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& LETTER OF THE WEEK

When the Indian Premier League (IPL) began, no
one could have correctly predicted how
enormous it would become in terms of money and
star power. But that is exactly what has happened.
Andwhile thereisnoreal ‘dream team’in the
tournament, one cannot deny the hold that IPL
hasoveraudiencesacross the country because it
iswhere some of the top players of the game now
come to prove their mettle. Despite a series of
controversies and problems having afflicted this
cricket tournament in recent years, it continues to
draw crowds and investment. The IPL gets somuch
mediaattention that even its playerauctionsand
pay cheques are a matter of discussion and debate.
Whatever the politics and business of the IPLmay
be,no one canrefute the fact thatitis one of the high-
lights of the annual cricket calendar and something
almost every fan of the game looks forward to with
bated breath for the variety of talent on display.
PKhanna

DREAMS IN HINDI CINEMA
Dreamsare aninseparable
partofeverybody’slife (‘The
Intimate Fantasy’ by Rachel
Dwyer, April 16th, 2018),and
dreamsornightmaresdo
appear though ahidden back-
door duringsleep,aunique
state of being half dead and
halfalive, whether onelikes
itornot.Itiseveryone’sright
todream, and without
dreamingabout things
possible orimpossible, one
certainly cannotreach for,
grab, surmount or achieve
muchinlife, fordreamsare
ourinspiration. People dream
intheirownindividual way
and even countriesdream
intheirown fashion. They
sometimes come trueand
sometimesget stuckin the
middleand stay unfulfilled.
They often haveaninherent
meaning,ornomeaningat
all. Since theyareintegral

to human life, so also to Hindi
movies. What cannotbe
conveyed through dialogues

inafilmisoften putacrossvia
dreamsand dream sequences.
Thisisaformofartthat
addsspice tothe movieand
enhancesthebeauty of the
work. The song Ghar Aaya
Mera Pardesi in Raj Kapoor’s
Awaara,which hasonesuch
sequence, isso unforgettable
thatitstandsout 67 years
laterasan exemplar of
Hindicinema.

Yusuf Shariff

Dream sequencesin Hindi
cinemaend up telling usso
much aboutacharacter’s
fantasies, desires, fearsand
personality. Often, some
conspiracy orlovestory or
hidden truthemergesina
movie throughadreamthata
character mighthave. Itis
truethatlustand desirein
particularare shown through
dreamsin most Hindi films;
thisis perhapsbecauseitis
moreacceptable todream
about desire than speak of it.
Chandni Sharma

FLIRTING IS NO OFFENCE

Flirtingisahealthy way of
expressing one’sinterest
inanother personaswell
asaformofharmlessfun
(‘Responsible Pleasures’ by
AmritaNarayanan, April
16th, 2018). Very few people
actually get offended when
they knowthattheyare the
object of someone’s attention.
Itisthus unfortunate that
flirting hasfallen victim
tothe #metoo campaign.
Of course,no one should be
allowed tomake another feel
threatened or uncomfortable.
Butharmless, casual, fun
flirting should be allowed
andnot considered asexual
threat. There have tobe some
limitstowhatisthreatening,
How else will men be free to
express themselves?

S Shekhar

LET WOMEN TAKE CHARGE
Itisindeed good newsthat
selfinjectable contraceptives
are makingtheir wayintothe
market (‘A Liberating Shot’,
April 16th, 2018).In India, so
often unwanted pregnancies
ariseandend upruining
ayoung person’slifeand
career.Itisgood if women are
self-sufficientand able to take
complete charge of theirown
healthand bodies.

Pritika
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INDRAPRASTHA

HE CAPITALIS inthegrip

of ‘sealing’. Yes, the official
lock-down of residential premises
illegally used for commercial
purposes. It's being done at the
behest of a Supreme Courtbench. A

decades-old court-appointed commit-

tee,headed by aformer bureaucrat,
Bhure Lal, was woken up from deep
slumber to go and seal illegal restau-
rants, shops and other commercial
establishments. The committee,
in turn, commandeers the staff of
relevant municipal corporations—
Delhiissaddled with threesuch
white elephants—and goes out and
inflicts financial and mental trouble
onsmall and mid-level businesses.
Even this would be fine, given that
the properties sealed are mostly
residential but are being used for
commercial ends. Various residents’
associations thathave had their open
spaces and freedom of movement
snatched from them by excessive
commercialisation are pleased.

However, the above isnotwhat
excitesmuch conversation on the
drive. Rather, itisthe seemingly
selective nature of it. Whonext will
find himselflocked out of his shop
and whereappearstodepend entirely
on the whimsand fancies ofa handful
of people. Such selective sealinghas
caused resentment. Forinstance, the
Kapada Market, popular with middle-
classwomen, in Amar Colony, off
Lajpat Nagar Market, was shut down.
It probably deserved tobe. Its tiny
shopsrising three floors up were
originally 40-yard plots givento
refugees from Pakistan forhousing.
Over time, they converted them into
shops. Even common toilets turned
intomulti-storey outlets, with each
such unitcommandinga premium of
tensof croresin cash.

What really angers those now

Virendra Kapoor

staring at huge financial lossesis the
failure of the Bhure Lal Committee
to ‘touch’ Khan Market. Among
Asia’s most expensive commercial
pieces of real estate, commanding
stratosphericrents, it largely remains
unaffected even though much of it
isnowillegal. The original double-
storey structures, with the first floor
earmarked for residential use,
once hada Connaught Place-like
colonnaded walkway in front of
the shops. In time, as the market
acquired a pricey tag, it got consumed
by the shops, which extended out-
wardsand thusalso facilitated the
extension of first floors, which are
now commercial joints, most of them
expensive eaterieslacking even the
standard safety measures.
Withrentalsin the vicinity of
Rs1,500-1,800 per square foot,
additional space wasunearned
largesse at public expense. But the
sealershave notlifted a fingertoundo
theillegal extension of Khan Market
shops, while those in less affluent
markets have had toface closure,
rendering tens of thousandsjob-
less. Khan Market’selitist tagand its
patronage by therich and the famous,
including top judges and bureaucrats,
might be thereasonithassurvived
unscathed thus far, some suspect. Or
isitacase of the proverbial darkness
under thelantern?

INANCE MINISTER

Arun Jaitley’sillness due to
kidney-related complications has
notescaped the viciousness of the
usual suspectsin the pseudo-liberal
sections of the city’s polity and media.
Needless controversy was sought to
bekicked up by malcontents, sug-
gesting thatJaitley had violated the
prescribed norms to geta donorfora
kidney transplant. Of course, this was
complete hogwash. Having rendered
generous financial and other help to
several people in his personal staff
and outside during hislongstintasa
top-shotlawyer, quite a few came for-
ward to offer theirkidneys. Besides,
there were members of hisownand
his wife Sangeeta’s extended family
ready to donate theirs.

Butmedical parametershad to
match. Eventually, asuitable donor
wasfound from withinand the
requisite permissionsrequired under
thelaw taken. Why dosome people
expectJaitley,alawyer,tobe on the
wrongside of the law merely because
heisnowapowerful politician? Why
should anyone find it sosurprising
thatpoliticians can be properin their
private dealingsas well? Atthe time
of writing, word from the All India
Institute of Medical Sciences was that
the transplant had been put offfor
afew daysand isnow scheduled for
sometime laterthismonth.

Meanwhile, Jaitley, a highly
gregarious man and an engaging
conversationalist to boot, is fortunate
tohave two parallel sports events
keeping him company evenashe
spends time in nearisolation athome
orinthehospital. The ongoing
IPL championship and the
Commonwealth Games help him
keep boredom at bay as he marks
time to become fighting fitagain
and resume his routine. m
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MUMBAINOTEBOOK

RE THERE TWO people

inside every politician? This
thought came to me when Defence
Minister Nirmala Sitharaman
came to Mumbai for an Indian
Express Adda.

For two-thirds of the conversation,
she wore the Cabinet Minister’s hat.
Here, she was mostimpressive,
confidentin herreplies to detailed
questions, interspersing her remarks
with an occasional humorousaside,
which alwayshelpsin lightening
the mood. She was articulate about
having to prove herselfat work
because she isa woman: her tone was
matter-of-fact, neither emotional nor
aggressive; it’sasociety where
patriarchy is well-entrenched, so at
every stepa woman hasto ‘domore’
thanaman. (A contrarian thought
from me, for which I'will probably get
atonne of bricks from feminists: Isn’t
it possible thatin a patriarchal society,
solittleisexpected ofa womanin
theintellectual sphere, that mere
competence can be seen as brilliance?)

Of course, while she did seem to
have well thought-out answers to
all questions, you realised later that,
in fact,she had been evasive. For
example,asked the important
question of whether our defence
forces were adequately funded, she
asked ifanyone had read the report of
the committee inits entirety. Frankly,
why should we have done that? That
was for the Ministry to do. She then
reeled off very large figures allocated
todefence,and added that utilisation
was 105 per cent for the Air Force,

95 per cent for the Army and some-
thing similar for the Navy.

Soundsimpressive? Yes. Butit
doesn’tanswer the question. The
outlay for defence may be huge, but
isitadequate for our needs, which, to
use a Trumpism, is huger? Secondly,

Anil Dharker
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if utilisation of fundsisalmost cent
percent, that may speak well of the
efficiency of our armed forces, but
coulditalso not signify that they are
underfunded, so they need to use
every rupee available?

When asked about the outra-
geously political comments of the
present Army chief, she answered,
“Wehave ademocracy.” True, but
doesthat permitaserving officerto
make inflammatory statements? Or
isthe Army chiefalready preparing
forapost-retirement careerasa
politician? He has the precedent of
General VK Singh, who hasbeen seen
inan RSS uniform, and the former
Police Commissioner Satyapal Singh,
who hasjust discovered anew theory
of human evolution.

Butin spite of a politician’s
practised evasiveness, Sitharaman
cameacrossasa person in full control
of what she was doing. However,
when the conversation turned to
politics, the second and hidden
personality emerged, thumping the
air foremphasis, denigrating previous
governments, attacking opposition
leaders... Oh dear, you wanted to
say, save the bluster foran election
rally. We are here to talk, whichisan
entirely different thing, if only
politicians knew it.

ITERATURE LIVE’S release
of Sourav Ganguly’s A Century
Is Not Enough, on the other hand,

showed usthat oncea cricketer,
alwaysan entertainer. Ganguly
hasalways been one of cricket’s
characters: a brilliant batsman

with thelefthander’s natural grace
and the most elegant cover drive,
combined with a quirky sense of mis-
chief which enabled him to get under
an opponent’s skin without sledging.
There was the famous (infamous?)
incident where on India’s victory,
Ganguly took off his shirt and twirled
itaroundin the players’ balcony. The
Indian captaindoing this, and that
tooat Lord’s? (“And he doesn’t even
have asix-pack!” butted in Sachin
Tendulkar.) Or his habit of beinglate,
whatever the occasion, even a Test
match toss; he once kept Steve Waugh
waiting long enough for the
Australian to get really riled up.

Mind games, all. Tendulkar, look-
ingmore cherubic that ever,and Gan-
guly obviously have arelationship
where banteris the norm, and each
pulled the other’sleg so often, you
wonder how they stood up atall. They
told many amusing anecdotes, which
young Rohit Sharma listened toin
awe. (Inafew years—what’s the bet-
ting?—we will have a Rohit Sharma-
Virat Kohli dialogue.) The best story,
though, was told by Boria Mujumdar.
AfteraTest match toss, Ricky
Ponting, captaining Australia, went
back to his dressing room looking
completely befuddled. “What hap-
pened?” histeam mates asked. “Well,
when we tossed,” Ponting said, “Iam
sure I heard Ganguly say ‘Headtail’,
and when the coin landed, all Theard
was a quick ‘Great! We won the toss,
we will bat’ from Ganguly...”

HeadsIwin, tails youloseis good.
Butheadtailis better. It coversall
options. Nowonder Sourav Ganguly
was India’s most successful
captainever.m
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A PASSING FACE BY ROHIT CHAWLA

~

Agrasen ki Baoli, New Delhi, April 5,2018

On an Operatic Quest

The Paris Opera’s exploration of India began with the visit of Madame Myriam Mazouzi, director of the
Academy of the Paris Opera, and Christine Neumeister, director of costumes, who were in Delhi to work
on developing projects in alliance with The Neemrana Music Foundation. They are also in talks with the
National Institute of Fashion Technology, Ambedkar University and National School of Drama to bring the
best of worldwide opera to the country.
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OPENINGS

NOTEBOOK

POLITICS BOWLS A BOUNCER IN CHENNAI

O INDIAN CRICKET captaininrecent times
hasbeen more umbilically tied with Chennai than
Mahendra Singh Dhoni. During N Srinivasan’s
Chennai-based reign as the dictator of BCCL he
co-opted Dhoni as part of hisinner cricketing universe. It wasa
relationship that worked well for both partiesand when
Chennai Super Kings (CSK), Srinivasan’s IPL team, bought
Dhoni tolead it,no one was surprised. And, yet, itisnow
Dhoni’s curious fate to somehow be forced to leave the shores
of that city and get repeatedly pulled into Pune. When CSK was
suspended for two years, Dhoni played for the Rising Pune
Supergiant team. After he returned to CSK for thisIPL, once
again he finds that all the team’s home matches are now going
tobe played in Pune—because Chennai has been pronounced
unsafe to host them.
Afewthingsled up toit. When the match between CSK and

Kolkata Knight Riders was being played on April 10th, ashoe
came hurling out of the stands and fell near Ravindra Jadeja. He
was a CSK player and it was a Chennaite who had thrown the
shoe. Jadejalater tweeted an image of the offending projectile
on the ground along with thisline: ‘Still we have a lots of love
and care for our csk fans.’ Then there was the fact thatjerseys of
the team had been burnt in another part of town. The team had
donenothing to deserve such anger from the very people who
had once showered them with adulation.

For this, the blame must fall on the unique dynamics of
the politics of Tamil Nadu and ariver by the name of Cauvery,
which has for some time now been making Tamilians and
theirneighbours, Kannadigas, go into paroxysms of rage and
violence. Its waters flow into both states, with Karnataka being
along the upper dammed reaches and therefore with the power
toregulate the flow. However, since itis part of India, it cannot

[OPENR:
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unilaterally decide how much Tamil Nadu should have.

The dispute goes back over a century and no committee or
tribunal or solution or order to resolve it has made either party
happy. Thelatest trigger was a Supreme Court judgment in
February which reduced the amount of water that Tamil Nadu
would get. Predictably, it led to outrage in the state.

This might still have been in the normal vein of things with-
outany bearing on the IPL, if not for the fact that ] Jayalalithaa,
the Chief Minister who led the AIADMK, was dead, leaving a
political vacuum the size of a giant black hole in the state. Being
the autocrat she was, there was no second rungleadership in
her party to take over the mantle. If the name of the current
Tamil Nadu Chief Minister was asked in a quiz competition,
most participants would lose the point. The opposition DMK
isequally rudderless with its patriarch K Karunanidhi ailing at
theage of 93. Tofill the space that these leaders have vacated are
acouple of superstars, Rajinikanth and Kamal Haasan, along
with their fan clubs that now aspire to be the new political van-
guard. You had the making of the perfect political storm: the
splinter political organisations that find their momentin the
sun through violence over an emotive regional issue, powerful
upstarts out to make animpact piggybacking on sucha move-
mentand, finally,inIPL,an event they can target so that the
issue’sresonance reaches the rest of the country.

Two days before the match, Rajinikanth said thatit might
be better for the match not to be organised in Chennaiand
termed itan ‘embarrassment’. If it went ahead, he suggested
CSK players wear black bands in solidarity. It was an absurd
demand to ask players from different parts of the country
and abroad to take a political stand on an issue thatisof no
concern to them. Plus, they also have to go to Karnataka to
play and itis easy to imagine how they would be received there
aftermakingsuch a protest. Rajinikanth was speakingin the
backdrop of an event by the Tamil film industry to protest
against the delay in the formation of a Cauvery Management
Board as ordered by the Supreme Court. Kamal Haasan was
also present at the event, makingita double endorsement of
sorts. TTV Dinakaran, who as nephew of Jayalalithaa’s arrested
confidante Sasikala, leads an offshoot of the AITADMK, had
also called fora ban on the IPL. MK Stalin, Karunanidhi’s son
and DMK’s heirapparent, issued a veiled caution, asking the
League’s organisers to take an appropriate decision.

There wasreally no hope for IPLin Chennai once the
prevailing wisdom had it that hosting it was to go against the
Cauvery agitation. If cricket has been a religion of the massesin
India, thenitisinevitably also a political weapon. The late Shiv
Senaleader Bal Thackeray started the trend, using the hatred
that Indians feel towards Pakistan to forcibly prevent matches
being hosted with that country’s team. He was wildly success-
ful at the publicity he got for what was negligible effort. It took
justafew of his thugs to vandalise a pitch and block a match—
likeittook justashoe to make Chennaiano-goIPLzone.m

By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

AFTERTHOUGHT

TRUMP’S
TRADE WAR

Lurking behind the US president’s
economic agenda is a bigger problem

RADE WARS ARE notnew.Ifanything, free
tradeis an exception to mercantilism practised in
one form oranother. Yet, there is something to be
said about the looming end of the current system
of free trade that began with the signing of the General
Agreement on Tariffsand Trade (GATT) in October 1947.
There are no two ways of looking at the situation after
US President Donald Trump imposed a 25 per cent tariff
onsteel and 1o per cent on aluminium imports. Coming
from the country that single-handedly pushed freedom of
trade since World War II, this is especially ominous fora
world full of barriers against goods, ideas and people.

In theory, Trump’s measures are aimed at Asian
countries like China and South Korea, which he accuses
of unfair practices. In reality, these measures affect the
entire world as the US has specified that exemptions will
be made on a case-by-case basis, a classic recipe for trade
preferences and mercantilism.

Behind Trump’s measures lies an attempt to fix two
problems that plague the US economy. One, the loss of
jobsin core industries like steel and automobile manu-
facturing; and two, the country’s vast trade deficit. On
both counts, tariffs are unlikely to work. Anne Krueger,
arenowned trade economist and an intellectual force be-
hind tradeliberalisation worldwide, has said that erecting
barriers against foreign steel and aluminium may save a
handful of jobs in America’s metals sector, but will lead
tofar heavierjoblosses in those industries that are depen-
dent on cheap imports of these metals. Similarly, the
big macroeconomic problem of the USis one of savings
and investment, and trying to reduce the trade deficit
won't address that.

Lurking behind these economic calculationsisa
much bigger problem. Offering open market access to
once-poor Asian economies like South Korea, Indonesia,
Malaysiaand Thailand helped Washington keep them
away from communism. Theirrapid export-led growth
andrejection of a self-defeating import substitution
policy had a disproportionate political effect on Asian geo-
politics of the 20th century. These countries were part of
the international movement in favour of institutions like
the World Trade Organization. If the US retreats from the
global arena—as it is doing now—China will want to take
itsplace. That won't be an easy world tolive in. m
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SHUTTLE SERVICE

K Srikanth becomes the world’s top
male badminton player

SAURABH SINGH

IDAMBI SRIKANTH IS inan unchartered territory. Apart froma

few other Indian personalities unassociated with cricket—so few that
you can perhaps count them on your fingertips—Srikanth, just 25 years
old, now finds himself at the very top of his sport.

Justa week after beating an Olympic great— Malaysia’s Lee Chong
Wei—in straight games, and helping the Indian team win the Common-
wealth Games mixed team gold, Srikanth has now become India’s first
men’s singles world No 1 in the modern era. This happened when Srikanth
displaced the Danish player Viktor Axelsen in the Badminton World Fed-
eration’s latest rankings, with 76,895 points.

You expectsuch featsin a sport like cricket in India. Every few genera-
tions, you expect therise of cricketers like Sunil Gavaskar, Kapil Dev,
Sachin Tendulkar or Virat Kohli, people considered to be the best in their
game, purely because of the intense focus and resources trained on cricket.
Itis something else, though, when someone else emerges from another
sport to top its global rankings. Before him, only Saina Nehwal and Prakash
Padukone achieved these feats—the latter managing to doitin 1980, before

acomputerised ranking system was introduced.

Srikanth’s rise in fact has been meteoric, from
an unknown player ranked 240back in 2012 to
‘World No 1 now. Early in hislife, there waslittle
that marked him for such success. Unlike, for
instance, someone like PV Sindhu, born to profes-
sional volleyball players, who started training
under P Gopichand at the age of eight, Srikanth
was born to a family of farmers in Guntur, Andhra
Pradesh. He picked up the game simply because
hiselder brother played. Not particularly greatat
studies, Srikanth would take part in the occa-
sional tournament. Many of his earlier coaches
and acquaintances often speak—somewhat
incredulously, given his current success—of how
unfocused and lazy he used to be. Heliked playing,
but did not enjoy training and monitoring his diet.
He participated in everything—singles, doubles
and mixed doubles—so that he could escape the
need to train hard. His parents eventually sent him
to Hyderabad and enrolled him at Gopichand’s
academy, because itappeared the most convenient
of choices. His elder brother had moved to the
academy afew years ago.

When hearrived at the academy, a fresh-faced
somewhat lazy 15-year-old, he was unsure of what
he was going to do with his life. Gopichand put
him under the pump. His cellphone was taken
away, his outings were curtailed, he was made to
consume non-vegetarian food, something he didn’t
do before, for more protein, and his trainings were
made more rigorous. He would very often be the
firstat the court,sharp at 4 am. His entirelife in the
academy was made to revolve around badminton.

Many expected Srikanth to become World
No 1 when he won four Superseries titleslast
season. Only three other players have managed
thisfeat: the top Chinese players Lin Dan and Chen
Long, and the Malaysian Lee Chong Wei, each of
them former chart toppers. Butan injury meant he
couldnotachieveitlast year.

Along with PV Sindhu and Saina Nehwal,
heis the most famous of Gopichand’s students.
Perhaps he may very well turn out to be the best.
He has certainly achieved more than his coach
ever had. According to Gopichand, Srikanth can
still vastly improve his game, especially on slower
surfaces. Itisa fearful thought. But if thereisone
person who can spot it, it is perhaps Gopichand.
Srikanthisjust 25 years old. And itis possible
that he may soon join the league of India’s most
celebrated sportspersons. m
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EATING DISORDER

It's a bad idea to regulate food prices in multiplexes

By MADHAVANKUTTY PILLAI

OST PEOPLE IN metropolitan

citiesnow watch moviesin mul-
tiplexesand itiswith secret hatred that
they stand in the queue to buy food and
drink during the interval. The margins
are clearly beyond anything reasonable.
A pack of popcorn whose cost price must
beaboutRs 1oissold at 15to 20 times that
much. One multiplex chain only stocks
aparticular brand of mineral water that
ismore expensive and, unlike cheaper
alternatives which are atleast sweet, has
aflavour of hard water. The food isa little
over airline quality and thatisnot saying
much. Any glee that low-carb dieters first
experienced on seeing a stall with salad
vanished the minute they got the first
leaf into theirmouth.

