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T
he Supreme Court of India’s rejection of
the demand for 100% veri�cation of the
paper trail left by the votes cast through

electronic voting machines comes as no surprise,
as there is no hard evidence that the current ver-
i�cation system su�ers from any irremediable la-
cuna. The two concurring judgments of the
Bench reiterate the faith the judiciary has so far
reposed in the integrity of the electoral process,
especially after the introduction of the voter ver-
i�able paper audit trail, or VVPAT. In the process,
the Bench also rejected the idea of reverting to
paper ballots, as such a measure would indeed be
regressive and negate the gains from the elimina-
tion of vulnerabilities associated with paper bal-
lots. This is not the �rst time that the Court has
declined to interfere with the system in place; it
had earlier refused to order 50% veri�cation of
the paper trail in one case and 100% veri�cation
in another. The Court has utilised this petition to
review the administrative and technical safe-
guards in the system and found nothing to impair
its faith in it. The two directions given by the
Court address the other serious apprehensions:
that the symbol loading units be secured and
kept in safe custody for 45 days after declaration
of results and that the top two losing candidates
could seek a veri�cation of the micro-controllers
in 5% of the EVMs in speci�ed polling booths so
that tampering, if any, may be detected.

In a 2013 ruling, the Supreme Court held that
“a paper trail is an indispensable requirement of
free and fair elections”. In another case, it fa-
voured the increase in the number of polling sta-
tions in which VVPAT veri�cation would be done
from one per Assembly constituency or segment
to �ve. The introduction of a paper audit trail it-
self was in response to apprehensions that voters
had no way of ascertaining if their votes were re-
corded correctly. It is somewhat ironical that the
veri�cation system put in place to address such
fears itself has become a bone of contention as to
the extent to which the paper trail has to be ver-
i�ed. Justice Sanjiv Khanna, in his opinion, has
recorded suggestions that VVPAT slips may be
counted through machines, and that symbols
loaded in the VVPAT units may be barcoded for
easy counting in future. It ought to be clear that
such technological advancement alone can make
the process suspicion-proof. A larger point to be
made is that the apprehensions and suspicions of
possible manipulation indicate a level of mistrust
in the Election Commission of India not seen in
the past. Voter con�dence in the system of voting
and counting is one thing, but the need for the
election watchdog to be seen as impartial is quite
another. 

Trust in machines  
It is reassuring that the Supreme Court
found nothing to impair faith in EVMs 

A
fter lengthy negotiations, the United
States Senate has passed with bipartisan
support a $95 billion programme to send

aid to Ukraine, Israel, and Taiwan. The �nal vote
tally was 79-18, with three Democrats voting
alongside 15 Republicans against the bill. The aid
package brings together four distinct bills that the
House of Representatives passed separately last
weekend, respectively supplying almost $61 bil-
lion in aid for Ukraine, above $26 billion for Is-
rael, over $8 billion for the Taiwan and the Indo-
Paci�c region, and one bill relating to Tik Tok. In
their current shape, the bills closely resemble an
aid package that the Senate had passed earlier
this year, an initiative that was ultimately shot
down when House Speaker Mike Johnson refused
to bring it to the �oor of his chamber. Now that it
has been passed in the Senate, the legislation will
move forward to the desk of President Joe Biden
to sign into law, as he has said he intends to do,
thus opening the door to helping Ukraine to push
back against Russian aggression, to providing
wartime assistance to Israel and humanitarian
aid to Gaza, and to countering territorial threats
in the Indo-Paci�c that are linked to China. The
fact that the omnibus aid bills package passed
with such strength in the Upper Chamber of Con-
gress constitutes a key win for Mr. Biden, Demo-
cratic lawmakers, and Senate Republican leader
Mitch McConnell, who has toiled for long months
to send aid to Ukraine, in the face of opposition
from the far-right wing of his own party.

That opposition, which threatens to spoil the
plans of the Republican Party ‘mainstream’, in-
cludes the likes of the House Freedom Caucus,
comprising ultra conservative members of Con-
gress who broadly support the agenda of former
President Donald Trump. They are especially op-
posed to aid packages, which they consider a
threat to their isolationist vision for the U.S. — to
the point where Mr. Johnson had to introduce a
‘sweetener’ into the bill to win their vote, a pro-
mise to ban Tik Tok if it did not divest itself of Chi-
nese ownership within a year. That the far-right
segment was able to exert its in�uence on the
agenda of Congress to this extent is remarkable,
given that it only has a slim majority in the House,
and both the Senate and White House are in the
hands of the Democrats. In any case, this sizeable
aid package is likely to be the last one that is ap-
proved for Ukraine and other U.S. allies until af-
ter November, which will see the White House,
the House of Representatives and one-third of the
Senate head to the polls. If Mr. Trump emerges
victorious, the rightward slide of the Congress
might gather considerable momentum, giving
the MAGA movement the teeth that it needs to
carry forward its agenda of institutional nihilism.

Aid for war 
Ukraine, Israel win as Biden gets

bipartisan support for aid package  

“T
he certainty and guidance which men
seek in the law stems from their
yearning for security and safety,

which is the legacy of childhood.” — Prof. H.L.A.
Hart

The Supreme Court of India is a rather
extraordinary court. In addition to its being the
highest court of appeal, a federal court, as well as
a court of advisory jurisdiction, it also possesses
the power to appoint and transfer judges of the
High Courts and the Court itself.

In 2002, the Court took on a new power called
the “Curative Jurisdiction”. It is a power to
correct its judgments, after they have become
�nal. This is distinct from the power of review
under Indian law, which enables all courts to
rectify errors which are apparent from their
records.

The Court has a constitutional role to declare
the law. The law must, and often does, progress
with the growth in human knowledge and with
societal change. The judgments of courts must
re�ect and sometimes trigger the changes in law.
It is for this reason that courts modify their views.
Examples of changes in the Court’s views include
the right of privacy, decriminalisation of
homosexuality and so on. Curative Jurisdiction is
di�erent. This is not merely the Court changing
its view on a position of law but is a reversal of
the Court’s own view in a speci�c case, above and
beyond even the power of review.

The Delhi Metro Rail judgment
In this article, we argue that the Supreme Court
does more harm than good in the exercise of this
jurisdiction, and we propose to demonstrate this
through the analysis of a judgment rendered on
April 10, 2024. This was a decision of a
three-judge Bench of the Court in a curative
petition in Delhi Metro Rail Corporation Ltd.
(“DMRC”) vs Delhi Airport Metro Express Pvt Ltd
(“DAMEPL”), which rekindles this question.

DAMEPL succeeded before an Arbitral
Tribunal in a high value claim. The award was
predicated on a plea that the termination, by
DAMEPL, of a long-term contract relating to a
stretch of the Delhi metro rail, was valid. Such
termination was based on a termination clause
which permitted DAMEPL to terminate the
contract based on issuance of a notice to cure
defects in the event that DMRC “failed to cure
such breach or take e�ective steps for curing such
breach”. The breach, according to DAMEPL (as

upheld by the Arbitral Tribunal) was the
existence of defects in the metro’s construction.
According to DAMEPL and the Arbitral Tribunal,
the failure to cure such defects had triggered
DAMEPL’s right to terminate.

Prior to the termination, DAMEPL had stopped
rail operations on the basis that the line was
unsafe to operate. Shortly after the termination,
both parties had made a joint request to the
Commissioner of Metro Rail Safety to reopen
operations. The CMRS sanctioned this subject to
certain conditions including speed restrictions.
While reliance had been placed on the CMRS
sanction by DMRC, the AT, after examining the
CMRS sanction, held that it would not be material
in deciding the issues.

The challenge to the award moved to the
Supreme Court which upheld the award after
setting out the limited scope to challenge an
award under Indian law. A review petition was
also dismissed. However, for the �rst time ever,
the Court, in a curative petition, set aside an
arbitral award.

Exercise of curative jurisdiction
The interference by the Court was on two
grounds. First, that interpretation of the
termination clause was perverse since the
Arbitral Tribunal had failed to recognise that it
was su�cient for the DMRC to take e�ective steps
to cure the breach — curing the breach in its
entirety was not necessary. Second, that the
CMRS sanction was vital evidence which had
been ignored.

This is signi�cant for two reasons. First, the
Court had hitherto supported a position of
minimal interference in arbitral awards. And
second, that the Court held that its own verdict in
2019, which was in line with this pre-existing
position, was wrong.

It settled law that a court, while setting aside
an award does not sit as a court of appeal. The
Court is bound to accept a potentially incorrect,
though plausible, view on the interpretation of a
contract and does not have the power to
reappreciate evidence. While the Court no doubt
has the power to interfere with a “perverse”
interpretation, the subjective slope between a
“perverse” interpretation and a “plausible but
incorrect” interpretation is slippery.

Further, had the Arbitral Tribunal ignored vital
evidence, a ground for interference would have
been made out; but not when the Arbitral

Tribunal, being the sole judge of weight of any
evidence, had considered the evidence and held
it to be of little signi�cance.

Thus, the Court exercising its Curative
Jurisdiction, reversed its own judgment which
had upheld the arbitral award.

The problems
Imagine if you went to a dentist to have your
wisdom tooth removed. The procedure is carried
out. You then go to a board of senior dentists who
tell you that the dentist did the right thing. Four
years later, they call you back in for a review, and
then tell you that they are doing a “curative
procedure” and putting your wisdom tooth back
in.

Curative Jurisdiction is e�ectively the Supreme
Court seeking to correct its mistakes.

While there is merit in correcting one’s
mistakes, an institution which underpins the
country’s judiciary and which is the �nal
interpreter of the Constitution must look beyond
errors in individual cases. The Supreme Court
declares the law for the nation and posterity, and
not for one-o� cases.

While it is no doubt true that the interpretation
set out by the Supreme Court in DMRC vs
DAMEPL is the correct interpretation and would
have been justi�ed had it been an exercise of
appellate jurisdiction, the exercise itself could be
said to be beyond the contours of permissible
interference with an arbitral award. There are
many such instances when awards based on
incorrect interpretations are upheld owing to the
principle of minimum judicial interference.
Courts have, by and large, adopted a hands o�
approach, at least post 2015, to further the policy
of lawmakers as re�ected in the 2015
amendments to the arbitration legislation.

One looks to the Supreme Court for guidance
and strength. It is the beacon of law. We expect it
to be a pole star. The exercise of revisiting one’s
own decisions is good in an individual, but is not
good for an institution that declares the law. Our
perceptions of right and wrong are often
in�uenced by the immediacy of the trend of
current thought. A Supreme Court which swings
back and forth based on changing trends lacks
the constancy and gravitas which we believe to be
fundamental to a court of last resort.

To borrow Justice Jackson’s words, the
Supreme Court is not �nal because it is infallible
but infallible because it is �nal.

Sounding the gavel on curative jurisdiction 
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A top court
which swings
back and forth
based on
changing trends
lacks the
constancy and
gravitas that is
fundamental to
a court of
last resort
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P
rime Minister Narendra Modi’s frequent
attempts to allude to the Ram Mandir in
the ongoing election campaign as his

major achievement indicates the Bharatiya Janata
Party’s desire to seek electoral bene�ts from the
subject. Seen in the wider context of the ongoing
survey of the Gyanvapi Mosque in Varanasi and
claims over the Shahi Idgah Masjid in Mathura, it
is apparent that the mandir-masjid con�ict may
enter a new era in the post-2024 election period.

In June 2022, in the wake of the Gyanvapi
controversy, Rashtriya Swayamsevak Sangh chief
Mohan Bhagwat made an appeal in Nagpur — that
the present generations of Muslims should not be
held responsible for the wrongs committed in
history by Muslim rulers. “Why look for Shiv linga
in every Masjid?” Bhagwat asked. It was a sensible
statement but nothing substantive has followed
since then.

Instead, the Uttar Pradesh Chief Minister, Yogi
Adityanath, has remained most vocal with regard
to Kashi and Mathura. In a speech in the Uttar
Pradesh Assembly in February 2024, while
drawing parallel with the Mahabharat, he said,
“Krishna asked for �ve villages, today’s Hindu
society asks for three centres: Ayodhya, Kashi and
Mathura.” He appealed to Indian Muslims to give
up claim in Kashi and Mathura. During the
Ayodhya movement of the 1980s and 1990s, there
was a slogan ‘Ayodhya to Jhanki Hei, Kashi
Mathura Baaki Hei’. It is now certain that the
“Kashi Mathura Baaki Hei” part of that slogan has
been politically activated.

History and the Jama Masjid
Though the oldest Masjid in India is located in
Kerala, no other Masjid has been connected with
Muslim history as closely as Delhi’s Jama Masjid.
During the 1857 Rebellion, it was a site of
enormous activities and was de�led and
desecrated by the colonial army. We learn that on

September 20, 1857, the British sepoys danced
around a victory �re inside the Masjid. It was
transformed into a military barrack.

Unspeakable forms of de�lement took place
inside the Masjid premises during its military
occupation. In numerous ways Muslims paid a
disproportionate price with their lives and
property. They were humiliated for their
participation in what many historians call India’s
First War of Independence. Sadly, the Hindutva
right barely recognises Muslim sacri�ce. Many
months later, the Jama Masjid was returned to
Muslims. Ilyse R. Morgenstein Fuerst’s book,
Indian Muslim Minorities and the 1857 Rebellion,
provides vivid details about various aspects of the
uprising and how it has impacted Muslim
identity.

Interestingly, there were discussions to
demolish the Jama Masjid during the 1857
rebellion. It was revealed by William Howard
Russell, who served as the Indian correspondent
for The Times during 1857-59. In his diary titled My
Diary in India, in the Year 1858-9, Russell wrote:
“It has been warmly suggested that we should
destroy the Jumma Masjid. The fact is that the
Mohammedan element in India is that which
causes us the most trouble....” Mr. Russell goes on
to add, “if we could eradicate the traditions and
destroy the temples of Mahomed by one vigorous
e�ort, it would be well for the Christian faith and
for the British rule.”

The Jama Masjid still stands in Delhi and has
been a witness to the challenges that Indian
Muslims have faced ever since. On December 6,
1992 when the Babri Masjid was demolished,
hundreds of Muslims gathered that evening at
Delhi’s Jama Masjid and were addressed by the
Shahi Imam. Nothing much was reported on
January 22, 2024, the inauguration of the Ram
Mandir in Ayodhya.

Ever since the Supreme Court of India’s verdict

in November 2019 on the Ayodhya dispute,
Muslims all over India have conducted
themselves with great dignity in the hope that it
would close the mandir-masjid con�ict chapter
forever. But that does not seem to be the case
given the way the issue is still raised in the
Bharatiya Janata Party’s campaign by its tallest
leaders.

For the Jama Masjid’s renovation, a request
was made to the United Progressive Alliance
government to approve �nancial assistance from
abroad, which was turned down on the ground
that it could have security concerns. No security
concerns are seen in the global mobilisation of
resources by the Hindutva right for its activities.
In 2021, in response to a question raised in
Parliament on the state of the Jama Masjid and its
need for renovation, the Modi government
declined to do so.

The danger of further polarisation
The fact remains that masjids are central to the
religious lives of Muslims. The �rst Masjid of Islam
was built in Madina called Quba during the
Prophet’s time. At this point, the Hindutva right
has a template based on politics, mobilisation and
judicial intervention to grapple with future
mandir-masjid disputes based on what took place
between December 6, 1992 and January 22, 2024
or even prior to it.

Standing in its way is the Places of Worship
(Special Provisions) Act, 1991 that aims to
maintain the religious character of places as they
existed on August 15, 1947. Given that changing
this Act of 1991 is far easier than the dilution of
Article 370, it is not hard to imagine what its fate
could be. Whatever it may be, the mandir-masjid
controversy may take centre stage and go beyond
Kashi and Mathura, deepening religious
polarisation even further and undermining
India’s �edgling secularism.

The right and the future of India’s masjids 
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In the aggressive
quest for
electoral gains
using the trump
card of religion,
there ought to
be a quiet
realisation that
masjids are
central to the
religious lives 
of Muslims

Super cautious
In a ‘show me the man and
I will show you the law’
mode, the Election
Commission of India (ECI)
has taken the circuitous
route to serve notice for
violation of the model code
of conduct stated to have
been committed by Prime
Minister Narendra Modi
(Page1, “EC sends notice to
Nadda for plaint against
Modi”, April 26). 
The spewing of malice and
hate, utterly indefensible,
has been handled with kid
gloves by the ECI without
even mentioning the name
of the venom spewer. It
would have been logical
had the ECI taken the
sensible stand that “he who
asks questions cannot avoid

to witness a significant
portion of eligible voters
staying away from the
electoral process due to the
discomfort and health risks
posed by the oppressive
weather. This low voter
turnout undermines the
very foundation of
democracy and raises
questions about the fairness
and inclusivity of the
electoral process. The
Election Commission of
India should reconsider
time restrictions. Voters
should be allowed to
exercise their franchise until
9 p.m. This would enhance
voter turnout and, thereby,
the overall integrity of the
electoral process.

