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The King’s plumbing
and other toilet tales

Can a ‘bottom-up’
approach help

in tackling crimes
targeting women?

T
he gruesome rape and murder of a
31-year-old trainee doctor at the
R.G. Kar Medical College and Hos-
pital in Kolkata on August 9 has

met with an outcry in the city and across
most parts of the country.

Following the incident, doctors and
medical institutions went on strike, pro-
viding only emergency and OPD services,
and raising concerns about the safety of
the medical staff. The Indian Medical
Association asked Union health minister
J.P. Nadda to introduce a special Central
law to prevent violence against doctors
and to designate hospitals as safe zones.

On August 15, demonstrators at R.G.
Kar Medical College pushed past a police
barricade, entered the hospital, throwing
stones, and began to vandalise the emer-
gency ward and the area where the victim
was found. The Kolkata police commis-
sioner put the blame for the incident on
the “malicious media campaign” against
the police. Public anger is targeted at the
state government headed by chief minis-
ter Mamata Banerjee and the police.

The horrific incident in Kolkata brings

back memories of the 2012 Delhi gangrape
and murder incident, commonly known
as the “Nirbhaya” case, in which a 22-
year-old physiotherapy intern was gan-
graped and tortured on a moving private
bus while travelling with her male friend.
The then all-India protests had demanded
stronger penalties for rape and more safe-
ty measures for women in public spaces.

The government responded with the
passage of several new sexual assault
laws, a mandatory minimum sentence of
20 years for gangrape, and six new fast-
track courts solely for rape prosecutions.
The complexity of rape prosecutions is
evident in that the “Nirbhaya” case was
the only conviction among the 706 rape
cases filed in New Delhi in 2012. So much
for the implementation of the law.

But, the “Nirbhaya” case may have
nudged rape or molestation victims to re-
port the crime. Police records show that
during the last quarter of 2013, twice as
many rape victims filed a police report,
and four times as many allegations of
molestation. This is progress.

After Nirbhaya, the government set up

the “Nirbhaya Fund” for “empowerment,
safety and security of women and girl
children”. Under the fund, one of the
schemes was the One Stop Centre (OSC)
Scheme, offering multiple services to wo-
men, to be implemented across the coun-
try as of April 1, 2015.

The progress of the OSCs has been pre-
dictable. A 2023 study by the Mumbai-
based non-profit IndiaSpend of the OSC
scheme found that less than half of the
funds from the Union government were
utilised between 2015 and 2022; there was
no integration between systems such as
the Women’s Helpline; and a general lack
of awareness among stakeholders such as
the police. According to the 2023 Lok Sa-
bha data, 733 OSCs were operational in
729 districts; over `735 crores of the `868
crores in approved funds were released to
the districts, of which `328 crores has
been utilised on the ground and over half
the funds appearing as actual expendi-
ture lies in the bank accounts of district
collectors or magistrates. 

The 2014 BJP election campaign pro-
mised to reduce crimes against women.

Since then, such crimes have risen, ac-
cording to data from the National Crime
Records Bureau. In his Independence
Day speech in August 2024, Prime
Minister Narendra Modi said: “Crimes
against women must be probed as soon as
possible, and those involved in such mon-
strous acts must face strict punishment at
the earliest, this is necessary to create
faith in society. There is anger among the
people because of this. I can feel that
rage.” Anger, rage and calls for punish-
ment are there, but what after that? The
demonstrators who invaded R.G. Kar
Hospital destroyed property and injured
people. Striking medical professionals
put public lives at risk. 

So, what is to be done? Noam Shpancer,
professor of psychology at Otterbein
University in Westerville, Ohio, suggests
that sexual violence is deeply intertwined
in our biological and psychological make-
up shaped by an interplay of biological,
psychological, circumstantial and socio-
cultural variables. There are two ways to
address the issue: a top-down approach
and a bottom-up approach.

A top-down theory he suggests, is ap-
plied through changes in regulations or
laws. However, in India, changes in laws
have not deterred the perpetrators of sex-
ual violence. Law enforcement is based
on punishing those who break laws. The
psychologist B.F. Skinner suggests that
punishment only teaches what not to do.
A bottom-up approach, Prof. Shpancer
suggests, is where individuals, families
and communities initiate actions and
conversations to create new terms, new
scripts and expectations, and a new social
consciousness. And a special focus on
consciousness-raising groups, especially
for men. It is the bottom-up approach that
must be cultivated in tackling crimes
against women. This starts in the home,
in educational and religious institutions,
in workplaces and businesses, and in the
government. Till now, little of this has
been attempted. Expecting only the gov-
ernment or laws to fix the problem is like
whistling in the wind.