Once he enters the gate, frisked and
relieved of any nibbles being smuggled
in from outside, the multiplex customer
isahostage. The choice he facesisto
either meekly submit or not partake.
The market isamonopolyand all this
ison top of the price paid for the movie
ticket itself, which is also multiple
times what it would be at a single-screen
cinemahall. In effect, he is paying more
to pay more.

A few daysago, the Bombay High
Court decided that this was unfair. It
was hearing a publicinterest litigation
against the prohibition on outside food
taken into multiplexes. The petitioner
argued, as per an Economic Timesreport,
that ‘there does not exist any legal or
statutory provision that prohibits one
from carrying personal food articles or
water inside movie theatres. The mul-

tiplexes sell food and waterinside, but
atanincreased price, he said. Agreeing
tothis, Justice Kemkar said, “The price
of food and water bottles sold inside
movie theatres are, indeed, exorbitant.
We have ourselves experienced it. You
(multiplexes)should sell it at the regular
price.” The court asked the state govern-
ment to frame a policy on this, which will
presumably happen soon.

‘While this will draw cheer among
movie-goers,itisstillaflawed ideato
tell businesses that they can’'t makea
profit, especially since going to a multi-
plexisafree choice. Thereare plenty
of single-screen theatres with torn
seatsand betel juice stains that offer
cheap popcorn. A good experience
comesata price. Italso comesata cost.
Those granite floors and reclining sofas
need to be paid for.

Also, itiscertain thatifsuchalaw
cameinto place, notasingle customer
is going to benefit. The effect will be
quite the opposite. Multiplexes will just
increase the prices of tickets to keep their
marginsintact. Instead of only those who
buy food paying extra, all customers will
then have to make up for the shortfall.
Will the government then decide at what
price tickets can be sold? If they do that,
you can bet there will be some other way
found to make up for the gap. Thisis
how businesses survive, by growing. If
you over-regulate, the business becomes
unfeasible and shuts down.

Many of the evils of capitalism are
necessary. The simple solution is to enter
amultiplex withafullstomach.m

APOLOGY

‘Sorry’, at present, does not appear
to be the hardest word going
around. Everyone everywhere
seems to be tendering an apology.
Steve Smith and David Warner
tendered full-throated tearful
apologies. Arvind Kejriwal seems
tohavejust called ahalt to his
apology tour. Mark Zuckerberg
has said sorry yet again, this time
to the US Congress. Emboldened
by Zuckerberg’s latest mea

culpa, back home, Ravi Shankar
Prasad is asking Rahul Gandhi to
apologise. A publicapology is of
course a powerful tool. Delivered
well, with apparent sincerity, for
instance the one offered by Smith,
can change a narrative. Calls for
hishead a day earlier turned to
forgiving tweets the next. A rinse-
and-repeat type apology approach
like Zuckerberg’s doesn’t cut it.

Of course the worst typeis the
one Kevin Spacey employed after
being accused of molestation: he
apologised ‘if’ it happened, and
then tried to change the subject
by declaring himself gay. m

WORD’S WORTH

‘Never ruin an
apology with an
excuse’

BENJAMIN FRANKLIN
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FORM & REFORM

By Bibek Debroy

Statute of Liberty

Why pass a new law unless we are clear about its objective?

HY DOES THE LEGISLATURE passa
statute? In addition, why do governments
use executive powers to pass orders and
regulations, also part of the law’ in a broad-
er sense? All laws are meant to mould human behaviour,
by prohibiting certain activities, or encouraging others.
Should there be a law to prevent people from picking their
noses in public? Most people will not pick their noses in
public, despite there being no law against it. Let’s now leave
the ‘in public’ bit out. Should there be alaw to stop people
from picking their noses anywhere outside their own toi-
lets? Should it be illegal to do this, say, in their living rooms?
There are several books, sites and articles describing crazy
laws in various countries. The trouble with these is that you
are never quite sure whether what has been stated is true.
For instance, evidently, in Arkansas, men are not allowed
to beat their wives more than once amonth. Why was such
alaw passed? What were legislators thinking of? Closer
home, think of Section 377 of Indian Penal Code (IPC):
‘Whoever voluntarily has carnal intercourse against the
order of nature with any man, woman or animal shall be
punished with imprisonment for life, or with imprison-
ment of either description for a term which may extend to
ten years, and shall also be liable to fine.’

Iam not about to discuss the pros and cons of repealing
Section 377. That’s not the intention. Why should
legislators get into what is a private activity? As most
people probably know, the IPC in 1861 mirrored Offences
against the Person Act (1861) of the UK. Before that, the UK
hadits Buggery Act of 1533, with a death sentence for the
crime. In addition, if you were convicted, you not only lost
your life, but also your possessions; the next of kin didn’t
get them. They were seized by the crown. There is evidence
to suggest thatin 1533 Henry VIII wasn’t interested in the
prevention of buggery. He was interested in people’s pos-
sessions, primarily land. The legislation was used to exe-
cute monks and nuns and seize monastery land. The objec-

tive was different from what one assumes. There isa lot of
literature on the philosophy of law. When economists look
atlaw, they use alens slightly different from that used by
lawyers, jurists and judges. The focus becomes one of effi-
cient decision-making. There is quite a bit of such literature
onlaw and economics: by Gary Becker, Richard Posner and
Ronald Coase, among others. The thrust of their argument
issimple: let’s not pass a statute, or order, because I feel like
solving the problems of the world through legislation and
because I, in my role as a legislator, feel  have the power to
do so.Ihave to establish a case for enacting the statute or
order. What are its benefits? What are the costs if one
doesn’t pass it? Are there any costs associated with
enforcing it? As in many other areas of decision-making,
we must undertake a complete cost-benefit exercise before
enactment with some degree of precision.

You might think I am talking about judicial impact as-
sessment, but not entirely. In 2008, there was the report of a
Task Force on Judicial Impact Assessment. This was chaired
by Justice M Jagannadha Rao. Let me quote from this report
(itactually quotes from an earlier report by Justice Rao and
thatis whatIam also quoting): ‘Further, there must be judi-
cialimpact assessment’, as done in the United States, whenev-
er any legislation is introduced either in Parliament or in the
State Legislatures. The financial memorandum attached to
each Bill must estimate not only the budgetary requirement
of other staff but also the budgetary requirement for meeting
the expenses of the additional cases that may arise out of the
new Bill when itis passed by the legislature. The said budget
must mention the number of civil and criminal cases likely to
be generated by the new Act, how many courts are necessary,
how many judges and staff are necessary and what is the in-
frastructure necessary.’ Fair enough, but what I am suggesting
isbroader than that. It’s more like Statute Impact Assessment.
In addition, there is some discussion on Regulatory Impact
Assessment, an evaluation of what regulators do. WhatIam
talking about is not quite that either.
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You will legitimately argue that the Statement of Objects

and Reasons accompanying the Bill does precisely that.

The Right to Fair Compensation and Transparency in

Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and Resettlement Act

was passed in 2013 and is a major piece of legislation. This
was preceded by the Land Acquisition, Rehabilitation and
Resettlement Bill of 2011. The Statement of Objects and
Reasons said, ‘A Bill to ensure a humane, participatory, in-
formed consultative and transparent process for land ac-
quisition for industrialization, development of essential
infrastructural facilities and urbanization with the least dis-
turbance to the owners of the land and other affected fam-
ilies and provide just and fair compensa-
tion to the affected families whose land
hasbeen acquired or proposed to be ac-
quired or are affected by such acquisi-
tion and make adequate provisions for
such affected persons for their reha-
bilitation and resettlement thereof,
and for ensuring that the cumula-
tive outcome of compulsory ac-
quisition should be that affect-
ed persons become partners

in development leading to an
improvement in their post-
acquisition social and eco-
nomic status and for mat-
ters connected therewith
orincidental thereto.’
Alot of flowery lan-

guage. But from that
116-word long quote, do
you get any sense of preci-
sion? Alternatively, for the
National Food Security Act
of 2013: ‘A Bill to provide for food and

nutritional security, in human life cycle approach, by en-
suring access to adequate quantity of quality food at afford-
able prices, for people to live a life with dignity and for mat-
ters connected therewith or incidental thereto.” Why do1
need this statute? What happens ifI don’t have this statute?
This sentence has only 42 words. But it doesn’t answer these
questions. More importantly, it doesn’t feel the need to ask
these questions.

I have talked about old statutes in an earlier column. In
this column, I am focusing on new ones. Why pass a new
statute unless we are clear about its objective? Let me make
three additional points. First, in many parts of the world,
there has been a plain English movement. Simple, short
and unambiguous sentences, shorn of unnecessary jargon
and Latin expressions. (Note that ambiguity in language
contributes to litigation and statutes also have to be trans-
lated into languages other than English.) A Plain English
template would shudder at 116 words in a sentence.

Second, a statute is not amended every day, unlike a rule, or-
der or regulation. The former is legislative, the latter is exec-
utive. The former has to be passed by the legislature, the lat-
ter is only placed (for information) before it. Logically, only
that part which will last for some time belongs in a statute.
The statute then provides the enabling framework for pass-
ing rules, orders and regulations. Yet, in statute after stat-
ute, there is a temptation to bung everything into it, and
we have to wait for amendments/repeals to wind their way
through legislature. A statute should be no more than skel-
etal; let the rules, orders and regulations provide the flesh
and blood. Third, I will talk about composition and produc-
tivity of legislatures in subsequent columns. However, for
the moment, how much time does the
legislature (not just Parliament) spend
on debating a statute?

In a paper titled ‘Rethinking the
Functioning of Indian Parliament’,
PRS Legislative

Research wrote,
‘An overview of
the 15th Lok Sabha
shows a slowdown in
legislative activity. In
the 1st Lok Sabha, 49% of
the total time was spent on de-
bating legislation. This dropped to
28% in the 2nd Lok Sabha. In con-
trast, the 15th Lok Sabha has spent
23% of its time debating legisla-
tion...Lesser legislative time results
in alarger proportion of Bills get-
ting passed without adequate scru-
tiny and debate in the House.... With
time available for debating and pass-
inglegislation shrinking, thereisa
need to strengthen the legislative pro-
cess to make it more rigorous and time bound. Currently
there is no institutional mechanism to ensure that stake-
holders give their feedback on alaw before it is introduced
in Parliament. Public participation and feedback in the
pre-legislative process would strengthen a draft Bill by en-
suring that differences in viewpoints are addressed be-
fore itsintroduction.’ That’s Parliament. From a blog by
PRS Legislative Research: ‘In most states, Bills are passed
with little or no discussion. Most Bills are introduced
and passed on the last day of each session, which gives
Members hardly any opportunity to examine or discuss
legislation in detail. Unlike Parliament, where most Bills
are referred to a department related standing committee
which studies the Bill in greater detail, in most states such
committees are non-existent.” That’s the state of a statute.
Surely, we ought to do better, and surely, this should be on
the agenda for reform.m

SAURABH SINGH
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By RACHEL DWYER

BEING
SALMAN KHAN

The matinee masculinity of Hindi cinema’s biggest star
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EING A FAN of Salman Khan may
lead to guilt by association, namely
accusations of supporting the killing
of endangered species, drunk driving
and abusing women. How do we
Salman fansreconcile these charges
with our pleasure in watching his
films? Whyis he one of the most
dependable stars of Hindi cinema, the
last of the great Bollywood stars?

Some may say Salman was unfair-
ly treated by the law, being the only
one sentenced for poachingblack bucksin Rajasthan, that he
wasn't driving the car at American Express Bakery in Mumbai,
and that hisabuse of women is only rumoured. Moreover, these
events happenedlong ago and his sentence will cause major
losses to his producers.I cannot comment on the legalities, but
cansay only that no citizen is above the law and we must wait
forthe courts to make their final decisions.

However,Iam interested in why these events, whatever
their exact nature, don’t dent his stardom but may even
increase it. What is Hindi film stardom and what does that of
Salman Khan mean?

Hindi cinema has produced most of India’s greatest stars.
While other media generate stars, film stars seem greater than

others, seen on giant screens, in close-ups, acting out dramas
which matter to us often beyond the film viewing experience.
Stardom needs media, and film stars appear in many media
beyond cinema, such as television, advertising andmodelling.
Their films build up an image of stardom, as heroes and hero-
ines, and theirimages beyond that may be controlled by the
press or influenced by rumour, while the real personislargely
unknown although we may feel we know them through gos-
sip, social media and images that circulate through the media.
Film stardom is different from celebrity status such as that
produced by cricketers and other sportspeople, who are famous
fortheirachievementsin their field. They may become famous
beyond their sports, but they don’t have the additional layer of

Salman is now the most commercially
successful star in Hindi cinema.

He seems part of the old Hindi film
world, not the glossy, super rich,
sophisticated new Bollywood, or an
authentic character but a masala hero

e HUM DIL
DE CHUKE SANAM
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the screenroles which create a parallel text in their lives.

Starshave an almost indefinable quality that marks them
apart from others. Usually identified as charisma, they commu-
nicate with usin ways that other people can’t. They seem almost
godlike, their beauty and talent contributing to the image, but
thereisstill this extra elusive quality. Perhapsitis their ability
tomake usfeel theiremotions, our wish to emulate them, todo
whatthey do, live asthey do, look like them, dresslike them, oris
itour desire tobe theirlovers, their friends, their chosen ones?

A star combines this charisma with acting or performance
talentand represents or becomes the ideal beauty of the mo-
ment. They are also associated with particular attitudes and
concerns. Hence Raj Kapoor was the citizen of newly indepen-
dent India who sought love and
family in this changing world, while
Amitabh Bachchan embodied a
righteous anger againsta corrupt
systemin the 1970s.

India also has transferable charis-
ma, not unlike the British royal fam-
ily, where being born to a star makes
aperson likely to bestar. There are
many examples of thisnot happen-
ing,but the example of the Kapoor
dynasty which has produced the top
stars of Hindi cinema throughoutits
historyisstriking. Talent,looksand

It has been argued that
Salman embodies a toxic
masculinity. Is his massive
fandom due to his
normalisation of such
behaviour? It is said that
Salman’s fans are mostly

male. Perhaps they like

Prem returned with the superhit Hum Aapke Hain Koun...!
(1994), where innocent love in a family setting was celebrated
until a tragedyled to the romantic couple being willing to
sacrifice themselves for the sake of the family. Fortunately,
divine intervention viaa Pomeranian ensured ahappy ending.

Although Salman played other romantic heroes (such as
Hum Dil De Chuke Sanam, 1999),and action heroes (along with
Shah Rukh in Karan Arjun, 1995),it was in hisroles asa comic,
roguish, action hero—where his big muscles and shaven chest
hadto be exposed by the removal of his shirt—that he became
the box office success he istoday.

In Partner(2007), Salman played thisrole, his awkward
dancing style set alongside the talents of Govinda, but his
wicked charm was coupled with
kindness. A striking feature was his
acceptance of his girlfriend’s child,
noquestionsasked.

One of Salman’s outstanding
filmsis Dabangg(2010), where he
plays the roguish policeman Chul-
bul Pandey who livesin a dystopia.
Hismother takesasecond husband;
heisaBrahmin whomarriesa
potter; heisadrunken and corrupt
policeman who honeymoonsin
luxury in the UAE; he wears over-
tight clothes, his sunglasses on the

selection of roles have been part of it, the roles where he plays back of his collar to see his enemies
but the criticism that star kids seem R from behind, and dancesin a delib-
tobethe onlystarstoday isnot only the innocent and gOOd erately dreadful style. The fights
untrue but also surprising, given man who can ﬂare up become comicaction sequences,

thatthe film industryisa collection
of family businesses, and, like other
Indian businesses, is passed down
the generations. The starting place is
not equal, but noamount of parental
help can sustain anon-charismatic star or untalented actor.

Abdul Rashid Salim Salman Khan, born in 1965, is the oldest
child of Salim Khan and Salma (née Sushila Charak). Salim
Khan came to the industry to work asan actor; he is famously
seen inan opening shot of O Haseena Zulfon Waali as the drum-
merin Rocky’s band in Teesri Manzil(1966). He was certainly
handsome, but while he never became an acting star, he and
Javed Akhtar became screenwriting stars, creating the legend-
ary Vijayroles of the superstar Amitabh Bachchan.

Salman’s firstlead role was as the romantic hero, Prem, in
Maine Pyar Kiya (1989) which made him aninstant star. The
simmeringsexualityin hislabouring sequences performed to
prove hislove were constrained by astrict observation of sexual
mores. Suman (Bhagyashree) wasmodest, ‘simple’ and coy
(exceptin onerooftop sequence), meetingall the requirements
ofawife he described to hismother, including the ability toshell
peas. Theirlove wasabout friendship, although the beloved had
tosay ‘Tlove you’ in Englishrather than the MPK of thetitle.

and fight when provoked

notably one referencing The Matrix,
which has him dancing to his oppo-
nent’sringtone, and another where
farm implements are deployed as
hisshirt ripslike that of the Incred-
ible Hulk as he recalls how his opponent insulted his mother. I
can’timagine another actor performing pratfalls toaromantic
Rahat Fateh Ali Khan song, Tere Masst Masst Doh Nain.

Salman starred in one of my favourite Hindi films of recent
years, Bajrangi Bhaijaan(2015), playing Bajrangi, again a Brah-
min, this time the son of an RSS leader. Failing asa wrestler due
to histicklishness, he finds his inner heroism through hislove
foramute girl who attaches herself to him ata Hanuman
festival. Bajrangi, asa follower of Bajrang Bali, is first seen
emerging from the crowd after we have begun the song with
giant statues of Hinuman. The identification of him with the
deity isreinforced by his devotion, his sense of right and the
courage this gives him. The song tells devotees to take selfies,
but these seem to feature Bajrangi rather than Bajrang Balj,
conflating ideas of darshanand stardom.

Bajrangi’slove for the girl he calls Munni isnot shakenas
he finds out more about heridentity. First, he must confront
her dislike of vegetarian food and love of chicken, so he reas-
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sures himself she mustbe a Kshatriya. Then when he seesher
offering prayers asa Muslim, he—despite his seeming fearand
incomprehension of Muslims—cannot give up hislove for her.
Even when Munni gives herself away by cheering for Pakistan
in an India-Pakistan cricket match, hislove is such that he
knows he must now do anything he can to return her toher
parents, even crossing India’s western border. His capers
in Pakistan include wearing a burkhabut also finding peace
ina gawwali, Bhar Doh Jholi Meri, where he finds that just as
Hanuman protects him, so does Munni has her helper.

The final scene on the Thajiwas glacier, where Munni
utters her first word, ‘Mama’, has the black-blanketed figure
of Bajrangi throwing herin the air, showing love suspended on
the LoC, even as Pakistanis belong in
Pakistan and Indiansin India. The
pleafortheacceptance of religious
difference that the film makesis
powerful and entertaining, all seen
through the eyes of our hero.

Salman Khan’s

offscreen activities,

ity. Ishis massive fandom due to his normalisation of such
behaviour,in a way? It is said that Salman’s fans are mostly
male. Perhaps they like the roles where he plays the innocent
and good man who can flare up and fight when provoked.
Thereisalso his everyday generosity, whether one-off grand
gestures of large gifts or his Being Human charity that funds
schools. Heis seen asreckless and has the bad luck to get caught
when he goesastray.

Salman’s fans are said to be mostly lower-class men, who
see hisinnocence, family duty and generosity and closeness to
his family asimportant, while passing off his misdemeanours
asreckless and impetuous behaviour. Salman’s hardcore fans
seem to be little concerned about his wrongdoings, taking his
view that he hasbeen wronged.

Many feel that Salman is
victimised asa Muslim, although
hehasclaimedin court thatheis
anIndian, a Hinduand a Muslim,
rather than one or the other. He

Salman became a superstar at

if he is found guilty

hasrarelyacted asa Muslim,

the same time as Aamirand Shah once the appeals have although played one in the popular
Rukh. Aamir played a variety of song Mubarak Eid Mubarak from
romantic and taporiroles before gone through’ are Tumbko Na Bhool Paayenge(2002),
establishing himselfin 2001 asone condemnable. We know  butitissaidhisfollowingishigh
of the most sophisticated producers : : : : among Muslims.
of Hindi films. A popular actor, he llttle Of hlS prlv.at.e hfe Itisnot unusual for fans to refuse
was the good guy doing right,an and as long asitis tojudge stars in the same terms as
image he has taken beyond cinema Within the law it iS none other people. Many female stars’real
into Satyamev Jayateon TV and his f b . ’ L th lives are glossed over, whetherit is
social work. Shah Rukh began asan or our ] usiness. Let the their affairs with married men or their
antihero but soon became the Yash courts Judge Salman alcoholism. Stars from Hollywood
Raj/Karan Johar romantic hero, the tl’l . o and elsewhere have been embroiled in
e Indian citizen

post-libereralisation star who often
playedan NRIbut definedanew
kind of Indianness.

Salmanisnowthe mostcom-
mercially successful starin Hindi cinema. He seems part of the
old Hindji film world, not the glossy, superrich, sophisticated new
Bollywood, oran authentic character buta masala hero. Quick
toangerand retaliate for any slight, or to defend hisfamily or
woman, yet soft-faced and floppy haired, despite the increasingly
muscled body. He can bring his starimage toany role as the inno-
centman who willrise to any challenge and fight with all he has.

Thisimage fits with his real life. Salman has never married
and, despite rumours of fondness for drink and women, still
seems a young man, astudent-type, who lives with—oratleast
next door to—his parents, and whose father speaks on his
behalf when he is embroiled in a controversy.

Whileno one hasany doubt that Salman isa superstarand
agreat performer, he hasalso shown his acting ability in films
such as Bajrangiwhere his dilemmas and his will are clearly
marked; and his comic talent from Andaz Apna Apna(1994)
with Aamir to the present is undisputed.

It hasbeen argued that Salman embodies a toxic masculin-

controversies over underage sex, mafia
connections, drugs and so on. Their
fansremain loyal.

Evenif Salmanisacriminal, there
isnoneed to avoid his work anymore than we stop listening to
Richard Wagner because of his political views. Many politi-
cians and figures who hold public office have criminal cases
ongoing and it seems that there needs to be a deeper engage-
ment with the wider problem of public morality.

Salman’s place in the history of Hindi cinemais assured as
one of its most popular performers who has starred in many
significant films. Salman’s offscreen activities, if he is found
guilty once the appeals have gone through, are condemnable.
We know little of his private life and, aslong as it is within the
law, itisnone of our business.

Let the courtsjudge Salman the Indian citizen. Let us think
about why we celebrate him as a film star and study seriously
thekind of masculinity he performs and why that hasmade
him suchasuperstar. m

Rachel Dwyer is Professor of Indian Cultures and Cinema at SOAS,
University of London. She is an Open columnist
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COVERSTORY

Illustration by SAURABH SINGH

Most southern states
are up in arms against
the disadvantage they

fear they might suffer if
the Central pool of tax

funds is shared the way
they suspect New Delhi
wants. Their complaint
is that they are being
penalised for their good
performance. Is there an

anti-south bias?