Lalgudi Muralidharan,
Lalgudi, Tiruchi, Tamil Nadu

INDIA bloc will scrutinise
the safes of “mothers and
sisters” allegedly with the
intention of ‘looting’ their
wealth and passing it on to
others. It is unfortunate that
the leader says that the
election manifesto of the
Congress is the replica of
the policies of the Muslim
League. Why is there an
attempt to stoke the flames
of communal hatred when
he extols himself to be the
champion of social justice?
Abdul Kader,

Tirunelveli, Tamil Nadu

Extend voting time
The decision to hold the
general election amid
sweltering heat has led to a
disappointingly low voter
turnout. It is disheartening

tall, important leaders on
hate speeches, and using
religion to garner votes
requires faster action. Huge
money is being spent on
canvassing, promotions,
and other expenses. Why
not have a robust body to
check expenses?
The Union Finance Minister
was candid in one of her
interviews to say that she
does not have that much
money to contest elections.
Does that not tell the real
story?
Balasubramaniam Pavani,

Secunderabad

Jarring
It does not behove the
stature of the Prime
Minister of India to make a
jarring statement that the

built-in checks and
balances. One-man rule is
neither good nor desirable
in a nation as large, diverse,
multi-religious and
multi-ethnic as India. Let us
hope that intelligent voters
will ponder over the matter
dispassionately and exercise
their vote in the days
ahead.
Satish Murdeshwar,

Pune

Bell poll expenses
India is now moving ahead
in the next phases of voting
and the onus is now on the
Election Commission of
India to ensure that it
discharges its most
important role with utmost
diligence. Its initial
hesitance in squaring up to

the answers”
Ayyasseri Raveendranath,

Aranmula, Kerala

Think coalition
We have observed over the
10-year rule of the Narendra
Modi government that, to
its credit, there has been
much good work done. Yet,
a one-man show backed by
single party majoritarian
rule can be dangerous in
the long run. By now we are
familiar with Mr. Modi’s style
of functioning, which can be
described as “my way or
the highway”. There is a
need for a coalition
government. Even though it
would have quite a few
limitations in terms of
ensuring faster growth, such
a government would have
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A
lmost two months after her husband
Dhani Oraon died at 58, allegedly of
starvation, Asharani Oraon weighs
29.9 kg. When she was rescued by the

district administration after pressure from tea
garden unions and brought to a hospital on Fe-
bruary 6, 2024, four days after Dhani’s death,
Asharani weighed 26 kg. Dhani was a worker at
Madhu Tea Garden in West Bengal’s Alipurduar
district, which had reopened in December 2021
after being closed for about seven years.

Even with a blanket wrapped around, Ashara-
ni, 53, whose body mass index (BMI) on April 7
stood at 13.8 kg/m2 (denoting severe thinness), is
frail and can barely walk. She mumbles that the
hospital is feeding her “eggs, banana, and rice”.
Still in shock, she cannot answer any questions
about her husband’s death.

At Madhu Tea Garden, the old ramshackle hut
of the Oraons, barely held together by tarpaulin
sheets, has been razed by Rajesh Lakra, a local
tribal leader, who has built a new shed for Asha-
rani. He has launched a campaign on social me-
dia in support of tea garden workers, weeks
ahead of the Lok Sabha polls. Hibiscus �owers
bloom in the deserted compound.

Based in the Dooars, the ‘door’ to Bhutan,
ranging between 90 metres and 1,500 metres
above sea level, is a blue-sky, green-hill, �owing-
rivulet remote area that people from around
�ock to, for a break. The region is di�erent from
Darjeeling — the other tea-growing area of Bengal
that is cooler, wetter, more misty — with the tea it-
self tasting di�erent. The Dooar brew is bright,
smooth, and full-bodied, lighter than Assam, un-
like Darjeeling’s GI-protected soft, smoky liquor.

“This year, 2024, marks 150 years of tea pro-
duction in the Dooars area, as the �rst tea planta-
tions in the region were set up in 1874, a few de-
cades after Darjeeling,” says Bijoy Gopal
Chakraborty, the president of the Confederation
of Indian Small Tea Growers Associations, a tea
trader based in the Dooars.

The death of Dhani, a permanent worker, has
raised questions about incomes lower than the
minimum wage, food insecurity, and a sick sec-
tor’s use by politicians as a poll plank.

As per the Paschim Banga Cha Majoor Samity
(PBCMS), a trade union representing tea estate
workers, of the 150 big tea gardens, 18 (12 in Ali-
purduar and six in Jalpaiguri) are closed. The Tea
Board of India statistics say that the annual pro-
duction of tea from West Bengal in 2023 was 422
million kg, 54.5% of which was produced from
the Dooars.

For the 3.5 lakh to 4 lakh tea garden workers,
minimum wages and land ownership are key is-
sues in the Lok Sabha elections, as the industry
holds the key to seats like Alipurduar and Jalpai-
guri, where elections took place in the �rst phase
on April 19.

The uncertainty of closure

Neighbours and relatives of the Oraons say the
couple could not get the bene�ts of the public
distribution system because Dhani’s Aadhaar
and ration cards were not linked, and the system
could not recognise his �ngerprints, common
among people who do manual work.

Katya Kharia, one of the neighbours, says the
family was receiving about ₹1,500 per month by

way of FAWLOI (Financial Assistance to Workers
of Locked Out Industries) when the garden was
shut. When it reopened, the money stopped, but
Dhani was weak and could not work. “We would
help them with rice, but it was not su�cient,”
Kharia says. She also complains that the wages,
usually paid every two weeks, are sometimes ir-
regular at the tea garden.

The starvation death allegation led to a fact-
�nding mission on February 4 and 5 by members
of the PBCMS and the Right to Food and Work
Campaign (RTFWC-West Bengal chapter), which
is supported by organisations and individuals.

“The inaction by the government has made
this entire population... already weak due to the
long closure, vulnerable. Dhani Oraon, even
though he was a permanent worker, was neglect-
ed by both the management and the govern-
ment...,” the fact-�nding report noted.

Asharani is not the only one who has an
alarmingly low BMI. After the alleged starvation
death, the PBCMS and RTFWC conducted a sur-
vey across seven tea gardens in Alipurduar and
Jalpaiguri districts. Out of the 122 tea garden
workers surveyed, 64 were underweight, with a
BMI less than 18.5 kg/m2.

Marayam and Swati Oraon, two tea garden
workers, complained that with the daily wage be-
ing ₹250 (West Bengal’s minimum wage is ₹376
per day even for unskilled labour), it is di�cult to
sustain families. “After opening the garden, the
only advantage is that we do not have to go out to
work in other places,” says Marayam.

Temba Oroan, another tea garden worker, is
reconstructing his hut after an elephant attacked
it and trampled upon its remains a few months
ago. “I was given a torchlight and a tarpaulin
sheet from the forest department, but no com-
pensation,” says the feeble-looking Temba, busy
on a Sunday afternoon at a betel nut plantation,
to generate additional income.

Purbayan Chakraborty, a lawyer who was part
of the fact-�nding team, says as per the Planta-
tions Labour Act, 1951, the tea garden manage-
ment is mandated to provide for repair, which
they never do, leaving workers to fend for them-
selves. He also adds that the Act mandates that
the Assistant Labour Commissioner conduct an
inspection and take necessary steps for rehabili-

tation, but such inspections are never done.

Laws and livelihoods

Over the past 10 years, the Minimum Wages Advi-
sory Committee on Tea for the State of West Ben-
gal has held 20 meetings, but has not been able to
reach an agreement on minimum wages. This
month, the Calcutta High Court’s Circuit Bench at
Jalpaiguri directed the Labour Commissioner of
the State to �x minimum wages within six weeks,
to be implemented within two weeks. The last
time the wages of tea garden workers were hiked
was on April 27, 2023, when the State govern-
ment raised the daily wage rate from ₹232 to
₹250. This was challenged by various tea garden
managements before the High Court.

With more and more big gardens either turn-
ing sick or shuttering, small growers are contri-
buting to the bulk of the production in the tea
sector. The Tea Board of India data indicate that
in 2023, small tea growers (about 34,000 in the
State, with less than 25 acres per �rm) contribut-
ed to 118 million kg (54.5%) of the tea production
in the Dooars, whereas big tea gardens produced
112 million kg. In fact, across the State, small tea
growers contribute 63.7% (269 million kg of 422
million kg) of all tea production in the State.

“This is because the governments, both at the
State and Centre, are encouraging small tea grow-
ers. The big gardens, which employ a large num-
ber of workers, are not getting any incentives.
The workers in small tea gardens are treated as
agricultural labourers and do not have rights of
wages and provident fund like big tea garden
workers,” says Anuradha Talwar, a trade union
activist and convener of PBCMS.

Unlike Darjeeling tea, which is struggling with
low production, tea growers in the Dooars face
price stagnation. “The tea from the Dooars has
not made a brand for itself like Darjeeling tea or
Assam tea has,” says Chakraborty, who ap-
proaches the subject from a trader’s perspective
rather than a worker’s.

He adds that low rainfall in the Dooars is forc-
ing planters to use pesticides. Last month,
bought leaf tea factories (BLFs) wrote to the Tea
Board of India saying that they would procure on-
ly green leaves that meet the compliance stan-
dards of the Indian food safety regulator, the
Food Safety and Standards Authority of India.
The tea growers raised the issue with Chief Minis-
ter Mamata Banerjee when she was campaigning
for the Lok Sabha poll in north Bengal. She as-
sured them that she would look into it.

Poll stops

In the last Lok Sabha poll, the region had over-
whelmingly voted for the Bharatiya Janata Party
(BJP). In the 2021 Assembly election, too, the BJP
continued with its electoral dominance. The Tri-
namool Congress leadership accuses the BJP of
doing nothing for the tea gardens. “The BJP’s
guarantee is a zero guarantee,” the Chief Minister
had said while addressing a rally at Alipurduar on
April 6, adding that her party had done more.

Prime Minister Narendra Modi, who in 2019
had derived a ‘personal’ connect with the people
of the Dooars, harnessing his chaiwala (tea seller)
past, had during this election campaign blamed
the West Bengal government for the plight of tea
garden workers. Addressing a rally in Jalpaiguri
district on April 7, he had said, “The tea gardens
of Bengal are in the worst condition compared to
anywhere in the country...The workers of the tea
garden are being denied even basic facilities.”

The issue of land rights and dwelling too
turned out to be crucial this election season. “Tea
garden workers live on land leased by the compa-
ny owner from the State government. So, they
have no land rights and are subject to being ha-

rassed and evicted,” says Talwar.
She says in 2020, the West Bengal government

formulated a Cha Sundari Scheme to provide free
housing units to tea garden workers. Now, in-
stead of houses, the government is issuing pattas
for 5 decimals of land (a little over 2,000 square
feet) under the Cha Sundari Extension Scheme,
along with a ₹1.2-lakh bank transfer, to build
houses. People fear eviction, whether they ac-
cept the scheme or not, as there is no clarity.

A Cha Sundari dwelling unit at Dekhlapara tea
garden in Alipurduar district is testament to why
the scheme does not have many takers. Dekhlap-
ara is a tea garden that has been closed since
2000. Houses and general infrastructure are
crumbling. Yet, out of the 327 dwelling units, only
70 have been occupied.

Bishal Malpaharia, who has shifted into the
Cha Sundari dwelling unit, says other members
of his family live in the tea garden quarters. “This
is for a small family,” he says of their home mea-
suring 394 square feet.

Bishnu Tanti, a worker at Dekhlepara, says the
garden was operational for eight months during
2023, giving people hope. He has not moved to
the Cha Sundari dwelling unit, but Tanti has ac-
cepted the ₹1.2 lakh and is building a kitchen in
his tea garden quarters.

Hundreds of workers have agreed to join the
scheme and issued no-objection certi�cates for
the land they currently occupy. They have re-
ceived an initial cash transfer of ₹60,000. A few
are still resisting.

Bandhu Oroan says he is a �fth-generation tea
garden worker. “My dwelling unit is spread over
10 decimals of land; why should I agree to a patta
of �ve decimals?” he says.

Over the past few months, Kirsen Kharia of Na-
gaisuree Tea Garden of Jalpaiguri district has
been trying to unite workers against accepting
homestead pattas. Kharia says weeks ago a large
contingent of police along with local authorities
tried to survey the garden and threatened him.

“We do not want �ve decimals of land. We
have been living in these houses for generations
and want land rights for our dwellings. The entire
exercise by the government is aimed at usurping
our land,” says Kharia, who is associated with the
Uttar Bangal Cha Shramik Sangathan.

Kharia says the government wants to sell tea
garden land to corporates and shift the workers
into an invisible remote corner. The activist ref-
ers to the 2019 Tea Tourism and Allied Business
Policy of the State government, by which a maxi-
mum of 150 acres or 15% of tea plantation land
could be used for tourism and other businesses.

Collapse and uncertainty

Several local associations and unions under the
banner of the Joint Action Committee �elded an
Independent candidate, Arjun Indevar, 62, for
the Alipurduar Lok Sabha seat. His campaign was
built on the demand of land rights for tea work-
ers. Indevar is from the Madhu Tea Garden and
says tribals, Gorkhas, and other locals have been
working in the area since 1874. “The land of our
forefathers was taken away under Section 6 (3) of
the West Bengal Estate Acquisition Act, 1953. We
are being made slaves and cannot even repair our
houses,” he says. 

Meanwhile, Kismat Mahali’s house has bricks
falling apart; there is no electricity. “I have not re-
ceived money under the Cha Sundari Extension
Scheme. I need to build the house as soon as pos-
sible,” Mahali, a worker at the tea garden, says.
Kharia, who was campaigning for Indevar, re-
mains quiet as Mahali narrates how di�cult it is
to stay in the dwelling with her grandchild. “How
can I persuade her not to accept the government
scheme?” Kharia says.

April is tea plucking season and the slow pro-
cess leaves room for chatter. At Nagaisuree,
spread over hundreds of acres, women talk about
leopard attacks in the garden and that adjoining
gardens pay a higher incentive for those who
pluck over 25 kg a day, the mandate.

A few hundred metres away from the tea bush-
es, there is a mobile crèche, where children play,
unaware of the tea garden tensions.

Workers at the Nagaisuree Tea Garden in Jalpaiguri, West Bengal. SHIV SAHAY SINGH 

Death and distress 
in the Dooars 
In the lower reaches of the Himalayas in West Bengal, workers struggle with hunger, poor pay, and the

intermittent shutting down of large tea plantations. The poverty is sometimes killing, reports 

Shiv Sahay Singh, who met those involved in the production of tea 

The workers
in small tea
gardens are
treated as
agricultural
labourers
and do not
have rights
of wages
and
provident
fund like big
tea garden
workers

ANURADHA
TALWAR
Trade union
activist and
convener of
PBCMS

The closed Dekhlapara Tea Garden in Jalpaiguri, West Bengal. SHIV SAHAY SINGH 

The entire exercise by the government is
aimed at usurping our land

KIRSEN KHARIA
Uttar Bangal Cha Shramik Sangathan
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T
he debate and discussion around inequality
and redistribution has been going on for over
a thousand years. As a result two things have

become absolutely clear: it’s desirable and it should be
within reason. The desirability of it takes care of the
moral aspects of an excessive concentration of wealth.
The aspect of reasonableness takes care of the
economic consequences. But in democracies that
depend on voting there is a third aspect that the
original proponents of redistribution of wealth had
never considered: politics.

This aspect refuses both to consider the
moral imperatives and the economic
implications. In consequence, electoral
democracies pose the issue in its most
extreme forms, namely, all or nothing,
mangalsutras or plutocracy, expropriation or
concentration of both wealth and inequality.
This approach achieves nothing, especially in
a country like India which from the very start
in 1947 has been consistently striving to
strike a balance. The Uttar Pradesh
Zamindari Abolition and Land Reforms Act
1950, had sought to redistribute surplus
lands. Vinoba Bhave sought to achieve the
same result via voluntary action, namely, the
Bhoodan movement. The Hindu Succession
Act of 1956 ensured that an estate would be
divided equally between all successors and
not go just to the eldest son. Then came the
taxes recommended by Nicholas Kaldor: the
gift tax, the annual wealth tax and the capital
gains tax. An inheritance tax had already been
imposed in 1953. These taxes were followed
up by a steady increase in income taxes until
in 1973 the marginal rate reached over 100
per cent!

The State governments were also doing
their bit — by not collecting taxes due to
them in the interests of the poor. To
supplement their non-e�orts there were the
Finance Commissions and the Planning
Commission. It’s a long list that gives ample
evidence of India’s e�orts at redistribution
and prevention of concentration of wealth.
That said, the rates of taxation and
inheritance duties, the mode and extent of
redistribution, the legality of expropriation,
the issues of compensation to those who are
expropriated and the constitutional
guarantees have been subjects of debate since
the early 1950s. All institutions of the Indian
state have sought to dampen the enthusiasm
of politicians and by and large they have been
successful. The politicians tried to reduce the
freedom of the judiciary (fourth
amendment) but the judiciary responded a
decade-and-half later with the doctrine of
‘basic structure’. The politicians responded
with the 44th amendment that says the right
to property is not a fundamental right. And
now we have a nine judge bench examining
Article 39 that talks about community
resources and who has the right over them.