The writer is a development and 
communications consultant

SURESH GOPI’S STATUS

Suresh Gopi, Union min-
ister and the only BJP
member elected from
Kerala, is finding himself
to be 'a fish out of water'
ever since he was induct-
ed into the Cabinet. For
a person who had lived a
major part of his life in
fame, comfort, affluence
and in the glare and
lights of camera of the
tinsel world it is certainly
difficult to cope himself
with the pressure,
nuances and the nitty-
gritty of the post held as
a minister. Though he
might be relieved as a
minister he still has the
responsibility of an MP
towards the welfare of
his voters.

B.S.Jayaraman
Coimbatore

RAHUL & WAYANAD
As one living in proximity to
Wayanad that gave a fresh political
rebirth and a fresh lease of existence
in political reckoning to Rahul
Gandhi after his ignominious defeat
in Amethi in 2019,  I have been wait-
ing to hear the news of the first steps
he has taken on his promise of build-
ing 100 houses to those rendered
homeless in the catastrophe of July.
But till this date not a single word
could be heard about the efforts he is
making or intending to take either
from him directly or from his party's
high command. With a stony and
surprising silence of this kind on the
promised help it will be a big ques-
tion how his sibling Priyanka Vadra
will sail through safely in the by-
election to take place in Wayanad by
the end of this year.

MuthuSrinivasan
Coimbatore

STALIN ON RESHUFFLE
Chief Minister Stalin has snubbed
the media rightly and in a polished
manner like a knife cutting butter
by replying to a question thrown at
him as to whether there would be a
" cabinet reshuffle". His reply that
he had not heard any such news or
been informed reminded everyone
of his father and former CM
Karunanidhi who was well known
for such " unexpected punches"
during his tenure. Stalin has inher-
ited the talent from his father. 
It is time the media did  their
homework before asking silly
questions.

M.C.Vijay Shankar
Chennai

Anita Anand

LETTERS

Subhani

The bus trip from Nottingham to London had taken many long hours
more than I’d expected and I desperately needed the bathroom as
soon as we got to the British royal residence. Vaguely waved

towards a corridor, I dived in through the first door I suspected led to a
toilet, to find myself in a time warp. 

It was spare yet classically elegant, from the pristine black and white
tiles on the floor to the twirly silver taps, chain flush, mahogany toilet
seat and corner pedestal. But it was what was on the corner pedestal that
stopped me in my tracks! A man’s head, not a real one, luckily, or on a
spike, beloved of kings of yore, but a stone bust of a bearded man 
gazing intently at me. I wasn’t sure I could ascend the ‘throne’ under 
such intense scrutiny so I draped my dupatta over his face before I got on
with it, sparing him his blushes as well. As I was washing my hands 
with nicely scented-soap, there was a sharp rap on the door and 
a British colleague breathed with some urgency, “You’re in The 
King’s loo!”

You might be asking yourself why I was in King Charles’ residence in
the first place? Last month, my schoolgirl daughter and I were invited by
Queen Camilla to meet
her, in recognition of our
work in encouraging lit-
eracy in Britain. My
third book Handle With
Care was also selected
from Britain-wide nomi-
nations and presented to
The Queen at the
National Literacy
Trust’s celebration. The
next day, my name and
that of my book was all
over the British newspa-
pers. All of which was
very gratifying, but as a
teller of quirky tales that
reveal something about
the human psyche, my
stumbling into The
King’s loo was the trip’s
highlight! 

Did the washroom reveal something unexpected about The King?
Polished and elegant as I imagine he must be, it probably said more about
his staff’s fastidiousness than the royals themselves. Could the bearded
grandee’s bust have been a personal touch? Like the bust of Karl Marx dis-
played on the telephone table by my freedom-fighting granddad, his only
contribution to their home’s décor? The beady-eyed royal bust I encoun-
tered wasn’t, of course, of Karl Marx (despite Charles’ liberal instincts,
how funny would that be? And what fits of apoplexy would it cause the
conservative chunks of the British public, out rioting against immigrants
and their own police earlier this month?). Ultimately, the soul I glimpsed,
in my surreal foray into the royal bathroom, was not The King’s, but
stuck-in-the-past Britain’s! 

To be fair to the loo, and even the royal residence in question, it was
understated in comparison to the ostentatious mansions and over-the-top
lifestyles of today’s super-rich. Think Donald Trump’s bling-bathed
estates, and closer to home, the Ambani’s wildly outsized nuptials. The
latter’s many excesses have been detailed by a gushing press and censori-
ous critics too, so, I won’t repeat them, but what does it say about the 21st
century Indian? 

There was an innate sophistication about our thousands-of-years-old
culture that seems to have worn away in the pursuit of wealth. Who does-
n’t want a good life, but there’s so much more to it than the accumulation
of money. Have we lost sight of this truth we once held close? Worse still
is the corrosive aggression we appear to have embraced, modelling our-
selves on the Ugly American. It’s wonderful that we’re more assertive in
the new millennium, because a little oomph is undoubtedly needed to
overcome the many challenges we face, but are we overdoing the decibels?
Who are we deafening but ourselves? 