By ULLEKH NP and SIDDHARTH SINGH

LORIFIED MUNICIPALITIES’
is an expression that Kerala’s Fi-
nance Minister TM Thomas Isaac
has lately been using to describe
what he claims would be the likely
fate of India’s better-performing
states in the face of escalating ‘fis-
cal terrorism’ by the Union Govern-
ment. What has aroused the ire of this economist-politi-
cian is an order issued by the President constituting the
Fifteenth Finance Commission (the panel that recommends
how toshare the Central pool of tax funds among states), whose
Terms of Reference (ToRs) prompted him to convene a first-of-

its-kind conclave of finance ministers of southern stateson April
1oth. Last year, Isaac had earned plaudits from Prime Minister
Narendra Modi for his quality inputs during discussions held in
therun-up to the introduction of the Goods and Services Tax,an
indirect tax that hasreplaced several othersin the countrysince.
Butnow, heisat odds with the Centre.

Theone-daymeetheldin Thiruvananthapuram, attended by
leadersof Karnataka, Andhra Pradesh and Puducherry,apart from
Kerala, concluded with a decision to call another such gather-
ingin Visakhapatnam within a fortnight to chart out an action
plantovoice the concerns of ‘progressive states’that they argued
would bear the brunt of a new ‘aggressive and unitary’ posture
adopted by the Centre.
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Forthenextsummit, Isaachopesto enlist Tamil Nadu, which
pulled out of the April 1oth one despite having initially agreed
to participate, as well as the northern and eastern states of Delhi,
Punjab, West Bengal and Odisha. Hehassaid heisnotaverse tothe
ideaofinviting BJP-ruled states,such as Goaand others, todiscuss
“injustices” meted out tostatesdoing well on theachievement of
social development targets.

In Thiruvananthapuram, leaders of Karnataka and Andhra
Pradesh spoke out against a new brand of policy that they con-
tend is emerging: of the Centre penalising successful states and
incentivisinglaggards.Inaninterview with Open, Isaacsays that
neitherhenorothersat the conclaveareagainsttheideaof equity,
nor are they against helping states like Bihar and Uttar Pradesh
emerge from their backwardness.

Krishna Byre Gowda, the agriculture minister of Karnataka,
hasbeen quoted assaying that the group voicing dissentisready
to engage with the Fifteenth Finance Commission in an effort
to have their grievances redressed. While a win-win solution is
possible, goeshisargument, the Union Government should not
create winners and losers. His disgruntlement stems from the
ToRs. These, he alleges, are designed to hurt progressive states
for they give the Centre the discretionary authority to “play asit
pleases”; by this,heimpliesit may want tofavour
some and disadvantage others. “By weakening
the strongest partsof the Union, youare weaken-
ing the Union itself,” he states.

Speaking to Open, C Ponnaiyan, a former fi-
nance minister of Tamil Nadu and organising
secretary of the AIADMK who is now a close
associate of the state’s Deputy Chief Minister O
Paneerselvam (who also hold the finance port-
folio), calls the conclave a “paper tiger”. It is not
unusual for Union governmentstodisplaysuch
unitary tendencies, he says, especially vis-a-vis
states south of the Vindhyas. S Thirunavukkarasar, a Congress
veteran from the state, says that the Tamil Nadu government’s
“last-minute”refusal toattend the conclave of April 1oth smacks
ofslavish mentality andis symptomatic of thestate’s currentlack
of strongleadership. Rivals decry the post-Jayalalithaa AIADMK,
which holds power in Chennai, asa collective of indecisive lead-
erswith no charisma. “They are scared to even stand up for their
rights,” says a Congress leader, “After all, Tamil Nadu is one state
that will be worst hit by the ToRs.”

AndhraPradesh’s Finance Minister Yanamala RamaKrishnu-
du,whoattended the meet, hasalsolashed outat Centre forusing
the Finance Commission asa “political tool”. So has Puducherry
Chief Minister V Narayanasamy, whomade his point clearin his
address at the gathering.

T VISAKHAPATNAM, the group expect to draft a
jointmemorandum against the ToRs they have such strong
objections to. As Kerala’s Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan tells
Open, “This is not just a south-versus-north issue, but a Centre-

state relations debate.” For some southern states, the conten-
tious clauses of the ToRs include the use of ‘population data of
2011 while making [the Commission’s| recommendations’, as
opposed to the figures of 1971 oramix of 1971 and 2011. Some
states are also peeved that the ToRs lay down conditions for tax
sharing, which theysayisaviolation of the Constitution. Accord-
ing to Isaac, the document suggests that the increase in states’
share of tax revenue from 32 to 42 per cent made by the previous
Commission was an excessive step. The group also condemns
the attempt to boost Centrally sponsored schemes, arguing that
several progressive states have their own schemes that deliver
better outcomes.

The question, then, is: howjustified is this anger?

At an administrative level, the controversy over the use of
population data from the 2011 census instead of the 1971 one
appears superfluous. Under the ToRs of the previous Finance
Commission, it was asked while making its recommendations
to ‘generally take the base of population figuresas of 1971 in all
cases where population is a factor for determination of devolu-
tion of taxes and duties and grants-in-aid’. But those ToRs had
also added that ‘the Commission may also take into account the
demographicchangesthathavetaken placesubsequentto1971’.

The conclave concluded with a decision
to call another gathering to chart out an
action plan to voice the concerns of ‘progressive states’

that they argued would bear the brunt of a new

‘aggressive and unitary’ posture adopted by the Centre

On April 1oth, Union Finance Minister Arun Jaitley clarified this
pointin a Facebook post, in which he said, ‘The 14th [Finance
Commission]hadnospecificmandate forusingthe 2011 census.
Yet, the 14th FCrightly used the 2011 census population data to
capture the demographic changes since 1971 to make a realistic
assessment of the needs of the States. It allocated 10% weight to
the 2011 population.’

The real reasons for the disquiet—apart from the usual myo-
picpolitical ones thatarise close to elections—are different. The
forum of leaders who met in Thiruvananthapuram had even
hinted atthem. Kerala’s Vijayan was explicit on that score when
he said, “Reframing of the Terms of Reference is imperative to
strengthen the federal structure of the country on the one hand
andtoreinforce theunity andintegrity of thenation on the other.”

There are two ways tolook at the issue. One is to consider it
from the old lens of the Union Government trying to control
the states. There’s plenty in the ToRs that can be spun that way.
Takethe clause thatasks the Commissionto consider the ‘condi-
tions that Government of India may impose on the States while
providing consent under Article 293(3) of the Constitution’. This
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(L-R) Puducherry Chief Minister V Narayanasamy, Kerala Chief Minister Pinarayi Vijayan,
Andhra Pradesh Finance Minister Yanamala Ramakrishnudu, Kerala Finance Minister
TM Thomas Isaac and Karnataka Agriculture Minister Krishna Byre Gowda at the
conclave of southern states’ finance ministers held in Thiruvananthapuram on April 10

PRASANTH/PRD PHOTOS

“A win-win solution is possible and the
Centre should not create winners and losers.
By weakening the strongest parts of the
Union, you are weakening the Union itself”

KRISHNA BYRE GOWDA
agriculture minister, Karnataka

article limits the power of states to borrow money if they have
not fully repaid aloan given to them by either the Union Gov-
ernment or any other lender to which the Centre had provided
itsassurance asdebt guarantor. The Constitution empowers the
Union Government to lay down the parameters under which
such consent can be given, something which it has asked the
Fifteenth Finance Commission to do.

Theotherwaytolookat theissueistoconsiderthisanattempt
tonudge thestatesto carry outeconomic reforms that they have
been reluctant to. This is the nub of the problem: the Centre is
under constant pressure to keep the country’s overall fiscal defi-

T T

“Neither | nor others at the conclave are
against the idea of equity, nor are we
against helping states like Bihar and Uttar
Pradesh emerge from their backwardness”

TM THOMAS ISAAC
finance minister, Kerala

cit—the combined deficitforthe Unionandstate governments—
undercheck. Inrecentyears, stateshaverecklessly been spending,
which complicates the overall task of macroeconomic manage-
ment—Kkeeping both the deficitandinterestrateslow. Thishasan
adverse impact on the whole country’s economic growth.
Thatoverriding concernis clear from New Delhi’sattempt to
craft performance-based incentivesthat the Finance Commission
hasbeen tasked with. Some of them are political red rags. For ex-
ample,the Commissionhasbeenasked totakeintoaccount ‘con-
trolorlack of itinincurring expenditure on populistmeasures’ by
thestates. Anyone familiar with India’s political economy knows
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‘The 14th Finance Commission had no specific
mandate for using 2011 census. Yet, 14th FC rightly
used the 2011 census population data to capture

the demographic changes since 1971 to make a
realistic assessment of the needs of the States.

It allocated 10% weight to the 2011 population’

ARUN JAITLEY Union finance minister

thatat the state level, the name of the game is to spend and win
polls, with the expenditure calibrated to get the biggest bang for
every buck. Toexpectthatareversal of populist schemes would be
accepted tamely by the states—evenifabody of technocratshas
been given the mandate tolookat theissue—is politically naive.

Thereareaslew of such ToRsforthe Commission, something
thatno governmentin the past hashad the courage to ask for. In
that sense, the present dispensation at the Centre has bitten the
bullet of moderating populism. A look at these ToRs shows that
claimsof partiality towardsnorthern oversouthernstatesare un-
founded. Tocite one example, the Commission hasbeenasked to
consider proposingincentives that takeintoaccount ‘effortsand
progressmade in moving towardsreplacementrate of population
growth’. Ifsuchmeasuresareframed,acceptedand implemented
by the Union Government, then UP and Bihar would be the big-
gest losers, contrary to the furious debate about southern states
‘subsidising’ northern laggards.

What has been forgotten in the noisome
north-versus-southargumentisthatall consti-
tutional bodies useanumber of factors while
deciding on issues within their purview. The
Finance Commission isno different. If popu-
lation is a factor for deciding devolution of
taxesandsoon, thensoare countervailingand
special circumstances as well. This time, the
Commission hasbeen asked tolook atincen-
tives—ormoreaccurately disincentives—on
managing population. After AndhraPradesh
wasdividedin 2014, the previous Finance Commission wasasked
tolook into the availability of resources after the division of the
statewell afterithad begunits proceedings. When the final award
was presentedin December that year, Andhra Pradesh was given
Rs1.69lakh croreasitssharein the divisible pool of Central taxes
from 2015 to 2020, a substantial increase over the Rs 1.14 lakh
croreawarded by the previous Commission. Inaddition, thestate
was also given help to bridge its revenue deficit due to revenue
losses after Telangana was hived off.

Yet, four years later, Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister N Chan-
drababu Naidu argues that tax revenues from south India are
being used to fund development activities in the north. Such
claims contradict other arguments made by the state. If tax col-
lections from Andhra are disproportionately high, then surely
it has enough commercial activity not to need Special Category
status, whichismeant forunderdevelopedstatesthat donothave
such an advantage and require extra finances from the Centre.
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The Raghuram Rajan Committee that examined the issue of
which states deserve thistaghad devised an underdevelopment
index based on per capita Net Domestic Product. Stateslike Odi-
sha, Bihar, Chhattisgarh, Jharkhand and Madhya Pradesh are
far needier than Andhra Pradesh on this index, and yet, none of
them qualify for Special Category status. Andhra Pradesh suf-
fers from none of the usual debilitating features such as poor
terrain, lack of development, etcetera, that many of India’sremote
statesdo. It wasa political accident that it was bifurcated.

Historically, none of the reasons offered by better-off states
foragreatershare of resourceshashadany
merit. At one point, Punjab used to make
anargumentsimilartothe one beingmade
now by southern states. The state’s grouse
was that due toitsrelatively small popula-
tion, it received less from the Central pool
of taxes. In its support, Punjab claimed
thatit had 2 per cent of India’s geographic
area but contributed as much as half the
Central pool of foodgrains, thus playing a
majorroleinIndia’sfoodsecurityatatime
when virtually all other states had a food
deficit. Much like Karnataka’s argument
about ‘progressivism’ today, what Punjab
leftunsaid wasthatitssuppliestothe Cen-
tral pool were fully paid for by the Union
Government from tax revenues raised
across the country.

Meanwhile, a Government official who
was closely involved in the parleys over
drafting the ToRs says that the language
used in the Presidential order may have ag-
gravated matters. He says that the “original
wordings” were terrible and what is in the
public domain now is a “much diluted”
version compared with the one “that a
senior official wanted”. He also believes
that certain aspects of the order need not
have been there. “That includes assertions
such as ‘the Commission may also exam-
ine whether revenue deficit grants be pro-
vided at all””. In his opinion, it is not the
Finance Commission thatismeanttomake
such statements, but the Finance Ministry.
Healsotakesexceptiontoconditionsplaced
onstatestoavail ofloans, and is piqued that
the ToRs refer to the earlier Commission
while the new one ought to have started off
onacleansslate. Such criticisms apart, this
officialismore worried thatinstitutionsare
being undermined by various forces even
though contentiousissuescanbesorted out
through confabulations. Though he does
notelaborate, hesaysthat the Special Status

“The Commission has
no role in drafting
the language and
content. We just

receive it from
the President after
it has been cleared

by the Cabinet”

NK SINGH chairman,
Fifteenth Finance
Commission

“One should recognise
the constitutionalrole
of the Commission.
All states invariably
hold discussions with
it, and therefore all
grievances have to be
submitted toit”

BIBEK DEBROY chairman,
Economic Advisory Council
and NITI Aayog member

demand by Andhra Pradesh could have been handled better had
asenior official not shown lack of dexterity.

Asforthelanguage and content of the ToRs, NK Singh, chair-
man of the Fifteenth Finance Commission, would like toremind
everyone that the body has no role in drafting them. “We just
receive it fromthe Presidentafterithasbeen cleared by the Cabi-
net,” he tells Open. Likewise, Dr Anoop Singh,a member of the
Commission and adjunct professor at Georgetown University,
has this to say in an email response: ‘I should reiterate that we
are guided by and bound by the terms of reference given to us
by the President.’

Bibek Debroy, head of the Economic Ad-
visory Council to the Prime Ministerand a
Niti Aayog member who has often spoken
ofatrade-offbetween equity and efficiency,
tells Openthat states should ideally pres-
ent their case to the Finance Commission.
“One should recognise the constitutional
roleof the Commission,” hesays, “All states
invariably hold discussions with [it], and
therefore all grievances have to be submit-
ted toit.” Subhash Chandra Garg, secretary,
Department of Economic Affairs, hasnot
responded to Open’s specific queries so far
onthreeissuesthathaveirked thesouthern
states: the ToR’s increased stress on Central
schemes over states programmes; the sug-
gestiontorelookatthe 42 per centtaxdevo-
lutiontothestates;andalikelyreview of the
provisionof revenuedeficitgrants. Another
governmentofficial, however,saysthat the
Centre has genuine reason to worry about
reduced resources at its command.

Professor Prerna Singh of Brown Univer-
sity, the author of How Solidarity works for
Welfare: Subnationalism and Social Develop-
mentinIndia, saysitis true that some south-
ern states for decades have been character-
isedbymuchlowerfertility ratesand higher
social indicators than northern states, and
that these have been the result of explicit
social policies. “These social policies have
required a great degree of political will to
enact and societal mobilisation to imple-
ment,” she says, “Southern states such as
Kerala, and also Tamil Nadu, made social
welfare a priority in the decades after Inde-
pendence and devoted precious budgetary
outlaystosocialschemes. At thistime,some
ofthesesouthernstatessuchasKeralawere
actuallyinamore precariousfinancial posi-
tion than north-central Indian states such
as UP.Yet, they chose to make this commit-
ment to social welfare. And so itis under-
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Andhra Pradesh Chief Minister
N Chandrababu Naidu argues

that tax revenues from south India are
being used to fund development in the
north. Such claims contradict the state’s
demand for Special Category status

standable that they donot wish to be penalised for this early and
sustained commitment tosocial welfare thatisreflected in their
lower fertility and higher welfare rates today.”

However, as Professor Singh adds, “It is important to keep
in mind that talking about ‘laggard’ northern states versus
‘progressive’ southern states obscures important differences
between these states within these regions. Andhra Pradesh,
for example, at many points in the last few decades has been
characterised by social welfare indicators at par with the Hindi
heartland. In the 1990s, Rajasthan saw an important com-
mitment to and consequent jump in educational indicators.
Recently, there has emerged a significant and unprecedented
focus on social welfare in Bihar.”

Onthe possibility of southern resentmentresultingin therise
of subnationalist forces within these states, Professor Singh says
that tensions between regions are not unusual in a federal set-
up. “Butjurisdictional changes that structurally disadvantage or
are perceived to disadvantage certain regions as compared to
others have historically been important triggers for the devel-
opment of regional discontent. At various points in time—for
example, in the 1970s—discontent because of Central policies
that are perceived to disadvantage their state has fuelled subna-
tionalismin Keralaand Tamil Nadu. Moreover, itisimportant to

keep in mind that in India certain states have historically been
thesite of powerful subnationalist movements.” Herbook delves
intohowsuch subnationalism hasbeenasignificantforce behind
the social policies of these states. “So, increased regional discon-
tentinthe contextoflong-standing, deeplyrooted, powerful sub-
nationalisms could be an especially potent challenge to Indian
federalism,” shesays.

Atthemoment, thedivisive effects of high populationinIndia
are being debated in terms of Finance Commission awards. But
thereisadeeperreason behind thesouthern unease.In 1971, the
combined population of UP and Bihar was roughly 125 million.
Thefoursouthernstatesthen, AndhraPradesh, Karnataka, Kerala
and Tamil Nadu accounted for 145 million people. By 2011, the
preponderance had inverted: the two northern statesnow had
303 million peopleand thesouthernsstates (including Telangana,
which wasa part of Andhra Pradesh then) had 251 million. As of
now, thenumber of seats each state hasin the Lok Sabhais based
on numbers from the 1971 census. The Vajpayee Government
had frozen that arrangement until 2026. When a new delimita-
tionexerciseiscarried out based on 2011 censusdata, the southern
stateswould lose several seatsin Parliament while the cumulative
representation of UP and Bihar would rise substantially. Even
now, the two states account for a vast chunk.

When that happens, the sheer weight of northern statesin
Parliament,and consequently in politicsand policymaking, has
the potential to overwhelm almost all others. There is virtually
nothing that can be done to fix that skew. In a democracy, rep-
resentation is a matter of numbers, and these favour the north.
Itisnot clearif there is a constitutional solution for this. Even if
compensatory measuresare taken toassure thesouthitsvoicein
national affairs (say, by granting it higher Rajya Sabha represen-
tation), it would call for a constitutional change, which would
perhapsfaceresistanceinany given political scenario. However,
if the current trend of increasing northern dominance persists,
geographical fissures could emerge in the country. This would
posedangers. Northernstatesbeingsplitintosmaller ones might
relieve the state-wise disparities of power, but the north-south
divergence would still require other modes of addressal.

In their efforts right now, the southern states could be mak-
ing a strategic mistake: if they succeed in altering the ToRs they
areranged against, the northern states may end up demanding
delimitation based on the 2011 census, which would reduce the
south’s influence in New Delhi. Perhaps a way to prevent that
outcome is some sort of trade-off between letting states such as
UP and Bihar get a larger share of financial resources now, in re-
turn for a correction in political representation at a later stage.
Southern states also seem to discount the fact that the Finance
Commission may make a greater allowance for ‘progress made
in moving towards replacement rate of population growth’, as
stated in the ToRs, than what they seem to assume.

The current debate that has generated much heat has made
onethingclear: populationandits politicaland economic effects
cannolongerbeignored. Leftunaddressed, Indiarunstherisk of
aMalthusian quagmire. m
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BATTLE FOR
KARNATAKA

Reclaiming
the Coast

vsHOBA follows the taproot of Hindutva
politics in Dakshina Kannada

Photographs by HARSHA VADLAMANI

e

O LAND IN coastal Karnataka in poll
season is to enter a climate of frustration.
Intheswelteringheat made worse by brief
spellsofrain, political pugilistsare prepar-
ing to win or to go down swinging—any-
thingbutabreathlessdraw. The 19 coastal
constituencies from Dakshina Kannada,
Udupi and Uttara Kannada districts are
among themostkeenly contested in the electionstoKarnataka’s
224-member Assemblyscheduled for May 12th. Theyareamatter
of pride and honour for the BJP, whose taproot of Hindutvaruns
deep here. Despite the Sangh Parivar’smachinationsahead of the
2013 elections,and perhapsasaresultof them, the party won only
one Assembly segment eachin the three districts,asnubthathas
festeredlikea wound. The Parivar hassince stepped up the game,
making Hindutva an irreducible reality in these parts and forc-
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ing Congress leaders to visit temples, give out doles for religious
placesand pogjas,andreacttoallegations of cow theft, lovejihad’,
‘land jihad’ and communal killings. The fight this time, says V
Sunil Kumar, BJP MLA from Karkalain Udupi district,isbetween
AllahandRam. “Thad madeastatement thatin Bantval constitu-
ency,itisRam versus Allah, not BJP candidate Rajesh Naik versus
Congress Minister BRamanath Rai. ButIcansay thisistrueinall
constituencies in Dakshina Kannada and Udupi,” says Kumar,
who hasa shot at retaining the Karkala seat. “The Congress has
systematically cheated Hindus overthe pastfive yearsand weare
telling them not toremain quiet aboutit.” Thirty-five per cent of
Bantval’spopulationis Muslim,and the B]P’sbest effortstowrest
it from Rai, district in-charge minister and Minister for Forests,
Environment and Ecology who has won the seat six times, may
not prove effective. Three other Congress MLAs from Dakshina
Kannada—Minister for Food and Public Distribution UT Khader
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(Mangalore, formerly Ullal), K Abhyachandra Jain (Moodbidri)
and K Vasantha Bangera (Belthangady)—have won from their
respective constituencies several timesinarow. The BJPalsolost
Mangalore City Northin 2013 to BAMohiuddin Bava, Mangalore
City South to former bureaucrat JR Lobo and Puttur to Shakun-
thala T Shetty. Halady Srinivas Shetty, who won as an indepen-
dentfrom Kundapurain Udupi district, wasinducted into the B]P
earlier this year and will contest under the party banner despite
murmurs of discord among partymen.

