that the CM’s folly was tolisten to
the feminists. Now, that is an exaggeration
— leave alone the present, there is little in
the past that indicates that women are
taken seriously by the CPM leadership! At
the start of the Hindutva madness over
Sabarimala, many feminists had indicated
that this was not an issue prioritised by
them in Kerala, and that the wise thing
would be to cool the growing frenzy by ori-

troduced democracy in the party. I recall
you were keen to select parliamentary
candidates by a primary system. It was a
revolutionary idea for India and would
have spread had the Congress adopted it.
But you were thwarted at first attempt
and then you lost interest.

I had lot of hopes when you entered
politics in 2004. You had youth, energy
and you came in from the outside. But you
were never focused. You dropped primar-
ies quickly. You began to run a closed of-
fice, difficult to access, even for high-rank-
ing Congress leaders from outside Delhi.

Politics is a 24x7 business. You have to
be relentlessly at it, organising the cadres,
going around checking their performance,
motivating them, managing the relations
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enting people’s attention to the reality of
the devastation left by the August floods, in
Sabarimala and in the homes of the most
ardent aachaaravaadis. We argued, actually,
forrestoring the ecology of Sabarimala and
pushing the confrontation till the senti-
ments built up were diffused. However, we
were ignored; the feminists who the CPM
leadership listened to told them exactly
what they wanted to hear. In the end, they
lost both the conservatives and the ‘ac-
tivists’. If only you were ready to acknowl-
edge the limits of your strategy in Hindutva-
hegemonised India, you would have
created better tactics. This is not to bend to
the Hindutva elements; but to defuse the
charge they were building up. To see the dif-
ference, however, you had to be less macho.

Fourthly, why did the CPM do poorly
evenin seats where their votes were largely
secure? The CPM should learn some hard
lessons from this defeat. Indeed, this is the
time to look at the fact that the activity of
organising is more than getting women to
come and stand in a line for the Women'’s
Wall. It has to do with working with people
atthe grassroots, and offering themavision
of the future that promises justice and
democracy. Not justan anticipation of bur-
geoning capitalism that promises to save
the poor, but no one really knows how.

[ do want the CPM to survive in Kerala
through these times, I really do. I fully ac-
knowledge its significance in the fight
against Hindutva. But unless the CPM lead-
ership stops pretending to be blind, one can
only watch it cut down the very branch on
whichit sits.

The writeris a historian and social critic.
Translated from Malayalam

with other parties, performing in
Parliament day in, and day out.

Your parliamentary efforts did im-
prove by the third Parliament. Before that
you were too self-indulgent. Your atten-
dance was erratic. The few times you were
active your army of chamchas leapt up and
said you had made a game-changing in-
tervention. You wrecked the Lokpal Bill
by insisting it be a Constitutional amend-
ment. That wink and hug was undignified
for a Parliamentarian. Your tearing up of
the ordinance on live TV humiliated
Manmohan Singh, one of the nicest peo-
ple forced into politics.

Just go. You are young enough to have
a good life. Get away, abroad preferably.
Enjoy.

FIFTH COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

Advice
for the
Congress

NEVER DID I think that a day would
come when I would hope the Congress
party regains some of its former glory.
There are reasons why I do not like the
Congress. I got my first job as a reporter
amonth before Mrs Gandhi declared the
Emergency and enforced the most bru-
tal press censorship. I was witness to
how she used the suspension of democ-
racy to hand the Congress party and the
Government of India to her younger son.
He had never even contested an election.
In my view Mrs Gandhi’s ‘socialist’, statist
economic policies were an unmitigated
disaster. I believe that her son and daugh-
ter-in-law’s adherence to these policiesis
the reason why millions of Indians con-
tinue to live in extreme poverty.

The Congress party’s ruling family
has an arrogance and sense of entitle-
ment that I despise. Last year, when
Sonia Gandhi was the star speaker at the
India Today conclave in Mumbai, I saw
her exhibit this in full measure. She said
two things that remain imprinted in my
brain. She said she would not ‘allow’
Narendra Modi to become prime minis-
ter again. What made her believe that
she had the power to allow or disallow
Modi from becoming prime minister
mystifies me. When asked the reasons
for the humiliating defeat in 2014 of the
party she led for two decades, she said it
was only because Modi was better at
‘marketing’ himself.

This is now being repeated by senior
Congress leaders as the reason for the
drubbing the party got this time. If they
really believe this then what I have to say
will mean nothing. But, if there is anyone
left in the party of our freedom move-
ment who wants to see it return to its
days of glory, then here is some free ad-
vice from a detractor.

[ offer it only because I believe that
democracy without a strong opposition
party causes more harm than good.
Narendra Modi may truly have a spiri-
tual strength that will prevent absolute
power from going to his head, but it is too
risky to bet on this. There is not one re-
gional party that is showing the small-
est signs of becoming a national party, so
itis in India’s interest for the Congress
party to go back to being a real political
party again.