I can dismiss sniping from the western press for the sour grapes it is, but
a great many dyed-in-the-cotton Indians themselves are critical of this
emerging everyone-for-themselves zeitgeist. Characterised as a shucking
off of the colonial yoke, it’s sometimes an excuse for a grasping incivility.
You could argue we’re mirroring our mistreatment by the world, giving
as g…rude as we get, but when they ‘go low’, shouldn’t we ‘go high’? Or,
indeed, this, from a homegrown hero (still a hero to many, fortunately) –
be the change you want to see. We need only look back at our past to see
that we don’t have to stoop to their level to succeed.

But I digress – we were inspecting bathrooms and concomitant person-
alities! My gatecrashing of The King’s loo made me wonder how yours and
mine would be perceived. What would guests at our dinner parties deduce
about us from our washrooms? 

Remember that party game where you’re asked to pick dinner guests
from anyone in the world, alive or dead? What would, I asked myself, Jane
Austen, Frida Kahlo, Barack Obama and Satyajit Ray make of my little
downstairs loo? Would Ray approve of the large Art Deco Kolkata poster
adorning its wall? Would Obama find the diminutive sink too small for his
manly hands (Trump’s grubby paws would fit right in, but who’s inviting
him)? Would my choice of a vividly orange hand towel gladden Frida’s
heart? And that giant vat of antiseptic handwash, would Austen recognise
our kindred spirits through that? 

Perhaps. What I think it does say about me, is that I’m an arty, astrin-
gent, petite Indian, as so many of us are; passionate about my birth coun-
try no matter how far. Now please play along wherever you are, scruti-
nizing your own homes, particularly bathrooms, that part of you you least
like to expose, for clues to your innermost souls! 

Shreya Sen-Handley is the author of the award-winning Memoirs of
My

Body, short story collection Strange and travelogue Handle With Care.

T
he Caucasus region
is a weathered vast-
ness in eastern
Europe bestriding
the Black Sea and

the Caspian Sea. It consists of
expanses of southern Russia
and the independent nations
of Georgia, Armenia, and
Azerbaijan — all portions of
the erstwhile Union of Soviet
Socialist Republics (USSR).
While physically this territo-
ry lies between Europe, Asia,
Russia and the Middle East,
ethno-religiously it is on the
borderlines where Islam
encounters Christianity.
Doctrinally, it is the frontier
where not-too-perfect democ-
racy bumps into undiluted
authoritarianism.

Armenia is overwhelming-
ly Christian, with 97 per cent
of the people following the
Armenian apostolic faith,
one of the oldest Christian
churches established in the
first century CE. On the flip
side, Azerbaijan is 90 six per
cent Muslim, with 65 per cent
of the people observing Shia
Islam and the rest being
denominationally Sunni.
Four-fifths of Georgia is also
Orthodox Christian by faith. 

For centuries, the Nagorno-
Karabakh region has served
as a frontier between three
major civilisational strains
represented by the Orthodox
Christian Russian Empire,
the Sunni Ottoman Empire,
and the Shiite Iranian
Empire. The region an ethni-
cally Armenian enclave has,
therefore, been a focal point
of contention for centuries. 

The discord between
Armenia and Azerbaijan
over Nagorno-Karabakh
thus is deeply entrenched in
history. In 1805, the region
conclusively became part of
the Russian empire under
the auspices of the Treaty of
Kurekchay. The collapse of
the Russian Empire in 1917
and subsequent nationalistic
movements led to violent
clashes over this strategical-
ly significant territory.
During the Bolshevik revolu-
tion in erstwhile Russia, it
endeavored to declare free-
dom but was occupied by the
Red Army and integrated
into the newly constituted
Union of Soviet Socialist
Republics. 

During the Soviet era,
Nagorno-Karabakh was offi-
cially designated as an
autonomous oblast within
the Azerbaijan Soviet Soci-
alist Republic with a fair
amount of regional auto-
nomy despite its predomi-
nantly Armenian popula-
tion. This administrative
decision sowed the seeds of
future discord by leaving the
Armenian majority feeling
politically marginalised.
Although tensions were
somewhat managed under
Soviet rule, they never fully
dissipated.