The gulch between Hindu and Muslim society is widening.
Beary Muslims have traditionally enjoyed a symbiotic relation-
ship with Mogaveeras, a fishing community and an OBC that is
among themost populousin DakshinaKannadaand Udupi, with
theboat-ownersandretailersbeing Hindusand Muslims control-
lingthe wholesalefish trade. Mogaveerasand Billavas (tradition-
ally, toddy tappers) are the footsoldiers of the RSS and Bajrang
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BJP workers on a door-to-door outreach drive in Boloor near Mangalore;
(left) BJP MP and firebrand orator Nalin Kumar Kateel at an event in
Mangalore to felicitate RSS workers who fought against the Emergency

Dal, which form the BJP’s backbone in coastal Karnataka. With
electionsapproaching, thecommunities, on edge, are clinging to
a thin film of civility. On a visit to the house of slain RSS worker
Sharath Madiwalain Kandur,ahamlet with dirtroadslocatedin
SajipaMuda gram panchayatnear Bantval, our driverfortheday,
ayoung Muslim from Mangalore with aniPhoneandadiploma
insafetyengineering, givesafake Hinduname. Madiwala’s father,
68-year-old Thaniyappa, who owns a laundry store on BC Road
atastone’sthrow from the BJP’s Bantval office, is sympathetic to
both Muslimsand Hindus who havelost theirsonsto the sangui-
nary politics of the region, but our friend does not want to take
any chances. “I was a fan of Ramanath Rai’s son Deepu, anicon
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for Muslim youth in my college. But T have been reading about
how politicians are orchestrating revenge murders of Hindus
and Muslims and creating tension in society. I am wary now,”
hewould later tell us. What he left unsaid was that violence had
becomesoendemicto Mangalore thatitdidn’t takemuch foreven
the most innocuous relationships to go pear-shaped. Sharath, a
28-year-old RSS worker, was knifed outside the laundry shop in
July 2017 by agroup with ties to the radical Muslim organisation
Popular Front of India (PFI). He succumbed to hisinjuries. In the
polarised atmosphere of Bantval, his murder was interpreted as
retaliation for the killing of Ashraf Kalayi, a 35-year-old leader of
the Social Democratic Party of India (SDPI),an offshoot of the PFI,
barely two weeks ago.

Thaniyappa, bare-chested and sweaty from supervising work
atthe washing house, settles into an armchair by the window,
wherehespendsmuch ofhistime these days. He triesnot to dwell
onthe connivingopportunism of politicians. “We knew Sharath
was into social work, but only when 10,000 people turned up at
hisfuneral did werealise howmany liveshe had touched,” Thani-
yappasays. “ThisiswhatIthink aboutnow.” Whileheisangryat
the Congress government’s “indifference”, especially Ramanath
Rai’s, whose household has been a customer for years, his elder
daughter MallikaKunder, 35, whois visiting from Pune, is offend-
edbytheBJP’sappropriation of Sharath foritsJan Suraksha Yatra
earlier this year. “BJPleaders including Yeddyurappa and Nalin
Kumar Kateel have shared in our
grief and we appreciate their sup-
port, but it was insensitive to take
outaprocession with Sharath’s pic-
ture displayed in an open truck. It
may be an important poll issue for
them, but did they pause to think
how we must have felt?” she asks.
Sharath’s motorbike and Maruti
Omni, the rear glass imprinted
with the words ‘Chandan haiiss desh
kimaati(the soil of this country is
like sandaly, are still parked at the
Madiwala residence, but Thani-
yappa uses his autorickshaw to
ferrylaundry to the shopandback.
“Sharath wanted me to retire and
live in peace,” he says. “But he did
not know what a dangerous envi-
ronment prevails here.”

€€ A S FAR AS the coastal dis-

tricts are concerned, Hin-
dutvaisthe only electionissue this
time,”says PS Prakash, CEO of Hosa
Diganta,an RSS mouthpiece pub-
lished in Kannada. “It isa head-on
fightbetween the Congressand the

BJP. The high percentage of minority votesis a problem for the
BJP,which cannothopetoattract them. But whatithasdone this
timeisconsolidate the Hinduvote by awakening the Hindu con-
sciousness,”says Prakash. The paper’s Mangalore edition hascar-
ried reports of over 100 cows gone missing from coastal districts
over the past few months. The theft of a cow from a gaushalain
Kairangala, near Konaje, run by controversial Swami Raghavesh-
wara Bharati of Ramachandrapura Math, snowballed earlier
thismonth, with BJP MP from Dakshina Kannada Nalin Kumar
Kateel and RSS strongman Kalladka Prabhakar Bhat delivering
chargedspeechesat the ashram. The seer had been accused of rape
in 2014 and the case took several dramatic turns, including five
High Courtjudgesrecusing themselves, before he wasacquitted.
“The Congress government is guilty of pedalling soft Hindutva
in the Mangalore belt. It has not been able to give the Muslims
asense of security. It looks the other way when Kalladka Bhat
or Raghaveshwara Swami is involved because it cannot afford
toalienate Hindus,” says BV Seetaram, who owns and manages
Karavali Ale,an irreverent Mangalore daily. “There is no single
leader in active politics who can tour the entire coastal belt and
pull crowds. Intheabsence of Oscar Fernandes and with Veerappa
Moily falling off theradar, there are fringeleadersfrom Dakshina
Kannada dictating strategy for the entire coastal belt,” he says.
Like Union Minister Anant Kumar Hegde who represents
Uttara Kannada in the Lok Sabha, this constituency’s two-time

“Go through the list of promises that | made to

you in the last election and tell me if | have failed
you anywhere. If I haven't, then hire me again. | am
confident about my performance”

PRAMOD MADHWARAJ Karnataka minister for Sports and Youth Affairs
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“To uphold law and order and the rights of Hindus is the
main thing and that is how we are consolidating our vote.
There is a saying in Kannada: *You don't need a mirror to
see your own palm.” Here, everything is out in the open”
RAJESH NAIK BJP candidate from Bantval, Dakshina Kannada

MP Nalin Kumar Kateel hasgained credence by rhapsodisingon
Hindutva. “Italk about theideologyIbelievein.lamnotmaking
hate speeches,” he says, surrounded by fawning admirers at the
party office in Mangalore where silver-haired RSS veterans are
tobefelicitated today for theirstruggle against the Emergency. A
waspish orator, Kateel, who beat veteran Congressman Janard-
han Poojary twiceinarow, outsellsall other BJPleaders from the
district. “The candidate would nothave mattered. It is our sanga-
thanshaktiand the developmentfocus of our nationalleadership
thatwinelectionsforus,” Kateel says. “We have been improving
our performance in local body polls, and thanks to Modjijf's ral-
liesand the Congress’ divisive politics, Hindus are stronger now
and capable of defending themselves.” The Parivar is known to
reward smug petulance with achanceto contest the polls,butin
Bantval,itisagain fielding political greenhorn URajesh Naik,an
award-winningorganicfarmerwholostto Ramanath Raiin 2013.
“That was during the state BJP’s worst period. Now there arereal
issues. To uphold law and order and the rights of Hindus is the
main thing—and thatishowweare consolidatingour vote. There
isasaying in Kannada that ‘You don’t need a mirror to see your
own palm’. Here, everythingisoutin the open,”says Naik. He has
justshaken handswith halfadozen Congress workerswho have
switched over to the BJP. “There are otherissues—sand mining,
the potential for tourism along the Netravati, and proper sani-

tation. And with the SDPI further
splitting Congress votes, we stand
a good chance.” Naik’s name, say
sources, was floated by Kalladka
Prabhakar Bhat.

BJP workers in Dakshina Kan-
nada claim that without the ‘Doc-
tor’, as Prabhakar Bhat is known
here, the party cannot organise
itself and rout the Congress from
one of its last remaining bastions.
“He knows every taluk in these
partslike the back of hishand. He
isalwaystravelling, energising Hin-
dus.” K Krishnappa, the manager
of Prabhakar Bhat’s school in Kal-
ladka, a small town that lies south
of the Netravati river in southern
Karnataka, has an unenviable
task. He has to convince Muslims
tovotefortheBJP. A ‘page pramuk¥,
Krishnappaisincharge of canvass-
ing among 30 voters who take up
one page of the Election Commis-
sion’s list for Balthila, booth No
154. “Seventeen of them are Mus-
lim,” says the VHP taluk president
for Bantval, laughing at the irony.
“If I can get three to five, it willbea
bigdeal.” A Muslim-majority town
that witnessed a slew of communal actslast year claiming three
lives, including that of Jaleel Karopady, a gram panchayat vice-
president, Kalladka is home to a school, a pre-university college
and a degree college run by Bhat’s trust. Perched on a tree-lined
road with an unbroken string of saffron streamers, the green
environs of Sri Rama Vidya Kendra make top party leaders like
chiefminister candidate BS Yeddyurappaand BJPMP from Udupi-
Chikmagalur Shobha Karandlaje, flock like migrant butterflies.
For young Sangh Parivar politicians hoping to hustle their way
up theranks,stoogingaboutin the campus could determine the
course of their career.

€€T N COASTAL KARNATAKA, PrabhakarBhatistheman

with theremote. He presses the button when convenient,”
says Mangalore-based rationalist Narendra Nayak, whose secu-
ritywasrecently enhanced inapprehension of anattack on him.
Nayak and other activists in Mangalore have been demanding
justice for Vinayak Baliga, a BJP worker and RTI activist who
was murdered in front of hishouse in Kodialbail on March 21st,
2016. The prime accused in the case, Naresh Shenoy, founder of
the Yuva Brigade, is said to be close to the RSS and a senior BJP
leader from the district. Baliga’s photograph featured in Karand-
laje’snow-famousletter toRajnath Singh demandinga probeinto
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BATTLE FOR
KARNATAKA

“Only when 10,000 people turned up at his funeral did
we realise how many lives Sharath had touched. He
wanted me to retire and live in peace, but he did not
know what a dangerous environment prevails here”
THANIYAPPA MADIWALA father of slain RSS worker Sharath

the ‘murders’ of 23 Hindus in Karnataka since the last Assembly
elections,some of whomarealive ordied natural deaths. Baliga’s
name, however, wasmissing from thelist. “The BJP wants people
to forget the case where their own man was targeted and killed
for exposing the irregularities in the accounts of a Hindu math.
Thisisthescaryreality of the Sangh Parivar,”Nayak says. “Idoubt
voters will be fooled by it.”

DakshinaKannada, however, hascontinued tokeepitsappoint-
ments with blood-soaked horror. On January 3rd, Deepak Rao, a
BJP worker, was murdered in Katipalla, near Surathkal, trigger-
ingareprisal in which a Muslim youth from the area lost his life.
“My constituencyis a Hindu majority area, and I’ have been extra
vigilant. Thisincident has been the one black mark on my entire
term,” says BA Mohiuddin Bava, the Congress MLA from Man-
galore City North, who had issued a statement saying he prayed
the courts would award death to the accused. At his busy office in
Surathkal, Bava launches into a publicity spiel about the projects
commissioned by himin the past five years,butheknowsfull well
thatreligion is the flavour of the season. He recently came under
attack forretrofitting the tune of a popular Ayyappa bhajanwitha
campaign song—aninadvertent mistake, hesays.

N THE NEIGHBOURING district of Udupi, the tone of
campaigning is less pungent. At Minister for Sports and

Youth AffairsPramod Madhwaraj’s
resort-home tucked away in Ko-
laligiri, across the Suvarna River
from Udupi, a bevy of petitioners
sit slumped in plush chairs in an
air-conditioned room, waiting to
be ushered into an inner chamber
with an arched wood ceiling and
plusher sofas. Madhwaraj emerg-
esinagreen kurta toting gigantic
finger rings and an aristocratic
smile. The darbar begins: a cancer
patient’s mother trying to acquire
cheapland to build ahome, a stu-
dentwhoneedsmedicalaid,aparty
worker who wants to shake his
hands, they all get assurances and
advice. The minister scarfs down
a handful of pills handed to him
by asecretary before he heads out
in a Land Rover to 20 booth-level
engagements over the course of
the day. Among his people, he is
no longer the patrician butaman
who touches elders’ feet and poses
forselfies. Atanintimate gathering
in the shade of a porch in Handadi,
with no more than 40 people in
attendance, he likens himselfto a
sincere agricultural worker who deserves to be hired again. “Go
through thelistof promisesthatImadetoyouinthelastelection
and tell me if T have failed you anywhere. If Thaven't, then hire
meagain,” hesays. A shapeshifterwhonearly defected tothe BJP,
Madhwarajis confidenthis performance hasearned him enough
goodwill tolastanother term.

“Wearenotleavinganythingtochance,” says Jagadish Shetty,
47,aBJPworker from Boloor, a Mogaveera-majority neighbour-
hood on the outskirts of Mangalore where a team of volunteers
is wrapping up its door-to-door outreach, moving like a swarm
of bees ona hot, listless day. It is a taxonomic exercise to identify
“our” votes, and occasionally, to try and turn the others by ven-
triloquising AmitShah and NarendraModi. They donotbrandish
caustic sentences or affect a pose of superiority. This is good old
friendly banter. “There are 1,039 votes in this booth—No 81 of
ward No 27—and we know each one. We have never collected
thismuch data. We even have phonenumbersfrom each house,
and since we know which way they lean, we plan toadd the sup-
portersamong them to WhatsApp groups,” says Shetty, a ghazal
singer with close-cropped afro hair who runs a not-for-profit
school. The Congress’ ground level campaign may seem attenu-
ated in comparison, but with the Siddaramaiah wave cresting
at the right time, the party is not overly worried about anti-in-
cumbency evenastheBJP getsbusyat the Hindutvaswitchboard,
flipping everythingon.m
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CORPORATE SOCIAL
RESPONSIBILITY:
COMPANIES GOING BEYOND
THE CALL OF DUTY

The culture of giving has been
an age-old practice in India.
Individuals, as well as the
business community, have not only
contributed to the country’s economic
growth, but have embraced social
issues with equal zeal, providing critical
support to the government to meet the
growing challenges of collective growth.

Corporate’s social responsibility,
however, took on a new meaning
when the company law changed in
April 2014. Subsequently, supporting
community development became
more about meeting stated goals and
complying with the norms, rather than
a philanthropic activity for many Indian
companies.

According to the rules, companies
with net worth of Rs 500 crore or more,
must spend 2 percent of net profits on
corporate social responsibility (CSR)
programmes. This rule also applies
for businesses with a turnover of and
above Rs 1,000 crore, or those with
net profit of Rs 5 crore or more in a
financial year.

However, of late, things seem to be
moving in the right direction, with India
Inc. going beyond the call of duty to
embrace the art of giving. More and
more companies are reaching out to
the disadvantaged and marginalised
sections of the society, to uplift socially
and economically backward groups,
besides making efforts to protect
national heritage, art and culture.

But there’s a catch. Over the years,
businesses have also realised that CSR
is not just about charitable acts, but
also gives better brand visibility. This

has also led to companies integrating
CSR into their businesses like never
before.

How companies are spending on
CSR projects

In the initial years, not all companies
showed eagerness towards spending
on charitable activities. However, over
the years, the scenario has changed
with  more and more companies
complying with the norms and spending
more on development of the society.

Consider this: In the past two years,
the telecom sector has increased
its CSR spending by 400 per cent,
followed by a 234 per cent jump across
pharmaceutical companies.

Besides, companies are also rising
up to a wider set of responsibilities,
and providing critical support in areas
where one cannot depend on the
government’s efforts alone.

Education and healthcare have
benefitted the most, accounting for
more than 50 per cent of the total
spends of top 100 Indian companies
by way of market capitalisation.

In fact, corporate India has been
spending substantially on education,
a sector that has seen investments
going up by a whopping 92 per cent in
the past three years, while aggressively
addressing various  health-related
issues — from running hospitals to
conducting awareness campaigns.

Where companies are spending on
CSR projects

According to the 2016-2017 KPMG
report, the top 100 companies in terms

of market capitalisation spent about Rs
7,216 crore on philanthropic activities, up
41 per cent from the figures of 2014-15.

Having said that, the socially
responsible management are doing
much more than what is required under
the law — contributing far higher than
the prescribed limit. In fact, 22-plus
companies had set aside higher CSR
budget in 2016-17 compared to 10
companies in the previous fiscal year.

The situation has also improved,
when it comes to spending the
allocated amount. Statistics say, the
number of companies that have spent
less than 2 per cent has come down by
29 per cent —from 52 in 2014-151t0 37
during 2016-17.

The efforts have made a real
difference on ground — Maharashtra,
Uttar Pradesh, Tamil Nadu, Karnataka
and Odisha have emerged as the
biggest beneficiaries with the highest
number of projects. The north-eastern
states, including, Manipur and Tripura,
however, need greater attention, with
less than 10 projects for the region.

India was the first country to implement
expenditure on social causes. But the
rule book’s contribution has been far
greater given that India Inc. seems to
have become socially even more aware,
going beyond profits, to contributing
on a much larger scale for social and
economic development of the country.

Today, corporate India is spending
more on resources and giving more
time for CSR activities, overcoming
the challenges of achieving economic
prosperity, social inclusion and
environmental sustainability. m



ik
L

HE ANATOMY OF A HA“““F

55

i




Photo imaging by SAURABH SINGH

I cRIME I

The police chargesheet on the rape and
murder of an eight-year-old girl in Jammu

reveals horrifying details of her last five days
By RAHUL PANDITA

OHAMMED YOUSUF DOES notrememberexactlywhenhe

decided to settle in Rasana village in Jammu region’s Kathua dis-

trict. Buthesaysitmusthavebeenabout 10-12 wintersago. Yousuf

isaBakerwal,anomadic tribe of Jammu & Kashmir. His commu-
nity spends summers at high altitude and winters in the plains, where they move
alongwith theirlivestock. Afterhistwo children died inanaccident, Yousuf decided
toadopthissister'snewborn childin 2010. She wasnamed Asifa. In thelast few years,
the Bakerwals in Jammu province have been facing opposition from local Dogra
Hindus. Many Hindusin Jammu fear that the Muslim-majority Kashmir Valley has
planstochange thedemography of Hindu-majority Jammu by resettling Muslims
here from elsewhere. The settling of a few hundred Rohingya Muslim families in
Jammu had fuelled these concerns. In towns and villages along the international
border with Pakistan in particular, tension between some sections of Hindus and
Bakerwalshasbeenrunninghigh.Itisthissuspicionand hatred thatconsumed the
life of eight-year-old Asifa. The details in the chargesheet filed by the J&K Police’s
CrimeBranchinalocal courton April gthand rothagainsteightaccused revealshor-
rifying details of her last five days after she wasabducted on January 1oth this year.

“We have solved the case, but what makes me really sad is that police officers
were involved in this,” says Ahfadul Mujtaba, Inspector-General, Crime Branch.

Asifa’sbody was found in a forest next to Rasana on January 17th, seven days
after she went missing while looking for her ponies that had ventured far while
grazing. Two days later, the local police arrested a juvenile boy who they said had
confessed that it was he who had abducted the girl and later killed her with the
blow of astone to her head.

But as Bakerwals and others mounted pressure on the government to transfer
the case to the Central Bureau of Investigation (CBI), it was turned over to the Crime
Branch on January 22th. After sustained interrogation of the juvenile boy and an
investigationinvolving conventionalandmodern methods, the policesay theyidenti-
fied the main two accused in the case—alocal 60-year-old villager, Sanji Ram, and a
Special Police officer, Deepak Khajuria.

Thestory thathasemerged after the Crime Branch investigation,nowa part of
the chargesheet, isas follows:

SanjiRamhad decided to put togethera plan toscare Bakerwalsaway from the
area. He had been observing Asifa for a few days; she often grazed her ponies on
forestland around his home. He decided to kill Asifa in order to instil fearamong
other members of her community. Ram shared this idea with Deepak Khajuria
andthejuvenileboy, hisnephew. The boy had been expelled from hisschool three
monthsearlier because of ‘bad behaviour’ with girls. His parents had then senthim
to hisuncle’shome, where he took care of the cattle.

To facilitate Asifa’s abduction, Khajuria first went to a chemist shop, taking
alongaprescription of hismaternal uncle who has psychiatric problems. He asked
for amedicine used for treating seizures and sleep disorders. The chemist did not
have the specificdrug, but gave him the same formulation undera different brand
name, Epitril. Khajuria then sought Ram’s nephew’s help in abducting the girl,
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promising that in return he would help
him clear his exams through cheating.
The boy shared this plan with his close
friend, Parvesh Kumar alias Mannu. On
January gth, the boyand Mannu went to
anearby townand purchased four doses
ofalocal drug, Manar.

On the afternoon of January 1oth,
Ram’s nephew heard Asifa enquiring
fromawomanabouthermissing ponies.
Hetold Asifa that he had seen her ponies
andledhertothejungle,accompanied by
Mannu. According to the police, by this
time the girlhad sensed trouble and tried
torun away. But Ram’s nephew caught
holdofherand pushedhertotheground.
Then he forcibly fed hera dose of Manar,
afterwhichshefellunconscious. Itishere
that he raped her. Afterwards, Mannu
tried raping heras well, but could not.

The girl was then taken to a small
temple managed by Sanji Ram. Thenext
day,SPOKhajuriaand Ram’snephew wentback tocheck onher.
The nephew, says the chargesheet, lifted her head and Khajuria
slid two tablets of Epitril down her throat. In the evening the
nephew went again to the temple to light alamp and found the
girl still unconscious. The same night, he called up his cousin,
Sanji Ram’s son, Vishal Jangotra, who is pursuing a Bachelor’s
degree in agriculture in Meerut. The boy asked Jangotra to come
immediately if he wanted to satisfy hislust.

Jangotraarrived thenextmorning, Twohourslater, they went
tothetemple where Asifawas givenanother three tablets. All this
while, she was on an empty stomach.

By this time, Sanji Ram had taken into confidence another
policeman, head constable Tilak Raj. On the afternoon of January
12th, after Mohammed Yousuf filed a complaint with the police,
the search for the missing girl began. Both Deepak Khajuriaand
Tilak Raj were a part of the search party and kept up the pretence
oflookingforthe girl.

According to the police, Sanji Ram visited his sister the same
day and confided in her that her son wasinvolved in the kidnap-
pingand confinement of the girl. Through
her,apacketofRs1.5lakh wassentto Tilak

underaheap of garbage. These have now
beenrecovered by the police.

Itwasthedayof Lohri. Afterthefestivi-
tiesin the evening, Sanji Ram told his ac-
complices that the time had come to kill
thegirl. Thatnight,shewastakentoacul-
vertin front of the temple by thenephew;,
his friend Mannu and Jangotra. Shortly
afterwards, Khajuriareached the spot as
welland said hewanted torape the girl be-
foreshewaskilled. After doingit, Khajuria
put her neck on hisleft thigh and tried to
strangle her. He could not. Sanji Ram’s
nephew then came forth and killed her
by pressing hisknee againstherback and
strangulating her with her chunni. Then,
tomakesure thatshe wasdead, he hither
twice withastone.

The body was taken back to the tem-
ple.OnthemorningofJanuary 15th, the
body was thrown in the forest.

Butoncethecasegottoohottohandle
forthe police, theaccused decided todirectall guiltat thejuvenile
and have him confessfalsely that he had conspired tokill the girl
alongwithalocal shepherd. Onsustained interrogation, however,
the boy broke down and narrated the whole story.

SanjiRam, itturns out, wasdead against Bakerwalssettlingin
thearea. Healwaysurged hiscommunity not to provide any assis-
tance tothem. He wasknown to harangue one of hisneighbours
forhavingsoldapiece ofland toa Bakerwal. Head Constable Tilak
Raj and Khajuria, according to the police, also had a prejudiced
view of Bakerwals. They suspected them of indulging in cow
slaughterand drug trafficking, says the chargesheet.