Under the leadership of Sonia Gandhi
it became a private limited company
with sycophants and family members as
the only directors on its board. Since
there was nobody to challenge her deci-
sions there was nobody to point out that
the party was slowly dying. As a veteran
hackIremember a time when you could
find Congress party volunteers in almost
every village. remember that these vol-
unteers were usually from the Seva Dal
and wore their white Gandhi caps with
pride. In times of need it was always
these volunteers who came to the help
of the needy. They were decent, selfless
people with a real desire for public serv-
ice and with no greed for high office.
They liked telling you that they had
fought for India’s freedom and taught
their children that there was nothing
better they could do in life than serve
India to their last breath.

In recent election campaigns I have
gone looking for this genre of Congress
volunteer and can report that they have
totally disappeared. They have often been
replaced by RSS volunteers who are mo-
tivated by Hindutva and an aggressive,
nasty kind of nationalism. Had the old
kind of Congress volunteer still been
around, they would have risked their lives
to prevent Muslims and Dalits from being
attacked and lynched by vigilantes. So
where did they disappear? Why did they
disappear?

If the Congress party does some seri-
ous analysis of why they have now lost
two general elections to a man they be-
lieve will destroy the ‘soul of India’, they
may find that itis because the Congress
party changed its character. This started
to happen when the practice of dynastic
democracy began. The kind of person
who got a ticket to the Lok Sabha
changed. Those motivated by private
gain got precedence. Ninety per cent of
the Congress MPs now fall into this cat-
egory. Rahul Gandhi was right when he
pointed out that two of the party’s chief
ministers had shown more interest in
getting tickets for their sons than in win-
ning the elections in their states.

He did not notice that he was in no
position to criticise since his Mummy had
done the same for him. Nor did he notice
that when the going seemed to get tough
during this campaign the only solution
he came up with was to bring his sister
into politics. It is not going to be easy to
change the Congress into a real political
party again, but someone must try doing
it. India needs a strong opposition party
today more than ever.

Follow Tavleen Singh on Twitter
ﬁ @ tavleen_singh
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In a fog of war

How did an Indian Air Force Mi-17
helicopter get shot down by the IAF?
What are the protocols in place

to distinguish enemy from

friendly aircraft?

DINAKAR PERI

The story so far: On the morning of February 27 this
year, as jets of the Indian Air Force (IAF) and Pakistan Air
Force were engaged in a dog fight over the Naushera
sector in Jammu and Kashmir, an IAF Mi-17 helicopter
with two pilots and four personnel took off from Srinagar
air base. It crashed within 10 minutes at Budgam killing
all the personnel and a civilian on the ground. As the fog
settled, it was suspected that the Mi-17 may have been
shot down by friendly fire. A Court of Inquiry (Col) was
ordered to ascertain the facts of the incident.

How are aircraft identified?

There are a range of methods used to identify friendly
aircraft. These include visual sightings, radio
transmission, designated entry and exit points for
friendly aircraft and a transponder-based Identification
Friend or Foe (IFF) system. With supersonic aircraft and
long range radars, the IFF system is the predominant
method used in both civil
and military aviation to
identify aircraft. The IFF is
a transponder-based
identification device that
communicates with
ground radars and
exchanges encrypted
codes to indicate that the
aircraft is a friendly one.
Some modes of
transponders also indicate
the speed and specific
coordinates of the aircraft
which are used by civil air traffic controllers to identify
commercial aircraft. In addition, there are designated air
corridors marked safe for friendly aircraft to fly. This is
because during a combat situation, air defences in
sensitive areas are free to fire at any violator.

In a directive last year,
the IAF mandated that
all aircraft coming in
to land should have
the Identification
Friend or Foe system
switched on. It was
switched off in

the Mi-17

[ ]

What went wrong with the helicopter?

The Mi-17 had crashed in an inhabited area and the Flight
Data Recorder (FDR), commonly referred to as the black
box and the most crucial thing in case of any air
accident, was lost. It could not be traced and officials
said it may have been taken away by civilians who
thronged to the helicopter. The absence of the FDR has
delayed the inquiry process. In the absence of the black
box which would have provided straight answers to most
questions, the Col had to pursue circumstantial evidence
and rule out options to draw likely conclusions.
Preliminary indications are that the Mi-17 was shot down
by the IAF’s Israeli-origin SPYDER surface-to-air missile
system.

The Col has found several procedural violations. The
biggest of them is that the IFF system was switched off,
especially when there was a high alert, and an aerial
engagement was under way close by. Due to this, in the
midst of the air battle over the skies close by, the Mi-17
was mistakenly identified as belonging to the adversary.
In fact, last year, the IAF had issued a directive that all
aircraft coming in to land should have the IFF system
switched on. But contrary orders seem to have been
issued at the Srinagar air base which the Col would
confirm in its report. In addition, it is not clear why the
Mi-17 was called back after taking off and not diverted to
a safe corridor instead.

As the investigation was under way, the Air Officer
Commanding (AOC) of the Srinagar air base under whose
watch the incident occurred was posted out in early May.
However, the IAF has not said if it was related to the
incident or other reasons.

What happens next?