Following the dismember-
ment of the Soviet Union, as
Armenia and Azerbaijan
declared independence, the
status of Nagorno-Karabakh
became a flashpoint once
again. In 1988, the regional
council of Nagorno-
Karabakh voted to unite
with Armenia, igniting vio-
lent clashes and leading to a
full-scale war that lasted
from 1991 to 1994. The war
ended with a ceasefire that
left Armenia in control of
Nagorno-Karabakh.
Recent developments: The
escalation in the Nagorno-
Karabakh region in Sep-
tember 2023 once again plun-
ged the frozen Armenia-
Azerbaijan conflict into a
fresh cataclysmic phase. The
crisis was ignited by Azer-
baijan impeding the Lachin
Corridor in December 2022,
the only road connecting
Armenia to the region. The
blockade led to severe short-
ages of essential supplies in
Nagorno-Karabakh. Azer-
baijan ostensibly attempted
to rationalise the blockade
blaming Armenia for using
the corridor to transport mil-
itary supplies, a claim that
Armenia denied. The situa-
tion was further exacerbated
by the reduced presence of
Russian peacekeepers, as
Moscow’s focus shifted to its
conflict with Ukraine.

The situation reached a
critical juncture on
September 19, 2023, when
Azerbaijani forces launched
an offensive. This action cul-
minated in the occupation of
the Armenian-majority
Nagorno-Karabakh by
Azerbaijan, marking the end
of its 30 years of de facto inde-

pendence and triggering a
mass exodus of over 100,000
ethnic Armenians within a
week. Once considered a
“frozen” dispute, the conflict
has now drawn renewed
international attention, with
significant local, regional,
and global implications.
Regional and global
involvement: The Armenia-
Azerbaijan conflict has
drawn significant involve-
ment from regional and glob-
al powers, each with its own
strategic interests. Turkey, a
staunch ally of Azerbaijan,
has played a crucial role by
providing military support
and political backing. This
includes the supply of
advanced weaponry and
drones, enhancing Azerbai-
jan’s offensive capabilities.
Turkey’s involvement aligns
with its strategic interests in
asserting influence in the
South Caucasus and counter-
ing Armenian influence.

Russia, traditionally a bal-
ancing force in the region,
maintains a complex rela-
tionship with both Armenia
and Azerbaijan. As a mem-
ber of the Collective Security
Treaty Organization (CSTO),
Russia has a mutual defence
obligation with Armenia but
also engages in significant
economic and military coop-
eration with Azerbaijan.
This dual approach allows
Russia to retain leverage
over both nations while safe-
guarding its strategic inter-
ests in the Caucasus.

Iran, sharing borders with
both countries, has taken a
cautious stance, advocating
for a peaceful resolution
while being concerned about
the conflict’s impact on its
regional security and its sig-
nificant Azeri minority pop-
ulation. Iran’s involvement
has primarily been through
diplomatic efforts aimed at
de-escalation and preventing
external powers from exacer-
bating the conflict.

Azerbaijan has deepened
its strategic ties with China,
becoming its second partner
in the South Caucasus after
Georgia. This partnership,

formalised with a joint decla-
ration, builds on growing
economic cooperation since
2015, especially within
China’s Belt and Road
Initiative (BRI). China’s
interest in the region has
intensified, aiming to estab-
lish new trade routes bypass-
ing Russia. Recent agree-
ments with China and Iran
further align Baku more
closely with Russia, chal-
lenging Western interests in
the region. 

India needs to be watchful
about the developments in
the Caucuses given the
recent churn in the interna-
tional geostrategic land-
scape. The conflicts raging in
Europe, Middle East and the
tensions in Asia are roiling
the global order. 
Mediation efforts and
peace prospects: Mediation
efforts to resolve the conflict
have been ongoing since the
early 1990s, with the
Organisation for Security
and Co-operation in Europe
(OSCE)’s Minsk Group, co-
chaired by Russia, France,
and the United States, play-
ing a central role. Despite
numerous meetings and pro-
posals, a lasting peace has
remained elusive due to the
intransigence of both sides,
the complex geopolitical
interests of regional powers,
and the deep-rooted mistrust
between Armenia and
Azerbaijan.

Recently, Russian
President Vladimir Putin
reaffirmed Moscow’s com-
mitment to mediating peace
negotiations, despite the
ongoing war in Ukraine.
However, the recent cease-
fire has not addressed core
issues such as the status of
Nagorno-Karabakh and the
rights of displaced persons,
leaving the prospects for last-
ing peace uncertain.

In a notable development,
Armenia has agreed to
return several villages to
Azerbaijan. These villages
were occupied by Armenia
during the First Karabakh
War, and are crucial for
Armenia’s trade routes.  As
the two countries edge closer
to a peace agreement, the res-
olution of the Nagorno-
Karabakh conflict remains a
complex and ongoing chal-
lenge with significant impli-
cations for regional stability
and international relations.

The writer is a lawyer, MP
and former Union 

minister. The views expressed
are 

personal. Twitter handle
@manishtewari.

The author (front row, left corner) with fellow
literacy champions and the Queen Consort
(centre) at the Literacy Trust’s 30th birthday
party

Manish Tewari
In a development,
Armenia has agreed
to return several 
villages to Azerbaijan.
These villages were
occupied by Armenia
during the First
Karabakh War, and
are crucial for
Armenia’s trade
routes. 