In sum, India has always been aware of the
problem of redistribution and has been trying
hard to solve the problem. It was wholly
unnecessary, therefore, for an important
opposition figure to speak in an intemperate
manner about the problem. It has provoked
an equally intemperate and regrettable
response from the ruling party.

Redistribution row 
Politicians have muddied the discourse 
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Assam’s potential
With reference to the article
‘Assam's semi-conductor push is
transformative’ (April 26), the
project stands as a beacon of hope
for the region's economic
transformation. However, unlocking
its full potential necessitates a
concerted e�ort to confront
significant hurdles. 
Primarily, bridging the skilled
workforce gap demands
multifaceted solutions. 
Furthermore, infrastructure
development and supply chain
management is paramount for
long-term success. 
The Assam semiconductor project
can serve as a catalyst for inclusive

industrial development.
Amarjeet Kumar
Hazaribagh, Jharkhand

SEBI vs IRDA
Apropos “A tale of two financial
Regulators”, it is an obvious fact that
SEBI and IRDA are poles apart when
it comes to safeguarding the
interests of investors and
policyholders. 
The IRDA still has a long way to go
compared with SEBI which was
unequivocally instrumental in
providing a protective sheath to
shareholders. SEBI’s proactive
measures and hawk-eye are reasons
for the growth of India’s equity
markets in contrast to the insurance

market. A major lacuna of IRDA is in
it’s ine�cacy in regulating the health
insurance companies regarding
certain restrictive clauses like
“Maternity Clause of Three years,”
which is in contravention to
“Maternity Benefit Act 1961”
Roy Markose
Bengaluru

Food safety
With reference to the Editorial ‘Spice
trial’, food adulteration is not new to
India, many companies have been
found guilty in the past. 
Hong Kong and Singapore’s move
against MDH and Everest’s
consignment is embarrassing. This
incident has also put a question mark

over FSSAI’s working, which needs to
do a lot of soul searching. 
If the processed food products we
consume are harmful for our health,
then the food regulator will have to
be proactive rather than reactive in
ensuring public health.
Bal Govind
Noida

Apropos, ‘Spice trial’ (April 26),
Singapore and Hong Kong has
banned a slew of spices and
condiments belonging to MDH and
Everest brands exported from India,
since the sample tests confirmed the
presence of a high levels of
pesticides. 
Following these embarrassing bans,

the Food Safety and Standards
Authority of India (FSSAI) has rushed
to close the barn door after the
horse has bolted. 
It commissioned quality checks on
MDH and Everest spice mixes to
determine whether they have
carcinogen traces above permissible
levels. 
When the country is pushing to
increase exports to new markets,
allowing a dangerous quality lapse is
a huge credibility dent. The quality of
food products in the domestic
market cannot be ignored.
Undeniably, there is a crying need to
ramp up our quality control systems.
N Sadhasiva Reddy
Bengaluru

LETTERS TO EDITOR Send your letters by email to bleditor@thehindu.co.in or by post to ‘Letters to the Editor’, The Hindu Business Line, Kasturi Buildings, 859-860, Anna Salai, Chennai 600002.

H
ow will India deal with
western sanctions
imposed on its oil and gas
suppliers? This is an issue
that crops up every now

and then. 
This has been a subject of discussion

not only in the domestic market but also
at the international space, mainly
because India is among the large
consumers of fossil fuel. 

In fact, just a couple of days back a
businessline report quoting sources had
said, “With sharp escalation in tensions
in the Middle East… the Indian
government is in a huddle over what its
strategy on oil imports should be and the
alternatives it could explore in case of
supply disruptions in West Asia and
continued volatility in oil prices.”

It further said, “The Commerce
Ministry is in close consultations with
the Ministry of Petroleum and Natural
Gas to weigh alternative supply options
that could be explored if the situation in
West Asia worsens. As over 40 per cent
of India’s oil at present is sourced from
the region, the task is not simple.”

“One option being considered is to
increase purchase from Russia and see if
it can be routed through the
Chennai-Vladivostok route, which
passes through the Sea of Japan, the
South China Sea and Malacca Strait, in
case the traditional route through the
Red Sea cannot be used,” the report said.

This constant debate leads us to a
question about whether India has
missed the bus in handling its energy
security.

Ensuring energy security is a dynamic

process with new geopolitical
developments and changing energy mix
due to climate change pressure.

PIPELINE RISKS

So in India’s case would a transnational
pipeline network work? 

India has been unsuccessful in this
area, mainly due to political factors
which have also put a question mark
over the commercial viability of these
projects. 

Given the ease with which LNG can be
imported now (assuming there is no
volatility), geopolitically risky
trans-border pipelines with large capex
may not be a viable option in today’s
world.

“The current contracting
environment is characterized by an
over-investment cycle owing to the
anticipated LNG supply that will be
coming onstream. By 2030, almost 200
million metric tonne (MMt) more LNG
will be added from plants under
construction today. This represents a
growth of almost 50 per cent and it is as
large as the previous over investment
cycles in 2005-06 and 2013-17. 

“Consequently, for long-term LNG
contracts scheduled to begin beyond
2029, new contracts are likely to face
downward pressure on prices. In
February 2024, QatarEnergy had signed
a 20-year contract extension with
Petronet LNG Ltd. for 7.5 million metric
tonne per annum. This was reported to
be at 12 per cent Brent oil. This sets a

new benchmark in the market given its
size and duration for a buyer in Asia,”
said, Chong Zhi Xin, Senior Director,
S&P Global Commodity Insights.

For example, a Rystad Energy — a
global independent research and energy
intelligence company — report said,
“Russian oil production has remained
strong despite sanctions imposed by
Western countries in the wake of
Russia’s invasion of Ukraine. The
country’s gas and liquefied natural gas
(LNG) industries, on the other hand,
have su�ered due to limited pipeline
infrastructure and reliance on Western
companies.”

Rystad Energy expects Russian piped
gas supply to China to increase due to
new infrastructure, but the outlook for
Russian LNG is less rosy. The Kremlin
has set an ambitious plan to commission
100 million tonnes of LNG capacity by
2030 but Rystad’s forecasts show the
country will miss that target by as much
as 60 million tonnes. 

Despite a bleak outlook, it expects
Russia’s planned LNG projects to go
ahead despite sanctions and challenges
in securing vessels and long-term
contracts, thanks to government
support and incentives on financing,
research and development, and tax
breaks.

However, there are diverse views on
whether having transnational network
would have worked better for India as it
would depend on nature of sanctions
and their geopolitical impact and the
pressure put on India to comply with
western sanctions.

Further one has to consider that
pipeline supplies may leave the buyer at
the mercy of supplier country. Whereas
in case of LNG as is the case with crude
oil, the buyer has flexibility to change
supply sources. 

Asked whether India’s attempts to
have transnational pipelines to

transport gas had failed because of
political reasons, Talmiz Ahmad, former
Indian Ambassador to Saudi Arabia;
Oman, and the UAE, confirmed that
“energy security concerns had been
overwhelmed by political
considerations”.

Ahmad, who was Additional Secretary
for International Cooperation in the
Ministry of Petroleum and Natural Gas
in 2004-06, said that, for instance, the
Myanmar-Bangladesh-India gas pipeline
did not fructify because the Bangladesh
side, due to domestic political
compulsions, wanted certain bilateral
matters to be included in the tripartite
gas agreement which were not
acceptable to the Indian side.

Similarly, the Iran-Pakistan-India gas
pipeline project, despite agreement on
several technical and commercial issues,
did not progress due to political
instability in Pakistan, while the
Turkmenistan-Afghanistan-Pakistan-
India (TAPI) gas pipeline project had the
added problem of civil conflict in
Afghanistan, he said.

“Political issues do overshadow
commerce,” Ahmad said. Given the
political challenges that have bedevilled
pipeline projects, it now made sense to
obtain gas as LNG, he added.

“However, the bigger issues that India
faces today are uncertainty relating to
the place of gas in our energy mix. What
India needs is a long-term and
integrated energy policy that projects
the country's energy requirements over
the next 25 years, while taking into
account domestic production, import
requirements of fossil fuels, and our
commitments to transition towards
clean energy,” he pointed out.

To sum up, there are no simple
answers to whether pipelines import
would have served India's energy
security better, but what is clear is that
India needs an integrated energy policy.

India needs a
long-term integrated
energy policy

GETTY IMAGES

Political factors need to
be weighed while going in
for transnational pipelines.
India needs to figure 
out its energy mix for the
next 25 years

Transnational pipelines are a more geopolitically risky
option than LNG imports 

RICHA MISHRA
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I
n recent years, there has been a
monumental shift in the fight for
menstrual equity with the

elimination of taxes on feminine hygiene
products in many countries, aiming to
make menstrual products a�ordable. 

However, the global landscape still
paints a grim picture marked by low
usage and restricted access, with
approximately 500 million women, girls,
and menstruating individuals
experiencing period poverty worldwide.

The world witnessed a global wave of
tax-free initiatives for menstrual
products, with Kenya eliminating Value
Added Tax on sanitary products in 2004,
followed by 17 other countries, including
India. 

The central argument was that
reduced taxation would naturally lead to
lower prices, making it easier for
consumers to access these products. Yet,
real-world case studies indicate that
achieving this outcome is unpredictable.

In countries like Australia, removing
GST from menstrual products led to
reduced consumer costs, largely due to a
robust legal framework within the retail
sector. In contrast, VAT exemptions on
sanitary pads in Tanzania did not yield
the same results as 90 per cent of product
sales in the country occur through small

shops with significant price variations.
Similarly, India and Bangladesh have
experienced inconsistent or no
reductions in prices.

India abolished taxes on feminine
hygiene products in 2018. Despite this
progressive step, research shows that
several adolescent girls and women
across communities continue to face
persistent challenges in accessing and
a�ording these products.

Firstly, GST exemptions on sanitary
pads lowered prices, but local
manufacturers, lacking input tax credits,
found it economically unviable to
produce them at lower costs. Secondly,
many adolescent girls remain unaware
about menstruation until they
experience their first period. 

The level of education also contributes
to this awareness: stats reveal that
exclusive use of hygienic methods during
menstruation is four times higher among
women in rural India with higher
education (62 per cent) than those
without education (15 per cent).

Regional disparities further
compound the issue, with rural areas less
likely to opt for menstrual protection
than urban areas. A cross-sectional study
published in BMC Public Health,
conducted among adolescent women in
rural India, revealed that women in the
wealthiest quintile were four times more
likely to use hygienic methods than those
in the lowest quintile. 

Meanwhile, in urban slums, many

were able to a�ord only one sanitary
packet per month priced at ₹30-35,
which is insu�cient for adequate
menstrual management (Indian Journal
of Gender Studies).

While government schemes like the
Scheme for Promotion of Menstrual
Hygiene (2011) aim to provide six
sanitary napkins at ₹6 through ASHAs in
villages, urban poor lack such support. 

The Pradhan Mantri Bhartiya
Janaushadhi Pariyojana (2019) o�ers
low-cost sanitary napkins in urban areas,
but ASHA distribution networks are
more extensive in rural areas. While the
scheme represents progress, attention
must be given to programme awareness,
especially in areas lacking ASHA-like
facilitators.

SOCIO-CULTURAL BARRIERS

Lastly, deep-rooted socio-cultural
barriers persist, as menstruation is often

associated with the notion of being
impure in many parts of India. With 70
per cent of mothers considering
menstruation ‘dirty,’ crucial
conversations with daughters get
hindered (MoHFW data).

The Covid pandemic exacerbated the
issue of menstrual inequity. A study by
the IIM Ahmedabad, revealed a
concerning 27 per cent reduction in the
consumption of safe period products in
areas with strict quarantine measures
compared to others. In rural areas, this
reduction was 33 per cent.

Menstrual inequity has far-reaching
consequences. While use of hygienic
practices by women increased by 20 per
cent between 2015-16 and 2019-21, the
proportion using unsafe methods
decreased by 13 per cent in the same
period. Around half of Indian women still
use unsafe products such as rags, old
cloth, ash, sand, etc to manage
menstruation, which poses a direct risk
of reproductive and urinary tract
infections.

The road to menstrual equity is long,
and it’s evident that a multifaceted
approach is essential

It emphasises the need for making
menstrual hygiene products more
accessible and a�ordable, and breaking
the pervasive silence surrounding
menstruation.

Choudhry, Debapriya and Khanna are with Sambodhi
Research

Improving access to menstrual hygiene products

Vikas Choudhry 
Debapriya 
Shruti Khanna

MENSTRUAL HYGIENE. Breaking
barriers 

Lower or zero taxes may not make much of a di�erence. Low cost sanitary pads work better but the urban poor are left out
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EYE CULTURE 
ATANU BISWAS 

“I
t is a curious fact that the last 
remaining form of social life 
in which the people of 

London are still interested is Twitter.” 
This is the beginning of the 1897 story 
titled “The Importance of Being on 
Twitter”, by English writer Jerome 
Klapka Jerome. One may wonder how 
that’s possible. Wasn’t social media, 
even the internet, unquestio nable in 
those days? Well, German artist Mario 
Klingemann shared this story in 2020. 
He revealed that the story was 
manufactured by GPT-3, the 
predecessor of ChatGPT. All 
Klingemann offered was the title, the 
author’s name, and the initial “IT”. 
And it resulted in a story written in 
the style of Jerome K Jerome. 

The estates of Agatha Christie, 
Arthur Conan Doyle, or Ian Fleming 
have approved “continuation novels” 
by new writers in order to maintain 
the literary franchise’s worth. The 
question naturally arises: Why not 
apply AI? Nevertheless, AI is engaging 
in a growing number of artistic 
endeavours. Today, it’s possible to 
digitally resurrect a deceased actor to 
complete an unfinished film. In 2019, 
Huawei generated a melody for 
Schubert’s Unfinished Symphony’s 
third and fourth movements, using 
AI. Beethoven’s Tenth Symphony, 
which was left unfinished, was 
finished in 2021 thanks to AI. 

Likewise, because of the authors’ 
passing, many literary classics remain 
unfinished. Many people agree that 
Geoffrey Chaucer’s The Canterbury 

Tales is not finished. Many authors 
have attempted to finish Charles 
Dickens’ The Mystery of Edwin Drood. 
A version was even produced that 
purportedly had been “ghost-written” 
by him, channelling the spirit of 
Dickens! In 1990, the renowned Dumas 
scholar Claude Schopp re-discovered 
Alexandre Dumas’s last, unfinished 
book, The Last Cavalier. Over the next 
12 years or so, Schopp used published 
pieces, drafts, and letters to piece 
together the occurrences, and the book 
was published in 2005. It might be 
thrilling to know what happens to 
Charlotte Heywood in Jane Austen’s 
Sanditon or how Cecilia Brady handles 
her grief in F Scott Fitzgerald’s The Last 
Tycoon. Then there’s Hemingway’s 
The Garden of Eden, Kafka’s Amerika, 
Terry Pratchett’s The Shepherd’s 
Crown, and so on — a whole genre of 
other unfinished novels. We could 
even want to finish Virgil’s Aeneid, 
Euripides’ Iphigenia in Aulis, and 
Plautus’ Amphitruo if we dig into 
ancient Greek and Roman literature. 
Who knows how the original writers 
would have completed them,  
though? However, AI may now  
add a new dimension to them.  
Further more, several AI models may 
generate disparate renditions of an 
incomplete book. 

Since GPT-3’s Twitter story, AI has 
greatly improved. All that is required 
for the GenAIs to perfectly emulate 
the writing style of a certain author is 
to have a large portion of that author’s 
writings in their training data. 
Simple. Thus, should unfinished 
books published as “AI editions” be 
considered “ghost-written” in some 
sense? The most alluring aspect of an 

incomplete work, on the other hand, 
is that readers are free to guess and 
feel in charge of the piece without the 
author. A partially completed book, 
thus, holds the promise of revelation. 

Why would we want to use AI to 
complete incomplete novels then? 
Pleasure is one apparent response. Of 
course, there are also business 
motives. Philosophical questions 
regarding morality and literary 
conundrums still exist. Even so, 
Japanese novelist Rie Kudan recently 
got the Akutagawa Prize, one of 
Japan’s most coveted literary 
honours, while acknowledging that 
about 5 per cent of her book Tokyo-to 
Dojo-to was generated verbatim by 
ChatGPT! It’s important that the 
selection committee finds nothing 
wrong with Ms Kudan’s use of AI. 
Thus, the question is: How can we 
strike a balance between reality 
and morality? It’s never simple, 
nevertheless, to evaluate such  
“half-human, half-AI works” in terms 
of originality, intellectual property 
rights, ethics, and, most crucially,  
the rights of the departed. In many  
parts of the world, even the laws  
are unclear. 

