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Kol rape: Rage
is justified,
revenge is not
BY INVITATION

MAITREY] MISRA-

We are still reeling from the rape
and murder of a female doctor in
RG Kar Hospital in Kolkata. It's a
case that has captured the rage of
the nation, but unfortunately
there are many others that go unreported and un-
remarked — everyday rapes, withinand uutsldc lhe
safe spaces.

NO EASY FIX: Instead of more laws, we need to resclve
problems plaguing the police, forensics and judiciary

en it
is that they are liars, The narrative missing from
everywhere is that women are equal citizens, regard-
Tess of the role they may play in men’s lives.
In the same speech, the PM mentioned that
be a wid about the crim-

selectiveness of collective outrage, the sad rsmhry
remains that violence in its different forms is com-
monplace in India. During his Independence Day
speech, the Prime Minister said, “As a society we
should seriously dwell upon the atrocities being
meted out to our mother, sisters and daughters.” Let
us rake this opportunity to do that.

wom
enhave!djge]y been reactive in recent years— wheth-
er it was changes in the law in response o the Delhi
of the Verma Committee set up (o offer

inal.” Let's do that as well. In March 2024, a death
row prisoner belonging to a socio-economically
marginalised community was acquitted by the tri-
al court, After he had already spent more than a
decade on death row, his third trial court proceeding
found that the rorensw samples excluded the ac-
cused as the source of themale DNA. His first trial
lasted around nine days. His case is not unique. In
2023, the high courts alone acquitted 36 prisoners
of all charges after they had been sentenced to death
by the trial court. We must take note that the 36
ntioned above indicate that the actual

solutions) or changes brought in after the gangrape
of aminor girl in Kathua in 2018. Yetagain, thereare
calls for increased minimum and maximum punish-
ments. After changes made to criminal law in 2013
and 2018, Ly
20 years to imprisonment until the end of a person’s
life, and the death penalty for many sexual offences,
The state has already legislated artificial timelines
for trials and investigations to be completed within,
for instance, 30 days, without keeping in mind insti-
tutional capacity to do so. Surely, we remember our
celebration when, in 2019, four men arrested for a
urder in inan
encounter. Their actual guilt became irrelevant. The
celebration was about revenge, not justice.

Not addressing sexual violence as a persistent
problem has prevented us from taking a long term
and broader view of the problem. In fact, perverse-
ly, the burden has been put on women to subject
themselves touensﬂrshxp don't go out of hostels
after a certain time, don't access libraries at night,
don’t wear short skirts, don't smoke, be careful of
who you talk to, ete. It is an acknowledgement, in-
cluding by the state, that we can't do the hard work
required so that women can access public spaces
and live their lives without fear.

When we do h
to women such as on dowry dmlha and domestic vi-
olence, the overwhelmingly accepted narrative is that
women use such laws unfairly against men. While

around

en as ‘mothers, daughters, and sisters’, the mnrauve

Ay not even be getting arrested.

The approach to calls for swift justice and prob-
Tems of delays has been to shorten the time required
for investigations and trials. Once again, we aimed
toresolvea problem in one area without addressing
pre-existing and persistent problems plaguing the
police, forensic labs and the judiciary, such as of
pendency, proper i
and quality resources, These kinds of seemingly
‘instant’ selutions do nothing to ensure justice to
victims and survivors. The state’s unwillingness to
seriously invest in long-term solutions whether in
institutional structures or social outcomes has led
us away from justice and towards accepting meas-
ures that are packaged as justice.

Instead of relying on the persistence of violence,
‘we rely on particular incidents in framing our erim-
inal justice policy. This, in turn, has lod us to believe
that such incidents are exceptional, and perpetrated

than jingoistic discourses. Acad

I actually started off with a research project on
the great Hindi pulp novelist Surender Mohan
Pathak in the early 2000s. Not only was the pro-
duction quality of his books unchar-
acteristically good, they were priced
higher: The author was fashioning
himself in such a way that the very
bools you would have hidden earlier,
you were now putting on display at
home. That got me thinking about books, paper-
backs, magazines that neither belong to the high
literary (highbrow) or the pulp (lugdi, lowbrow).
Scholars in both Hindi and English had often
studied pre-Independence magazines and books
from the perspective of literariness and anti-co-
lonial nationalism. Many times,
focused on Hindi's status as national language.
Yet, duringthe 1950s, there was this thriving world

icals that were focused on the idea of consump-

FOR THE
RECORD

ns

of book and magazines, paperbacks and period-

Mags like Dharmyug and Sarita offer a lens
to understand post-Independence India

Soon after Independence, India saw the emergence of the Hindi
middlebrow reader who was more interested in consumerism

lemic Aakriti Mandhwani, who

examnines the success of bestselling maguzines like Sarita and
Dharmyug in her book ‘Fveryday Reading’, talks to Shruti Sonal
about what drew her to this thriving world of print

I Instead of high literature or pulp fiction, you
focused on the middlebrow. What got you interested?

ary stories, poetry, nenfiction pieces on literary
movements and so on. But it took a turn in the
late 1950s, when the great modernist writer
Dharamvir Bharati left the buzzing literary
milieu of Allahabad to take over as editor in
Bombay, He retained someemphasis
on religion but, even as lives of mi-

norities and class conflicts still did
not find much representation, he
fashioned a space for high literary
writing, introducing diverse articles
on cosmopolitan balonging. Bharati's Dharm-
yugproved that sometimes in opposition to (but
also very much alongside) Hindu religious im-
ages and stories, readers enjoyed consuming,
among other things, existential literature by
Kierkegaard and Camus. This destabilises no-
tions of how, how much, and in what context
readers consumed religion. Although religious
belonging has been studied as two ends of the
spectrum, that is, as secular ideals and in Hin-

du nalmr\alls( contexts, especially in the case

tion, very different from the p

right to read these magazines, often fashioned as

Hindi, away from bustling nationalist concerns.
deserves tobe studied in its own right.