The Col is expected to submit its report soon. However, a
Col is a fact-finding body ordered by the assembling
authority. Ascertaining blame is only the first step in a
long process. Also, a Col has no legal standing. After
completion of the Col, the court based on its findings
makes several recommendations. Recommending action
against personnel found guilty on certain counts is one
of them.

Based on the facts of the case and recommendations,
the authorities may go for administrative action or
disciplinary action. If disciplinary action is intended, a
charge sheet is framed and a summary of evidence may
then be ordered. Based on it, authorities may again take
a call on a court martial or other action. For instance, an
error of judgement can be awarded administrative
action, but a gross violation will be given a court martial.
A legal branch gives its final recommendation on the
punishment and the file is then sent to the Air
Headquarters for final decision. A punishment under the
Indian Penal Code can also be awarded. IPC is read
under Section 71 of the Air Force Act.

However, with clear indications of serious procedural
violations leading to loss of life, senior IAF officials have
said that criminal proceedings are likely to be initiated
against those responsible as soon the report comes in.
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Why is China laying down gene editing rules?

After twin experiments with genetic
engineering technology, the country
agrees with the worldwide scientific
community that it needs to be used
with care

R. PRASAD

The story so far: In a bid to make babies immune to
infection by the human immunodeficiency virus (HIV),
He Jiankui, a researcher from the Southern University of
Science and Technology in Shenzhen, China, used a
clinically untested gene editing tool (CRISPR-Cas9) to
modify a particular gene. The tool has also been used on
another woman to make a gene-edited embryo; the
pregnant woman is expected to deliver in August. The
announcement of the birth of gene-edited twin girls late
last year set off an international furore.

How does it work?

Unusual but repeated DNA structures that scientists had
been observing for some time were given a name —
Clustered regularly interspaced short palindromic
repeats or CRISPR. In 2012, scientists discovered that
CRISPR is a key part of the “immune system”. For
instance, when a virus enters a bacterium, it fights back
by cutting up the virus’s DNA. This kills the virus but the
bacterium store some of the DNA. The next time there is
an invasion, the bacterium produce an enzyme called
Cas9 which matches the stored fingerprints with that of
the invader’s. If it matches, Cas9 can snip the invading
DNA. The CRISPR-Cas9 gene editing tool thus has two
components — a short RNA sequence that can bind to a
specific target of the DNA and the Cas9 enzyme which
acts like a molecular scissor to cut the DNA. To edit a
gene of interest, the short RNA sequence that perfectly
matches with the DNA sequence that has to be edited is
introduced. Once it binds to the DNA, the Cas9 enzyme
cuts the DNA at the targeted location where the RNA
sequence is bound. Once the DNA is cut, the natural DNA
repair mechanism is utilised to add or remove genetic
material or make changes to the DNA.

Was it wrong to use the gene tool?

Dr. He used the CRISPR-Cas9 gene editing technique in
the twin girls to disable a gene called CCR5, which
encodes a protein that allows HIV to enter and infect
cells.Though no guidelines have been drawn up so far,
there is a general consensus in the scientific and ethics
communities that the CRISPR-Cas9 gene-editing
technique should not be used clinically in embryos.
There is also consensus that gene editing can be
potentially used only to prevent serious genetic disorders
that have no alternative treatment. While HIV cannot be
cured, medicines can keep the virus under check.

Importantly, human clinical trials have not been
carried out anywhere in the world to test whether
disabling the gene completely prevents HIV infection and
what the side-effects of doing so would be. In the absence
of any clinical trial data as well as consensus to use this
tool to prevent HIV infection, performing it on babies as a
form of medical intervention is unethical.

According to Nature, the hospital that had supposedly
given Dr. He ethical approval to use the technique on
pregnant women issued a press statement denying this.
The hospital also “questioned the signatures on the
approval form” and said no committee meeting had been
held related to his research work.

Apparently, information on the consent form suggests
that the parents who had participated in the experiment
were never told about the problems of disabling the gene.

Can disabling the CCRS5 gene prevent HIV?
While it is generally believed that babies without a

= It is generally
believed that babies
without a functional
CCRS5 gene will become
resistant to HIV
infection

Snip and
change

A DNA editing technique,
called CRISPR/Cas9, works
like a biological version

of a word-processing
programme's "find and
replace" function

= On the other hand,
the CCR5 gene is known
to protect the lungs,
the liver and the brain
during certain serious
infections and chronic
diseases. The gene is
known to prompt the
immune system to fight
the influenza virus in
the lungs

= Human clinical trials
have not been carried
out anywhere in the
world to test whether
disabling the gene
completely prevents
HIV infection and what
the side-effects of
doing so would be

= On January 21
this year, Dr. He

was fired from the
university where he
worked after a probe
by the Guangdong
health commission
found that he had
violated the national
regulations against
using gene-editing
for reproductive
purposes

Chinese scientist
He Jiankui = AP

Source: Reuters, Nature

functional CCR5 gene will become resistant to HIV
infection, certain other strains of HIV use another protein
(CXCR4) to infect cells. Hence, even people who are born
with two copies of the non-functional CCR5 gene are not
completely protected or resistant against HIV infection.