Given that GPT-3 penned the 
Twitter narrative in the vein of 
Jerome K Jerome, is it possible that an 
AI version of a Dickensian tale will 
incorporate the description of the 
internet era or that Virgil’s Aeneid, a 
follow-up of the Trojan War, will 
include details about contemporary 
warfare like drones and missiles? In 
any case, AIs are known to be biased, 
to have hallucinations, and to lack a 
sense of reality. A shade of 
uncertainty thus remains. 

The writer is professor of statistics, Indian 

Statistical Institute, Kolkata
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W
e are now at about the halfway 
point in the Lok Sabha election 
campaign and what stands out is 

— and I say so with some trepidation — how 
little stands out. Trepidation because the 
nutgraf of the argument is the frontrunner’s 
inability to define this campaign so far. 

Since Narendra Modi and his Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) first rose, say from 2012 
onwards, they have defined the terms of 
competitive politics in India. In 2014, it was 
the call for achchhe din (better times) for all 
and a “56-inch chest” and laal aankh (angry 
red eyes) for enemies, namely, Pakistan  
and China. 

In 2019, it was a clarion call on national 
security, and a changed approach to it, 
defined as “ghus ke maarenge (will kill the 
terrorists/enemies inside their homes)”. 

For 2024, though we are now headed for 
the third of the seven phas-
es, a theme has yet to emerge 
for the BJP. China is totally 
missing, and Pakistan 
mostly so. 

None of this distracts 
from the theme that the 
party remains the fron-
trunner by some distance. 
That is why its diffidence in 
settling some consistent 
and durable terms of 
engagement in this contest 
is intriguing. 

This might indeed be the 
reason why voting percentages have been 
lower this time. And the summer hasn’t even 
fully begun yet. 

Or could it be that they see the lack of a 
contest, which makes it unexciting, like the 
anticipation of a one-sided cricket match 
between two vastly unequal rivals? When 
the result is so easy and safe to anticipate, 
why bother going out to vote? If you speak 
with people from the BJP and Rashtriya 
Swayamsevak Sangh (RSS), and Modi gov-
ernment supporters in general, as I did over 
some travels in Bengaluru and around last 
week, this apprehension is widely expressed. 

Anybody who has followed Indian elec-
tions over a length of time, however, will tell 
you that this is almost never the case. In 
fact, voter enthusiasm — the excitement on 
the street — is often the most in “wave” elec-

tions. There is a sense of anticipation, a 
better future, sometimes even vengeance. 
For all these reasons, 2024 is turning out to 
be an unexpectedly themeless election. 

The big surprise is that Narendra Modi, 
the greatest conjurer in our national politics, 
has not yet presented a theme to this elec-
tion. Or a thread that can run through phases 
one to seven. Already, until the conclusion 
of phase two on Friday, he and his party had 
presented new themes and moved on — 
some not lasting even a week in the cam-
paign. The extent to which the BJP campaign 
has been defined by the Opposition and the 
issues set by the Congress, at least in the past 
three weeks, is also remarkable. It is generally 
an unlikely thing for a deeply entrenched 
incumbent and frontrunner to keep reacting 
to the challenger. 

This BJP has worked hard to earn an 
entirely deserved reputa-
tion as a party constantly in 
campaign mode. Campaign 
2024, therefore, began on 
the theme of Narendra 
Modi leading India to a 
much higher global stature 
than anybody in the past — 
the unspoken comparison 
was with Jawaharlal Nehru 
and Indira Gandhi. 

The pathway to it began 
with the gates of Bharat 
Mandapam, which hosted 
the G20 summit. The entire 

show was choreographed to project Modi as 
the new leader of the world, and it was 
acknowledged as being so by the heads of 
the most powerful states. 

Of course, this set piece received a setback 
with the failure of the plan to collect the Quad 
leadership in New Delhi around Republic 
Day, and even more so with US President Joe 
Biden turning down the invitation to be chief 
guest. Now, what role the Nijjar-Pannun issue 
played here, or what kind of shadow it set on 
the G20, especially between India and the 
Anglosphere, we don’t know. What can rea-
sonably be concluded is that this momentum 
of rising global stature was, if not broken, 
delivered a rude wobble. 

The other plank built during the same 
pre-election weeks was a large appeal to the 
woman voter, especially with the hurried 

passing of the law for women’s reservation 
in elected bodies. The law, with no deadline 
for implementation, will await the next cen-
sus and delimitation — and for all we know, 
it may miss 2029. Again, it doesn’t feature 
prominently in any of the BJP’s campaign 
talk. In fact, the party’s women candidates 
in this election are just about one in six, or 
16 per cent. 

The Ram Mandir was consecrated in 
January, again timed for the elections. And 
yet, check the last 100 speeches of the top 
20 leaders of the BJP across states and see 
where it prominently features, and with 
how much emphasis. It only popped up on 
your TV screens this Friday as suggestions 
emerged that Rahul and Priyanka Gandhi 
might visit the temple. 

Yet another plank was cut and installed 
with great enthusiasm weeks before the 
elections were announced, with the award 
of the Bharat Ratna to two of the most prom-
inent backward-caste/rural underclass 
leaders in our history: Charan Singh and 
Karpoori Thakur. This was the plank of 
social justice. We haven’t heard much about 
it since then. For sure, the first created the 
justification for Charan Singh’s grandson to 
leave the INDIA bloc and join the National 
Democratic Alliance (NDA) instead. 

If you lean back and see the state of the 
campaign right now, it is defined by the 
challenger, although probably even the 
Congress people might be surprised by  
that description. 

In the past three weeks, both parties have 
released their manifestos. You can note how 
consistently the Prime Minister mentions 
the Congress manifesto, raising questions 
and fears over it, and how subdued he and 
his key leaders are in their references to their 
party’s own manifesto. Similarly, Rahul 
Gandhi’s April 6 speech at manifesto release 
in Hyderabad, where he promised a survey 
of “institutions, society and wealth”, followed 
by a revolutionary process of distributing it 
fairly (he didn’t use that word, but the impli-
cation is clear) among the “90 per cent” left 
out, has defined Modi’s campaign since. 

Of course, he has taken the fears to ordi-
nary women losing their mangalsutra and 
‘stridhan’, as the ‘Congress’ will loot them 
in their lives and after. The latest came after 
Sam Pitroda lit the inheritance tax fire. Are 
these fears justified or not is an academic 
point. Unless you think, midway in this 
campaign, that the Congress party has a 
realistic chance of coming to power. 

Most Congress people and their 
Opposition allies would tell you on the side-
lines that their most realistic target is to hold 
Modi below that 272 mark. That’s why 
Modi’s approach to this election, despite the 
odds favouring him so heavily, is intriguing. 
He’s setting it up in terms of fears of the 
Congress returning to power, rather than 
his 10-year track record, and the promise of 
Viksit Bharat in 2047. 

By special arrangement with ThePrint

E
conomics has always had a 
strange and much-debated rela-
tionship with money. For a long 

time, economists — including Nobel 
laureates like Merton Miller and Franco 
Modigliani — regarded money merely as 
a medium of exchange. But by building 
on the work of John Maynard Keynes 
and Hyman Minsky, economists have 
since moved beyond a narrow focus on 

the quantity of money to consider its 
structural influence on the real economy 
and the financial system. 

A structural understanding of money 
and finance becomes even more impor-
tant in an increasingly digitalised and 
cashless world, because there is a grow-
ing need for policymakers to operate not 
just as market fixers but as proactive 
market shapers. A cashless world not 
only changes people’s relationship with 
money and creates new opportunities for 
how it is managed or even conceived; it 
also puts new pressure on central banks 
to reimagine their role and become  
more innovative. 

Cashless transactions are growing 
faster than ever as reliance on physical 
cash declines. Consumers, businesses, 
and governments clearly prefer cashless 
technology’s cost-effectiveness and ease 
of use. Tap-based payment systems, once 

confined to the realm of tech-savvy 
urbanites, now pervade even the most 
rudimentary economies. Interoperable 
payment systems are quickly emerging 
as the core economic infrastructure of 
the digital-era economy, marking a 
departure from the past 2,000 years of 
government-issued physical cash. 

As with all technological change, this 
one is not neutral. It has a momentum of 
its own, and if policymakers do not direct 
it in the public interest, it could lead to 
deeper forms of exclusion and other 
structural problems across the economy. 
For example, digital payments systems 
in many countries are not interoperable, 
which means that the owners can deter-
mine who gets access and thereby extract 
undue rents. Those already on the mar-
gins are then pushed further outside the 
cashless world or, worse, outside the for-
mal economy altogether. 

Here, a central bank can serve as more 
than just a regulator, by influencing or 
even creating shared infrastructure. It 
can not only reduce the costs of digital 
transactions but also create new oppor-
tunities to improve efficiency and finan-
cial inclusion for those on the fringes of 
the formal economy. That is what India 
has done with UPI, an interoperable dig-
ital payments infrastructure that has 
been strongly shaped by the central bank. 

It is also what Brazil has done with its 
Pix system, an interoperable instant-pay-
ment service that allows individuals and 
businesses to send and receive money at 
any time of day, usually for free or at very 
low cost. According to the Brazilian 
Central Bank (BCB), Pix is now the coun-
try’s most popular payment method, sur-
passing credit and debit cards and other 
transfer methods rivaling cash. 

This may sound like a typical fintech 
success story. Yet it was the BCB that 
stepped in proactively to build Pix, after it 
realised that private players would not 
make their systems interoperable on their 

own. Before Pix, each financial institution 
used its own transaction system and set 
its own fees. But now the competition has 
shifted away from fees to focus on the qual-
ity and quantity of services that financial 
institutions offer. By driving this change, 
the BCB is helping to shape a much larger 
trend toward serving the common good. 
When a common-good framework 
becomes the foundation for most eco-
nomic activities, there will be many more 
opportunities for collaboration, coordi-
nation, and co-investment between gov-
ernments, private companies, civil society, 
and international organisations. 

Of course, this role for central banks 
challenges the traditional view that they 
are regulation-oriented market fixers that 
should focus only on guaranteeing finan-
cial stability, thus leaving questions of 
equity, access, and inclusion to the private 
sector. The public sector has long been 
assigned the task of merely de-risking the 
value creators, not taking risks or creating 
value itself. This narrow view of the state’s 
role in wealth creation has limited poli-

cymakers’ understanding of the range of 
tools and instruments they have for cata-
lysing sustainable economic growth. 
Although ensuring the financial system’s 
stability will remain essential, Brazil and 
India’s market-shaping efforts around 
interoperable payment infrastructure 
demonstrate that central banks have the 
tools to do more for the common good.  

In the United Kingdom, the Bank of 
England’s newly declared secondary 
objective is to facilitate innovation in 
providing financial-market infrastruc-
ture services when it exercises its powers 
as a regulator. It seems the appetite for 
more ambitious market-shaping may be 
spreading. We certainly hope so, because 
bringing about an equitable future will 
require more ambitious central banks. 

Mazzucato is founding director of the UCL 

Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose. 

Eaves is co-deputy director and associate 

professor of digital government at the UCL 

Institute for Innovation and Public Purpose 
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D
&I? Diversity & 
Inclusiveness. The 
Advertising Standards 

Council of India (ASCI) has just 
put out a report “Mainstreaming 
Diversity & Inclusiveness in 
Indian Advertising”. It makes for 
interesting insights. 

The heartening news is that 
India scores well on gender 
representation. Indian ads 
showed 31 per cent women as 
protagonists in 2019. The per-
centage has gone up substan-
tially in subsequent years — 38 
per cent (2020), 34 per cent 
(2021), 39 per cent (2022), and 
45 per cent in 2023. 

However, in contrast to most 
other global markets, India is 
quite a distance away in terms 
of celebrating the inherent 
diversity in its ethnicity and 
skin colour, according to the 
ASCI. The global average for dif-
ferent ethnic groups being fea-
tured in advertising is 19 per 
cent. It is as high as 39 per cent 
in North America and 20 per 
cent in Europe. In India the 

score is a poor 3 per cent. In the 
portrayal of diversity of skin col-
our, the global average is 27 per 
cent — a massive 54 per cent in 
North America, 30 per cent 
each in Latin America and 
Europe, but a piffling 4 per cent 
in India. To be honest, I am not 
sure I would agree with these 
statistics. There is surely an 
error somewhere there. 

The ASCI claims it reviewed 
over 261 new ads that went on 
air in October 2023 (across 13 
languages) to build a D&I snap-
shot, but from my four decades 
in advertising my experience is 
that advertising beyond Hindi 
channels these days mostly fea-
tures local celebrities/models, 
local locations, local clothes, 
local customs, local festivals and 
therefore local ethnicity and 
local skin colour. Most brands 
today shoot ads specifically for 
the South. Ditto for the East. So 
one is not sure how and why the 
ASCI index shows such low 
scores, unless of course the 
weight for Hindi is over-indexed. 

In terms of representing a 
wider spread of age groups, 
India is somewhat closer to the 
global pattern. Women aged 40 
and above are shown in 25 per 
cent global ads while 16 per cent 
Indian ads feature this cohort. 
Fifty-eight per cent females 
shown are with lighter skin 
tones compared to 25 per cent 
males. Thirty-nine per cent 
female characters are expected 
to have a lean & slender body 
type compared to 16 per cent for 

males. Eighty-six per cent 
females in Indian ads are 20-39 
years, as compared to 62 per 
cent of their male counterparts 
in the same age bracket. Thirty-
five per cent female characters 
are 2.5 times more likely to be 
shown as young/very attractive 
versus 14 per cent for males. 

A content analysis of ads in 
India shows that male characters 
are likely to be three times more 
authoritative than female char-
acters; 17.5 per cent females are 
likely to be shown as sole care 
givers compared to 3.5 per cent 
males. Less than 1 per cent of ads 
overtly show LGBTQ+ represen-
tation. Less than 1 per cent of ads 
feature someone with a disabil-
ity. Only 4 per cent of ads feature 
the 65 and above age group. 

Women are nearly always 
featured in a progressive narra-
tive, where they are generally in 
control, and/or part of stories 
that celebrate the new normal 
slice of life wherein roles within 
a home are gender-agnostic. 
The pie is divided as follows: 
“New normal” slice of life 22 per 
cent; firebrand/progressive 3 
per cent; regressive codes 4 per 
cent; status quo codes 32 per 
cent; pseudo-progressive 23 per 
cent and not part of narrative  
17 per cent. 

The ASCI report also puts 
valid questions to brand han-
dlers and agency folks: 

Does your brand communi-
cation reflect the diversity of the 
people in your markets? 

Does the communication 

feature a range of people that are 
representative of the cultural 
and ethnic mix in your market? 

The report urges marketers 
to think beyond gender — age, 
ethnicity, socio-economic 
status, sexual orientation, body 
size, religion, ability, etc — and 
aim for inclusive casting. It also 
suggests choosing central char-
acters from under-represented 
groups without the story cen-
tring around their identity — 
that could be a pathway for pro-
gression. Going micro, the 
report has more to say — (1) 
Show people, especially women, 
owning their own behaviour 
and having control of their lives; 
(2) Use beauty as a way to show 
personality rather than as a way 
to suggest physical attraction; 
(3) Bring alive personalities that 
are complex and layered. 

Advertising has progressed 
considerably from the time I 
joined the business in the mid-
80s. Back then I used to handle 
Horlicks, a mainstreamer brand 
by any count. The woman pro-
tagonist would always be a 
young mother in her early 30s, 
saree-clad (at 8 am in the morn-
ing at breakfast), with well-
oiled, long hair in a bun, a very 
light lipstick — harried and hur-
ried — with a naughty child, a 
generally pre-occupied hus-
band and a bored mother-in-
law in the frame. We’ve come a 
long way from there.   

The writer is chairman  

of Rediffusion

NATIONAL INTEREST 
SHEKHAR GUPTA

“A
lliance talks are 
based on states-
manship,” obse -

r ved Biju Janata Dal (BJD) 
heir apparent and former 
bureaucrat V K Pandian, in 
an interview just before the 
arrangement between the 
BJD and the Bharatiya 
Janata Party (BJP) col-
lapsed and died ahead of 
the Assembly and Lok 
Sabha polls in Odisha 
(being held simultaneously 
on May 13). Statesmanship 
would not appear to be the 
casualty here: Since then, 
neither Prime Minister 
Narendra Modi nor Odisha 
Chief Minister Naveen 
Patnaik has criticised each 
other in public meetings. 
Mr Modi’s target has been 
the Congress while Mr 
Patnaik has described his 
work in the state while ask-
ing people to vote the BJD. 

The campaign of the 
state unit of the BJP is 
another matter altogether. 
It has launched a bitter 
attack on Mr Pandian, cal-
ling him the “face of cor-
ruption”. So, while the two 
top leaders are keeping the 
door half open and half 
closed, the BJD —the ver-
sion headed by Mr Pandian, 

not Mr Patnaik — is in the 
BJP’s cross-hairs. 