Is Armenia-Azerbaijan
conflict civilisational?
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It took public outcry and relentless efforts by WCC for the Hema committee report to be made public, four years after its submissionPTI

Better personnel 
leads to policing
This is with reference to 
“Social audits can help 
decolonise policing” by 
Maja Daruwala (Aug 18). 
Enhanced capacity in
the police is a crucial 
building block, but it 
must be accompanied by 
the recruitment of better 
personnel. The Centre 
and the states must 
coordinate efforts for 
ensuring better policing. 

Bhavna Chhabra

Culture persists despite divisions
This is with reference to “Neeraj-Arshad warmth echoes 
shared culture” by Karan Thapar (Aug 18). Nations 
may be cut up and divided on the basis of politics and 
religion, but the common cultures, food, traditions 
they share can never be obliterated.

Eric Rasquinha

Consider the safety of health workers
This is with reference to “Why health care needs safe-
systems approach” by Anand Krishnan (Aug 18). 
As the Kolkata incident has shown, strong politico-
administrative commitment and a rethinking among 
the hospital administrators is the need of the hour. 

Chetana Barvalia
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A
ffirmative action and reservations
have become well-worn political
duelling points. To its credit, despite
budgetary allocations not being ade-

quate, the Centre has taken several steps to 
bring about a more inclusive environment for
gender minorities. It formulated the first 
equal opportunities policy for the transgen-
der community that prohibited the disclosure
of the gender identity of a transgender person
without consent. Despite the government set-
ting up shelters and framing pension and 
health insurance schemes, the transgender 
community is still largely on the peripheries
when it comes to equal opportunities in the 
job market. This might change if current 
trends in the corporate world continue. In 
recent times, corporates have pushed job 
opportunities for the transgender commu-
nity. Tata Steel is one of the first blue chip 
companies to conduct a recruitment drive for
transgenders and has already employed over
100 in various positions in the company.

Corporate support is important because,
despite progressive legal reforms recognising
the rights of transgenders, the lack of ade-
quate skill development initiatives tailored to
suit them continues to put them at a disad-
vantage. Other corporates too have stepped 
up to the plate. HDFC Bank has initiated a 
Parivartan skill development programme for
transgenders as part of its corporate social 
responsibility initiative — transgender candi-
dates are trained in NSDC-certified self-em-
ployed tailor programmes. Ibra, 32, had to 
drop out of school due to constant harass-
ment over her identity. From a poor home, 
she worked as a maid for several years. “Join-
ing HDFC Bank and Centum Foundation’s 
Parivartan skilling programme was a turning
point in my life. My teachers taught me both
tailoring and design. This investment in me 
ignited my hopes. The programme not only 
taught me a skill but also changed my think-
ing. I was given a sewing machine and now I
have started a career,” she said. Ibra has aspi-
rations to become the next Manish Malhotra.
Similarly, Deutsche Bank has partnered with

Rotary Club in Mumbai to start the first salon
run by transgenders.

Earlier this year, the second edition of the
Trans Employment Mela was held in Delhi, 
organised by the Transgender Welfare Equity
and Empowerment Trust Foundation and 
InHarmony, along with the ministry of social
justice and empowerment and the National 
Institute of Social Defence. Big corporates 
were in attendance including Accenture, 
Proctor and Gamble and Ericsson. Meghna 
Sahoo, secretary of the All Odisha Transgen-
der Association, said, “I am happy that corpo-
rates are offering us jobs, but we also need 
sensitisation. Many people think that our 
cause is not so important, but corporates 
making an effort will make a huge differ-
ence.”

Delhi-based Centre for Budget and Gov-
ernance Accountability (CBGA), which has 
analysed budgeting and schemes for trans-
genders, holds that there must be more need-
based planning across PSUs, taking into 
account the voices of the community through
participatory budgeting at all levels. In its 
report, A Budget Brief: Issues faced by the 
Transgender Community, it said, “The existing
frameworks and tools of gender-responsive 
budgeting must be broadened to integrate 
planning, budgeting, and implementation of
schemes for transgender persons. Adoption
of an intersectional approach and need-based
planning while formulating policies and 
schemes would certainly address structural
gaps and pave the path to achieving substan-
tive equality and redistributive justice for the
trans community.”

With corporates like the Tatas and HDFC
Bank taking the lead in becoming inclusive 
employers committed to diversity and equal
opportunities, it is likely that others will fol-
low suit. Reports from several corporates say
that when presented with the appropriate 
opportunities, transgenders have proved 
innovative and productive, and this will 
surely open more doors going forward.