There is also the
possibility that the gene
editing tool could have
caused unintended
mutations in other parts
of the genome, which

According to the draft
regulation, those found
violating the rules will
be punished and this

: - may lead to
includes a lifetime ban unpredictable health
on research consequences.
I Most importantly,

medicines and delivery

through caesarean
section and avoiding breast feeding can prevent vertical
viral transmission from mother to foetus. While women
with HIV have greater chances of passing the virus to the
foetus, in this case, the mother was HIV-free; the father
was HIV positive.

Does the CCR5 gene have any protective role?
The CCR5 gene’s protective role against the West Nile
virus is well established. According to Nature, the CCR5
gene also helps to protect the lungs, the liver and the
brain during certain serious infections and chronic
diseases. The gene is known to prompt the immune
system to fight the influenza virus in the lungs. Without
this gene the defence system would fail. In the case of
people with multiple sclerosis, absence of this gene

Gene editing:
the process

A cell is transfected
with an enzyme
complex which
contains guide

Nucleus molecule and DNA-
cutting enzyme
Chromosome
. Guide
A specially
designed Molecule
synthetic guide
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to the target
site of the DNA
strand
DNA-cutting
enzyme
An enzyme
* cuts off the
target DNA
v strand
Target
DNA
strand
The natural —2
DNA repair ——
mechanism Changed
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/
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makes them twice as likely to die early.

Was the gene removed in both babies?

There are two copies of the gene in every person. In the
case of one baby girl both the copies of the gene were
disabled but in the other baby, only one copy was
disabled. So the baby with one functional copy of the
gene might still be susceptible to HIV infection. The
decision to implant the embryo with only one disabled
copy makes the work all the more unethical. Though Dr.
He claimed the babies were born in early November last
year, The New York Times reported that the babies were
born premature in October.

What steps has China taken to prevent misuse?
The day Associated Press broke the story, the Chinese
national health commission asked the Guangdong health
commission to start an investigation. On January 21 this
year, Dr. He was fired from the university where he
worked after a probe by the Guangdong health
commission found that he had violated the national
regulations against using gene-editing for reproductive
purposes.

According to The Scientist, Dr. He’s experiment
violates the 2003 guidelines that prohibits the use of
gene-manipulated embryos for reproductive purposes.
On February 26, China posted the draft regulation
requiring researchers to obtain prior approval from the
government before undertaking clinical trials. Those
found violating the rules will be punished and this
includes a lifetime ban on research. China is now all set
to introduce gene-editing regulation.

What does the merger of NSSO and CSO entail?

Will the move undermine the NSSO's autonomy which has been dogged by controversies over data reporting?

PRASHANTH PERUMAL J.

The story so far: On May 23, the government
announced that the National Sample Survey Office (NSSO)
will be merged with the Central Statistics Office to form
the National Statistical Office (NSO). Many believe that
this move will undermine the autonomy of the NSSO
which has been at the centre of various public
controversies over data on economic growth and
unemployment. The NSO will be headed by the secretary
of the Ministry of Statistics and Programme
Implementation (MOSPI). This is in contrast to the
original plan proposed by experts to merge various
statistical bodies such as the NSSO and others to create a
unified statistics body that is accountable to Parliament,
rather than the government.

What is the issue?

In May, the NSSO came out with a report which cast
serious doubt on the reliability of raw data that is used to
calculate India’s gross domestic product (GDP). The NSSO
stated that it could not either trace or classify 38.7% of the
companies included in the MCA-21, a database of private
companies that is maintained by the Ministry of
Corporate Affairs, whose financial numbers the
government currently uses to calculate GDP figures. The
NSSO found that data from the Economic Census and the
Business Register were far less affected by these issues
that plagued the MCA-21 database.

Many believe that the poor quality of raw company
data could heavily skew the measurement of private
sector business growth, which is a part of the overall GDP
of the economy. When data gathered from the MCA-21
database was first used to revise earlier growth figures,
sectors such as manufacturing showed significant growth
in size in 2013-14. This was in stark contrast to the earlier
estimates that showed an actual contraction in the size of
manufacturing.

What is the government stand?

MOSPI, however, has defended the use of the MCA-21
database to calculate GDP numbers stating that
appropriate adjustments are made to make sure there is
no overestimation of GDP. In a clarification issued on May
10, the government stated that companies classified as
“out-of-coverage” by the NSSO still contributed to the
economy even though they may not fall strictly under the
services sector. It further stated that the weightage given
to companies that report their financial numbers is far
greater and that, in reality, only about 16.4% of
companies in the MCA-21 are either closed or non-
traceable. The NSSO’s apprehension over the MCA-21
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database still adds to concerns that already exist about
the reliability of GDP data that is put out by the
government due to recent changes in methodology.

How is MCA-21 important to GDP?

Experts feel that the financial accounts of several shell
companies that are included in the MCA-21 database
could be fictitious, and thus cannot be considered as a
good proxy for real economic activity. For instance,
under the revised GDP series that was introduced in 2015,
financial data from companies that filed their accounts
with the government even just once in three years were
considered sufficient to help make GDP growth
estimations. Supporters of the new methodology believe
that, in reality, the accounts of most shell companies
reflect the financial activities of actual businesses which
remain camouflaged behind these fictitious entities. So,
they believe, the non-inclusion of shell companies will
actually lead to a significant underestimation of the true
size of the economy.