Confusing? Not for voters 
in Odisha, who have shown 
the most sophisticated sense 
of discrimination while vot-
ing in Assembly and Lok 
Sabha polls. Odisha has 21 
Lok Sabha seats. In 2014, 
the BJD had won 20 and the 
BJP took one. In 2019, the 
BJD got 12 seats while the 
BJP got nine. 

But in 2019, the BJP was 
unable to transfer this 
advantage to Assembly 
seats: The BJD won 112 of 
the 147 seats. The BJP man-
aged only 23. While the BJD 
registered a 12 per cent vote 
share lead against its closest 
rival, the BJP reaffirmed its 
position as the growing 
alternative party in the 
coastal parts of the state. 

Slice and dice the elec-
toral data and it becomes 
even more interesting. Take 
the Bhubaneswar Lok 
Sabha seat. The seat was 
won for the BJP by 
Aparajita Sarangi (earlier in 
the Indian Administrative 
Service), who defeated 
Arup Patnaik, former 
Mumbai police commis-
sioner and BJD candidate, 
by a 30,000-vote margin. 

Despite this, the BJP 
could not win a single 
Assembly segment and had 
to actually yield one to the 
Congress (Jatni). In the 
Jayadev Assembly constit-
uency, it was in third place, 
with a 40,000-vote gap 
between it and the BJD —
huge in an Assembly con-
stituency! Bhubaneswar-
North saw the BJD winning 
by a margin of more than 
25,000 votes. Ekamra 
Bhubaneswar reported a 

BJD win by nearly 50,000 
votes. The Bhubaneswar-
Central, Khurda, and 
Begunia Assembly constit-
uencies also registered 
unambiguous victory for 
the BJD. The BJP was 
nowhere in evidence. 

Other constituencies, 
like Bargarh, tell the same 
story. The bigger point being 
made here is: Odisha has 
cracked it best. It votes for 
the BJD at state level and 
BJP at the Centre, and 
understands clearly what 
the stakes are. No confusion. 

By contrast, neighbour-
ing Andhra Pradesh doesn’t 
exert its grey cells much 
while voting. Andhra 
Pradesh will also see simul-
taneous Assembly and Lok 
Sabha polls as it did in 2019. 
Then the YSR Congress, led 
by Jaganmohan Reddy, 
stormed to power in the 
Vidhan Sabha, winning 151 
of the 175 seats and 22 of the 
25 Lok Sabha seats in the 
state. N Chandrababu 
Naidu’s Telugu Desam 
Party (TDP) got just three. 
Among voters, there was no 
argument. People wanted 
Jaganmohan as Prime 
Minister and Jaganmohan 
as chief minister. 

Here’s the thing: What 
makes voters vote the way 
they do? On the welfare 
front, Jaganmohan and the 
YSR Congress hold a stellar 
record even though the 
state is badly in debt. His 
Members of Parliament 
(MPs) have frequently tried 
to flag issues relating to 
Andhra Pradesh — like 
Food Corporation of India’s 
decision to stop buying  
parboiled rice, leading  
to serious upheavals  

in the market. 
By contrast, MPs of the 

BJD have been good boys, 
mostly siding with the gov-
ernment even when they 
have been adversaries in 
the state. Naveen Patnaik 
continues to be loved and 
respected, especially 
among women voters: His 
efforts to promote women’s 
self-help groups are 
expected to yield returns. 
There is the additional feel-
ing that this could be his 
last election, so people are 
ready to back him — for the 
state. However, in the Lok 
Sabha, this time the BJP 
might surpass the BJD. 

In Andhra Pradesh, the 
team that powered 
Jaganmohan to victory — 
his mother and sister YS 
Sharmila — has broken up. 
Sharmila is contesting the 
Kadapa Lok Sabha seat and 
Jaganmohan is trying to 
explain why she had to 
leave his side. On the other 
side, despite being kept 
waiting at the National 
Democratic Alliance door, 
the TDP has forged a big-
gish alliance comprising the 
BJP and Pawan Kalyan’s 
Jana Sena Party (JSP). The 
TDP will field its candidates 
across 17 Lok Sabha seats, 
while the BJP and JSP will 
contest six and two seats 
each. In the Vidhan Sabha, 
the TDP will contest 144, the 
BJP just 10 and the JSP 21. 

Will Andhra Pradesh fol-
low the Odisha model, vot-
ing differently in Lok Sabha 
and Assembly elections? Or 
will Odisha follow Andhra 
Pradesh, voting in new 
faces in both? The outcome 
could have momentous 
implications for India.

Odisha example before Andhra

Frontrunner & 
elusive poll theme
Excitement is often highest in ‘wave’ elections.  
There is a sense of anticipation, a better future,  
even vengeance. For these reasons, 2024 is turning 
out to be an unexpectedly themeless election
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of our values”. The generally Conservative par-
ty-friendly Daily Telegraph newspaper termed
the move as a “voter distraction”. The next UK
general elections have to be held in January
2025. However, the word on the street is it may
be called as early as in the autumn this year. 

The estimated number of refugees from
Ukraine recorded in Europe as of March 2024
tells its own story. The numbers are as follows:
UK 253,160, Germany 1,139,690, Poland
956,635, Czech Republic 381,400, Spain
192,405, Italy 168,840, Netherlands 149,015,
Moldova 116,195, Slovakia 115,875, Ireland
104,315, Austria 84,135, and Romania 78,745.
Denmark plans to host up to 100,000 Ukraini-
ans and grant work permits. Clearly, being
Black or Brown is not beautiful.

Australia has been sending people who come
by boat to Nauru and Manus Island, Papua New
Guinea since 2001. It stopped sending people in
2008 but began doing this again in 2012 and

W
hy would a giant multinational
add sugar to a baby product?

Come to think of it, that’s the
second question to ask after the

first: Why is there even a distinction between
Nestle’s baby products sold in markets in
Africa, Latin America and South Asia and
the same brands sold across Europe? 

The revelation that Nestle adds sugar to its
various Cerelac cereals by a Swiss NGO, Pub-
lic Eye and the International Baby Food
Action Network has, quite rightly, sparked a
storm. 

In Europe, the same Cerelac is sold minus
any added sugar. 

So, why bother to add sugar? Because it
makes that bowl of cereal more palatable.
When mothers see their babies eat their sug-
ary baby food without a fuss, they are more
likely to buy it. They are more likely to even
prefer it to simple home-cooked prepara-
tions which, minus sugar, are also less palat-
able. 

We know that sugar for anyone is bad. But
in infants it has catastrophic implications,
creating a palate for sugary food later in life,

ergo our obesity epidemic; ergo our spike in
lifestyle-related disease from diabetes to
heart disease. 

Nestle’s sugar scandal dredges up memo-
ries of the infamous marketing techniques
by the big manufacturers of formula milk in
the 1970s, when Nestle and others were
accused of pushing formula milk in coun-
tries where poor mothers were being con-
vinced that tin milk was better than breast
milk. 

In 2015, another Nestle top-seller, Maggi
noodles, came under fire for its unacceptable
levels of MSG and lead. Some 38,000 tonnes
of Maggi noodles were withdrawn from
retail shelves and destroyed. 

How is it that a global conglomerate
seems to find itself in controversy multiple
times? 

Partly it’s to do with lax regulations that
allow a Patanjali to make ludicrous claims or
an MDH and Everest masala to get away
with ingredients they would have had to
remove in other parts of the world. But apart
from regulations is the reality that Nestle is
in the business of selling its products not cre-
ating health awareness. 

Ultimately, it’s on us as consumers to
demand better products with cleaner ingre-
dients. It’s on us to read labels — Cerelac
products mention the amount of added
sugar — and reject harmful products. And
it’s on us to know what’s bad for us and our
children. 

In April 2023, social media influencer
Revant Himatsingka posted a video rubbish-
ing the health benefits claimed by Bournvita
to his 2.1 million followers on Instagram. The
video went viral; the manufacturers of
Bournvita, sent him a legal notice and the
video was pulled down with an apology. 

But there’s an interesting postscript. In
December, Cadbury announced that it had
brought down its sugar content by nearly
15%. Claiming victory for the move, Himat-
singka posted: “If all Indians started reading
food labels companies wouldn’t dare falsely
market themselves. The fight isn’t against
Bournvita. The fight is against any company
which sells junk food but markets itself
healthy.”

Namita Bhandare writes on gender and other

social issues. The views expressed are personal

Read food labels, junk 
false health-gain claims

{ ANOTHER DAY }

Namita Bhandare 

{ EDITOR’S PICK }  

What explains the xenophobia in the West that finds
expression in, among other things, the United King-
dom’s Rwanda Bill that was passed by the country’s
Parliament earlier this week? The underpinnings
may be many, but a commonly cited one is the dis-
parity of culture with the “native” population. The
sense of “not-like-us” is rooted in the expectation of
homogeneity — to be tolerated, immigrants must
“assimilate”. 

In her 2019 book, The Ungrateful Refugee, Dina
Nayeri explores, within the whole of her migrant
experience, this specific part and how it shaped her
later day beliefs. Nayeri’s mother, a doctor and con-
vert to Christianity from Islam, fled Iran in the late
1980s, along with her two children, and settled in
Oklahoma, the United States. Nayeri weaves together
her own experiences and those of the refugees she
got to know years later to talk about the pain and
hope that comes with such transplantation.

The Ungrateful 
Refugee: Dina Nayeri
Year: 2019

HT’s editors offer a book recommendation every Saturday, which provides history, 
context, and helps understand recent news events

THE EXPECTATION OF ASSIMILATION

The UK Supreme Court ruled that the Sunak 
government’s asylum policy was unlawful AFP

Rights.” 
The European Court of Human Rights

(ECHR) has already spoken against the UK gov-
ernment on this issue. But the Tories have
threatened to withdraw from the Convention
altogether if the ECHR, applying the European

Convention on Human Rights to
which Britain is a state party to, rules
against the Act. International law may
be too high a bar, but the British gov-
ernment should at least apply the
rules-based order as defined princi-
pally by the Anglo-Saxon world and
the western hemisphere!

On April 23, the UN High Commis-
sioner for Human Rights, Volcker
Turk and the UN High Commissioner

for Refugees, Filippo Grandi stated, “It is criti-
cal to the protection of the human rights and
dignity of refugees and migrants seeking pro-
tection that all removals from the UK are car-
ried out after assessing their specific individual
circumstances in strict compliance with inter-
national human rights and refugee law”.

Fortress Europe has been in the making for
some time. The most recent of which is an
April 10 policy makeover that externalises
Europe’s refugee problem to countries that
even by European Union (EU) human rights
standards are neither safe nor secure. Even the
not-too-human-rights-friendly French Presi-
dent, Emmanuel Macron, on April 25 took a
side swipe at the British initiative as “a betrayal

calls it “regional processing”. Not surprisingly,
Israel has been doing this since 2015. Denmark
passed legislation in June 2023 that would
allow it to move asylum seekers to third coun-
tries outside the EU while their cases were
processed.

The safe third country concept has been part
of EU asylum law since the adoption of the
2005 Asylum Procedures Directive and features
prominently in the European Commission’s
proposals for the reform of the Asylum Acquis.
Since 1999, the EU has adopted laws with the
ultimate aim of establishing a Common Euro-
pean Asylum System with harmonised rules,
procedures, and conditions. These accumu-
lated laws are known as the Asylum Acquis.
The safe third country concept “undermines
access to protection in the EU within an overall
strategy of containment of refugees in other
regions”. The safe third country concept is seen
as the panacea to Europe’s concerns by deter-
ring applicants and allowing for expedited
examination and then deflection of asylum
claims. Clearly, civil servants and security
wonks across the world have their heads in the
clouds as far as formulating refugee policy is
concerned.

Even if the UK policy stopped all the small
boat crossings that PM Sunak says he wants to
prevent, it would still barely touch the sides in
terms of the UK’s net migration figures. In
2022, the number of people arriving by small
boats was 45,744, according to the Migration
Observatory at the University of Oxford. Net
migration the same year, according to govern-
ment figures, was 745,000. 

Thereby hangs a tale.

Ravi Nair is with the South Asia 

Human Rights Documentation Centre.

The views expressed are personal

All references to Ayodhya have been brought
up by me and never by the voters themselves.
And when quizzed about it, not one BJP voter
has identified it as a reason for voting Modi. It
is certainly a departure from the past to have a
foreign policy dimension (unconnected from
Pakistan) — India’s standing in the world order
— making its way into election season. In fact,
one voter in Bengaluru told me that he was a
Modi fan and a Hindutva proponent but was
not comfortable “with issues that create a reli-
gious divide”. He’s still voting BJP, but not for
the reasons that people might have assumed. 

Now you could argue that the responses
would have been quite different in states like
Uttar Pradesh, Rajasthan and Madhya Pradesh.
And you would probably be right. However,
given the turnout numbers in the first phase of
the Lok Sabha elections, it is evident that the
Mandir has so far not created the kind of
euphoric upsurge as was anticipated. Either it
was a triumphalist moment that peaked too
early, or it has not been the central issue for
voters, not even for those who lean towards the
BJP. 

This is ironic because as phase 2 of voting

ends, the BJP has, in fact, pivoted the campaign
to Hindu-Muslim fault lines, with the PM’s
invocation of a disputed Manmohan Singh
speech from 2006 and aggressive talk of how
the Congress wealth distribution schemes will
not even spare women and their mangalsutras.
The Congress has denied all such plans. But
while the Congress manifesto makes no men-
tion of such a redistribution scheme, Rahul
Gandhi, in a speech in Telangana did mention
a “financial survey” that would follow a “Desh
ka X-ray” (his metaphor for a caste census).
And long-time family associate Sam Pitroda’s
throwaway comments on an inheritance tax
have further bolstered the BJP narrative on this
issue. The waters have been muddied. 

Let’s be clear: Modi remains in pole position.
He is, by miles, the dominant political persona
of this election from South to North. But in
terms of issues that matter, the BJP may be sur-
prised to hear what its own voters are thinking
and feeling. 

Barkha Dutt is an award-winning

 journalist and author.

The views expressed are personal

One voter in Bengaluru told me that he was a Modi fan and a Hindutva proponent but was not 
comfortable “with issues that create a religious divide”.

a pan-national party and to the Opposition’s
strategy for the containment of Narendra
Modi’s rise. The South has never been as
important, even if it does not eventually have
the last say on numbers.

The other thing that feels different is the
issues that are dominating these elections.
(Health warning: My impressions are based on
my travels through a specific geography, and I
may come away with a very different sense
once I travel through the North or West or
East). But it’s intriguing that in the South,
where there are ornate temples and wood carv-
ings in every village, where, in fact, the sheer
scale and architecture of temples is much big-
ger and more omnipresent than the North
(along with churches and mosques), the Ram
Mandir, evidently, does not have much elect-
oral recall. And I am talking of Modi voters and
admirers. 

In fact, the most common refrain among
fans of Modi, especially in states like Karnataka
and Telangana, has been a thumbs up for
India’s influence on the global stage. BJP voters
give the Prime Minister (PM) the credit for this.
And repeatedly — and unprompted — when I
have asked what the biggest achievement of the
Modi government is, nearly all have pointed to
what they see as an India that is more impor-
tant in the world than it was earlier. 

T
he innocuously named Safety of
Rwanda (Asylum and Immigration) Act
2024 is now an act of Parliament in the
United Kingdom (UK). Orwellian in con-

tent, the Act seeks to ostensibly deter unlawful
migration, particularly by unsafe and illegal
routes, by allowing some migrants to
be sent to the Republic of Rwanda. 

One has to only read the entry in the
US State Department Human Rights
Report 2023 on Rwanda to give lie to
the UK government’s claim that
Rwanda is a safe option. According to
a UK government press release, the
new Act “prevents UK courts and tri-
bunals from delaying or preventing a
person’s removal to Rwanda on mat-
ters relating only to the general safety of
Rwanda”. So much for judicial oversight! The
UK Supreme Court ruled in November 2023
that the Rishi Sunak government’s asylum pol-
icy was unlawful. The Court said it, “allows for
an exceptionally narrow route to individual
challenge to ensure that the courts will inter-
pret the relevant provisions in accordance with
the will of Parliament.” Sounds familiar in so
many countries! The Sunak government leaves
a human right subject to the caprice of the
bureaucracy! It also disapplies relevant sec-
tions of the Human Rights Act 1998. To top it
all, “only a Minister of the Crown can decide
whether to comply with an interim measure
issued by the European Court of Human

F
or the last two weeks, I have been on
a road trip that began from Kanyaku-
mari, the southernmost tip of the
Indian mainland, heading towards
Kashmir. I have had the chance to
meet people across the stretch of

peninsular India — in Kerala, Tamil Nadu, Kar-
nataka, and spots of Telangana and Andhra
Pradesh.

That my journey began in this way — with a
series I call the Dhabas of Democracy, because
when elections are here, can food be far behind
— is just one of the ways in which 2024 feels
different from other campaigns I have reported
on in the last three decades. Typically, journal-
ists like myself have been guilty of being North-
centric. Come poll season and we drop our
anchors in the Hindi heartland, parking our-
selves for inordinate lengths of time in Vara-
nasi, Amethi, or Lucknow. This could be seen
as the bias of geography of a Delhi-centric
media. But it was also because all the political
earthquakes located their epicentre in the Hin-
di-speaking North. 