The case has assumed a political hue in Jammu with some
members of BJP, Congressand other partiescomingoutin favour
of the accused SPO, Khajuria. On April gth, when the police ap-
proached theKathuacourttofile the chargesheet,agroup of law-
yerstried tostop them. The police have filedan FIR against them.

“We had no pressure from anyone,” says Ramesh Jala, SSP,
Crime Branch, who supervised the probe. “We were reporting
the developments of the case to the High Court almost on a
weekly basis.” The 15-member team of the
Crime Branch, say senior police officials,

Ralj.}“hrmifl}illlllim, an ogfer fo;’1 sharingato- IN PLACES ALONG THE hasan i(rinpeccaalble record. ]alai{ hgnself }}11515
t. Rs tothei tigat- i t istatt i i
ingofficerofthecase Sublnspectoranand  PAKISTANIBORDER, THE (i mirvaey,
Dutta. Heisnow one of the accused. TENSION BETWEEN SOME The fate of Mohammed Yousuf and his
On t‘he morning of January 13th, Sanji SECTIONS OF HINDUS AND peopleinRasanaig notclearyet. After Asifa
Ram, his son and nephew went to temple wasfound,localsdidnotevenallow thefam-
where the uncle-nephew duo performed BAKERWALS HAS BEEN ily to bury her body on Yousuf’s own land.
rituals. After Sanji Ram left, his son raped RUNNINGHIGH.ITISTHIS Ithadtobeburiedinaneighbouringvillage
Asifa. Thensh i dbyhisneph- here Yousuf’s relatives live. In the wal
ew, ;.16 jue\z;if: Aaiftzfat;ur};ilflz bo};r fefir;\efifa HATRED THAT CONSUMED z‘;tﬁzech(:rl;es}ferei,ihz fi?eife Bar11<er3vvavls :r(i
threetabletsof Epitrilandkept the other two THE LIFE OF ASIFA thisregion isbound to get more difficult. m
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BUSINESS

By ARESH SHIRALI

ANKS AREIN the business
ofinspiration,asagrandee of
finance once said, and their
fundamentaljobistoinspire
trust. In India, they inspire
everything from awe to expletives, but
their basic survival depends on the faith
placed in them by the faceless millions
wholend them money: if depositors were
to suddenly withdraw their deposits in
fear of losing them, they’d suffer a ‘bank
run’ and fall apart. Not only must people
feel assured that banks aren’t playing

THE IRON

Private banks must be

loose and reckless with their money, they
need to trust one another not to panic on
rumours of any such thing,

The rarity of bank runsis among the
marvels of this age, surely, one that even
the rational rigour of Game Theory can’t
entirely explain. As an analogy, consider
agame thatillustrates the woes and won-
ders of social cooperation. It’s called the
Stag Hunt. Imagine a group of hunters
lying in wait with their bows stretched
behind the bushes along a deer trail in
a forest. If they all choose to cooperate,
stay perfectly stilland letnotaleaf rustle,
they’ll get to have a hearty feast. But as
time wears on, everyone begins to lose
patience. And then, instead of the long-
awaited stag, a hare comes hopping into
sight. Now what? Each archer can opt for
thiseasy preyandsave himselfstarvation,
but the shake-up is bound to scare their
A originaltargetoff,leaving the resthungry
o s S S i (and himself underfed). What should a
A _—— rational player do? Gauge the intent of

P — e others, of course, while settling for either
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a‘Nash equilibrium’ of greater gains for
allin pursuit of a unified goal, ora ‘gnash
standoff’ with everyone’s selfish aims
implying less for each. How the scenario
resolvesitself, nobody can foretell.
Banks, in contrast, are lucky. They can
countonmostof theircreditorstostay put
andnotflee. Fortheindustry, thisisoptimal.
Even those on the verge of bankruptcy are
kept stable by aam customers. But here’s
the thing. Is this plain and simple inertia?
Oranunspoken expectation thata higher
authority will ensure they don’t lose their
savings? And whatif thestability of banks
issub-optimalforthe rest of the economy?
The Government’s domination of

Asaregulator, the RBI insists that all
banks operate under a strict set of rules
designedforsafety. Their primaryjob,after
all,istofunnel cashwhereit’sbestused. For
this, they borrow cheaply from the masses
and lend at higher rates of interest to a
few, and if they squeeze their overheads
within this ‘spread’, they turn a profit for
shareholders. In line with global norms,
however, they must have some money of
their own too: as a capital cushion, their
equity base needs to have abouta tenth of
thevalue oftheirrisk-ladenloans,deemed
sufficientto cover defaults.Ifunpaidloans
exceed this cushion,itneedstoberestuffed
with cash from shareholders; else, it goes

could suffer an unforeseen slump and
doomaworthy project. On the flipside,in
amarketwherethequality of information
is poor, error avoidance results in credit
inefficiency: either too few loans are dis-
bursed orgoodborrowersgetslapped with
higherratesforthesins of the shady. Even
so,badloanstend toaverageoutovertime,
and solong as they remain a tiny fraction
of goodloans, private banks thrive.

HE MOMENT mala fide intent
enters the story,however,all betsare
off. Since corporateloansare so large, just
a few risk reports fudged and advances

Y OF CREAKY VAULTS

held accountable for them to serve the public interest

India’s banking sector since 1969 appears
to have lulled large numbers into seeing
any bank as a bank, a place where their
money is safe. This is assumed to be so
even if a Public Sector Bank (PSB) gets
robbed every now and then; the country’s
exchequer, after all, is big enough to refill
its vaults. A private bank, however, isjust
another business—as vulnerable to fail-
ure as any other. Indeed, many have had
todown theirshutters: Global Trust Bank,
LordKrishnaBankand Bank of Madura, to
name some. Ifaccount holders didn’t lose
anything, it was only because their opera-
tions got taken over by other banks. But
fail, they did. And now that a scandal has
erupted at ICICI Bank, with dodgy loans
extended to a business group suspected to
have enriched its CEO Chanda Kochhar’s
family, the popular notion that privately-
owned banks operate on a superior plane
ofintegrity hasall but comeapart.

If state control of money corrupts, any
control of money could corrupt. Absolute
control, absolutely so.

bust. The RBlisalsosupposed todefineand
monitorinternal processessothatnobody
dupesor bullies a bank for credit. At PSBs,
these systems bear cracks that crooks can
exploit,asthe Nirav Modiscamappearsto
haverevealed. At privatebanks, fraudisn’t
soeasy. But while theymightadhereto RBI

approved in return for secret favours
could cause losses; and if the books get
smudged with red ink far too frequently,
theentireenterprise couldbe throwninto
jeopardy. This problem afflicts all kinds
of banks, and if badly managed, private
banks in rapid-expansion mode perhaps

normsawholelotbetter, evenmore so. Every am-
they often prove just as bitious business chases
bad on what’s beyond L sizeinacountry of such
regulatory oversight: Every ambitious vast potential; for a
case by caselending. . bank,sizeisameasure of
All credit entails .bus_mess chases its ‘assets’, the sum of its
risk, a ‘price’ for which sizeinacountry of loans, regardlessof what
is.extracted by way ofa such vast potential. the){’re r.eallyworth.over
higher rate of interest F bank. sizei their lifespan. Since
charged. The lender’s orabank, size Is most loans have long
job is to assess myriad ameasure of its payback periods, it’san
fac:[ors—say, of a start- ‘assets’, the sum of 1ndus.try that ah‘nost
up’s prospects—and . lends itself to business
pricethatriskaccurately. its Ioans, regardless myopia.
The discretion this calls of what they’re The onus of adding
for could' spell genu'lne re aIIy worth over onassets thatdon'tend
errors of judgement; an o up as non-performers
economy, for instance, their lifespan is squarely on a bank’s
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management. In ensuring this, its CEO,
theonein charge,isaccountable toshare-
holders, whoin turn are represented by a
board of directors. Headed by a chairper-
son, this board’s role goes beyond setting
businesstargets—andawarding the CEO
amulti-crore pay package—to include
such matters of governance as staying
alert to any violation of principles.

Alas, that’s only on paper. In reality,
shareholders are largely aloof and boards
rarely vigilant. The wider the dispersal of
ownership, it seems, the worse this negli-
gence can get. If nobody owns more than
athin sliver of a bank’s shares, no ‘owner’
hasmuch tolose by way of reputation or

orherwisdom.Inany case, it’sjust the big
numbersthat getontothebigtable. Clues
of any graft within are not easy to spot.
As for ICICI Bank, it was only afterits
dud loan to a business partner of Koch-
har’shusband came under the CBI scan-
ner foranalleged conflict-ofinterest that
itsboard began to stir, and that too with
unseemly lethargy, having defended
its CEO at first (nothing was amiss, it
argued). With profits being logged and
bad loans still under a tenth of its total,
perhaps few directors saw any cause for
alarm. Investors at large appear calm
too. After scaling a peak in January, ICICI
Bank’s scrip slid on allegations against

investment if things go Kochhar in March, but
awry.Inabusinessthat’s then staged a recovery
Greek tomostoutsiders, in early April once the
this can prove perilous. The tacit board expressed confi-
Unlike, say, Kotak Ma- . dencein herleadership.
hindra Bank, whose as.srjmptlon that Meanwhile, as the
promoters have both India’s Government spotlight turns on pri-
their 1.1ames affixed and WOUld save private vate banks overall, the
alsodirect control, ICICI lendersf hei RBI has begun to nudge
Bank is owned mostly en .ers rom their boardsto get tough with
by a scatter of institu- follies poses the CEOs. AxisBank’sdenial
‘tio.nal.inV?stors withno same moral hazard ofa fqunh termas QEO
principal’ tospeak of. . . to Shikha Sharmais a

So long as they’re asin America. If directupshotof this. But
satisfied with its stock bad assets cause given the flaws of the
price—a function of no gri ef, Why worry operative model, such

quarterly earnings,
popular perceptions,
market sentiments and
other factors of dubious
relevance—they are unlikely to pay close
attention. Likeretailinvestors,if theyaren’t
too pleased by what they see on the ticker
tape, they can simply selland move on.
Under those sort of circumstances,
why would anyone bother to question
the CEO of a profitable private bank?
Ah, but there’s also a chairperson, is
there not?If there’s anyone with a man-
date to look after a bank’s long-term in-
terests, it’s the person who chairs board
meetings. But a mandate is one thing,
actual empowerment another. At some
banks, the chairperson and CEO are the
same. Thisappals gurus of corporate gov-
ernance; buteven at banks where they’re
separate, the CEO’s aura of authority is
often enough to deter challengers of his

about quality?

specific interventions
usually make more
news than a difference.
Thedetailsofaprivate
bank’s internal affairs may escape over-
sight from above, but what about peer
surveillance? Every decision involves
multiple points of clearance, and credit
committees presumably have more
than one member. Yes, say bankers privy
to such things, but it'’sa complex process
riddled with grey zones, so the earnest
have little incentive to go against higher-
ups—orthegeneral drift—ifitmeansput-
tinga careeratstakerightnow forthesake
ofbeing provenrightlater. Plus, while the
typical corporate hierarchy brooks no
defianceanywhere,a culture of deference
tobosses is especially acute in India. All
in all, confide these bankers, it'sa mug’s
game to take on a bank’s big shots. And
if anyone catches a whiff of something

rotten, it’s often pointless to cry foul.
‘What’s done is done, and in a business of
trust, keeping smelly stuff suitably sani-
tised may well be a sane option.

HAT HAPPENS when abank

doesgobankrupt?Ifit'saPSB, the
Centre usually bailsit out. Ifit’s a private
bank, the Government is under no ob-
ligation to save it. Since banks owe one
another vast sums of money atany given
point,however, the crash of asinglelender
could set off chaos across the entire econ-
omy,a ‘systemicrisk’thathasledmanyto
assume that no bank ‘too big to fail’ will
be allowed to. A recent precedent for this
wasset by the USafterthe GreatRecession
of 2008-09 when the Obama administra-
tion plugged private losses with public
funds. It was a one-off, but it effectively
meant that banks on aroulette roll got to
make big profits on high-risk bets while
the going was good but had the whole
country pick up the tab for their excess-
es once their fragile assets crumbled.
Expedience overcame ethics.

Systemicrisksin Indiaarelow,given
the RBI'srestrictions on banks, but they
do exist. Yet, the tacit assumption that
India’s Government would save private
lenders from their follies also poses the
same moral hazard asin America. If bad
assets cause no grief, why worry about
quality? Andif one’ssurvivalisn'teverat
stake, why crib about corruption? Badly
managed banks could simply whistle
along like they always have, enriching
afewatthe cost of the rest.

For half a century or more, no Indian
bank has vanished with people’s money,
norisonelikelytonow. Depositinsurance
of up toRs 1 lakh also acts as a safeguard
ofsorts. Nodepositorneedstobreakintoa
sweat. Yet,each bank scandalisareminder
of the cost the country bears for the pelf
that tends to accompany power. Bad
banks, let’s face it, retard no less than aid
the economy. The irony is that for this to
change, Indiamight finallyneed tobreak
the spell cast on them by public concern
for their safety. Else, teeth agrit, even a
gnash equilibrium might begin to look
like abest-case scenario. m
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GUTS & BALLS @

BY ADITYAIYER

Dead Man Walking

HE LIGHTS WENT out. The knell was struck. And
through flames of dryice (litup by soft blue light), The

Undertaker, pro-wrestling’s greatest gimmick, made hisen-
tryinto pro-wrestling’s greatest stage—World Wrestling En-
tertainment’s annual pay-per-view, Wrestlemania, which
rolledoutits 34th edition on April 8th. Foramajor partof my
existence (Wrestlemaniaand I were bornafew daysapart),
this was the moment I looked forward to more than any
other on live TV. Not just in anticipation of eventually
watching a seven-foot man dressed like the grim reaper
wrestle similarly outlandish characters; which, of course,
was a sight to behold as well. The real draw to this mo-
ment—the moment when the arena turnsdark and "Taker
waits behind the entry curtains—lay in his slow and long
walk to the middle of the ring. It was a feast for the senses.

Through a haze of pealing bells and choir voices set to
falsetto,he would appear,shadow-like;inablack trenchcoat
andmatching Stetson hat, perchedatopagush of curly black
hair. Back in the gos, the Stetson was pulled down to the
bridge of hisnoseand histhroat waswrappedinagrey wide-
neck tie. Buteven in the 2000s, when the tiewasreplaced by
atattoo of his then-wife’s name inked below his voice box,
The Undertaker’s visual appeal remained remarkably the
same, thankstotheincredible propshemade hisentry with.
Sometimes he walked behind a coffin-on-wheels,and once,
during Wrestlemania IX, he even
entered with a vulture. But mostly,
it was with his trusted manager
Paul Bearer, his pale and ghostly
sidekick, who, in turn, walked in
with a golden urn (according to
WWE’sincredible storylines, the
urn held the wrestler’s soul).

The schtick wouldn’'t end even

back of his skull. Mike Tyson, the most intimidating boxer
the world hasseen, once said that he won most of hisbouts
evenbefore he threw hisfirst punch. "Taker’s pre-matchrou-
tinewasnothingbutapersonification of thatintimidation,
embellished to the point of perfection in the make-believe
world of pro-wrestling.

Eraschanged. Attitudeschanged. And even the wrestlers
changed (some of his contemporaries from the gos even
died, in real life). But The Undertaker, and his Dead Man
Walk to the squared circle, remained an undying constant.
Constant, though, is not always a good thing. On Sunday
night, April 8th, at the SuperDome in New Orleans, US
(Monday morning in India), when the lights went outand
the gongsweresounded, it filled pro-wrestling fansaround
the world, including me, with dread—and not in the way
"Taker or WWE's scriptwriters intended. For, in the last
few years, the man stepping out of the dryice hasn’t been
Undertaker but a tired old man visibly fed up of his only
trick. The hatand trenchcoat werestill in place, the former
barely concealing the wrinkles and jowls on his withered
face and the latter unable to cover his sagging chest and
bloated stomach, not even with the aid of darkness.

From the middle of the ring, John Cena—ayounger, fast-
er and stronger babyface—waited for Undertaker to com-
pletehisentrance,awalk soslow thatoneassumeditwasn’t

duetothedemandsof hischaracter
butduetothedemandsofabattered,
53-year-old body. ‘Someone give
him a walking stick already! wrote
afanonTwitter. Soonafter the Dead
Man took off his hat in the ring
and revealed his hairline, another
Tweetread: ‘My eyes! For the love of
god or devil or whoever he prays to,

i;]fterhe enteredt.henng.,where the thl"e e minutes, a stop for the sake of our childhood.
ightswouldbegin tobrightenashe . It only got worse.
peeledoffhiscoat,onelongarmata minute-and-a-half The Undertaker hadn’t‘compet-

time, and took offhishat. Now,and
only now, the eerie music would
stop, thearena’sbright bulbsshone
and when they did, the broadcast
cameraswould focuson hiseyes—
white as milk, the black of his eye-
ballsembedded somewhere at the

shorter than his
entrance. Even
those three minutes
felt like a stretch

ed’ since the previous Wrestlema-
nia, where he had ‘lost’ (to new-age
superstar Roman Reigns) only for
the second time since 1993. Back
then, in 2017, something remark-
able occurred as he ducked under
the ropes to leave the arena. On his
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The Undertaker at Wrestlemania 34

way out, 'Taker lefthis hat and trenchcoat in the middle of
the ring—a telltale sign that the bosses were finally doing
what waslong overdue—wiped tearsfrom hiseyes, waved
goodbyeto the crowd and disappeared behind the curtains,
forever. Orso we thought.

Justlike a great TV series that stretched its viewers’ pa-
tience in its final few seasons and even rolled out a finale,
only toreturn as a movie (Entourage, for example), The Un-
dertaker had yet again entered a Wrestlemania ring. Such
moves—primarily driven by money—in the film industry
tendtofocuslesson contentand farmore oninsidejokes. It
wasthesame case with The Undertaker’sreturn. The match
was a highlight reel of his trademark moves, the wrestling
equivalentof hisgreatesthits. From bell tobell, the fightlast-
edatotal of 3 minutes,aminute-and-a-halfshorter than his
entrance. Even those 3 minutes, at times, felt like a stretch.

Aboutaminuteintothe contest, Taker setup his Snake
Eyes-Running Big Boot one-two. The idea is to throw his
opponent, Cena in this case, face first into the turnbuckle
(Snake Eyes)andashericochetsand wobbles, The Undertak-

er will fell him with his shoe (Running Big
Boot). Only, as 'Taker bounced off the ropes
and painfully held out his leg, Cena had
slipped to the ground before a semblance
of contact. To coverup for the gaffe, the pair
quickly assisted the old man to pull in his
money shots—the Flying Clothesline, Old
School (where he walks the top-rope) and
one lethargic Chokeslam.

Now it was time for The Undertaker’s
finishingmove, butno pay-per-view match
of hisis complete with him Rising-From-
The-Dead. So, Cena pinned him to the floor
and mechanically 'Taker hoisted his upper
torso go degrees, one creaking spine bone
atatime. The misery was over instantly, as
the Tombstone Piledriver (the best finishing
move,initsheyday) wasconductedand the
Dead Man got up on his feet to his theme
music and dimmed lights. “The "Taker has
returned to New Orleans, known forits cul-
tural voodoo, toexorcise somebadjuju,” the
WWE commentator said, killing any stray
hope of a permanent retirement. “He has
righted the wronghereat the SuperDome.”
Allow me to explain.

Sometime in the mid-2000s, it came to
the attention of WWE’s bosses that their
scriptwriters had, wholly by chance, al-
lowed The Undertaker to go undefeated in
Wrestlemanias. The faux paswasrenamed
The Streak and repositioned asa money-spinner. And year
afterlong year, The Undertaker was brought back to head-
line and win at Wrestlemania. In 2014, however, Brock
Lesnar—a real-life powerhouse returning to the WWE
after along sabbatical—had to be promoted and "Taker’s
streak was sacrificed, at the SuperDome in New Orleans
(hence, thejuju). Back then, itwasahard pill to swallow for
usfans—witnessinglive thekilling ofa great character. But
werealised it wastherightmove forthebusiness, given how
jaded the routine was becoming.

But The Undertaker returned the year after that, in
Wrestlemania 2015,and again in 2016—defeating jobbers
(pro-wrestling speak for those whoroutinelylose matches)
onbothoccasions. Then,in 2017, after hislossto Reigns, his
second defeat in four years, we, the fans, and perhaps even
The Undertaker, were certain that they had finally killed off
the Dead Man for good. But his gimmick is builtaround re-
turning from the dead. And this time when the lights went
outand the knell was sounded he did so literally, looking
ratherzombie-like. m
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HUSAIN HAUUANI

Pakistani diplomat and former ambassador
to the United States and Sri Lanka

By SIDDHARTH SINGH

‘My advice to
Pakistan: Stop
inventing history’

USAIN HAQQANI WAS Pakistan’s
ambassador to the US from 2008 to 2011, when
he was ousted from his position by the country’s

powerful military and intelligence establishment.

Aleading publicintellectual of his country, he
isa powerful voice for sanity in anuclear-armed South Asia.
Hagqgani haswritten several notable books, including Pakistan:
Between Mosque and Military(2005), which explores Pakistan’s
dalliance with Islamist groups, something that hashaunted
his country forlong. In Reimagining Pakistan: Transforming a
Dysfunctional Nuclear State(Harper Collins, 2018), his latest
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book, he retraces the missteps of India’s restive neighbour and tells a story of what went wrong in his
homeland. In an interview with Open, he answers questions about Pakistani’s folly in trying to wrest
Kashmir from India, the possibilities and limitations of the China Pakistan Economic Corridor,and the
measures that India ought to take for sustainable peace in South Asia.

In three months, Pakistan has a general election. On the
eve of these polls, what’s your assessment of the health
of democracy there?

Ithink democracyin Pakistan hasnotrecovered from themultiple
shocksithasbeen given overthe years.Rightnow; basicallyitison
life support. We will go through the motions of democracy. But
unlessand until Pakistan’smilitary establishmentletsthe civilians
makethe choices.... First of all, let them present the choices to the
peopleonawholerangeofissues—notjustdistribution of patron-
ageat the local level but the overall vision for the country—and
thenletthemexecuteitoncetheyareelected. Unlessthathappens,
Idon't think Pakistani democracy will move forward.

In your book you have pre-dated Pakistan’s problems

by almost a decade from 1958 when the first coup took
place—to perhaps even before 1947. Historians tend to
date those problems to 1958, but you differ. Why is that?
Myargumentisthatthetermsof Partition which gave Pakistan 19
per cent of British India’s population, 17 per cent of its revenue re-
sourcesand 33 per centof thearmy set the stage forwhat happened
later. Itis time to start understanding how the lack of preparation
foranew country by the Muslim League led to the circumstances
thatmadethe Pakistaniarmy the central institution of the country.
Inmy book, T have detailed through declassified papersand docu-
mentshow Muslim Leagueleadersas well assome British officials
wereonly thinking about Pakistan being the home of a very large
section of the British Indian army. Pakistan inherited the Northern
Command ofthatarmy, butitdidnotinherita functioning capital
city—like DelhiwasforIndia—anditdidnotinheritafunctioning
civil service because very few of the Indian Civil Service officers
were Muslim and were willing to serve in Pakistan. Thisis why
Pakistan ended up havingBritish officersforalmostadecadeafter
Independence, both in the military and the civil service. Soitis
importanttotryand understand where the seedliesfor thesapling
thatstarted growingin 1958.