Government statisticians have for long used small
surveys to gather the raw data that are required to make
“blown up” estimations about the growth of the wider
economy. This, however, changed in 2015 when the
government introduced a new GDP series with 2011-12 as
the base year (from the previous base year of 2004-05)

and introduced the MCA-21 database as the mainstay for
calculating GDP figures. The fact that even data for the
organised sector of the economy were unreliable has
raised doubts about the
reliability of other data.
Data on the large
unorganised sector, for
instance, are even cruder
and can be extremely
unreliable. It is worth
noting that policymakers

The lack of
transparency in the
production of
economic data can
over time cause the

users of suchdatato  within the government

discount its value depend heavily on official

EEEE— GDP figures to frame their
policies.

Is the data collected reliable?

The field of economic statistics largely involves the
estimation of trends in the economy based on sample
data that is collected through surveys and other means.
This usually gives rise to disagreements even among
experts within the field who could have a genuine
difference in opinion about how raw economic data
should be collected, and about the various assumptions
that should go into the calculation of GDP and other
economic estimations. What has caused a rise in
concerns about the reliability of India’s GDP figures in the
last few years, however, is the belief that the government
led by Prime Minister Narendra Modi may be increasing
its interference in the process of the production of
economic data. Further, the divergence between official
GDP figures which show that growth has fallen below 6%
in the fourth quarter and high-frequency economic data
which reveal how various sectors are facing a serious
slowdown has cast further doubt on the reliability of
government data. In January, two non-government
members of the National Statistical Commission resigned
over, among other reasons, the government’s reluctance
to release jobs data collected by the NSSO. The NSSO’s
periodic labour force survey, which was leaked in
January, had reported that the unemployment rate was at
a 45-year high of 6.1% in 2017-18.

Will the merger impact the credibility of
government data?

The move will give the government greater leverage over
production of key data. The lack of transparency in the
production of economic data can over time cause the
users of such data to discount its value. This has been the
case in countries such as China where the constant
tinkering with official economic data has caused analysts
to lose trust in them.

A ND-NDE



16 OPEN

PAGE

ILLUSTRATION: DEEPAK HARICHANDAN

To Siri, with love

When a household pet turns out to be
more than just a pet over a period

RANOO HARICHANDAN

Dear Siri, you turned one to-
day. Happy Birthday Gelhu,
Dholu (as bhai, my son, calls
you), Mama (as mummy, or
I, call you) and Sira (as papa,
my husband, calls you).

I remember the day the
two of them brought you
home. While on their way
home, papa sent me a pic-
ture of you sitting in the lap.
You were a tiny white cush-
ion. But at that time, honest-
ly speaking, 1 was scared
and my mind was confused.
“Why did they bring him
home, how will I manage
when they leave for office
and college respectively?”

Then you came home.
Bhai was holding you, and
he told me, “Mummy,
please hold him and feel
how soft he is, he won’t do

c) It's not only your

birthday, it’s a
birthday for all of
us too

anything to you.” I wasn’t
expecting this. I ran to the
bedroom and climbed atop
the bed. Bhai came in and
placed you on the floor be-
low the bed. I had decided
that after a few days I would
ask them to get rid of him.

We didn’t know what we
should feed you with, and
so you mostly had a brand-
ed cereal and curd rice.
While both papa and bhai
used to play with and cud-
dle you, I maintained my
distance.

I told bhai that at night
you won’t be allowed to stay
inside the home and would
need to be in the balcony.
He reluctantly agreed. But
that night you didn’t sleep.
You were sitting near the
balcony door and looking
into the bedroom, waiting
to see if someone would
take you inside.

I also couldn’t sleep. I was
looking at you from my bed.
Something inside me told
me it’s not fair to treat a tiny
animal in such a manner. He
has just come away from his
mother and I have left him
alone in the balcony? What
harm had he done?

The next morning the or-
deal started. You had
messed up the whole balco-
ny. My heart, which had

started melting overnight,
again hardened and I start-
ed scolding bhai.

This went on for three
days. Then bhai left for his
hostel and papa, as usual,
went to office. So it was only
you and me at home. Before
leaving, papa had tied you
with a leash near the balco-
ny.

But that day you fell sick.
You didn’t have any food
and were asleep. By evening
I felt bad. I don’t know what
happened but something
made me come near you. [
sat next to you. I gathered
courage and gently lifted
you up (you were indeed so
soft) and placed you on my
lap. You were half-awake.
When I put you on my lap,
you looked at me and went
back to sleep. I held you,
stroking you.

And today, a year later,
you have become one of us,
from a nuclear family of
three we have become four.
All this happened with time.
You started going with us on
long drives, started sleeping
on our bed, going with us to
the bazaar.