Irrespective of how many roots the Bharatiya
Janata Party (BJP) manages to grow in the
southern states, that is the one thing Modi’s
relentless focus on states like Tamil Nadu and
Kerala — greenfield projects for the BJP — has
already changed. It is ironic that the biggest
resentment and apprehension in these states is
what the impending delimitation may mean for
their political relevance. Right now, these states
are critical to the BJP’s long-term ambition as

{ THIRD EYE }

Barkha Dutt

What the South 
thinks — lessons
from a road trip 
Narendra Modi is, by miles, the 
dominant political persona of 
this election. But faith-centric 
issues are not the motivation for 
BJP supporters in South India

Ravi 
Nair

Rwanda Bill militates 
against human rights

T
hat India is among the rare exceptions in the
Global South which has embraced privatisation
and globalisation without a major economic crisis
is a fact often not appreciated enough. It is also the

fastest growing major economy in the world and will 
emerge as a key driver of global growth. Indian 
democracy can rightly take credit for these achievements.

These two positives about India’s economy, and by 
extension, its politics should not distract us from the fact 
that the economy has, so far, failed to move its workforce 
from low-income farming to well-paying non-farm jobs. 
The window to do this, given India’s demographic 
transformation, will close soon. Rising capital intensity in 
most high value sectors has made generating better 
paying jobs outside farms more difficult today. Growing 
trade protectionism across the world will make export-
led growth more difficult. Meeting these challenges 
should be the focus for the political class. It is on this front 
that the ongoing polemics between the Congress and the 
Bharatiya Janata Party (BJP) are deeply distressing.

The Congress, after its crushing defeats in 2014 and 2019
elections, seems to have decided that populism without 
any concern for fiscal prudence or even larger salience is 
the way forward. Its strategy of selling the caste census 
and doing away with the 50% cap on SC-ST-OBC 
reservations is exactly that. Such plans, even if 
implemented, will only tweak the existing distribution of 
jobs rather than solve the larger structural challenges 
described here. The BJP, which is clearly aware of the 
generalised economic discontent over India’s inability to 
generate quality jobs, knows that the Congress’s populist 
trick can gain traction if left unchallenged. However, it has 
decided to counter this by making it a Hindu-Muslim 
issue rather than approaching it from a non-polarising, 
macroeconomic viewpoint. Nothing could be a bigger 
disservice to India’s inequality debate. In an ideal world, 
the debate in India should be focused on three key points.

One, India is not at a stage in its economic 
transformation where it can prioritise redistribution 
over growth. The size of the cake is just not big 
enough to tend to the needs of 1.4 billion people. Even 
if India were to implement radical ideas such as 
inheritance tax, they would not generate the 
resources needed to pull everyone up to a decent 
living standard. Policy/political adventurism must not 
spook enterprise and private capital. 

Two, this does not mean that capital or profit 
maximisation should override all democratic 
concerns. Grassroots mobilisation against their 
excesses or breach of rules must be strengthened to 
make sure there is a healthy dialectic between growth 
and the fight against inequality. Almost all political 
parties are conspicuous by their absence in such 
struggles on the ground. 

Three, the growing obsession with using fiscal 
resources to support the incomes of the poor, 
notwithstanding their good intentions, is increasingly 
coming at the cost of investment in institutions which 
could be the biggest weapons in the fight against 
inequality. The proliferation of high-cost private 
services in areas such as health, education and the 
collapse of State-owned extension services in key areas 
such as agricultural R&D are the examples of this 
crisis. The reasons for this are not difficult to 
understand as politicians find it much easier to transfer
money to voters rather than take on the challenge of 
dealing with institutional inefficiencies and sabotage.

Trivialising the 
equality debate
Political parties must ensure that there is a 
healthy dialectic between growth and the 
battle against economic inequalities

THE MOST COMMON 
REFRAIN AMONG FANS OF 
PM MODI, ESPECIALLY IN 
STATES LIKE KARNATAKA 
AND TELANGANA, HAS BEEN 
A THUMBS UP FOR INDIA’S 
INFLUENCE ON THE GLOBAL 
STAGE
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T is generally agreed that the 
BJP will win the election and 
the INDIA bloc will be rendered 
irrelevant. The debate is limited 
to the margin of  the BJP’s vic-
tory, with supporters claiming a 
two-thirds majority and detrac-

tors conceding a simple majority. Reason-
ably, the BJP may be expected to lower its 
tally. But the rise of  the party has not been 
based on reason, so this is just another 
wild surmise among many enlivening a 
boring election with a foregone conclu-
sion. Among these is the idea of  the opposi-
tion fading away. The future of  India’s 
unique democracy remains undecided, de-
spite the prowess of  the “juggernaut”, the 
term beloved of  Modi’s hagiographers. 

INDIA gets bad press because its seams 
remain visible. It cannot completely close 
ranks, as the Opposition did during Jay-
aprakash Narayan’s movement and in the 
V P Singh era. But is grand unification a 
reasonable expectation today? The opposi-
tion parties are regional and strongly fo-
cused on local issues, like the DMK in 
Tamil Nadu and the TMC in West Bengal. 
Can parties representing populations that 
see themselves as culturally or historically 
unique, and that pointedly stand apart 
from the north Indian mainstream, be ex-
pected to integrate seamlessly? Their 
strength is that they are agents of  diversity 
united by opposition to BJP, perfect foils to 
Modi’s suffocating promotion of  one India, 
one people, one culture and one election. 

The notion of  opposition unity is dated. 
It’s from the eighties and nineties, when 
newspapers used to feature an index of  op-
position unity. Today, one looks forward to 
an index of  political unity in diversity, as 
the Modi era taught us yet again that over-
whelming superiority of  one party or poli-
tician is problematic. Monopolies of  power 
inspire suspicion more than ever before. 

Besides, criticism of  INDIA is not really 
about the idea of  the bloc, but mostly about 
tactical shortcomings like confusion about 
seat sharing and lack of  an obvious gen-
eral, a natural and articulate leader fo-
cused on winning. Neither Rahul Gandhi 
nor Mallikarjun Kharge fit the bill. They 
speak of  saving democracy, an abstract 
goal, without quite being able to explain 
the implications for the ordinary voter. 

Back in 2008, the CPI(M) had withdrawn 
support to the Manmohan Singh govern-
ment and then spent the 2009 campaign 
explaining to bemused rural voters the in-
tricacies of  the India-US nuclear deal, over 

which the party had parted with the UPA. 
The present predicament of  the Congress 
is similar. It is preaching to voters who 
seem to be indifferent to the looming threat 
of  authoritarianism. Perhaps this is be-
cause the lower socio-economic strata have 

always lived under arbitrary authorities 
with absolute power. It’s a novelty only to 
prosperous people and the upper castes. 

But the INDIA bloc also keeps alive is-
sues of  mass unease, like the advantages 
the BJP is giving to large corporations, 
which are in turn its electoral funders. It 
is channelling old suspicions about big 
money. The accumulation of  capital is per-
ceived to be sinful in most Indian commu-
nities. Businessmen like Ghanshyam Das 
Birla and Jamnalal Bajaj extended crucial 
support to the freedom movement helmed 
by Gandhi, but the Nehruvian socialism 
that followed, the rise of  left labour move-
ments and the punitive taxation of  the rich 
by Indira Gandhi made owners of  big busi-
nesses inimical to politics. The sentiment 

has survived liberalisation, the tide that 
was supposed to lift all boats, and can only 
become stronger as the gap between the 
very rich and the rest widens. 

INDIA also keeps economic issues like 
unemployment, underemployment and 
the exit of  exhausted job-seekers from the 
market a live issue, while the government 
promotes welfare schemes in the PM’s 
name to keep the electorate reassured. It 
remains to be seen if  in the long term, peo-
ple remain comfortable receiving hand-
outs that reduces their financial independ-
ence. Meanwhile, farmers remain restive 
about financial prospects, and the heat 
wave that coincides with this election will 
make it difficult for the BJP to increase job 
creation and hold down food inflation. 

Hunted by the taxman and central agen-
cies, the opposition also keeps the spotlight 
trained on their political role. Coupled with 
the revelations about electoral bonds, a pic-
ture of  organised extortion has emerged. 
The public is generally indifferent to cor-
ruption, but only until they are personally 
affected, like when the legislators they elect 
are threatened and lured into changing 
sides. The constituent parties of  INDIA 
keep public attention on this, while the 
BJP’s machinery keeps voters fascinated 
by the food habits of  the opposition. 

The talk of  370 seats for the BJP is no 
more real than the 56-inch metric of  the 
PM. And talk of  INDIA turning into va-
pour is no more credible either. Its constit-
uent parties will continue to exist because 
they represent local concerns and the 
grouping will exist because they have no 
option but to hang together. The BJP will 
remain in power, but over time, it will be-
come clear that the Ram temple is its only 
unique offering. The opposition does wel-
fare just as well, or even better. And it has 
redeeming qualities of  respecting the Con-
stitution and the diversity it mandates. For 
people who think enlightened self-interest 
means a temple, good luck to them.

(Views are personal)
(Tweets @pratik_k)
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The question is not of right and 
left; the issue really is democracy 
versus totalitarianism

INDIAN EXPRESS IS NOT AN  
INDUSTRY. IT IS A MISSION.

— Ramnath Goenka

N the last four years of  my 
rather long career in the civil 
services, I had the good  
fortune, as Cabinet Secretary, 
to live in a Lutyens bungalow 
on Prithviraj Road in Delhi. 
Occupying the very next  

bungalow was the redoubtable L K Ad-
vani, who played a significant role in 
the revival of  the BJP as a party. I  
met him invariably on festive occa-
sions, presented him with a bouquet, 
sat down and conversed over tea. I  
was always conscious that I was in the 
presence of  a great personality, a  
man who was a part of  Indian history.

In 2011, my tenure ended and I went 
to Advani’s house to bid farewell.  
As usual, he was the epitome of  cour-
tesy. As I left him, he gave me his book, 
My Country, My Life, and said to  
me, “Main bus itna kehna chahta hoon, 
aap jahaan bhi raho, swasth raho aur 
khush raho ( I only wish to say, wher-
ever you are, be happy, be healthy).”

Advani’s role in the BJP was that  
of  the great organiser. When the  
party was virtually wiped out by the 
Rajiv Gandhi electoral tsunami in  
1984, it was left to him to rebuild it 
brick by brick. He was the man  
who gave it a new aggressive outlook 
with his Rath Yatra from Somnath to 
Ayodhya, which gave the party mass 
appeal that transcended religion. 

Advani believes in “genuine secular-
ism”, but he does not accept that Indian 
people can be separated from religion, 
which plays such a massive part in 
their lives. The masses who joined his 
yatra until it was stopped in Bihar 
taught him the lesson that, no matter 
how our Constitution is interpreted, 
religion resides deep in their psyche. 
He writes in his book, “Recalling what 
Swami Vivekananda had said about 
the place of  religion in India’s national 
life, I realised that if  this religiosity 
were to be channelled in a positive di-
rection, it could unleash tremendous 
energy for national reconstruction.”

In an appendix to his book, he quotes 
Vivekananda again. The great Vedan-
tin said in 1898, “We want to lead man-
kind to the place where there is neither 
the Veda nor the Bible nor the Koran; 
yet this has to be done by harmonising 
the Vedas, the Bible and the Koran. 
Mankind ought to be told that religions 
are the varied expressions of  The Reli-
gion, which is Oneness, so that each 
may choose the path that suits him 
best.” In reply to a question asked at a 
conclave, Advani said he had discussed 

the Hindu domination question with M 
S Golwalkar in the distant past. Golw-
alkar had told him the country would 
have to accommodate diversity and 
could never be a theocracy.

This, in short, encapsulates Advani’s 
view of  secularism. All religions  
must be harmoniously brought togeth-
er for the nation’s greater good. It is  
not distancing government from the 
reality of  religion, for religion plays a 
significant role in the minds and hearts 
of  humankind. Nor is religion to be 
used as an instrument of  political op-
pression or to return to the colonial 
paradigm of  ‘divide and rule’. Divi-
sions may make it easier to rule or to 

gain temporary electoral benefit. But it 
will cause incalculable harm to the na-
tion, make it more fragile, and lead in 
time to a dictatorship.

The Ram temple at Ayodhya came 
upfront in BJP’s manifestos only  
after Advani’s hugely successful Rath 
Yatra. In his book, he wrote, “We in  
the BJP had all along declared that  
our goal was to construct the Ram  
temple at Ram janmabhoomi after  
respectfully relocating the mosque 
structure, and that we would like to 
achieve this either by a due process of  
law or through an amicable settlement 
between the Hindu and Muslim  
communities. However, as it turned 

out, we could not live by our word. The 
credibility of  the entire movement was 
undermined by those who took the law 
in their own hands on 6 December. It is 
in this sense that I felt, and I continue 
to feel so, that our entire movement 
suffered a setback on that day.” 

Today, as more mosques are sought 
to be pulled down in northern India,  
it is necessary to remember that  
the country cannot flourish without  
its religions and that each such act  
of  demolition, with or without  
judicial sanction, will inflict further 
wounds on Indian society.

The RSS taught Advani discipline, 
which he cherished throughout his  
life. Speaking to the Brahmakumaris 
in 2017, he said, “I believe there are  
several good organisations in India, 
and the RSS is one of  them. I am proud 
of  it because I have got my education 
from the RSS as also qualities of  disci-
pline, honesty and idealism.”

At the zenith of  his power and mass 
appeal in the mid-1990s, when he  
was president of  the BJP, the position 
of  prime minister was his for the  
asking when the BJP came to power. 
Yet he made it clear that Vajpayee 
would occupy that position, as he  
was older than Advani, senior in  
the party, wiser, and more knowledge-
able than him. When the chance  
arose in 2014, the same party put him 
in cold storage. The man he had  
saved from the wrath of  PM Vajpayee 
in 2002 after the Gujarat riots took his 
place. Seniority and age did not count. 

The chapter relating to the Emergen-
cy is one of  the most poignant in  
his book. He was incarcerated first  
in the Bengaluru central jail, where 
Vajpayee cooked for him and other par-
ty leaders. When he was released  
after court intervention, he was  
immediately rearrested and sent to  
the Rohtak jail. 

Advani wrote that the signs of   
creeping autocracy were visible even 
two years earlier, when Jayaprakash 
Narayan had started his movement.  
He quotes with approval the last  
paragraph of  the Shah Commission re-
port, “If  the administrative machinery 
in our country is to be rendered safe  
for our children, the services must  
give a better account of  themselves  
by standing up for the basic values of  
an honest and efficient administra-
tion.” This is an eternal truth, as  
relevant today as it was then.

(Views are personal)
(kmchandrasekhar@gmail.com)
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WHY AUTHORITARIANISM FAILS
TO WORRY THE INDIAN VOTER

MY NEIGHBOUR 
WHO ENVISIONED 
ANOTHER INDIA

K M CHANDRASEKHAR Former Cabinet Secretary and author of  
As Good as My Word: A Memoir

At these polls, opposition leaders 
are speaking of saving democracy 
without being able to explain 
the implications to ordinary 
folks. Voters seem indifferent to 
the threat of authoritarianism, 
perhaps because large sections 
have always lived under arbitrary 
authorities with absolute power

L K Advani’s hard work made the BJP’s rise possible.  
He recognised religion’s place deep in the Indian psyche,  

but embraced inter-faith harmony in service of the nation

SOURAV ROY

PRATIK KANJILAL For years, the author has been speaking 
easy to a surprisingly tolerant public

Equal rights
Ref: The fraying frame of Muslim political 
representation (Apr 26). No law is required to 
extend preferential treatment to minorities 
in a democratic country. As the author rightly 
said, democracy follows the principles of 
equal individual rights and equal group 
rights. When one group suppresses another, 
democracy should support the suppressed 
by taking necessary action following the 
principles of equity.   
Jayachandran C, Chennai

Not polarising
‘Sabka saath, sabka vikas’ does not in any way 
promote polarisation. The prime minister ’s 
welfare schemes are for everyone. It was already 
in practice, but not as effective as it is now.
Ravi Nair, Palakkad

Consequential promises
Ref: Heated quota fights will  cleave, not heal 
(Apr 26). All  political parties are making 
unnecessary proclamations favoring sectoral 
groups to get votes. But they are unaware 
of the consequences of implementing 
these promises. The reservation clause in 
the Constitution itself was a short-term 
arrangement considering the social condition 
prevalent at that time. 
Saranneya V, Thrikkunnapuzha

Card discredit 
Ref: 17K credit cards issued to wrong customers: 
ICICI (Apr 26). It is really shocking that a 
premiere private sector bank like the ICICI 
has issued 17,000 credit cards to undeserving 
customers, throwing caution to the wind. There 
seem to be some dishonest intentions for such 
gross blunders. The culprits must be punished as 
per law after due investigations.
Katuru Durga Prasad Rao, Hyderabad 
         
Spice spoilers
Ref: Masala recall again exposes failing 
quality control (Apr 24). India is the world’s 
largest producer of spices. We want this name 
to be maintained in a healthy way. It is sad 
that spice producers can do this to their own 
country and cause damage to the fame of 
Indian spices around the world.
K Jaya Lakshmi, Tenkasi

Domestic affairs
The Ministry of External Affairs rightly said 
we are judged by what we do at home, not 
what we say abroad. In every democracy, there 
is a provision for protest, but it depends on 
the rule of law. It should and will  be handled 
by the governments in place. Commenting on 
others’ internal matters will  not only become 
irrelevant but also obnoxious at times. Let 
countries sort out their own issues.
S P Murali, Davanagere

AP

US STAGFLATION FEAR 
MARS POSITIVE MARKET 

OUTLOOK FOR INDIA

A
N unexpected slowdown in US GDP growth delivered a 
mini shocker for the markets this week. The world’s larg-
est economy’s first-quarter growth fell behind estimates, 
rising at an annualised rate of  1.6 percent—lower than 
the consensus estimate of  2.5 percent and sharply behind 

the 3.4 percent increase seen in the previous quarter. Textbook 
theory dictates that such a sharp slowdown in economic activity 
warrants immediate interest rate cuts, but analysts are not ex-
pecting any monetary easing, anticipating a hotter-than-expect-
ed inflation number. It is this slow-growth-high-inflation com-
bination—which economists call stagflation—that’s a central 
banker’s nightmare, worse than even a recession. But some be-
lieve that concerns about stagflation are premature as both the 
high inflation and slow growth appear to be an anomaly rather 
than a trend. In other words, even if  interim data indicates oth-
erwise, the overall trend is expected to remain positive. 