To address more contemporary concerns, how would
understanding those foundational problems—or the seed
of the problem, as you say—help in the present time?

Itwill help usunderstand that the circumstances of 1947 created
an environment which resulted in policy choices and decisions
thathave broughtPakistan whereitistoday. Andif weare going to
undothose choices, itisimportant tounderstand how thisstarted.
Soin 1947, you only have a military and your biggest concern is
to pay for that military. That makes you join international alli-
ances and [America was] the choice. Unlike other countries that
raise a military to fight a threat, you already have a military, so

therefore you have to raise the threat proportionate to the size
of the military. If we understand that these were circumstances
that were peculiar to Pakistan’s birth, then we can actually think
about undoing them. We can then think of Pakistan asa territo-
rial state as opposed to being an ideological state. Now there are
many countriesin the world thatcameaboutbecause of historical
circumstancesthat did not make themnation-statesin the classi-
cal sense of the word. I give the example of Belgium in my book.
Belgium now thinks of itself as a nation-state and not as the sole
possessor of French or Dutch culture. It is a territorial state that
playsaveryimportant role in Europe. Where Pakistan is today is
where Belgium was in the year 1900. Think about it: If Belgians
had made the policy choices that Pakistanis have made, of just
goingaheadand building military capability, pursuinga constant
state of competition with a much larger neighbour, insisting on
reinventing history to say that this country wasmade because of
inherent incompatibility with the majority community of our
neighbour, then Belgium would not be the land of peace that it
istoday. What I am saying to Pakistanis is, ‘Understand the cir-
cumstances of your origin, stop inventing history, stop trying to
describe yourself as an ideological state and be content with the
factthat you have a country. Now make it work.’

For70 years, religion has continually beeninjected into
Pakistan’s public life. How would you rate its chances of
becoming a ‘normal’ state in, say, a decade or two?

Pakistan hasnochoice buttobecomeanormalsstateatsome point.
Doesit turninto one asaresult of some aggravated circumstanc-
es? Or does it do by choice? That is the real question. WhatIam
proposingisthatif debate in Pakistan opensup and atleastsome
people whomake arguments—such as the kindIam making—
areallowed tospeak up, we may actually have some potential for
people tosay that ‘Maybe thisis a choice we can make or should
make.’ Japan before World War Il ended up becoming a highly
militarist state. That state ended up collapsing at the end of the
Warand hadnointention of reformingitself even after defeatsin
South-East Asia. The Japanese would not have surrendered if the
Americanshadnotused nuclear weapons. Does Pakistan wantto
beastate that takesits extremistideology toa point where others
‘solve’ the ‘Pakistan Problem’? Or does Pakistan want to say, ‘No,
wearenotaproblem, weareanationand we canmakeachoice”?
Henry Kissinger had once remarked that Iran has to make the
choice whetheritisa country ora cause. If it'sa country, then its
interests can be accommodated by the rest of the world. But if it
isacause, then causes have no choice butto either win or be van-
quished. Pakistan also has to make a choice. It should see itself
asacountry—and that’s whatI am recommending—and not
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seeitselfasa cause with an unending agenda. As a country, Paki-
stan’sinterests can definitely be accommodated by Afghanistan,
by India, by the US and by the rest of the world. But if itisa cause
and says ‘We have to have all of this because we believe thisis
whatweareentitled to’,then thereisnoroom forcompromiseand
negotiation. And thatisnota very good scenario, going forward.

Pakistan imagines itself as a national security state. But
such states cannot exist in a vacuum without strong
economic foundations. Has Pakistan’s ‘establishment’
thought about this problem?

In economic terms, 200 million Pakistanis account for less pro-
ductivity thanahandful of million peoplein Singapore, togivean
example. Thatisa cause for concern. Pakistan is the sixth-largest
country in the world by population and it has the sixth-largest
armyintheworld, butitisthe 26thlargesteconomyin Purchasing
Power Parity (PPP) terms. It is ranked 42nd in terms of nominal
GDP.Thatisnotahealthy picture. Pakistan’smilitary-intelligence
complex sees the economic picture only in terms of managing
the economy because they are not willing to look beyond their
ideological paradigm. I believe Pakistan can be a very prosper-
ous and successful country. Pakistanis have all the tools to be
able to accomplish that, but Pakistan has to invest in its people.
Educationandhealthcarehave toreceive higher priority. Human
capital development has to improve. Economic circumstances
have to become different from what they have been. There has
to be an end to this business of anti-

stan hasto have the fundamentalsof itseconomy correct,and the
building of infrastructure, which is what China is doing through
high-interestloans, isnotnecessarily arecipe formaking Pakistan
productive. Infrastructure is useful if you already have economic
activity. An airport is good if you have lots of flights landing. A
portisgood when you have many ships coming. Railroads and
highwaysareusefulif thereistrafficformovinggoods. If Pakistan
isonly going to be used as a dumping ground for cheap Chinese
products, I don’t think its economy will necessarily take off. And
Pakistan certainly does not need a huge debt burden. Can Paki-
stanmakeuse of CPECpositively? Absolutely, butforthat Pakistan
willhavetomake certaineconomicchoicesaswelland evenmore
fundamental choices about improving its human development,
whichithasnot donesofar.

The scale of China’s investment in CPEC is qualitatively
different from that in any other project—say, in a port
or arailroad. Is Pakistan’s government aware of the
dangers that accompany such heavy debts and their
political consequences later?
Peoplehave debated thisin Pakistan, whichisvery positive. There
hasbeenadebateon the potential foradebtburdenand manyhave
said we donot want toend up asa Chinese colony. Butat the same
timeIthink theneedforsomethingto feel good’hasbeensostrong
that Pakistan’s decision-makers would rather have some activity
than no activity for fear of huge debt. It isa kind of attitude that
says,'We'lldeal with the debt problem

corruption purges every few years
that destroys the existing business
atmosphere. There has to be an end
tonational securityrelated decisions
undermining economic choices. To
give one famous example, a contract
for copper and gold mines in Balo-
chistan was cancelled because of
so-called national security consider-
ationsandallitresultedin wasahuge
finefor Pakistan froman internation-
al court as well as huge losses, as the
mines are not being exploited. All of
thathastoend. Do Pakistan’s military
and intelligence leaders understand
that?Tam not so sure. The reason be-
ing economicsisnot something that
istaughtin the military academy.

Do you think the China Pakistan
Economic Corridor (CPEC) is
going to take Pakistan’s econo-
my in a more positive direction?
I'have argued Chinese investment is
nopanaceaforPakistan. Thereasonis

HUSAIN
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“Pakistan has

no choice but to
become a normal
state at some point.
Does it turn into

one as a result of
some aggravated
circumstances? Or
does it do by choice?”

later, let’shavethebuildingdonenow:’
Thatsaid, CPEC can be transformative
if Pakistan’seconomy asa wholeisre-
oriented. Therealfear hereisthat Paki-
stan ends up with the debt, with the
infrastructure, but withno connectiv-
itywhichisproductive. Ifitisallabout
aNorth-to-South connection and no
East-to-West connectivity, then Paki-
b stan will not necessarily be able to
take economic advantage. CPEC will
becomemuch moreusefulifitcomes
with East-West connectivity as well
and Pakistan gets connected to India,
AfghanistanandsubsequentlytoCen-
tral Asia and Iran as well. Isanybody
thinking about it? I don’t think so.
Investment decisions should always
be based on sound economic calcu-
lations. When you turn them into
strategic decisions, youdonot get the
returns that an investment should
bring. Thestrategicgainsarealsovery
short-lived. The port of Gwadar will
eventuallyhavetohaveshipscomeon

verysimple: Attheend of the day, Paki-

—

call. Why would that happen unless
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thereisalotof import or exportactiv-
ity? The way it can all work is if Gwa-
dar and the two ports near Karachi,
Karachi and Port Kasim, become not
only ports for Pakistan but also for
neighbours. India already hasa high
growthrate,needsmorestuffcoming
inand going out. If western India can
startusing Pakistani portsand therail-
way network, they become produc-
tive. But that is something that has
notbeenspoken of sofar. Themantra
in Pakistan is ‘We firstneed toresolve
Kashmirbefore we willeven consider

m conversatioSJ‘

“Kashmir has become
a cause instead of
a policy. All policies
have a cost-benefit
ratio and have an end
date. Seventy years
of pursuing Kashmir,
and we are still where

He was definitely talking about
Kashmir. But such is the myopia in
Islamabad and Rawalpindi that no-
body paid attention to his remarks.

Lastyear, youissued areportalong
with Lisa Curtis, then ascholar
atthe Heritage Foundation, that
recommended strong steps in
dealing with Pakistan on the issue
of terrorism. For a country that

is so prickly to any criticism, can
such an approach work?

trading with India.’ That limits Paki-

Being thin-skinned about criticism
or being unwilling to look at policy

stan’s options of doing business.

Is Kashmir now subject to some kind of ‘sunk cost fal-
lacy’ in Pakistan? That having invested so much politi-
cal capital in it, you cannot withdraw from the present
course of action?

Kashmirhasbecomeacauseinstead of beinga policy. All policies
haveacost-benefitratioand havean end date. Yourealise that we
willdosuchandsuch thinguptothispoint,andifitdoesnot work,
thenweendit. Seventy years of pursuingKashmirand we arestill
where we were in 1948. Let’s be honest: what is today the Line of
Control is the Ceasefire Line of 1948. Nothing has changed. Sev-
eraltimesthere havebeen someadjustmentsin territorial control
duringawar,and then,aspartof the settlementafter the war, they
have always gone back to where things were before. Now that
doesn’tmean there’snoneed for India to solve its problems with
its people in Jammu & Kashmir. That doesn’t mean thathuman
rights violations donot take place in J&K, something that needs
to be dealt with. It also does not mean that Pakistanis don’t have
atremendoussense of grievance over not getting Kashmirwhen
they should have because it was a contiguous Muslim-majority
territory. But the pragmatic conclusion should be that maybe
thisisone of those claimsthat we cannotimmediately pursue or
successfully gain. Chinabelieves that Taiwanisanintegral part of
its territory, but it knows it cannot get Taiwan through military
meansand that tryingto get Taiwan will provoke the US.So China
hasrealised that the status quois the best course. Ithasnot given
upitsclaimnorhasit pursued it. Why can’t Pakistan havea prag-
matic approach like that? And just start normalising relations
withIndiaand maybe normalrelations with India willsomeday
resultinaresolution of the Kashmir dispute as well. Insistingon
resolving the disputefirstand continuing toinvestinsolving the
dispute one way or anotheris undermining Pakistan’s potential
insomany otherareas. Thatissomething Pakistan’sleadersneed
tothink about. Ironically, I think of a quote of Chinese President
Jiang Zemin when he came to Pakistan and said to parliament
that when a dispute cannot be solved it is best to set it aside and
move forward on other issues. What was he talking about?

we were in 1948”
options is never good for countries.

A nation must be prepared to look at
arange of policy options. That is how good decisions are made.
Pakistan has not been served well by denying space to contradic-
tory policy recommendations. The report you talk about was not
written for Pakistan. It was written for American policymakers.
Andvery frankly, I think elements ofitare beingimplemented by
the Donald Trump administration. Sowhether Pakistan likesitor
notand whether Pakistan acceptsit or not, America will do what
itwill do. Tothe extent that American support has been useful for
Pakistanin maintaining whatIconsider tobe wrongful policies, it
will bea good thing that America willnow stop supporting those
policies. Will that necessarily change the Pakistani calculus? Per-
hapsnot in the short-term, but eventually Pakistan has to come
totermswith thefactthatitis part of the world. Pakistan haslot of
discussion about Kashmir, but it does not have the international
support thatit had in 1957 that it can even bring a resolution on
Kashmir at the United Nations today. Pakistan’s own media may
never acknowledge that. If Isay that,Imay come underalot of
criticismandabuse, butitdoesremainareality. Thesameisthecase
with all other harsh, tough, policy measures that other countries
will bring orare consideringinrelation to Pakistan. Those policies
will affect Pakistan whether it allows people like me to debate it
within the country ornot.

What can New Delhi do to change the way Pakistan
deals with India? Are there realistic choices here for
Indian policymakers?

I'think Indians should, and will, pursue policies that are in their
nationalinterest. One thing they must understandis that talking
about the breakup of Pakistan or the undoing of Pakistan isno
longerin India’s interest. It is in India’s interest to have a stable,
democratic and federal Pakistan that is at peace with itself and
itsneighbours. To encourage that, perhaps the best course for
Indiansistomakeitclearthatnogrievanceorangeristowardsthe
people of Pakistan. Ina way, thisrequires diminishing the capac-
ity of Pakistan’s establishment to keepits people ina permanent
state of anger towards India.m
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Silent Plea by Saira Wasim;
A Forgotten Place by
Alexander Gorlizki

BEAUTIFUL MOTHER MARY
with ababy boy andaflying
angel form the centre of Silent
Plea, one of US-based Pakistani
artist Saira Wasim’s three artworksatan
exhibition in Delhi titled Hashiya: The
Margin. Mary also balancesa weighing scale
inherarms. A malnourished baby lyingon
oneside of the scalesisfarlighter than the
gunlyingin the other. The gun s pointed
straight at the child. Even as you draw back
inhorror, you notice that the exquisite pink
floral margin around the serene Madonna
isfilled with guns, grenades and caricatures
of the American president. One of the carica-
tures shows him with a television screen in
place of aheart. On the otherside, helooks
like acherub holding abow and arrow.
Once you start thinking about the
term Hashiya, a Persian word that is most
commonly used to describe a ‘margin’,itis
difficult not tonotice themall around you.
In textiles; paintings; books; on the roads
asfootpaths or dividers;in geography; and
evenin political and economicinequali-
ties—it’sasif the margins are what define
themean. The art historian BN Goswamy
mentionsin the catalogue for the exhibi-
tion that the author Saadat Hasan Manto
wrote a series of stomach wrenching short
stories called Siyah Hashiye, or ‘Dark Com-
ments’. Thetitle plays on the black border
that outlines obituaries in newspapers,and
each storyisasnippet of scenes visited and
dialogues heard after Partition in Punjab.
“It'saframe that conditions us to see
somethingin a particular way,” says Profes-
sor Kavita Singh from the School of Artsand
Aesthetics, Jawaharlal Nehru University
(JNU), who conceptualised the show. “It is
aspace of adornment, in which the artist
embellishes and pays homage to the things
thatlieat the centre. It isa space of com-
mentary, where one artist comments upon,
extends, deepens or subverts the work of
another. It can also be a space where a con-
temporary artist reframes and re-presents
an already-created work from the past. Itis
the space in the margin, where a hesitant
voice can whisper its own stories about the
‘main’ image in the centre.”
While her voice isanything but hesitant,
Wasim hasused precisely thisidea ofa
hashiyato create devastating political satire

and commentary. But then, Wasim—
along with another Pakistani artist in the
exhibition, Nusra Latif Qureshi— has been
described by art critics as aleading contem-
porary miniature artist to emerge from the
National College of Arts, Lahore. The show
also features other contemporary masters
of miniature artlike Gulammohammed
Sheikh, Nilima Sheikh, V Ramesh,
Desmond Lazaro, Alexander Gorlizki,
Manisha Gera Baswani and Yasir Waqas.

Nusra Latif Qureshi, who now livesin
Melbourne, has taken the dazzling gold on
inky blue borders that decorated the hashi-
vasof the Persian and Indian muraqgas or
albums, especially the Gulshan album,and
made them the centrepiece of her works.

Muragqas were created to place together
pieces of calligraphic texts and loose-leaf
paintings that the Mughal emperors had
collected over the 15th, 16th and 17th centu-
ries. While the individual artworks enclosed
within the album were precious, there was
greatskill and artistry needed in assembling
the albums so that paintings on facing pages
offered meaningful juxtapositionsand cal-
ligraphic panels spoke to one another. The
task was given toartists or litterateurs, who
gave careful thought to the work athand.
Theartists who were set the task of assem-
bling the albums (which involved the care-
ful cutting, pasting and repairing of older
works) began to see the hashiyaas their own
field of play and started embellishing them
inmany ways. They started by filling it with
scrollwork, flowers and arabesques. But
soon, they became aware of the narrative
possibilities of the hashiya, where margins
could ‘speak’to each other across the turn of
the page. Thus, aslittle birds fluttered across
the patterned margins, the reader might see
abird pursue a butterfly on one page, only to
catchitin thenext.

Thelegendary Gulshan album was
begun for Jahangir but probably completed
inthereign of Shah Jahan, and can be called
aking among muraqqas. This exquisite
album, which was carried away by Nadir
Shahin the 18th century, seemstobe a
collection of family heirlooms, including
letters by Humayun, paintings by Bihzad (a
famous Persian painter),and calligraphic
works by famous calligraphers from
Timurid times. The margins were beauti-
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fully decorated with elaborate worksin
shades of gold, making the book even
more precious while ensuring that the
margins didn't overshadow the bright
colours of the paintings or the bold
strokes of the calligraphies that they
framed. In the Gulshan album, the bor-
ders that framed pages with illustrations
in the centre tended to have only gold-
pen paintings of flowers, arabesques or
other conventional motifs in the border.
On pages with calligraphy, on the other
hand, the hashiya often has drawings of
human figures overlaid on the draw-
ings of gold. These assumed particular
significance when they were used to
enhance and alter the meaning of the
textat the heart of the page.

gold hashiyasfrom paintingslike

nthe Presence of Ascetics,a page from the
Gulshan album thatisin The Golestan
Palace Library and Archive in Tehran.In
her three works, Laud the Three Metamor-
phoses, inspired by Nietzsche’s writings,
she’staken the dazzling images of
dragons fighting simurghs (mythical
birds) that were used in the Gulshan
album to metaphorically comment on
abattle of wits between men of letters.
Her use of muragqascaninitself bean
allusion toa dialogue across centuries,
andre-creating the creatures that were
originally on the margins creates an-
other dialogue between the past that s
filled with legends and the ordinariness
ofthe present. It can even be seen as
astatement on the lack of great intellec-
tualstoday.

Gulammohammed Sheikh has
taken a painting from the Shah Jahan
album (1650- 58, Collection: Chester
Beatty Library) called Majnu in the
Wilderness. The original painting shows
an emaciated Majnun who, driven to
madness by his separation from Layla,
isbeing counselled by a friend. In the
border however, the artist showsus
something Majnun cannot see: Layla,
seated upon her camel isriding towards
Majnun. The artist turns the borderinto
atheatrical space, where anotherscene

Q URESHI HAS FOCUSED on
I

unfolds, invisible to the protagonists but
visible to the audience.

Sheikh hasinverted the pictureina
way. His Majnun isa barely discernible
figure on the outer margins, surrounded
byanimalsasskeletal ashim. There’sa
briefburst of wilderness, but the centreis
anurban landscape of skyscrapers with
nosoulin sight. Goswamy quotes Ghalib
to describe this painting— Bastiyaanjitni
bhi theen saari keh veeraan ho gayeer? (and
nothingmoves while buildings keep
growing taller,and city lanes seem to
lead nowhere in particular}—and asks
whether we’ve reconciled to theidea of
intellectualsand lovers beingleft tolive
foreverin the desert while people them-
selves turn into barely tolerated margins.

Nilima Sheikh has been exploring
hashiyasfor awhile, as well asissues
like Kashmir and Partition, and it’s
tempting toread her worksin thelight
of these and other migrations. Given
their coloursand themes, her two
exquisite works can be read together.

In Departure, there are three parts but
nodiscernible hashipas. A peacock flies
away from the roof of ahouseand a
man standsjust outside the doorway,
peering anxiously around, as if search-
ing for someone. A faintly drawn wom-
ansits nursing her baby in the bottom
part of the painting;abowl and a hand-
fan by herside. She’s surrounded by
stencilled designs of flowering bushes
and birds. A similar air of enigma clings
to her other work, Dream at Daybreak 2.
Here the stencilled bushes have grown
and flowered and occupy the top of

the painting. Below themisa court-
yard with two figures sleeping under
mosquito nets. A woman, perhaps the
same mother we saw before, watches
over them. But outside the house,aman
crawls away. “For me, the subject wasan
extension of my work. I've used the con-
cept of hashipas conceptually. They are
notbinding. They aren’t borders. And
I've used the stencils to add another
dimension. The scale of the figures

adds another sub-text.I've played with
theidea of whatisliteral and whatis
remembered,” Sheikh says. “The old
man coming out of the house, a young

(L-R) Departure by Nilima Sheikh;
Majnun in the Margin by
Gulammohammed Sheikh;
Classroom | by Desmond Lazaro

woman—this talks about another
past.In that sense, it becomes another
register. Butan aspect of the painting
hastobelefttothe viewer. If yousay
everything, whatisleft?In that way, you
can compare it to poetry rather than
text. Youdon't have to spell everything
out clearly.” But the sense of loneliness
permeates both paintings.

The young award-winning Pakistani
artist Ghulam Mohammad continues
to create delicate collages of hundreds
ofindividually cut out Urdu alphabet
letters that he pastes upon hand-crafted
waslipaper. The collages resemble dense
miniature carpets created by beautiful
calligraphicscript that seem to spread
from the centre and take over the bor-
ders. Manisha Gera Baswani’s Duskona
Crimson Horizonand Desert Meets a River
have the delicacy of Chinese and Persian
watercoloursand V Ramesh brings the
Sage Ramakrishna to the centre of one
of his pieces, The Ordinariness of Any
Act: The Portrait of a Sage. Amidst abusy
border of text and trees that almost
takes over the painting, the old sage sits
quietlyinaloincloth, reading anewspa-
per. “Ramakrishna was already known
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asaspiritual soul, even an incarnation
of Vishnu during his lifetime,” explains
Ramesh. “Iwanted to show how, even
inthemiddle of all the pressure, he gave
even the smallest and most mundane
tasks his entire attention.”

Desmond Lazaro has also moved

away from the traditional concept of
borders to play with the concept of the
Dymaxion Map, introduced by Buck-
minster Fullerin 1943.Itis‘aflatmap
of the entire surface of the Earth which
reveals our planetasoneislandin one
ocean, without any visually obvious
distortion of the relative shapes and sizes
oftheland areas,and without splitting
any continents’. Lazaro’s works also talk
about global mapping and global routes,
especially the 15th century mapping of
the world by Gerardus Mercator whose
map on aflat piece of paper allowed him
tomimic the world’s curvature. He felt
theneed to come up with thisbecause
the maps we still use cause humanity
to “appear inherently disassociated,
remote, self-interestedly preoccupied
with political concepts” and to empha-
sise thatborders separate, cut thingsand
people apart from one another. Lazaro
says, “Fuller often said, ‘In space (a vac-
uum) thereisnonorth, south, eastand
west’. When Europe haslost its position
asthetrue north, North then appearsin
multiple directions. How do we look at
migration today when thereisnonorth,
and the compass has shifted?”