Slowly, you became fami-
liar with friends, neigh-
bours and relatives, someth-
ing of a crowd-puller.
Everyone started accepting
you as part of our family.
You are no more a puppy;
you’ve become a young,
smart retriever. A happy,
joyful, energetic and playful
dog. Our morning Kkick-
starts with you, and the day
ends with you too. Every
night the way you wait for
papa at the door for him to
come back from work is
worth watching.

You are a blessing, and
more. Thanks for coming in-
to our life and making it
more joyful. You taught us
many things, including how
to live without any condi-
tions attached. Now, a life
without you is just unima-
ginable.

On your birthday, I pray
to god to keep you healthy
and make you smart and
happy.

It’s not only your birth-
day, it’s a birthday for all of
us too. You have given us a
happier new life. Thank you
very much, Siri.

ranoooh@gmail.com

Where art thou,
SHAKESPEARE?

The Bard's name is invoked left, right and centre

VIKRAM SINGH THAKUR

he Polish theatre scho-
Tlar Jan Kott, in his in-

fluential work Shakes-
peare: Our Contemporary
(1965) wrote, “Shakespeare
is like the world, or life itself.
Every historical period finds
in him what it is looking for.”

Kott seems to be most ap-
propriate in twenty-first cen-
tury India. It’s natural for a
race of people who have
been fed on Shakespeare for
long to go back to the wise
man for his sage words. Even
the Bard is always willing to
help his Indian bhakts. His
continuing popularity can-
not be judged only in terms
of his works being adapted
across theatre, films and fic-
tion but also in the way he
has discreetly entered our
lives to become virtually a
part of our psyche.

Look at India’s Who’s Who
and you will realise that Sha-
kespeare is very much a part
of our socio-cultural and pol-
itical-legal  consciousness.
Even the Supreme Court of
India has referred to Shakes-
peare on more than one oc-
casion in judgments. Justice
A.K. Ganguly of the Supreme
Court in 2012 quoted from
Henry IV while describing
the position of then Prime
Minister Manmohan Singh in
the 2G spectrum sale case.
He noted, “The position of
the Prime Minister in our de-
mocratic polity seems to
have been summed up in the
words of Shakespeare — un-
easy lies the head that wears
a crown.” He was referring to
the delay caused by the
Prime Minister’s Office in

taking a decision that caused
further delay in prosecuting
Telecom Minister A. Raja.
More recently, the Supreme
Court, while giving its verdict
on Section 377 of IPC on Sep-
tember 6, 2018, quoted from
Romeo and Juliet, “What’s in
aname? That which we call a
rose/ By any other name
would smell as sweet.”

Dipak Misra, as Chief Jus-
tice of India, describing the
importance of identity,
wrote in a judgment, “The
said phrase [‘What’s in a
name? That which we call a
rose/By any other name
would smell as sweet’], in its
basic sense, conveys that
what really matters is the es-
sential qualities of the sub-
stance and the fundamental
characteristics of an entity
but not the name by which it
or a person is called.”

Poor Shakespeare, in
whose Elizabethan England
homosexuality was consi-
dered a crime on a par with
murder, would be turning in
his grave to know he is being
invoked today in India to de-
criminalise homosexuality.

Not only members of the
judiciary but also sportsmen
and actors have taken to Sha-
kespeare to express them-
selves. Sachin Tendulkar’s
crisis as the captain of the In-
dian cricket team has been
described by the same quote
that Justice Ganguly had
used, in his biography, Sa-
chin Tendulkar: A Definitive
Biography. Deepika Padu-
kone recently posted her pic-
ture on Instagram with a qu-
ote from Henry IV, “All things
are ready, if our mind be so —
William Shakespeare”, in the

context of her
upcoming
film  Chha-
paak.

Why
should the In-
dian politician
lag behind in
this “Quote the
Bard Contest”?
After all, who
can beat the Bard
at rhetoric? And
what is Indian polit-
ics today but rhetoric?

Pranab Mukherjee,
while presenting Union
Budget 2012 as Finance Mi-
nister, leaned on Hamlet, “I
must be cruel only to be
kind,” only to justify the
“cruel” budget and “kind”
intentions of the govern-
ment.

Smriti Irani, then Minister
of Human Resource Develop-
ment, quoted the witches of
Macbeth, ‘Fair is foul, foul is
fair’, accusing the Opposi-
tion of twisting facts while
replying in the Rajya Sabha
in February 2016 on Rohith
Vemula’s suicide.

During the 2017 Kolkata
Book Fair, Mamata Banerjee,
in her enthusiasm to boast
West Bengal’s resonance
with Shakespeare, made a
startling claim that Tagore
was a great friend of Shakes-
peare and Keats.