The views expressed are personal

Economic opportunity key 
to inclusion of transgenders

when religious philosophies declined. In 
the New World, pamphlets and manifes-
toes replaced religious scriptures, but they
rendered a similar effect, which was to 
limit the individual from crossing over, giv-
ing rise to confusion in exercises of belong-
ing and identity. 

Of course, Anderson’s is a much more
complicated thought than what can be
summarised in a short essay. But he
opens a window to the modern reader to
allow the differences in, only to find simi-
larities. Motherhood is a good place to
begin this imagination. 

An important location where this imagi-
nation is realised is the arts, especially cin-
ema. Even in popular Bollywood films like 
Yash Chopra’s Veer-Zaara (2004), there have

been attempts to resolve territorial disputes
through love, landscapes, and values, as is 
the case in Meghna Gulzar’s Raazi (2018). 
While the former is an extensive, albeit exag-
gerated, take on “love triumphs all”, the lat-
ter is centred on the fatigue of nationalism 
itself. In Zakhm, motherhood is visualised as
a state that transgresses religious identities
to arrive at concepts of love and care. 

At a point when bricks are being con-
cretised on the communal walls the world
over, one might turn to everyday humans
like mothers to loosen the strings around
the human condition. One might take a
leaf out of Parveen’s and Devi’s books and
maybe even crack a wall. 

The views expressed are personal

absence of contractual obligations, women
are forced to work in unspeakable condi-
tions. They are even denied basic human
rights like water and food, toilet facilities,
proper privacy to change clothes, and safety
and security at shooting locations, places of
accommodation and during transportation.
There is no complaints-redressal system.
Many of them are asked to “compromise and
adjust” if they want to survive in the field. If
any woman (or man) dares to ask uncom-
fortable questions, they are unofficially
banned from the industry. The past history
of such banishments — even of eminent male
actors like Thilakan — further accentuates
the climate of fear and acquiescence within
the industry.

The concern and anguish of the commit-
tee are evident throughout the report, as also
its frustrations over inherent obstacles facing
any attempt to reform: “As long as the power
structure exists in Malayalam film industry,
they will take full control of it … (the) consti-
tution of Internal Complaints Committee
comprising of persons in cinema will be of

no use at all to protect any woman in Mala-
yalam film industry from sexual harassment/
assault/abuse in cinema... We have abso-
lutely no hesitation to state that there must
be an independent forum which must be
constituted by the government, as per a stat-
ute, to deal with the problems of women in
cinema.”

Hence the committee has suggested the
enactment of a separate law and formation
of a tribunal with adequate powers under the
statute to address the problems in the indus-
try. Only an independent judicial forum can
give women the confidence to report harass-
ment or abuse.

But, unless there is political will, once the
media storm settles down, the report will be
laid to rest like any other. The industry and
the organisations within it — part of the
problem rather than the solution — bow to
the same power structure. The government,
too, seems to support the male lobby, as is
evident from its lethargy so far and the eva-
sive responses after the report came out,
where the burden of action is thrust upon the

victims. The persisting atmosphere of fear is
evident from the fact that none of the major
actors, directors, technicians or producers —
except for director Lijo Jose Pellissery and
actor Jagadish — have come out openly to
argue in favour of the report. Even the new-
gen artistes seem to be waiting silently for
the toxic era to get over rather than take it on
frontally. 

Valsala Kumari’s stinging observation
defines the Malayalam film industry
today: “There is a culture of silence that
shrouds Malayalam movies which is partly a
consequence of a fear psychosis engendered
by the working of the power nexus that con-
trols Malayalam cinema.” Till now, those
associated with the industry considered it
“normal”. Now that it is all out in public, the
onus is upon the state to seek suo motu
action. But are women’s rights a “suo motu”
issue for the state?

CS Venkiteswaran is a film critic, documentary

filmmaker and professor.
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T
he Justice K Hema Committee
report is finally out. The commit-
tee was constituted by the gov-
ernment of Kerala in 2017 to
study and report on various
issues faced by women in the

state’s movie industry. Chaired by Justice
Hema with veteran actress Sarada and
retired IAS officer KB Valsala Kumari as
members, the committee was tasked with
examining prevalent working conditions for
women in the Malayalam movie industry
and suggesting measures to ensure their
safety and gender justice. Everyone had wel-
comed the appointment of the committee —
a first by any state government.

The appointment, though, was not a suo
motu one but the result of two events. The
first was an act of crime: In 2017, a well-
known actress in Malayalam cinema was
abducted and sexually assaulted while
returning from a shoot, allegedly at the
behest of a leading actor, leading to public

Shroud of silence and fear 
over Kerala movie industry
More than the cases detailed 
in the Justice K Hema 
Committee report, it is the 
hesitation of many affected 
women who refused to speak 
to the committee and the 
deafening silence of top 
industry men on the report 
that lay bare the chokehold 
of the industry’s power 
structure. The government 
must take suo motu action

fact, he didn’t. But five minutes after our
conversation ended, he rang back.