Two of his paintings, Classroom 1

& 2,reveal his classroom at the age of
six-seven, when the children are first
shown images of the great explorers
who they are told created the world asit
exists today, and later ataround the age
of 14, when students start questioning
what we mean by borders, marginsand
migration. There are alsoimages from
his sketchbook which show his prelimi-
nary work leading up to the paintings.
“Most of my work takes place in the
sketchbook.I'wanted to show the place
thatIcome back to because that’s where
Ifeel the safest,” he says.

QUALLY CHALLENGING are Yasir

'Waqas’ works, Ifthat is what you
mean, I am certainly without possessions
and Willyou take me across. He interlaces
pages of two dictionaries, one of Persian/
Urdu and the other of Sanskrit/Hindi.
Overthese pages, he juxtaposes those
wordsin the Persian dictionary that

“Pve used the concept of
hashiyas conceptually.
They are not binding. I've
used the stencils to add
another dimension. I've
played with the idea of
what is literal and what is
remembered”
NILIMA SHEIKH artist

Le
LA
z?!?my

begin with the letter @’, or ‘alif’,and
those from Sanskrit that begin with ‘a’,
the first vowel in the ancient language.
Superimposed over thisisa colourful
graphin yellow and green. A bird
appearson top of thiswithan
aeronautical instrument at the centre.
There are somany levels thatit’s
difficult to pull apart.

“I've used these dictionaries to rep-
resent the languages respectively,” says
Wagas, “Tosomeone alien to both these
languages, they may seem almost identi-
cal. Butwhen adistinctionismade and
both areidentified as separate entities, it
may be noted that both share more com-
monality than differences. Through this
merger of these two languages, I show
that the margin in this case occupies
more space than the area it’s supposed to
divide. The area along with the mar-
gin shares more in common than the
differences.” Will You Take me Across
isbasically a desire to see what liesacross
the margin, to know the alien perspec-
tive and see how thingslook from
the otherside. The borders are where
they have alwaysbeen, in the minds of
people. “Inmy work the borders have
been included figuratively, representing
those notions which bar one from look-
ing at things from another perspective,”
says Wagas. m

Hashiya: The Margin, presented by
Anant Art Gallery, is on view at
Bikaner House, Delhi, till April 24th
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i m my paintings, all my figures are static. In 80 per cent of cases, they are previously photographed,
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else posed” VIVAN SUNDARAM artist

Between Matter
and Memory

It is his humanist engagement with politics that
sets Vivan Sundaram apart

| INIATURE terracotta
figurinesidle by the
wayside.Iam tempted,

butdonot dare touch them. AsI
await Vivan Sundaram’s arrival,
hisartist-assistants, Arunand M
Pravat, keep me company. They
areresponsible for producing
thissculptural queue lining the
entrance of Sundaram’s massive,
By Rosalyn D’Mello warehouse-like studioin Aya
Nagar on the border between
Delhiand Gurugram. It ishalf
pastnoon, but the April sun s still forgiving.

Intriguingly, each sculptural unit seems compelled to wait too,
whichisironic, since the premise behind their production was to
interpret the urgency of movement through the gesture of repeti-
tion. They are perhaps best described as ‘hybrid beings’, the result of
acompositional mutation or mutilation, depending on where you
stand on the purist spectrum. Their sources are two-fold, though the
progenitor is the same—Ramkinkar Baij’s Santhal Family(1938) and
Mill Call(1956). Santhal Familyis considered the first instance of
public Modernist sculpture in India. A life-size ensemble of a
Santhal mother, father, and child, with their dog, is cemented in
amoment of transit, as they carry their belongingsin an act of re-
location; an image that resonates only too familiarly all these de-
cadeslater. Mill Call, too, is based on animation, friezing, asit does,a
Santhal family rushing to work, the title suggestive of them having
suddenly heard a siren announcingit’s time to be at the factory.

Pravatinforms me this freshly baked sculptureisbeing re-created
for Haus der Kunst,a contemporary art space in Munich, later this
year, where Sundaram’s retrospective, Step inside and you areno longer
astranger—currently showing at Delhi’s Kiran Nadar Museum of Art
(KNMA)—will open. One edition of these miniaturesis on display
justasyou enter the retrospective at KNMA, past his other twomore
large-scaled tributes to Baij. Titled 409 Ramkinkars, the genesis of the
sculptural assembly is the eponymously titled performance-cum-art
piece staged in 2015, in Delhi, Sundaram’s collaboration with theatre
veterans Anuradha Kapurand Shantanu Bose.

“Theideawasthat we created setsin relation to the theme, and
theactors came in and performed in each of them simultaneously in
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12 spaces,” Sundaram tellsme after we’ve entered the massive,
high-ceiling, quasi-factory like warehouse upon whose floor sits
the remainder of the still-evolving congregation of miniature
Ramkinkars.The goal was to interpret Baij’s work “very” freely.
“Asyou can see, hisis 1o-feet high; thisis on average one foot so
wereduced the scale and changed the material. Thatis cement;
thisisterracotta with a wooden base. Thatis singular, monumen-
tal and epic; thisisa collective, or multitude coming together,and
both Santhal Familyand Mill Callare now moving together.”

IS INTEREST IN workingacross mediums and disci-

plines makesit possible to have a space such as this,and also
“to have good professional people who know how to helpme”.
Step Inside...makes abundantly clear the 75-year-old artist’s un-
abashed faith in the spirit of collaboration as well as his maverick
relationship with material, both of which have fundamentally
shaped hisart-making practice. The existence of this particular
studio since 1999 hasbeen pivotal to the realisation of some of
the more ambitiously scaled worksin Step inside... including
Trackingand Trash.Itis alsoa storehouse for certain significant
works that seem to have been mindfully excluded from the 50-
year spanning retrospective curated by Roobina Karode, such as
Stone Column Enclosing the Gaze(1992) and Memorial(1993), along-
side excerpts from newer series, notably, wearable sculptures
from Gagawaka: Making Strange(201 1) and Postmortem(2013).

“Artists now have big studios, but this was a fairly early big
studio,” says Sundaram, who cheekily acknowledges finding
outabout the site through the “superstar” artist, Bharti Kher.
“WhenIcame back from the Shanghai Biennale [in 2004,
remembered a conversation with this Japanese artist. He was
describing how Chinese artists and even the art schoolshave
studios for photographers as big as my studio. They make
huge sets, like a tableau, and they have people posing in them,”
Sundaram recounts. “In my entry into photography, I thought
of makinga set to take the photograph. The installation would
be one part, but the main intention would be to think of it
in photographic terms. In Farly Renaissance paintings, the
painter used to go ona hill to capture depth of field. I took that
view. The other was the top angle view, or the planned view,
where everything gets flattened out. I would make designs and
patterns which would appear in the photograph as clearly as
what was here, and digitally enhanceit.” Sundaram is referring
to hisiconic 14-panel work, Masterplan, each panel measuring
91.4x 91.4 cm, which was part of his 2005 solo, Living it. out. in.
delhi. The photographs reveal an aerial view of a miniature-
scale city composed entirely out of trash,a commentary on the
mindlessly consumptive, consumerist nature of the capitalist
ideology that engenders the time we livein.

Even though the studio has been responsible for many
significant large-scale works, Sundaram also acknowledges his
previousand present engagement with various forms of labour
outside its environs, from welders to marble inlayers to techni-
cians torag pickers. His series House/Boat(1994),also on display

at KNMA, encompassing sculptures in paper, steel, glassand
video, reflecting on issues of migration and nationalism in the
aftermath of the Hindu-Muslim riots of 1992, was facilitated in
large part by a “crazy welder” named Vishwakarma who was
based in Paharganj, Delhi. Sundaram says, “What you need, you
gotodifferent places to source, you find different skills, or the
skills come to you, or your studio goes there to make the object.”

Thisresourceful temperament has been Sundaram’s defini-
tive strategy. The ensuing interactions, which he admitsrelies
onone’s ability to surrender to the creative intelligences of his
collaborators, have shaped the outcomes of hisartworks.

Though his most famous collaboration dates back to 198g—
while creating a glass mural for Shah House, Bombay, he’d
invited his contemporaries Nalini Malani and Bhupen Khakar
as co-creators—he had been actively fostering the spirit of
co-authorship and residency-based work since 1976, when he
established the Kasauli Art Centre in hishometown of Shimla.
Itheld some the earliest contemporary art camps, international
artistresidency programmes, seminars, and workshops that
encouraged a cross-disciplinary exchange between artists. “At
Kasauli, quite a few paintings that Imade were begun by oth-
ers,” says Sundaram. “Bhupen [Khakar] was around, soI would
say, ‘The canvasis there, why don’t you make a figure’,and then
I'dsay, “Youleave it.I'll finish it Or Nalini [Malini] would, or
Nilima [Sheikh]. And it remains more or less asit is with some
overlaps. Theidea of an inclusive intervention by different
creative and skilled hands has always informed the practice.”

The engagements he enabled at Kasauli had alastingimpact
on Sundaram’s own artistic trajectory, allowing him tomove
away from painting at the time when the mediumsstill con-
stituted the crux of the art market. His access to sculptors like
Nagji Patel and Krishnakumar, combined with his exposure
toearly installation art as a student of Slade School of Fine Art,
London, backin the 1960s, where he was mentored by RB Kitaj,
following his years at Faculty of Fine Arts, MS University of
Baroda, made him consider more seriously alternative medi-
ums of artmaking focusing on the found object.

Whatdid it really imply, I ask him, this movement ‘away’
from painting? Washe seduced by the idea of representinga
kind of spatial movement that painting didn’t necessarily al-
low? “In my paintings, all my figures are static. In 8o per cent of
cases, they are previously photographed, else posed,” Sundaram
confesses. “If I can add a reference to Ramkinkar Baij, Santhal
Familywas done in 1938, Amrita Sher-Gil’s Villagers Going to
Marketwas also donein 1937,and he makesajibe at her, saying
hersareall like wooden figures, there’sno movement in them.
That’s notincorrect, because she’s posing all the figures. Even
usinga titlelike ‘Going to Market’ when there’samost minimal
sense of movement. It’s like the early Renaissance paintings,
they’re almost wooden-like, just a gesture of movement, it'snot
like when you get into High Renaissance where they’re not only
moving, they’re flying. For me, also, I was always very diffident
indrawing,” he explains, suggesting that when he compared
himselfto his two good friends and fellow collaborators, Nalini
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An untitled painting by Sundaram

Malani and Bhupen Khakar, he fell short asa painter.

Sundaram had an epiphany then, that he wasgood at struc-
ture, and he sought the fluidity that oil on canvas couldn’t afford.
The minute he moved into non-painting, using charcoal or soft
pastels, he felt his work became much freer. Hisworks made
with these mediums are characterised by the same irreverence,
sense of play and intensity that marked his Khajuraho doodles
exhibited in 1966, when he wasin his early twenties, which area
treat tobehold at the ongoing retrospective.

Eventually, context began to define Sundaram’s choice of
material.

“By the end of the 8os, in a very, almost informally, unprob-
lematic way, when we [Bhupen Khakar, Gulammohammed
Sheikh, Jogen Chowdhury, Nalini Malani, Sudhir Patwardhan]
proposed Place for Peoplethat went on fora whole decade, it was
very strongly about the human figure and the context was
painting and sculpture to some extent. SoI felt restless. Evenin
this decade, I paint slowly, I didn’t do a huge number of paint-
ings,and the few Idid are on display at KNMA,” he says.

“But, when I gointo another context,1go to visit my sister
in Hamburg, it’s very sunny, and Geeta [Kapur, his partner] has
introduced me to soft pastels, and the seais there,soa series
beginsabout the sea. So, something about Place for Peopleis
context;itislocal, itis ‘national’ or ‘Indiar’. Ifelt Ineeded tonot
benational orlocal or Indian. And soft pastel isreally a delight.
Itisn’tsticky like oil pastel. It is pure pigment.”

People often ask him whether he gets theidea firstand then
decides on the medium. How did engine oil come into hishand,
Task. “The Gulf War,” he says, but the back story relatestoa
previous seriesin charcoal, called The Long Night, after a trip to
Auschwitz. “INN]Rimzon always used to tease me, ‘Vivan, you're
alwayslooking for disasters. You have tofind it in your souland
your spiritual being,’ andI'said, ‘You're Rimzon and I'm Vivan.”

In Early Renaissance
paintings, the painter
used to go on a hill to
capture depth of field.
I took that view. The
other was the top angle
view, or the planned
view, where everything
gets flattened out”
VIVAN SUNDARAM

Sundaram’s engine oil works, embedded in the narrative of
the Gulf War, are perhaps the retrospective’s biggest revelation.
They mark a defining point in his trajectory, as the art historian
Saloni Mathur writes in her essay Art and Empire: On Oil, Antig-
uities and The War in Irag: ‘For the first time the artistabandoned
conventional painting; his pictures began to slide off the walls
toinhabit other formsand relationships to the gallery space.’
The series, viewed alongside The Long Nightand House/Boat,
hintsat Sundaram’s simultaneous roles as provocateur and
activist, revealing also his key role in the founding of the Safdar
Hashmi Memorial Trust (SAHMAT) as a collective response by
writers, painters, photographers, designers, cultural activists
and journalists to the murder of theatre activist Safdar Hashmi.

Aboveall else, acrossmediums, materials, languages and
studiosites, at the heart of Sundaram’s practice is hishumanist
engagement with the politics of memory. Even while ‘making
strange’ through what he terms the process of ‘distantiatior?, his
oeuvreisspeckled with seemingly quiet, minimalist gestures
thatareactually attemptsatlaying something torest through
avisual burial. One such work in Step Inside... is steeped in this
poeticact of entombment. It istucked away in an archival section
thatisan annexe to the massive, ship-like containerin which
the 2017 sound work, Meanings of Failed Action: Insurrection 1946,
recounts the symbolic act of resistance that was the naval ‘mu-
tiny’in Bombay that year. A printed photograph taken by Sunil
Janah lies within the vitrine, its surface covered with layers of
glass. “Rarely do you see 30 bodiesjust thrown into this hospital,
and Janah justjumped up and photographedit,” Sundaram says.
“Ithought, once you take theselayers of glass, it acquiresa green
edge. Atleastit covers the bodies to give them a decent burial.”m

Vivan Sundaram’s Step inside and you are no longer a stranger is
onview at the KNMA, Delhi, till June 30th

23 APRIL 2018

www.openthemagazine.com 55 [OIZE



| cuLTureEssAY |

The Caste of Sound

Can Carnatic music be de-Brahminised?

OCIAL AND CULTURAL
S markersare drafted into every
art form’snal structure. In every

aspect of art, from learning to perform-
ing, they are passed on from generation
togeneration. Control systems are not
external pressures; they are devised into
theartand, through stories, images,
presentations and performances, inter-
nalised by everyone who belongs.

Letme speak from personal experi-
ence.lam Brahmin and therefore alot
of whatIreceived in music class, at
Carnatic concerts and in conversations
was only an extension of what I believed
tobe ‘normal’ culture. It was only in
retrospect that Iidentified these asmeth-
ods of indoctrination. Those who propa-
gate these beliefs are not conniving or
manipulating; they are just convinced
that thisishowitshould be.

A Carnatic music classisnota
place for musical exchange alone.
Itisacultural space, a caste-specific
cultural space. From the way students
are expected to dress to the pictures that
decorate the walls, the environment in-
forms you of what isthe norm. Girlsal-
most always had to be dressed in salwar-
kameez or what we call pavadai-davani
(half-saree) in south India. There was
noquestion of any other attire as faras
girls were concerned but teenage boys
could, of course, get away with jeans
orevenshorts.Ialso know of some
(rare) teachers who insist that boys too
have to be dressed in dhotis. The pottu
(bindi) is an absolute must. If not worn,
the girlmay be handed one by a friend
or the music class would be converted
toan ‘our culture’ class. Thisis exactly
how Hindu boys and girls are expected
todress when they enter temples. Now,

By TM Krishna

all thishasverylittle to do with music
butisbundled in asashow of respect
for the music. Carnatic musicis, in
their minds, Hindu—Brahmin—mu-
sic! The classroom walls will not only
have pictures of the great composers,
butimportant Hindu deities too keep
watch over us.Thave never seen Hindu
gods or goddesses such as Mariamman
(anon-upper caste goddess) find a place
in a Carnatic music classroom.

Aswelearn compositions, the teach-
ers explain the meaning of the lyrics.
Since most of Carnatic musicis Hindu
in content, we are also learning mythol-
ogy. Butit does not stop there. The com-
posersare deified (avatar purushas),
and folktales about their magical deeds
areshared. At the end of a few years, we
are convinced that they were superhu-
mans who composed through divine
benediction. Absolutely everything
about them is perfect, morally correct
and spiritually elevated. Missteps, if
any, were only tests conducted by the
divine overseer. A lesson for all of us!

Our teachersare of course only pass-
ing on what was handed down to

THE TYAGARAJA
ARADHANA, AN ANNUAL
FESTIVAL THAT PAYS
HOMAGE TO THE
COMPOSER TYAGARAJA,
IS A CLASSIC EXAMPLE OF
HOW CLAUSTROPHOBIC
AN ART FORM CAN
MAKE ITSELF

them;nevertheless theimpactis
immense. Carnatic music becomesa
symbol of chastity and purity. There
isnoroom for the baser emotions of
passion or sexual desire. Interestingly
when we are taught padams orjavalis
(compositions that are eroticin content),
the teacher would not bother toshare
their meanings! Iwonder why.

This doesnotstop with the class.
Attend amusic concertand the stage, the
homogeneity of the upper-caste audi-
ence, the nature of conversations, the
introductions by the impresariosand the
appearance of the musicians will make
youfeellike youare attending a Brah-
min congregation. Whenever Carnatic
musicians speak about theirart, they
invariably invoke deitiesand present
themselvesas priests or Vedicscholars. A
fewmusicianshave gone to the extent of
distributing vibhuti to their fellow artists
onstage. Musicians will, more often than
not,speak of the composer’s bhaktiand
the infallibility of these great souls.

Acloserpeekatthedaisanduponthe
platform will reveal the entire pantheon
of Hindu gods.Idonotmean to criticize
faith but the undeniable conflation of reli-
gion, caste and art comes tolight when we
pay attention to these habits. It isnotjust
about praying to the gods forasuccessful
concert. Thismerger ona concertstage
makeseveryone conflate art and faith,
makingartentirely dependent on belief.

We refuse toaccept the musicas
justart. Infact,saying such a thingis
blasphemous and hence musicians have
to create the impression of being moral,
pious creatureseven if they are not.

Or, maybe, like all of us, they compart-
mentalize their various selves. Even
today, women musicians feel the need
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tode-sexualize themselves and radiate
piousness. Thisis taken asasign of their
seriousness towards the art form. The
lessskin youreveal, the more divine
your music. All thisis bulldozed upon
them in the name of appropriateness.
The presentation of a Carnatic con-
certisarepresentation of Brahminical
culture. The modern structure of per-
formance came into beingin the early
twentieth century and was propagated
by vocalist Ariyakudi Ramanuja Iyen-

gar. Reasons attributed to thisrestruc-
turinginclude reduced concertlength,
shift of concerts to urban proscenium
stagesand introduction of microphones.

23 APRIL 2018
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But, beyond these external needs, the
structure was deeply influenced by the
religious and moral values of the upper-
caste Brahmin.

Itisnotjust the performance; discus-
sions and lectures on Carnatic music
also hover, more often than not, around
deities, rituals, Brahmin festivals, tantric

. practicesand the sainthood of the great

vaggeyakaras(composers). Listening to
aCarnatic concertisnot mere exposure
tothe music; itisa complete Brahmin

. brainwashing package. The Tyagaraja

aradhana—an annual festival that pays

homage to the eighteenth-century com-
¢ poser Tyagaraja, held in Thiruvaiyaru,

The author at a concert
.|

and now in every remote town across
the globe that has a sizeable Carnatic-

. interested Brahmin population—isa

classic example of how claustrophobic
anart form can makeitself.

Anoteof caution tomy Hindustani
and other ‘classical’ counterpartsin case
theybegin patting themselves on the

. backabouttheopennessof theirart form.

Letme makeitclear, everpart formis
opaqueand sullied by human social orga-

| nization. Justdigalittle deeperinto your-
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self,and you will find a similar mess.I
cannotelaborate on every art form’sinner
workinghere;itis up to people engaged in
each tosearch with earnestness...

Thisinquiry cannot stop here. All
these abstract thoughts have to be con-
nected to what we are and what we do.
Otherwise they are, as the critics would
say, justemotional ruminations.

‘Why was the music not enabling
many more such experiences? We were
enjoying the musicand headinghome
happy but nothing more was happen-
ing through the art. AsIbegan probing
my engagement with the art, Irealized
thateverything that wasbuiltaround
the art—the scaffolding, paraphernalia,
social constructions—were barricades.
AsaCarnaticsingerThad torole-play,
actasaninterlocutor between my
community and its moral, religious and

isnosuch truth. In which case, all these
experiences would mean nothing.
ButIdid find something. Carnatic
music depends only on three cardinal
elements—raga, talaand the text. Art
happens when the musiciansand
the audience remain drenched in the
aesthetic charge thatemerges from this
tripartite correspondence. IknowIhave
simplified what isa farmore complex
interplay but, in the context of this
discussion, thisought to do.Ispeak of
theartI know but every art form has
an elemental self. Everything else has
been organized to suit the people who
assemble, perform and consume the
art.In the need to satisfy community
needs, aspects of music have been given
slipshod treatment. So the glittering
paint that covers the art not only reflects
ornateness, italso hides the art’s sanc-

IF THE REPERTOIRE OF CARNATIC MUSIC COULD BE
EXPANDED TO BRING IN COMPOSITIONS THAT GAVE
US VERY DIFFERENT IDEAS OF LIVING VOICES FROM
ACROSS THE SOCIAL SPECTRUM, INSTANTANEOUSLY THE
CONVERSATION WOULD BE ENLARGED

cultural moorings. Every timeIrendered
kirtanas, expounded ragas or cracked
arithmetic patterns, was holding up
my community flagand waving it with
gusto. The entire environment partici-
patedin this celebration. Thereisno
doubt that the music was beautiful but
thatit was constricted isalso true.

HIS LED ME toalongjourneyinto

the archives of Carnatic music, its
musicology, practice and social history. I
was troubled by the thought that the mu-
sicmight collapse if I were toremoveall
itssocial anchors.I'was seeking proof of
amusical core, the actual components of
the form that give life to thisart—those
elements that make it whatitisand will
remain irrespective of everythingelse
thatitmay shed oracquire.Thad toalso
be prepared for the possibility that there

tum sanctorum. If any artistis willing to
shake off all those exteriors, delve into
theart, rediscover itsmarvels and bring
back to the fore its aesthetic strengths,
then suddenly the artisrejuvenated and
itssecret vault revealed.