Prime Minister Narendra
Modi, in his radio show
‘Mann Ki Baat’, on August 27,
2017 displayed his eclectic
knowledge when he referred
to the shastras, Mahatma
Gandhi and Shakespeare in
the same breath (a potential
research project for re-
searchers if they don’t want

to make a
living frying pak-
oras!) He quoted Portia thus:
“Shakespeare in his play, The
Merchant of Venice, while ex-
plaining the importance of
forgiveness, has written,
‘Mercy is twice blest: It bles-
seth him that gives and him
that takes,” meaning, the for-
giver and the forgiven both
stand to receive divine bless-
ing.” So, forgive the political
class for failing you and re-
ceive “divine blessing”. After
all, we have always privi-
leged the divine over the
most basic in this country.
However, perhaps the
most controversial appro-
priation of Shakespeare in
the recent past was the for-
mation of so-called ‘Anti-Ro-
meo Squads’ by Uttar Pra-
desh Chief Minister Yogi
Adityanath in 2017. To name
the squad after the Shakes-
pearean hero invites an in-
teresting reading despite the
Bharatiya Janata Party’s

keenness
to rename

places that have
non-Hindu names — Allaha-
bad to Prayagraj, Faizabad to
Ayodhya and Ahmedabad to
Karnavati. The naming of the
squad, however, seems a de-
liberate political act. Histori-
cally, Romeo is the Shakes-
pearean hero but the word
today is also used as a noun
referring to an attractive,
passionate male suiter. In Ut-
tar Pradesh, however, the
star-crossed lover who died
for the sake of his love has
become no less than a moles-
ter and a criminal!

It is interesting to note Ju-
liet’s ‘Romeo’ versus Yogi’s
‘Romeo. Juliet speaks of Ro-
meo as someone who, after
his death, “will make the
face of heaven so fine/That
all the world will be in love
with night,/And pay no wor-
ship to the garish sun.” But in
the words of the Uttar Pra-
desh Police, Romeo is asa-
majik (anti-social), mawaali
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(ruffian), chichore-type
ladke (young man of a
frivolous kind). In this

= % context, Romeo, aka
the potential moles-
™~ ter, needs to be lo-

cated in the politi-
cal compulsion to
borrow the vil-
lain from the
other communi-
ty/culture/reli-
gion who needs
to be brought to
book. Naming
the squad after
Romeo also sug-
gests the absence
of its equivalent in
Hindu religion and
culture. The as-
sumption, it seems,
is that Hindus cannot
be Romeos and Rome-
os cannot be Hindus. A
Hindu Romeo is an aberra-
tion and another instance of
the West corrupting Indian
youth.

The squad was criticised
across various sections of so-
ciety including intellectuals,
lawyers and social activists
who alleged that in the name
of protecting women they
were harassing young men
and making women more
dependent in an already pa-
triarchal society. The criti-
cism from various quarters
has led to the changing of the
squad’s name from ‘Anti-Ro-
meo Squad’ to ‘Nari Su-
raksha Bal’. However, as Ju-
liet said, ‘What’s in a name?
That which we call a rose/ By
any other name would smell
as sweet.” (How can I desist
from quoting the Bard?)

The changing of the name
doesn’t suggest any change
in the squad’s work. One
thing, however, that it defi-
nitely has achieved is to sup-
plant the negative firangi
name with a more positive
Hindu term that goes well
with the party’s ideology.

Jai Shakespeare!

vikram@aud.ac.in

Those favourite toys that never grow old or die

A life lesson learnt: in choosing to do the right thing over demands made by friendships, it is wiser to choose the former

HEMA NAIR

band and I were strug-

gling young doctors, still
in our training jobs. The sti-
pend amounts barely
stretched till the end of the
month for our meagre hou-
sehold expenses. It was
around that time one day
that I found Paul and many
others like him, in a discount
box in a bookstore. He was a
walrus that belonged to a
tribe called Beanie Babies.

These were horribly ex-
pensive stuffed toys that fit in
the palm of your hand, and
but for their surplus num-
bers and possibly age accum-
ulated dust, would never
have fit into my budget. Alth-
ough we rarely ever splurged
on luxuries, I thought our
four-year-old, who generally
favoured cars, and robots
with movable joints, de-
served this treat. Krish eager-
ly adopted Paul when we
took him home.

In the mid-1990s, my hus-

Krish was a self-sufficient
little boy who could spend
hours minding his own busi-
ness and playing by himself
with his toys. So there one
would find him, sitting on
the floor with remarkable
flexibility, on his bent back
leg, assembling the parts of
his plastic rocket made up of
virtually a million pieces, be-
ing watched quietly by Paul
while the two discussed the
suitability of the different
pieces available.

Krish grew up and Paul re-
mained the same. Nestled in
his cupboard, lying around
on his table, scrunched up
on his bed — he was always
around somewhere. Paul
made it through not less than
six moves, including two
years spent in storage while
we were out of the country.
By the time Paul made it out
of the box after his hiberna-
tion, quite a few changes had
occurred in the world out-
side. For one, Krish had ac-
quired a little brother. After

10 years of solitude and
calm, he now had to accom-
modate in his life a long-
cherished sibling, but a tor-
nado nevertheless. Although
Krish had first rights to Paul,
he was not averse to sharing,
and Paul sometimes found
himself in the company of
his little brother.