“Have you told the BBC I was a friend of
EM Forster?” I had not. I didn’t think it was
important. But it was to Natwar. Far more,
it seemed, than being foreign minister of
India. It was the first time I realised how
different he was to other politicians. Most
of them wouldn’t even know who Forster
was!

Of his many achievements, I would say
Natwar was probably most proud of his
books. His biography of Maharaja Bhupin-
der Singh, his grandfather-in-law, is a
delight. But I would say his put-downs
were classier. Once asked if he was a hawk
or a dove, he riposted: “I’m running a for-
eign ministry, not a bloody aviary!”

Of Jaswant Singh, his predecessor as
foreign minister, who always spoke slowly
in lugubrious, measured tones, Natwar
once said: “In his case slowness of speech
does not equate with profundity of
thought”. Even Jaswant, to whom this was
promptly reported, smiled warmly. Nat-
war’s quips were witty but never offensive
or hurtful. They made you smile, not
wince.

Not surprisingly, Natwar wasn’t very
good with gadgets. Mobiles confounded
him. During the live recording of a discus-
sion in front of a large audience in a Door-
darshan studio, his phone began to ring.
Sitaram Yechury, who was speaking,
paused hoping Natwar would kill the
incoming call. But Natwar couldn’t find the

phone. He tried his various pockets,
searched the floor, and looked helplessly at
the rest of us. Meanwhile, the ring got
louder and louder.

Finally, Natwar discovered the phone.
“Answer it”, said a very irritated Sitaram.
“It’s probably Sonia.” “Nahi”, Natwar shot
back grinning, “Bibi hai”. And switched the
phone off with a flourish. The studio audi-
ence was in splits.

In fact, the call was from his driver, but
Natwar knew his version was funnier.
More importantly, it would relieve the ten-
sion that had built up. He had this instinc-
tive skill of knowing how to retrieve lost
moments. It was one of his most winning
qualities.

Karan Thapar is the author of Devil’s

Advocate: The Untold Story.
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I
 had known of Natwar Singh virtually
all my life, but the first time I really got
to know him was probably in 1976. He
was deputy high commissioner in Lon-

don. I was the president of the India Soci-
ety at Cambridge and using it as a step-
ping-stone to the Union presidency. The
Emergency, which was on at the time,
made India topical and controversial. It
was Natwar Singh’s job to defend it.

I invited him to an India Society meeting
to do just that. He came armed with some
500 glossy brochures. “This should con-
vince your membership”, he quipped,
smiling broadly, as he stepped out of his
Mercedes. We took him to Pembroke Col-
lege for dinner.

That’s when the embarrassment began.
From soup onwards, I kept getting messa-
ges that no one had turned up to hear him.
The hall where he was due to speak was
empty and it stayed that way. So, after cof-
fee, when we finally got there, it was bare.

Its silence was all you could hear.
“Ah”, said Natwar Singh, “this is the

penalty of popularity!” Whilst the other
officers of the Society and I were speech-
less with embarrassment, not him. “This is
a good excuse for me to buy you boys a
drink”, he offered. “I take it your college
bar won’t be shut?”

He stayed for almost two hours, bought
all the rounds and did most of the talking.
We were riveted. Natwar was a raconteur
on a range of subjects and had a wicked
sense of humour. Needless to say, the
Emergency was not discussed. I don’t think
he was sorry about that. We certainly
weren’t.

Decades later, by when we were almost
friends, he became India’s foreign minis-
ter, and I telephoned him early in the
morning after his swearing-in. “BBC World
Service want to interview you for HARD-
talk India”, I explained. “Would you
agree?” I didn’t think he’d refuse and, in

The man who knew how 
to retrieve lost moments

A
t the Paris Olympics, Pakistani
athlete Arshad Nadeem clinched
the country’s first individual gold
medal, which was also its first

track-and-field medal. India’s Neeraj
Chopra secured a splendid silver in the
same game of javelin throw. 

Things were fragile for a few hours after
the game. Some elements on this side of the
border posed questions about India losing to
Pakistan, and a Hindu losing to a Muslim. 
There was gloating along these lines by 
some across the border. The fact 
that the match happened only a 
week ahead of the Independence
Days of the two countries (August
14 and 15) perhaps served to whip
up such sentiments.

But, soon enough, emerged
two silver linings — the mothers 
of the athletes, Razia Parveen and
Saroj Devi — who undid the spuri-
ous animosities in simple senten-
ces. Reporters interviewed the two women
about their sons’ successes after the game 
and asked the obvious question: How do you
feel about who your son competed against?

Both women had the same answer
about their son’s competitor: “He is like
my son, I wish him well”. Through their
responses, the women showed an alpha
community charged with hyper-national-
ism the origins of the word “community”
— which is to have something in com-
mon. They also underlined the meaning
of sportspersonship, which is reflected in
the benignant camaraderie displayed by
the two athletes on the podium finish. 