You could ask if this means discard-
ing Tyagaraja or Muttusvami Dikshitar.
Itisnota question of disposing of the
past. Thereisno denying that thereare
many aspectson whichIamatlog-
gerheads with them. Tyagaraja wasan
extraordinary composer, yet amidst
the musical geniusis his Brahminical
import. He was a product of his social
boundaries and we need to understand
that. The problem arises from the fact
thathis understandingisaccepted asthe
gospel truth by the insiders, requiring
everyone to bein agreement with his
thinking. The art’s protectors believe
that otherviewpointsdonot havea

space here and that their very presence
is polluting. Thisis one of the problems
even with the spiritual—it can be cas-
teistand doctrinaire!

WhatIsought was contestation.
Can Carnatic music become a platform
forsocial, cultural and political views
that put Tyagaraja’s thoughtsin the
dock?If the repertoire of Carnatic mu-
sic could be expanded to bring in com-
positions that gave us very different
ideas of living—voices from across the
social spectrum—instantaneously the
conversation would be enlarged. It was
notjust about newer voices; we also had
toretrieve lost voices. The erotic compo-
sitions sung by the Devadasis and other
Carnatic compositions that were not
rooted in bhakti have to be brought
back to centre stage and the structure
of performance needs to questioned.
This churning s still respectful of raga,
tala and text but creates discomfort
and vulnerability. The homogeneous
upper-caste followers of Carnatic music
may reject, disregard, criticize these
attempts but they will provoke discus-
sion. Thatis the first step.

There are some who wonder
whether an artist hastobeloud and
open about art’s divisiveness. ‘Can we
notjustdo this quietly, in the way we
make art and notannounceit to the
world? Yes! It is distinctly possible, but
the dangerin this hide-and-seek is that
the art world has an instinctive ability
tosnatch from undeclared counter-
movements its energy of questioning.
Before we know it, the silent artistic
protest will be turned into a proclama-
tion of the art’s perfectness and the
artist will have become a champion of
the art’simpartiality.

Iapologize for this personal foray but
any social change begins with personal
conflictsand I had to bring to the table
my own uncertainty before we looked at
thelarger picture.m

TM Krishnais a Carnatic
singer and cultural critic. This
is an edited excerptfrom his
latest book, Reshaping Art
(Aleph; 128 pages; Rs399)
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HINDUISM AND NATURE In a Sacred Grove

Nanditha Krishna X . . i
R In praise of eco-friendly Hinduism
guin

264 Pages|Rs 250 By Shashi Tharoor

[OPENE:]V 23 APRIL 2018



R INDUISM HAS A cos-
mic, rather than anthropo-
centric, view of the world,’
explains Nanditha Krishna

in this concise but comprehensive study

of Hinduism and the environment. Hin-
duism’s reverence for nature is not just
builtintoits scriptures, butis encoded,
asitwere, inits DNA—its understand-
ing of the cosmos and its devotion to the
welfare notjust of human beings but of
all creation: plant, animal, or other.

Krishna, a historian and ecologist who
heads Chennai’srespected CPR Envi-
ronmental Education Centre, covers the
lot—groves and gardens, waters, plants,
animals, natureitself—with reverence
thatbefitsasubject sanctified, for her,
by divinity. Sheisa devoted Hinduand
apassionate animal rightsactivist: ‘The
Divineisallandall lifeis to be treated with
respect,’she affirms, buttressing herenvi-
ronmentalism with extensive quotations
fromand referencesto the Vedas.

Theresultisadetailed and thorough
book which will provide plenty of mate-
rial toanyone interested in textual evi-
dence of Hinduism’s respect for nature.
Hindus are expected to see the world
around us as something of which we are
aninterdependent part; we are embed-
dedin,indeed part of, nature and indi-
vidual humans are microcosms of the
universe. The five elements—space, air,
fire, water and earth—are the founda-
tion of an interconnected web of life. The
essence of the earth, the airwe breathe,
the water we drink, isno different from
the tree we chop down, the cow we milk,
orthe motherwelove: all are different
manifestations of the same divine spirit
or atmaninto which all will ultimately
merge. The Hindu (and Buddhistand
Jain) idea of ahimsa or non-violence ap-
pliestoall forms of human, animal and
plantlife; violence against any of these
harms the same divine essence of which
we ourselvesare a part.

Hinduism is therefore arguably
more profoundly concerned with the
relationship between humansand the
environment than any other faith. The
scriptures urge people to use the world
unselfishlyand with respect for the rest

of creation. Environmental movements
like the Chipko Andolan, in which
hill-dwelling women hugged trees to
prevent them being razed by timber
contractors,and cultural practiceslike
vegetarianism reflect a deep-seated
respect for life and for the environment
thatisinbred in most Hindus.

Only Hinduism could have created
such astrong beliefin cow-worship
and opposition to cow slaughter. Only
Hindus could worship nature—many
Hindus see the Ganga asa goddess, for
instance—and see the presence of God
in the environment. The Hindu respect
for frugality and asceticism, the instinct
torecycle and re-use rather than discard,
are all born of consciousness that nature
should be treated with care.

AsDrKrishna’s extensive quotations
testify, Hinduism contains numerous
references to the worship of the divine in
nature initsscriptures, in particular the
Vedas, which reflect a strong practice of
nature-worship, butalso in the Upani-
shads, Puranas, and other sacred texts.
Many Hindus recite mantras that reflect
praise forand concern about the well-
being of rivers, mountains, trees,and
evenanimals. Dr Krishna argues that
the Hindu belief in dharma includes
theresponsibility to care for nature,and
that our treatment of nature affects our
karmain thelife beyond.

Hindu traditions envision the earth
asagoddess, Devi,amother deserving
of ourrespectand gratitude daily for
hersustenance of us. Many Hindusare
broughtup to touch the floor before get-
ting out of bed every morning, to beg the
goddess’forgiveness for walking upon
her. DrKrishna begins her book with the
image of the Hindu housewife cleaning
the space outside her doorway to create
a kolam,abeautiful design made of rice
flour—both asan offering to Deviand as
anaesthetically pleasing work of art, but
alsoasa practical way of keeping ants out
ofherhome by feeding them outside.

Allthisisbeyond cavil. Butif there
isacriticism that can be expressed, itis
thatin her own reverence for Hindu-
ism and for nature, Nanditha Krishna
isinsufficiently critical. Her account

works betterin theory than asa depic-
tion of thereality we live in—our squalid
streets with their overflowing mounds
of garbage, the ubiquitous plastic litter
thatisa permanent stain on the environ-
ment, the sludge and toxic waste that
blights our dyingrivers,including the
divine Ganga, the contrast between
spotless Hindu homes and our indif-
ference to dirty public spaces,and the
rampant exploitation of the environ-
ment, of women and Adivasis (the very
indigenous peoples whose right tolive
amongst nature we trample upon in our
urge toachieve ‘development’). When
she talks about the ‘proven antimicro-
bial properties’ of Ganga water, one does
notknow whether tolaugh orto cry: the
sacred Gangais a toxic sewer, bathing in
which (downriver)islikely toleave you
inneedofascrub.

However, as an environmentalistand
environmental educator, she hasspent
thelast 30 yearsfighting environmental
issues in Tamil Nadu, training teach-
ersand educating children about the
environment, besides restoring 53 sacred
groves. Atleast she has practised what
she preaches.

Nonetheless, thisisanimportantand
useful addition to the volumes we have
about Hinduism, since it treatsasubject
thatmany have fortoolong taken for
granted, and does so with impressive mas-
tery. Thoroughly researched and exten-
sively documented, Hinduism and Nature
providesmore than enough material for
scholarsof religion to cite in defence of
Hinduism asforenvironmentalists to
base theirjustified condemnations of the
actual behaviour of today’s Hindus.

‘Faith groups can play animportant
rolein the effort to protect nature and the
environment, writes Dr Krishna. ‘Hindu-
ism, withitsancient tradition of respect-
ingnature,shouldre-invokeitsrich
heritage to ensure that people, animals
andall of nature live togetherin harmony,
and recreate the beautiful environment
ofancientIndia.’It'satall order. But this
book offersagood placetostart. m

Shashi Tharoor’s most recent book is
WhyIAmaHindu
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A Million Multiplicities

The Indian self is a work in progress

By Ranjit Hoskote

T 86, ROMILA Thaparis

one of ourmost magisterial

historians, and each collection

of essays that she has published
inrecent years bears witness both to the
depth of her engagement with ancient
and medieval India, and the intensity
of her preoccupation with our troubled
present. The pluralsin the title of herlat-
estcollection of essays offer a significant
andsalutary clue to her capacious under-
standing of ‘what happened in history’,
toinvoke Gordon Childe’s memorable
phrase. Asagainst those who would
impose asingularand homogenised
culture—often paraded asashared
‘national culture—Thaparreminds us
thatIndiais composed of many cultures,
variegated and linked to region, caste,
ethnicity, religious tradition, level of tech-
nology, shiftingnorms and customs, and
numerous other factors. And asagainst
those who would force us tosubscribe
toasingular narrative of the past—told
from the viewpoint of a contemporary
religiosity thatisread back onto previ-
ousmillennia,and used to erase the
kaleidoscopic complexity of cultural
confluence, migration, syncretic forms of
belief,and the vigorously experimental
life of the contact zones between cul-
tures—Thapar asserts that we are, in fact,
theinheritors of multiple pasts, both the
accomplishmentsand the disquietudes
that these pastshave generated.

Our habit of thinking of culture in
the singular and attachingit toa society
ornation, she points out,isrooted in
apatrician and ultimately imperialist
form of thinking about ‘civilisations’ as
unitary and unique models of collective
living, in which philosophical and mate-
rial conceptions of value are defined by
elite groups and disseminated through
therest of society. Through sucha
civilisational optic, we view an entire

society or nation through theideology,
selfinterest, and world-view of its domi-
nant groups, which come to define our
understanding of that society or nation.
Thus, for instance, the American way of
life’ has often reflected an unexamined
White ascendancy that haslittle space
for the perspectives of people of colour;
and thus, also, the vision of ‘Indian cul-
ture’ thatis currently in the ascendant,
which is premised on an upper-caste
Hindu world-view and will notaccom-
modate the perceptions and aspirations
of Dalits and religious minorities.

Indeed, if we turn back to the four
components on which such anotion of
civilisation was based—the homoge-
neities of ‘territory, language, religion
and the classical’ in Thapar’s formula-
tion—all four break down. The further
back welook in history, the more we
see that frontier zonesrather than
centres were the leading edge of cultural
vibrancy; that the civilisations of the
pastwere polyglot, multi-religious; that
the classical is only aname we give to the
hybridity we have forgotten. Tradition is
what we would like it to be, to legitimise
our present choices; the pastis shaped by
the exigencies of the present.

Theseven essays brought together to
form Indian Cultures as Heritage: Con-
temporary Pastsengage critically witha
range of subjects, including the concepts

THAPAR REMINDS US INDIA
IS COMPOSED OF MANY
CULTURES, VARIEGATED
AND LINKED TO REGION,

CASTE, ETHNICITY, RELIGIOUS

TRADITION, SHIFTING CUSTOMS,
AND OTHER FACTORS
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INDIAN CULTURES
AS HERITAGE:
CONTEMPORARY PASTS

Romila Thapar

Aleph
222 Pages | Rs 599

of time, infinity and tradition inancient
India; the cultural history of scienceand
technology in India; the negotiations of
women questors with religious traditions
and social sanction;and the originsand
mutationsof the caste order. The animat-
ingand propulsive energy of this volume
comes from Thapar’s concern with the
tension between culture asa pluralising
repertoire of diversity, on the one hand,
andasingularising contemporary politics
ofidentity and self-assertion, on the other.

The condition in which this tension
plays out was characterised by the sociol-
ogistand philosopher Zygmunt Bauman
as liquid modernity’, with the processes
of globalisation dissolving borders, inter-
relating economies through planet-wide
mobility and access toideas and goodsin
anepoch of accelerated consumerism.
Tworesponsesare possibleinsucha
scenario. Either one might embrace such
aconditionand courageouslyrefineits
cosmopolitan potential; or one might
yield toinsecurity and defensiveness,and
entrench oneselfin what Bauman called
a‘neo-tribalism’. Itisthislatter choice that
instrumentalises culture intoa ground
ofidentity, designed toset boundaries to
whatis ‘authentic’and whatis ‘alier, to
privilege ‘insiders’ and stigmatise ‘outsid-
ers’,and to project ‘society’ and ‘nation’ as
aggressive, exclusionary constructs.

By contrast, Thapar explores the pos-
sibility—notsimply asan academic ex-
ercise butasan ethical commitment—of
approaching culture in a spirit of critical
yetempatheticinquiry,inall its multiple
dimensions and with all the challenges
and dilemmas that it throws at us, as our
true heritage. She invites us, accordingly,
tounself ourselves, tostep out of our
naturalised social positions and consider
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Romila Thapar

thelocations of other participantsin this
drama of culture, identity and heritage.
‘Multiple communities make up the
body that we now call Indian citizens.
Someidentities come from having been
imprinted by elite society, others goback
along way and are distinctively different
from those of the elite,’ she writes. ‘The
latter see their heritage asdemarcated
from that of the others, havingits own
history of origins. Do we include all these
inwhatislabelled asIndian heritage
today, or do we prefer toset them aside?
This passage servesasa prelude toa
brilliant, associative arc of argument, in
which Thapar dwells on the pan-Indian
prevalence of the horseman cult,and
demonstrates how;,although the horseis
celebrated in elite Sanskrit texts, itsico-

SAURABH SINGH

nography is more widely associated with
rural low-status groups. The roadside
hero-stone tells us a different story from
theaccount of the Ashwamedha. Tran-
siting from iconography to the theatre of
political struggle, Thapar reflects on the
recent agitation of the Dongria Kondh
community to defend its sacred and en-
vironmental heritage in Odisha against
the claims of bauxite mining. The Ni-
yamgiri Hill, which they worship, hosts
sacred groves of sal trees and has some of
the finest pristine forestsin India’ and ‘is
afine example of biodiversity’. Pointing
out that the mediareaction to the crisis
of the Dongria Kondh community has
been desultory, Thapar asks whether the
same lack of interest would have met the
attempt of a corporation to mine bauxite

from ‘beneath a temple oramasjid ora
gurudwara’. In disdaining the legitimate
claims of Adivasi communities, Thapar
observes that we work from time-hon-
oured elite prejudices against the forest
people, evident in Kautilya’s suspicion of
the forest-dwellers, the otherwise mag-
nanimous Ashoka’s strictures against
them, and Banabhatta’s characterisation
of themas ‘primitive and alien’.

Indeed, some of the most urgentand
extraordinary argumentsadvancedin
thisbook have to do with the forms of
discrimination that have been hard-
wired into elite notions of Indian culture.
Thapar traces these to the key conflicts
of the firstand second millennia CE,
those between the Brahmanasand the
Sramanas (the Ajivika, Jaina and Bud-
dhistlineages),and between the Arya
and the Mleccha. From the elaboration of
these—I summarise Thapar’snuanced
account crudely—emerged idioms of
genetic purity and ritual pollution, inclu-
sion and exclusion, social and spatial
distancing,and, eventually, alogic by
which tolegitimise the derogation of the
excluded assubhuman. Tragically, these
idioms continue and have even assumed
perverse new avatars in the age of print
and digital communication andin
defiance of progressive policy-making.

‘Questioning exclusions and identi-
ties will explain how and why they came
about, their contribution to the making
of what we call our civilisation and our
ethical values,’ writes Thapar. Tt might
alsolead usto effectively annul that part
of our heritage that denies social justice
and isethically unacceptable.’Inreading
Thapar, we are reminded of how schis-
matic the contemporary Indian self, how
plural,a workin progress, to be crafted
through critical vigilance and produc-
tive debate. By contrast,a triumphalist
cultural selfhood that repressesits con-
tradictions would wish away not only
the differences within itself, but also the
bearers of difference outside itself. That
istheroad to annihilation against which
Thapar cautions us. B

Ranjit Hoskoteis a poet and critic.
His latest collection isJonahwhale
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The Romantics

Love and longing through the prism
of gender and sexuality, class and race

By Shikha Kumar

woman ona TV show oramovie,

sheismorelikely todie thanany
other character. If she’snon-white,
doubleit. Since 1980, atleast 156 queer
women have been killed off, with 10
dyingin 2016 alone.’ In Where Are My
Lesbians?, Sreshtha writes of how her
sexual awakening, much like any self-re-
specting millennial’s, was aided by books
and films. But when you’re Brown and
queer, finding representation in popular
culture can be extremely challenging.

Lastyear, she discovered Carmilla,
aCanadian web series whose titular
characterisavampire,and alesbian.
Despite its poor production valuesand
bad dialogues, Sreshtha continues to
watch it, for ‘after years of looking for
peoplelike me in texts and hoping they
survive, there is something tosay about
aqueerimmortal who simply cannot be
killed'. The Brooklyn-based poet’s
stirring narrative on findinglove
and happinessasa queer person
features alongside 10 other stories
in Eleven Ways to Love, edited by
Meenakshi Reddy Madhavan.
The anthology includes essays by
journalists, poetsand researchers,
all of whom bring intensely per-
sonal stories to the fore, exploring
love through the prism of gender,
sexuality, disability, classand race.
Journalist Dhrubo Jyoti,

whose work often focuses on
theintersection of casteand
culture, writes a series of letters
toaformerlover helived within
Kolkata. Growing up queerand
Dalitinaremote town in Bengal,
the anonymity of internet chat
rooms offered him refuge, allow-
ing him to choose anew body

 § I T°S A FACT thatifthere’saqueer

and an upper-caste surname: ‘Hiding
was my firstlesson in queerness because
caste wouldn’tlet me be queer.” Summer
evenings were spent on English TV
shows, noting down words in note-
books. Validation came in the form ofa
question a senior asked him in the hal-
lowed halls of St Xavier’s, Calcutta: ‘Oh,
have youbeen aXaverian all your life?’
In The Aristoprats, Shrayana Bhat-
tacharya uses the lens of aformerrela-
tionship to mull over why independent
successful women indulge toxiclovers
who consider them inadequate—the
better your skills, the more they seem
like disabilities in the dating pool. ‘Men
explained economics ormyjob tome,
finding my obsession with it an ungain-
ly, unattractive attribute fora woman,’
she writes of Delhi’s elite circles. Her
essay isan extract from her debut book,
Desperately Seeking Shahrukh.

ELEVEN WAYS TO LOVE
Edited by
Meenakshi Reddy Madhavan

Viking
288 Pages | Rs 499

Inaliterary landscape stripped of trans
narratives, researcher Nadika Nadja’s
account offersmuch to ponder: how
many of us, who belong biologically and
sexually to the bodies we’re born into,
take our genderidentities for granted.
Nadjawritesabout datingasatrans
woman and how the smartphone freed
hertoexpressheropinionsand gender.

Activistand visually-impaired co-
median Nidhi Goyal notes the absence
of disabled romancesin pop culture,
and the tendency to portray disabled
people as those needing caregivers or
pity. Asa 32-year-old whoruns herown
non-profit organisation and is single by
choice, Goyal reminds us of the need to
separate kindness from love—don’t just
fall for someone because they supported
youin your disability.

While many stories make for
inspired albeit intense reading, Reddy-

Madhavan’s own comesasa

SAURABH SINGH

much-needed breather. In letters
addressed to her younger self,
sherecounts—with a certain
abandon we’ve come to associate
with her writing—the rocky ro-
mances of her twenties,and how
‘hindsight doesn’t need glasses’.

Some essays, like Sangeeta’s
Size Matterson findingloveasa
fat woman and Maroosha Muz-
zafar’s When New York was Cold
and I Was Lonelyunderwhelm.
The former, despite itsintent to
come off as empowering, veers
intosob story territory, while the
latterisjust boring.

Despite these, the anthology
isrefreshing becauseit challeng-
es conventionally-held percep-
tions. Love cannot be compart-
mentalised anymore. ®
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RAJEEV MASAND

[rrfan Khan’s Health Scare

When Irrfan Khan announced that he was taking time off
toattend toan unexpected health scare recently, it became
clear that Vishal Bhardwaj would have to stop production
on Sapna Didi, the film he was developing with Irrfanand
Deepika Padukonein centralroles. By the time the actor
revealed the nature of his condition and the urgency with
whichitneeded tobe treated, it became clear to industry
insiders that the film would probably not get made.

Now we havelearnt thatalthough Bhardwaj has told the
media they willjump back into the film when Irrfanis bet-
terand resumes work, the project hasin fact been shelved.
Deepika hasreportedly returned the signingamount she was
paid for the movie after the makers decided not toreplace
Irrfan. Understandably, their focusisno longer on the movie.
The team is praying for the actor’srecovery.

New Film, New Strategy
By the time you read this, hisnew film will be out
intheatres. But Varun Dhawan told me he’sbeen
feeling “awfully underutilised” in the weekslead-
ing up to therelease of October. The actor revealed
thatit was expressly mentioned in his contract that
the producersrequired “verylittle” time from him
for promotions. “Shoojit was clear that he want-
ed the trailers to do the talking for this
film,” he said of director Shoojit Sircar’s
strategy for the movie. It’san unusu-
alapproachatatime when starsare
milked dry by studios to plug their
filmson every possible platform.
“I've beenmade to dosomuch for
otherfilms, thatI'm feeling posi-
tively underused,” Varun admit-
ted,adding thathe grabbed the
opportunity to travel to Dubai
forapremiere “because I have
nowork todohere”.

Don’t mistake his eagerness
topromote the film foralack of
confidenceinit, though. “Thiswas
one of those unique experiences,
andI'm grateful thatIgot the opportu-
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nity to work with Shoojit so earlyin my career,” he said.

This could be an interesting year for Varun, who follows
up the double whammy oflast year’s Badrinath Ki Dulhania
and Judwaa 2 with Octoberand Sui Dhaaga. He’s aware thatall
eyesare on him toseeif he can carry off “performanceroles”,
havingalready proved thathe can dance and fight his way
tobox-office success. “It’snot enough that my performance
isappreciated. These films need to work,” he said of both his
new movies this year. Good luck.

Casting Grouch
Male superstars will tell you they don’t interfere in casting
decisions, but more often than not, they’d belying. A-listers
like to give the impression that they submit themselvesto
the vision of their directors, but anyone who knows how
Bollywood works will tell you that the power onamovie set
isusually concentrated with the film’sleading man,
especially ifhe’s one of the country’s top stars.

Like thisoneactor who,a few yearsago, turned
downaproject being produced by his close friend
because hedidn’t think theactresswho'd been
approachedtostarinitcould pull off therole. The
film wasmore orless centred on the female char-

acterand thedirectorhadlocked this pretty but
vapidleadinglady for therole. When theactor
wasapproached, he expressedinterestin
taking therolebutmadeitclearhe
wouldn’tdoitifthe makerswere
insistent on casting the actress.

The producer promptly dumped
the female star when it became clear
that the superstar’s presencein the

film would elevate the project
considerably,and he was able
toreplace her withat talented
youngactress whomhealso
happenstomentor. Once the
younger actress wasin, the super-
starsigned up. And the film was
backontrack. m

Rajeev Masand is entertainment editor and film critic at
CNN-NEWSI8
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