The little one was at an age
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where the lines between
right and wrong were not
clearly drawn. On one of
those boisterously creative
yet perversely destructive
play sessions that happened
at home one afternoon, the
little one and his friend de-
cided to make movies of
their play sessions on the
iPad. So when the friend sug-

How close we really are to the edge of the precipice

There’s no gainsaying what the next hour or second may bring; it will take just a moment for the bottom to fall out

THOMAS PAUL

ovember 23, 1956. My
Ndate of birth was
eventful, not just be-
cause I was born on the day
the Tuticorin Express de-
railed near Ariyalur in Tamil
Nadu killing over a hundred
and forty passengers, but be-
cause my dad had booked to
travel on the train that day.
But since I was born that day
— a couple of days prema-
turely — he had cancelled his
ticket and stayed back in Ma-
dras, now Chennai. And, in
the event, escaped death.
From here it is conjecture
which raises goosebumps
whenever I think about it —
the ‘what if” kind. We were a
hair’s breadth away from dis-
aster, and had it struck, had
my dad taken that train, I can
imagine how life would have
turned out for our family:
mom turning single parent
overnight; juggling job and

CM
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household. And how the le-
vel playing field we had had
till then would have turned
rough, the environment
would have turned hostile,
and so on. We would have in-
habited a parallel universe of
struggle for decades.

That gets me thinking so-
metimes. We never know
how close we are to the edge.
Accidents ranging from get-
ting hit while just crossing a
road, to a bewildering array
of natural and unnatural
causes, can change lives in
an instant. Currently our
lives might be relatively inci-
dent-free — relative, that is,
to what one sees daily in the
newspapers. Heart-rending
stories reside there.

Besides what befalls us ac-
cidentally, there is also the
very station in life we are
born into, which places
some of us at a serious disad-
vantage from which it is diffi-
cult to emerge. What many

of us take for granted — fami-
ly security, financial security,
knowing that the next meal
is certain, the social status,
access to opportunities — are
not available to a huge per-
centage of the population.
Whenever 1 feel that life
could have been better, I tell
myself it could actually have
been worse, too — unimagin-
ably worse. Just a casual
browsing on the Net for ‘Hu-
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man Diseases’ throws up
tens of thousands of them.
The human body is so vul-
nerable, causing us to doubt
whether the divinity that de-
signed us had any clue,
throwing in so many diseases
ranging from the debilitating
to those that are just need-
less nuisances. If we are af-
flicted with only one or two
from the 30,000-strong list,
we should still feel thankful

we are left to tell the tale.
There’s no gainsaying
what the next hour or se-
cond may bring. Sant Kabir’s
‘Pal mein pralay’ comes to
mind. It takes just a moment
for the bottom to fall out of
our world, with some sud-
den flood, a tsunami or an
earthquake, a fire in the
building that catches us off-
guard, some falling masonry,
or a road accident, in their
thousands per second, all ov-
er the world. What we take
for granted today might
simply not exist the next day.
Apart from natural disasters,
social or financial disasters
can arrive from nowhere.
Kindness is needed, one
to another. We don’t know
other people’s struggles, the
brave face they are putting
on despite their problems,
the mountains they are
climbing, against odds. Ev-
ery time we cause hurt, espe-
cially by means of our bril-

liant ability to communicate
in harsh words — our ability
to surgically strike in fancy
English or whatever lan-
guage we are clever at. It gets
passed on to others as the
chain of pain. Communica-
tion skills may just be hyped.

Let us not take offence at
slights, real or imagined. A
grim-faced person could be
dealing with serious perso-
nal problems, or it could be
that the expression is but a
manufacturing defect. He
may not be upset with us at
all. Half our ‘easily offended’
attitude will disappear if we
realise that people have their
own issues and may not be
thinking of us at all.

We exhaust our lives prov-
ing points, and ‘showing’
others who we are, forget-
ting that we too are standing
on the cliff’s edge, just a step
away from oblivion.

sagitex@gmail.com

gested that they flush Paul
down the toilet and record
the deed, the little one just
went along. He probably has
no first-hand memory of it
now, but the regret prompt-
ed by the retelling of the sto-
ry is always intense.

His first lesson in life that
when it comes to choosing to
do the right thing over de-
mands made by friendships,
it is wiser to choose the form-
er. Paul was now gone forev-
er, and it was a very sad day
for the whole family, not-
withstanding the fact that he
was just a stuffed toy.

Krish never spoke much
about that episode, but I
know my boy, and I knew his
hurt. The wound was proba-
bly hurting a great deal, be-
cause he even told his close
friend about it. She later
moved to England to com-
plete her education, but they
kept in touch.

I don’t know if she actively
went on a Beanie Baby hunt
or if she came across one and

was reminded of Krish’s loss.
But a few years later on his
birthday, she sent him a pic-
ture of an identical Paul that
she had bought for him as his
gift. It was a few months
more before Paul made the
long-haul flight from Heath-
row to Bengaluru with some-
one from her family, and the
last-mile journey in a courier
box to our home.

I am sure Krish was very
aware that it was not his
Paul, but the thoughtfulness
of the gesture and the utter
beauty of this remarkable ex-
perience is sure to have
touched his soul.

The rest of us are just even
more than happy to have
Paul back — nestled in his
desk drawer, lying around on
his table or scrunched up on
his bed.

As for the little one, he is
now grown older and wiser,
and still plays, albeit more
responsibly with Paul.

drhemanair@gmail.com
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