This anticipation has been keeping markets cheerful despite 
the blips in data. A high inflation scenario is an indication of  
higher-for-longer rates narrative, but notwithstanding sticky 
prices, markets are pricing in rate cuts. If  at the start of  2024 
they expected at least three rate cuts, with the first in June, that 
prospect is now deferred; the number of  expected cuts are 
down to at least one. Besides delaying monetary easing, high 
inflation is also causing a spike in US bond yields. On Thursday, 
the 10-year benchmark yield touched more than a five-month 
high at 4.72 percent after data showed a particular measure of  
inflation rose more than expected in the first quarter. Global 
crude oil prices, one of  the key factors that could keep prices 
elevated, is also on the rise with some predicting it to touch $100 
per barrel amid escalating tensions in the Middle East. 

India continues to be the fastest growing emerging econo-
my—economic activity is showing signs of  broad-based growth, 
with the pace of  private consumption and investments getting 
better. While rising bond yields could prompt foreign investors 
to reallocate their funds from riskier assets, potentially trigger-
ing capital outflows from domestic markets, equities are ex-
pected to adjust slightly lower but will remain supported by 
strong economic conditions and company earnings. The fallout 
of  potential capital outflows can be mitigated if  domestic 
growth drivers remain robust and inflation is under control. 

WRONG MESSAGE IN L-G’S 
KERALA CHURCH PARLEYS

D
ELHI Lieutenant-Governor V K Saxena’s sudden visit to 
Kerala, just ahead of  polling in the state, was odd enough 
to raise suspicions. He sought meetings with the heads 
of  various churches and met a couple of  them, triggering 
speculation that the visit was linked to the elections. Con-

sidering how the BJP has been aggressively wooing Christians 
in a desperate bid to achieve an electoral breakthrough in the 
state, the suspicion was but natural. The Congress took objec-
tion, choosing to call the meetings “intimidation tactics” ahead 
of  the polls. The party then approached the Election Commis-
sion, accusing Saxena of  violating the model code and seeking 
action against him for trying to “garner votes for the BJP”.

Saxena’s office sought to dismiss the speculation with the 
explanation that it was a personal visit—to participate in a 
hospital function on an invitation—and that he has been 
frequently visiting Kerala. It’s hardly convincing, mainly 
for two reasons. One, the timing—he arrived Wednesday, just 
when the Lok Sabha campaign in Kerala was winding up 
and the last-minute luring of  voters was on. Two, he wanted 
to meet only the heads of  Christian churches and, more sig-
nificantly, all of  them. Whatever the nature of  his visit, there 
is no denying that the L-G is an appointee of  the Union gov-
ernment and his actions can be linked, loosely or otherwise, 
to the intentions of  the party in power at the Centre.

However, what is admirable is that though Saxena was able 
to meet some church heads, most refused to give him an audi-
ence. The office of  the Archbishop of  Latin Archdiocese of  
Thiruvananthapuram, Thomas J Netto, clearly said such a 
meeting on election eve would send confusing signals. Cardi-
nal Baselios Cleemis, Major Archbishop of  Syro-Malankara 
Catholic Church, also sent out a similar message. The Syro-
Malabar Church, whose head Major Archbishop Raphael 
Thattil and former head Major Archbishop Emeritus George 
Alencherry met Saxena, clarified that the visit was not politi-
cal and that the church does not follow the wishes of  any 
political party. It is undeniable that elections should be devoid 
of  interventions that hamper the exercise of  the voters’ free 
will. Developments such as this send out the wrong message. 
The meetings should have been avoided in the interest of  pre-
serving the credibility of  the ongoing electoral process.

Q U I C K  TA K E

CORRAL RESOURCES FOR FISHERFOLK 

THE revelation that half  the corals in the Gulf  of  Mannar 
biosphere have bleached from heat stress is a major 
warning. When the water is too warm, corals expel algae 

and turn white. The US National Oceanic and Atmospheric 
Association says about a third of  bleached corals around the 
world eventually died over the last decade. This affects ma-
rine ecology and the littoral fishers who depend on it. Fish-
erfolk around the country are facing distress as warmer 
waters and increasing pollution are eating into their catch. 
It’s time for the government to set up a national mission to 
help fishers in collaboration with the coastal states.
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Robotic surgery, also
known as robot-assist-
ed surgery, has revolu-

tionised the field of surgical
procedures by offering
increased precision, flexibil-
ity and control compared to
conventional techniques.
Typically associated with
minimally invasive surgery,
robotic surgery utilises a sys-
tem consisting of a camera
arm and mechanical arms
with surgical instruments
attached, all controlled by
the surgeon seated at a com-
puter console. This setup pro-
vides high-definition, magni-
fied, 3D views of the surgical
site, enhancing the surgeon’s
ability to perform delicate
and complex procedures.
Minimally invasive surgery is
now the standard of care
across various surgical spe-
cialities. Introduced four
decades ago, Laparoscopy
changed our approach and
outcome in surgical patients.
Robotic surgery introduced
two decades ago, was the
next step in the evolution of
minimally invasive surgery.
Now, the time has come when
a surgeon avoids leaving any-
thing on chance. Advanced,
stable and predictable robot-
ic surgery can ensure success

in each case. The primary
motivation for opting for
robotic surgery is the
enhanced precision, flexibil-
ity and control it offers to sur-
geons during operations. The
precision and minimally inva-
sive nature of robotic proce-
dures contribute to a lower
risk of infection and other
complications.
In India, the Da Vinci system
is commonly used for robot-
ic surgery across various spe-
cialities, including urology,
gynaecology, cardiothoracic
and general surgery. In urol-
ogy, robotic surgery has
emerged as a significant
advancement, offering sever-
al advantages over open or
laparoscopic procedures.
These advantages include
reduced blood loss, decreased
patient discomfort, min-
imised use of painkillers,
shorter hospital stays and
faster healing times.
Urological surgeries com-

monly performed using
robotic technology include
robotic proStatectomy, robot-
ic cystectomy, robotic partial
nephrectomy, robotic pyelo-
plasty and other procedures
such as nephroureterectomy,
adrenalectomy, ureteric reim-
plantation and kidney trans-
plantation.
Even in the case of frequent-
ly performed non-cancerous
gastrointestinal surgery like
cholecystectomy gall bladder
removal or hernia, innumer-
able challenges can be coun-
tered including some very
serious injuries, which may
result in longer hospital stays
or life-threatening situations.
Robotic surgery filters out the
struggle happening at the
surgeon’s end while ensuring
smooth outcomes with ulti-
mate safety for the patients. 
Our understanding of robot-
ic surgery benefits originated
from cancer patients in uro-
surgery and onco-surgery.
Today non-cancerous surg-
eries deserve and demand
equal precision and safety.
Prevention of complications
and quick recovery are the
new points. Due to the sheer
number, improvement of out-
comes in benign surgeries
would translate into a large

number of healthier and hap-
pier patients. While technol-
ogy remains premium, the
health insurance companies
do understand and approve of
such advanced technology. 
For instance, Narayana
Health offers robotic-assisted
procedures for various gas-
trointestinal conditions. The
robotic surgery program has
an experienced team special-
ising in using the da Vinci
surgical system for minimal-
ly invasive general surgeries.
With the surgeon controlling
robotic arms from a console
while watching the operative
field through a video camera,
patients experience shorter
recovery times, with most
returning to normal activities
within two to three weeks
instead of the six to eight
weeks typically associated
with standard open surgery.
Indeed, constant innovation
and development in the field
of robotic surgery will result
in lowering the cost with
wider applications.  

(The writer is a consultant-
general, Robotic and Renal

Transplant Surgery at
Narayana Hospital - RN

Tagore Hospital,
Mukundapur, Kolkata; 

views are personal)

��������	
���	����
����	����	�����	
������������
����	�	�������	�������������
�����
������������ 
�
������
��� ��� ����
�
�� ������ ���� �	�	�	����� �
������	�� ��	� ����	
�	
�
��	���
	
�
�����	�����������	
��	��������	�����	����	�
	
�
�������		
��

 ���	�!��������	
�	����������
	��	�������������������������	
��������������	��
�����
	��"
���	�!���		#����������$���	���

�
������	��������	�������%�	�����	����	������������
�"
����&��
	�
���	������	�
	�	���#���������������������	�������������������	��'(�	�
��"
���	����	���		
��� ���	�!�����
	������	�
	
�
������������	�
	
�
�����
	

	�	������	
�����������������
�
������	�����
��	��������#�������

	�	�����!�
	��
����������&�
	���
���������
	���������
����������	��$���������� �
�	
�����	�
	
�
���$�����������
�����	��������������
�
�����#��� �������	
�����	��������������	��

�
	��������	
���	�
��������	���
���������	�
	�	���
�����)�	������	�#	��
������
���	�������	�����	��	
�
��	��&�

	
�
��
	
�����������	�
������������	�� ����	�������������	���*������
���	�������	������	�

�����	�����������	
��
���
���	��	�
��	
 +���,�����	�"
�����������	�
�����	*�	��	�����-��
������������������	�
�����	��
����������&�����������������
���.�
��	
��
	����	
���
	
�
����������������	�����������	
��	�����	�
	�	
�	����
�$	
����� �����	���
		�������������"


����	�������	���
�����	�
	
�
���������������	����"
�	
������������������
�������
�����������������
���

���������
�
��	���������	��	�����������	��
	��
����
��	����	
��	��&�����	�	����	���	��
	�
���	!�������"
�	��	��������������
	����

����	���	%���	���������
"
�������������	��������
�
�
�����������	���������	������������
��������������� 	���
	�
���	��������������������	����
�������������
	�������

����
���	������������#��������������������
����������

���������
��
�����	�������

	������������	����
	
�
���������� �	��������	�	��������

��	������	� �����
�	����
����������	
	�����������	������
������	��	����	��������������
���������� ����	��
����	���	���������&�����	����������
�����	����	
��	�������������	���
	��������
"
	����
�$	
����������	���������	�����	
�����	����������������
����������������	��� "
����	����*��������������
����������	���
����	���
��������� �����
�	���/	���	�����	
���	
��	���������� 	�������������
�������� ����	������������������	����$��������� 		�
��
����������
��	����	�������	������������� 	������
����
	-	��	������ 
���	����
����"���������������
���	�����
�����	���������������
���������	�������		��������&��
	��"
����������	�����	��	
�
��	��&��
	
�
�����	
���
	�������������	���������	���
����
�������	
	����������	���
������������	
������������	���	��������
��	���
	��	�����	�����"
�
�&��	���
�������
�����������
������������������������	�������������	����������������"
����	��������
	�����������	�������	�����	
���
	��
�����������
�������������������
����
����
� �����	�����
��	$�
#������	���
�����

��	��	�����������������	�	��	�	��
�	����
��������
	
����	���
���	����	
������������#	����	
�����	����	�$��������������������
��"
���	��������	� ��	������������
	�
	����������	
����������

����$���"���

tlefield or King Janaka in his kingdom, we
grapple with doubts and fears until a
moment of awakening shifts our percep-
tion.
True consciousness is not merely being
awake but being truly alive, attuned to both
internal thoughts and external surround-
ings. It’s the clarity that arises when we shed
the layers of ignorance and embrace the
purity of our being. In this journey
towards enlightenment, let us not merely
skim the surface but dive deep into the
ocean of consciousness, where every wave
carries the promise of a profound revela-
tion.

Vikram Singh | Delhi 
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Madam — Apropos the news article, “Why
do Indians excel abroad and fail back
home?”, published on April 26, this is my
response. India’s global footprint shines
brightly across diverse fields, yet a puzzling
paradox persists: why do Indians thrive
abroad while facing challenges at home?
This conundrum demands urgent atten-
tion and a deep dive into the complexities

at play. The link between India’s interna-
tional success and domestic hurdles lies
largely in the shortcomings of the public
education system. Insightful analyses pin-
point the dire State of education as the root
cause, a truth echoed by credible sources.
Education stands as the linchpin connect-
ing governance, socio-economic stability
and prosperity. The nation’s future hinges
on the quality of primary and secondary
education, a reality starkly revealed by sur-
veys.
Moreover, the disconnect between high-
er education and employability exacerbates
the brain drain dilemma. To reverse this
trend, India must foster an environment
that retains talent and promotes innova-
tion. Embracing change is paramount.
Reimagining education to nurture creativ-
ity and entrepreneurship can steer India
towards global competitiveness. It’s time to
forge a path towards a brighter, more inclu-
sive future.

Nandini Rao | Bengaluru
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“Bihar’s educational reforms cock a snook
at private players”, published on April 26,
this is my response. The narrative under-
scores Bihar’s struggle with governance fail-
ures, notably in areas like liquor laws and
rural migration. However, amidst this back-
drop of challenges, the Government’s
focus on education emerges as a beacon of
hope. In a landscape where education is
increasingly commodified, Bihar’s commit-
ment to public education stands out as a
bold counterforce to market forces.
By prioritising education, the Government
aims to address deep-rooted social and eco-
nomic inequalities. The recruitment of
teachers and infrastructural improve-
ments demonstrate tangible progress. Yet,
sustaining these reforms remains a con-
cern, particularly regarding the absence of
a robust mechanism. Additionally, while
efforts to combat corruption and enhance
accountability are commendable, ensuring
the continuity of initiatives like the Mid-
Day Meal program is crucial. Ultimately,
Bihar’s journey towards educational reform
signifies a vital step towards empowering
marginalised communities and challeng-
ing the dominance of private institutions
driven by profit motives.