These events point to a larger political
proscenium, which has its roots in the

fight for freedom from a common impe-
rial oppressor and the subsequent map-
ping of frail boundaries that cannot fully
contain overlapping tendencies. They
prod us to question how borders are
imagined and how cultures cross over. 

The similarity we see in a person from
another community or religion, practis-
ing life differently, is a frustrating view.
The others look like us, use the same spi-
ces in food but cook them differently; they
procure the same fabric but wear their

clothes differently; adhere to the
same values but implement them
differently; and think the same
thoughts but speak differently.

Communities, and, by extension,
nations, are imagined on founda-
tions of standardised antiquity. A
unified past that ties everything
together. Any departure from this
process of standardisation leads to
the othering of a person. Empathy

is a virtue we extend to commonness. 
A case in point is the character of

Subodh Malgaonkar (played by Ashutosh
Rana), the Right-wing leader in Mahesh 
Bhatt’s phenomenal film, Zakhm (1998), 
who stresses on abiding by the rituals of a
community, even if the deceased wanted 
the last rites done differently. He says: “Our
lives are not entirely ours... We also have to
live according to what people expect of us.”

In his seminal work — Imagined Commu-
nities: Reflections on the Origin and Spread
of Nationalism (1983) — Irish political scien-
tist and historian Benedict Anderson out-
lines the thoughts that gave rise to the con-
cept of nationalism. He points out how 
modern notions of nationalism emerged 

Nationalism versus 
sense of community

As communal walls get erected the world over, mothers like Neeraj Chopra’s can 
perhaps bring these down PTI

Anuradha 
Vellat

OF NATWAR SINGH’S 
MANY ACHIEVEMENTS, 
I WOULD SAY HE WAS 
PROBABLY MOST PROUD 
OF HIS BOOKS... HIS PUT 
DOWNS WERE CLASSY. 
HIS QUIPS WERE WITTY 
BUT NEVER OFFENSIVE 
OR HURTFUL. THEY MADE 
YOU SMILE, NOT WINCE

outcry and persistent media attention. This
blew the lid off the exploitation of women in
the industry and triggered discussions about
their safety. The second event was an off-
shoot of that incident: The formation of the
Women in Cinema Collective (WCC), which
then led a consistent campaign for the gov-
ernment to intervene.

The report presents a gruesome picture of
the Malayalam film industry, where preda-
tors rule and prowl. The first part of the
report, detailing the evidence collection
process, is an eye-opener about the atmos-
phere of fear and silence that prevails in the
industry. The committee identified 30 cate-
gories of women in the industry and tried to
contact representatives from
each. They started off with an
open call, but not a single indi-
vidual responded to it. Then, the
committee attempted to contact
the potential respondents indi-
vidually and schedule meetings
according to their convenience
and availability. Even after
repeated assurances of confiden-
tiality and privacy, women in the
industry were not willing to come and
depose. Representatives of some of the most
vulnerable categories, such as dancers and
junior artistes, were the least willing to
appear before the committee. The same pat-
tern continued with women artistes, techni-
cians and workers in other areas of the
industry. When the committee formed
WhatsApp groups to facilitate the exchange
of information, the witnesses either kept
silent or left the group. Predictably, the
responses from the various industry organi-
sations — run by powerful men — were also
lukewarm. Only a courageous few came for-
ward. Most of the feedback and testimonies

the report draws insight from were made
possible by the cooperation of WCC.

More than the actual and written content
of the report, these poignant background
details portray the atmosphere of fear and
coercion — direct and indirect — that exist in
the industry. The report itself spells out its
anxiety about the respondents: “We are,
therefore, concerned about their safety and
of their close relatives.” Evidently, women
respondents feared that they would not only
be rendered jobless, but even their lives
could be in danger.

According to the report, 32 women from
WCC and 31 from different categories (it is
not clear if there is an overlap) deposed

before the committee. After
overcoming many such per-
sonal, legal, and institutional
hurdles, the committee submit-
ted its report to the government
in 2019. It took more than four
years and another fiery round of
media inquisition, public outcry,
and relentless appeals and
efforts by WCC for the govern-
ment to put the report in the

public domain. The government not only did
not initiate any serious actions based on sug-
gestions made by the committee, but it also
tried its best to keep the report in the deep
freeze, offering various lame excuses and
reasons. Now that select portions of the
report are out, the government is under trial
by the public.

The report reveals a highly toxic work cul-
ture prevailing in the industry, where sexual
harassment and exploitation are rampant.
The industry is ruled over by a few who wield
the power to promote or destroy careers
(including that of male artistes/technicians).
Apart from disparity in wages and the

CS 
Venkiteswaran
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