Rajiv Mishra | Lucknow
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Madam — Apropos the news article,
“The Essence of Consciousness”, published
on April 26, this is my response. The jour-
ney of understanding consciousness is a
profound one, intricately woven with the
fabric of human existence. In the hustle of
modern life, terms like consciousness
often float around without genuine com-
prehension. Yet, beneath this veneer lies a
profound truth: consciousness is the
essence of our being, the awareness that
shapes our reality. In a world bombarded
with information, it’s easy to overlook the
depth of our existence. From the wisdom
of Buddha to the revelations of quantum
physics, consciousness permeates every
aspect of our lives. Like Arjuna on the bat-
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es into eight regional lan-
guages. However, some cam-
paigners misuse AI-generated
videos, including deepfakes, to
spread misinformation. These
videos are targeted at the 18-
25 age group and are being
shared on platforms like
WhatsApp.
Parties in India use various
tools to influence voters. They
share fake images and videos
on social media platforms.
For example, the Congress
party shared a phoney photo
of Prime Minister Narendra
Modi. At the same time, the
BJP posted a false video of
Rahul Gandhi on Instagram.
In Tamil Nadu, the DMK and
AIADMK parties used record-
ings of their deceased leaders
for voter support in this elec-
tion. The Communist parties
have also employed AI tech-
nology in their campaigns.
One video shows Asaduddin
Owaisi, the leader of the
AIMIM party, singing Hindu
devotional songs. Regional
leaders like Akhilesh Yadav,
Naveen Patnaik and Mamata
Banerjee also applied similar
tools to influence voters.
The use of AI for malicious
purposes is a significant con-
cern. With advanced AI, it has
become possible to imper-
sonate anyone, including vot-
ers or candidates, which can
lead to identity theft and
manipulation of the electoral
process. This underscores the

need for clear regulations to
ensure a fair and transparent
electoral process, making the
audience more aware of the
potential risks and the impor-
tance of addressing them, fos-
tering a sense of vigilance.
The use of AI in political
campaigns raises valid con-
cerns about privacy and the
potential for unfair competi-
tion and misinformation.
Therefore, it’s imperative that
clear regulations are imple-
mented to ensure a transpar-
ent electoral process.
Governments must take the
lead in regulating AI use to
promote fairness. 
The IT Minister has already
issued warnings to social
media companies, instilling
confidence in the audience
about the security and integri-
ty of the electoral process. The
Election Commission must
issue clear guidelines to regu-
late AI-generated informa-
tion for the 2024 Lok Sabha
elections. These guidelines
should address ethical AI use
in campaigns and voter data
analysis. Strict rules are nec-
essary to maintain the integri-
ty of the electoral process, pro-
tect voters’ rights and ensure
fairness and transparency.
Without these regulations,
there could be doubts about
the legitimacy of the election
results.
While there are valid concerns
about AI, it’s crucial to recog-

nise its potential for positive
change. Certain AI-generated
technologies have the power
to revolutionise how we con-
duct free and fair elections. As
these technologies gain wider
acceptance, they could pave
the way for e-elections, a
future where elections are
conducted online, ensuring a
more transparent and
accountable electoral process.
This potential for positive
change should inspire opti-
mism and hope, reassuring the
audience about the future of
elections.
During the Bihar elections, the
Election Commission used an
AI-powered system to ensure
transparency and prevent
manipulation. The system
detected and flagged misinfor-
mation and hate speech cases,
expediting the counting
process and curbing hate
speech during the election.
This demonstrates how AI
can be used effectively and
instils confidence in the elec-
torate.
Presidents, prime ministers, or
legislators could win or lose
based mainly on the success or
failure of their AI campaign.
Gullible voters can be fooled
easily. Technological advance-
ments can bring about signif-
icant changes and AI is no
exception.

(The writer is a popular
columnist; views 

are personal)
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Artificial Intelligence, a
game-changer in the
2024 Lok Sabha polls,
has revolutionised
traditional campaign

strategies. The era of candidates
personally visiting voters’ homes
and engaging in conversations
over tea, even after a five-year hia-
tus, has given way to a more tech-
nologically advanced approach.
Social media played a pivotal role
in the 2014 election. However, the
advent of AI and the potential use
of deepfake videos in India’s 2024
elections could be game-chang-
ers. These videos, capable of
blurring the lines between truth
and falsehood, have the potential
to significantly impact the trust
and integrity of the electoral
process.
Political parties and candidates
have understood the power of AI
in the run-up to the 2024 Lok
Sabha elections. They use AI to
analyse voter data, enabling them
to develop effective campaign
strategies. Additionally, AI-pow-
ered chatbots and virtual assis-
tants have been deployed to
engage with voters on social
media, providing real-time
responses to their queries and
concerns.
The use of AI technology can help
with election processes in sever-
al ways:
AI can predict election outcomes.
AI chatbots and virtual assistants
can communicate with virtual
media.
AI can prevent election fraud and
regulate political advertising cam-
paign finance violations. 
Political parties can now cus-
tomise their calls to individual
voters, potentially harming their
opponents’ reputations. In India,
more than 50% of the population
uses the internet, which may
increase to 900 million by 2025.
The upcoming election in India
is expected to generate a market
worth Rs 500 crore.
Political parties are using AI to
reach voters via social media.
Congress and BJP used AI in last
year’s State elections, the first time
false videos and parodies were
used in political campaigning.
Parties like BJP, Congress, AAP,
DMK and AIADMK use AI tech-
nology to engage with their sup-
porters. For example, the BJP uses
AI to translate PM Modi’s speech-
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The year was 1993. The
Kerala Press Academy
(since renamed as

Kerala Media Academy) under
the ownership of the Kerala
Government was having the
Mathai Manjooran Memorial
Day. Mathai Manjooran was a
socialist party leader and was
a member of the EMS
Namboodiripad-led coalition
Government during the 1967-
69. He was also a trade union
leader who never hesitated to
speak his mind. It is unfortu-
nate that he passed away in
1970 at the age of 58.
A K Antony, the quintessential
Congress leader was the speak-
er who delivered the
Manjooran Memorial speech
and as a journalist, I was there
to cover the event. The coun-
try was yet to come out of the
impact of the demolition of the

disputed structure at Ayodhya
and the entire secularist forces
were up in arms against the
Hindus for the “barbaric” act.
Not a single day passed in
Kerala without communal har-
mony meetings and all speak-
ers were vying with one anoth-
er in blaming the Sanatanis for
the heinous act and praising
Islam as the religion of peace.
But Antony chose a different
approach in his 45 minutes. He
warned the minority com-

munities (read Christians and
Muslims) from attacking the
Hindus and reminded the two
communities that they should
be grateful to the Sanatanis for
their magnanimity in offering
the minorities more than what
the Hindus themselves
enjoyed. “The minorities have
been given more rights and
privileges to run their own
educational institutions and
hospitals while the Hindus
were denied the same. We
should always bear in mind the
truth that the minorities in
India enjoy unique rights and
privileges that the Hindus do
not have and we should be
grateful to them for their
broad-mindedness,” said
Antony, which made the next
day’s headlines.
Antony became the chief min-
ister of Kerala for the third

time in 2001 but he quit in
2004 for reasons best known to
him, the then Congress pres-
ident Sonia Gandhi and the
then Muslim League boss
Mohammed Shihab Ali
Thangal. Eight Hindu fisher-
men were butchered by mem-
bers of a Muslim extremist
organisation at Maradu in
Kozhikode district in May
2003 and there was a demand
for a CBI probe into the mas-
sacre. A prominent Muslim
League leader, who later on
became a Union Minister in
the Manmohan Singh
Government played a signifi-
cant role in offering shelter in
a mosque to the assassins.
When the issue of the CBI
probe came for consideration
in the liaison committee meet-
ing of the UDF, the Muslim
League leaders warned Antony

who was the then Chief
Minister against an investiga-
tion by the Central agency. The
UDF had won 99 out of the
140 seats at stake and was in a
comfortable position. The
Muslim League ultimatum
against the CBI probe angered
Antony and he announced in
a public meeting the next day

that political parties, especial-
ly the caste and community-
based outfits, should not make
the Government dance to their
tunes with organised bargain-
ing power. That turned out to
be the nemesis for Antony as
the Gods in Malappuram
asked Sonia Gandhi to remove
him from the post of chief
minister. Despite Antony ten-
dering an apology, the chief-
tains of the Muslim League,
controlling Kerala politics
from the Kudappanakkal cas-
tle in Panakkad, were not
humoured and they insisted
on the former’s ouster. That
was how Antony resigned as
the Chief Minister and shift-
ed camp to Delhi. The
Sulthans of Malappuram had
the last laugh.
Antony knows very well that
his shirt and dhoti should be

more secular than that of the
CPI(M) and other outfits to
stay in the reckoning. That is
why the person who wanted
the minority communities to
be grateful to the Hindus
wants the Sanatan Dharma to
be demolished. There is noth-
ing surprising in Antony’s
stance as he was always against
the Hindus even as the presi-
dent of Kerala Students Union,
the feeder organisation of the
Congress. The group in the
Congress party in Kerala has
its roots in Antony’s grievances
over the status enjoyed by
Hindu leaders like K
Karunakaran and their clout in
the High Command. The
group in Congress has nothing
to do with ideology and
Antony’s hatred towards
Hindus is reflected in his curs-
ing his son Anil Antony join-

ing the BJP. What Antony
should have done is to give
freedom to 38-year-old Anil to
select the party of his choice
and wish him all success.
Instead of that what Antony
has done is to demand the
Nehru-Gandhi clan to field
candidates for the Lok Saba
election from Amethi and Rae
Bareli. He also declared that
the Congress party cannot
exist without the Nehru-
Gandhi family. Isn’t this anoth-
er way of telling that India is
Indira and Indira is India?
Remember, this is the same
Antony who ridiculed Indira
Gandhi cast his lot with the
CPI(M) in 1980 and formed a
Government with the Marxists
during 1980-1982.

(The writer is special 
correspondent with The

Pioneer; views are personal)

(�	��)
������������
�����
����������
��$%������
����� ����	$

	)��1�)�%��)����)�/��� �)�����/.��)���
"�))����!#1�)��%�#����%��#

�1�	����

52	�
6��

���
�	����������
����!�����	����
��
�	���
	�
�
�����
�	��

�����
�	���
����
	��	�
���	*
�	
��
�������
	���!	��	�������	�����
���	��
������
��
�	"	����"	�$	������
	�

���	���	
�12	�2
�72

����'����%��+��
	�
�

�����	"���
	�

ing in the Easter attack and subse-
quent incidents like the suicidal blast
at the Sainthamaruthu house, where
Zahran’s family last resided. Zahran
and his cohorts have exhibited
affiliations with extremist ideologies
and have been inspired by the
Islamic State. Moreover, Sri Lankan
nationals who joined the organisa-
tion’s ranks in Syria have been
observed exerting influence on
local activities. Between 2014 and
2018, a staggering 41,490 individ-
uals from 91 nations travelled to
Syria to support the Islamic State,
including 32 Sri Lankans. 
Exploiting this influx, organisa-
tions espousing extremist ideologies,
under various guises, began prolif-
erating throughout Sri Lanka.
Additionally, individuals of Sri
Lankan origin who attempted to
travel to Syria via Turkey but were
unsuccessful have returned home
and aligned themselves with figures
like Zahran. Simultaneously, the ide-
ological backing of Mohamed
Naufar, known as the “second emir”
and a close relative-specifically, the
husband of Zahran’s maternal aunt-
played a pivotal role. Naufar, iden-
tified by the FBI as the mastermind
behind the attack, exerted signifi-
cant influence on the events.
Since March 2017, there have been
eleven significant incidents leading
up to the Easter attack, yet none
have undergone thorough investi-
gation. This failure on the part of
investigative agencies, which were
supposed to act on precious intel-
ligence passed on to them, has been
perceived as a deliberate effort to
conceal the underlying truth of the
entire episode from society, there-
by impeding the crucial lessons to
be gleaned from this tragedy.
The series of events began with a
clash at Kattankudy Aliyar junction
on March 10, 2017. Following this
conflict, police attempted to arrest
Zahran, but their efforts proved
unsuccessful. Subsequently, on May
17, 2017, a member of National
Thowheeth Jama’ath was shot. This
was followed by a bomb thrown at
the National Front for Good
Governance (NFGG) Mohammad
Farzan’s house on February 06,
2018 and another bomb thrown at

the NFGG Kattankudy office on
February 12, 2018.
Further escalations occurred with
the shooting of Palani Bawa in
Kattankudy on June 08, 2018 and
the detonation of a bomb by
Zahran’s brother Rilwan in
Arayampathy on August 26, 2018,
resulting in injuries and fatalities at
Wavnathiv police post on
November 30, 2018. The incidents
continued with the vandalism of
religious statues in Mawanella on
December 23, 2018 and further van-
dalism on January 16, 2019, relat-
ed to providing information about
the destruction of statues and con-
cealment of explosive materials in
Vanathavilluwa of Puttalam District.
The situation intensified with the
discovery of material and the shoot-
ing of informant Raziq Mohammad
Taslim on March 08, 2019, result-
ing in permanent disability. Finally,
a motorcycle explosion in
Thalankudah on April 16, 2019, just
five days before the Easter attack,
marked the culmination of these
incidents. Numerous intelligence
reports concerning these events
have been received by the commis-
sions tasked with investigating
them, shedding light on the negli-
gence of the officers responsible for
the criminal investigation.
One of the most significant inci-
dents out of these eleven took place
in August 2018, involving Rilwan,
who mishandled explosives, result-
ing in an accident. After the explo-
sions in the Arayampathy area,
Rilwan was taken to Colombo
National Hospital and admitted
under the name Zaheed on 26
August 2018. Investigations have
confirmed that Zahran, conducting
a training camp in the Hambantota
area at the time, visited his brother
in Colombo. The following day, 27
August 2018, Rilwan was admitted
to the National Eye Hospital.
Subsequently, he visited the clinics
of the National Hospital on
27.09.2018, 04.10.2018, 11.18.26
and 15.03.2019. This incident
occurred eight months prior to the
attack, yet neither the training
camps nor the incident itself were
reported to any police or intelligence
agencies. 

Remarkably, the individual man-
aged to conceal his identity from the
National Hospital and Eye Hospital
for several days. The doctor suspect-
ed of aiding in this matter has later
fled the country.
Later, there was another incident
identified as a dry run, which the
State Intelligence Service formally
reported to the Inspector General
of Police as well as the head of CID,
stating that the incident on
2019.04.18 was an explosive test.
However, due to the lack of proper
investigation into the incident until
the Easter Sunday attack, a key
opportunity to apprehend the per-
petrators was missed.
Upon examination of the intelli-
gence reports submitted to the
investigative commissions regarding
the attack, it becomes evident that
not only did the local intelligence
agency provide information, but
also the Indian Intelligence Bureau
(IB), India’s internal security and
counter-intelligence agency under
the Indian Ministry of Home
Affairs, accurately foresaw the
impending attacks. This informa-
tion was disseminated not only to
the then Inspector General of Police
and the Secretary of the Ministry of
Defense but also to the officers
responsible for crime and investiga-
tion. 
Their acknowledgement of receiv-
ing this crucial information is doc-
umented. Despite being forewarned,
no preventive measures were taken
to thwart the attack. This apparent
failure to act raises serious questions
about accountability and highlights
a disturbing trend of negligence.
That was a collective failure.
The balance sheet of five years since
this tragedy is that there has been
a concerted effort to obscure the
truth by proliferating conspiracy
theories, thereby masking this dere-
liction of duty. This deliberate
attempt to deflect attention from
institutional failures through the
propagation of unfounded narra-
tives not only undermines public
trust but also obstructs the imple-
mentation of preventive mecha-
nisms to ensure non-recurrence.

(The writer is a Sri Lankan 
journalist. Views are personal)

When conspiracy theories
gain traction and perme-
ate the public conscious-
ness, they inevitably taint
the discourse surrounding

the event in question. This phenomenon is
especially pronounced in politically charged
contexts. Five years ago, amidst the Easter
attack on tourist hotels, two Catholic
churches and a Zion church in Western and
Eastern provinces, a plethora of conspira-
cy theories surfaced. Initially, speculation
swirled suggesting the involvement of a
powerful Western nation, followed by the-
ories positing the attack as a ploy to con-
solidate political power. More recently, local
politicians and various social groups have
propagated the notion that India orchestrat-
ed the attack. Yet, none of these claims have
been substantiated with credible evidence.
Meanwhile, the culpability of the investi-
gating officers’ negligence, which played a
role in the tragedy, has been overshadowed
by these baseless allegations. Instead of
being held accountable, those partially
responsible have reshaped the narrative to
deflect blame onto others.
However, in the aftermath of the attack,
public media reports surfaced alleging that
prominent politicians and Government offi-
cials were aware of the impending threat.
Some even openly discussed this matter.
Additionally, a leaked classified document
from the police indicated forewarning of an
imminent attack. What followed was not
just the proliferation of various interpreta-
tions but also the dissemination of miscon-
ceptions. For instance, blame was swiftly
pinned on the State Intelligence Service, the
country’s premier intelligence agency,
extending to judicial indictments. However,
a more rational examination, grounded in
verifiable data, reveals a different societal
reality. It uncovers a systemic failure across
institutions tasked with national security
and a disregard for prior warnings.
Furthermore, it exposes concerted efforts
to downplay this negligence for political
gain. In a nation scarred by nearly four
decades of internal conflict and widespread
devastation, such institutional negligence
sadly becomes almost unsurprising. It’s cru-
cial to highlight overlooked facts concern-
ing the attack in question.
Leading up to the incident in question, there
was a noticeable proliferation of extremist
factions advocating violence across Sri
Lanka. This surge wasn’t limited to Muslim
extremist groups but encompassed various
ideological factions, each pursuing distinct
political agendas. The emergence of the
Islamic State in West Asia particularly bol-
stered the prospects of extremists across dif-
ferent nations, with Sri Lanka serving as a
pivotal transit hub. 
Investigations have revealed a significant
influx of extremists from regions like
Kerala, as well as countries such as the
Maldives, into Sri Lanka. It’s evident that
intelligence agencies within the region,
including those of Sri Lanka and Western
nations, amassed substantial intelligence on
these activities and collaborated in infor-
mation sharing. Testimony from the wife
of Zahran Hashim, a ringleader of the car-
nage, attests to the financial backing he
received from a Singaporean national to
establish his initial mosque. She further
detailed Zahran’s extensive involvement in
extremist endeavours, including recruiting
adherents and garnering financial and
logistical support throughout the country.
This revelation sheds light on the prolifer-
ation of extremism in Sri Lanka, culminat-
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