W What role did Dharmyug, which was
Times of India publication, play in

ani from
an imagined us’ but who cunningly looks like us
Pre lookat
T ot Geaie and o0t cindifioms frat
male viomen feel unsafe in all aspeets of their lives.
o :

11 contis

leviolence with

po
Dharmyug was the biggest best-
seller of its time...What intrigued
me was how it went through
several lives, It was first set up
asa ‘dharmic’ magazine,and it
included calendar

We
ue to punish people with increasingly harsher sen-
tences, without being sure that they are even guilty.
The rage is justified, the rage and revenge pol-
icy is not, w
Misra is with Project 39A, National Law
University, Dethi. Views expressed are personai.

SANDIP ROY

The grey-haired woman ina sari
seemed uneertain if she could
walk all the way in the march to
protest the brutal rape and mur-
der of the junior doctor at R G
Kar Medical College and Hospital in Kolkata.
Semeone solicitously asked if she wanted to ride

Over the last week, many people, including
foreign media have wondered, what about the R
G Kar rape shook the country They have many
theories. One that this was a doctor who was
raped and killed in her place of work, “This is
not just a women'’s issue,” activist Ratnaboli Ray
said as the march kicked off. “Workplace safety
is a citizen's issue.”

Yet despite all the placards that call for an end
to rape culture, one knows that a horrendous rape
can happen anywhere in India. What has been

inthe th the marchers.

“Absolutely not,” Saswati Ghosh said. "I have
come here to stand beside all of you. I will walk
asfaraslcan.”

Tasked her later why she had come out to pro-
test something which, while horrific, also felt so
terribly familiar. “She was a doctor working 36
hours. She takes care of patients like us but we
couldn't take care of her," she said. “I cannot stop
thinking about that.”

‘hard to stomach is the victim blaming
that happens after. In all these years, empathy is
still a scarce commodity.

When a woman was raped leaving a nightelub
in Kolkata in 2012, the Trinamool govt's minis-
ters wondered why a mother of two had to go to
a nightclub

When journalist Soumya Vishwanathan was
murdered in Delhi in 2008, Sheila Dikshit said,
“All by herself till 3 am at night... you should not

art images of Hindu dei-
ties and travel accounts
of pilgrimages. Yet,
alongside these, it
also had some liter-

be so adventurous.” In 2012 when the Nirbhaya
case rocked the nation, Dikshit’s initial reaction
was brusque. She said her transport department
had cancelled the licence for the bus. For any
other questions, the media could go to the police

issioner: The rape and murder in Hathras
was quickly spun as an honour killing because
the Dalit girl was supposed to have become too
friendly with the upper caste youth accused of
having raped and killed her.

Of course, there is outrage when it happens
but largely from the opposition. Now, memes are
circulating asking why the Trinamool’s female
MPs are silent but everyone knows that if some-
thing like this happened in another state ruled
by another party, the narrative would remain
the same, only the sounds of silence would
change colour:

Initial reports in Kolkata suggested the prin-
cipal of R G Kar wondered why the woman went
into a deserted seminar hall so late at night

period. These consumers were demanding the

Trealised then that middlebrow is a category that

of Hindi both past and
rary, Dharmyug's easy coexistence model de-
serves our attention.

digests with a variety of genres with something
for all members of the family, often in simple

I vou've talked about the impact of these
ders. Can

you
Tbecame particularly i in female con

acy levels hadn’t gone up hugely by then, but
thanks to strong postal services and affordable
prices, these magazines were read far and wide.

M Sarita was launched in 1945 and Dharmyug in
1949, s0 one would expect nationalist overtones,
Were you surprised by the non-jingoism, especially
i this era of hyper-nationalism?
One of the things that we must be alert to as his-
torians is to not impose our own expectation on
atime period. So personally speaking, it was very
exciting and surprising for me to find nonjingo-
ism. But Idon't think it was as surprising to read-
ers then who were ready for other forms of be-
longing. The 1950s has often been studied from a
Nehruvian vision and emphasis on planning the
new nation, or from Hindu nationalist fervour.
Yet, a numbﬁr of neadn.rs wanted to look ahead,
prescribing to either
the Nehruvian vision or thal of the Hindu right.
’l‘hww e n]saexpmssmgu righttoenjoy Hindi.
In Sarf example, they often questioned the
useof hlghly Sanskritised Hindi.

M You draw a distinction between ‘everyday
reading’ and ‘literary reading’. Has the former been
in recent times?

In my own field, there's been more than a dec-
ade-long intervention of reclaiming the stud-
ies of popular print and magazine history. 1
am excited to see that the condescension of
the past, that looked at these materials as not
worth reading, is fading. At the same time,
these ‘everyday’ materials should be studied
not only for what they include, but also what
they exclude — the popular can be a great tool
of propaganda.

W On X, you've posted several images of women
d

Bollywood
Ibook. Tell us about this?

sumers and contributors of these
Prei i

en in the context of service: to the husband
and family and, of course, the nation. In
contrast, post-Independence magazines
were framing women as confident
ers. They didn't need the garb of service
to literature, literariness, nation or the
‘hushand. These were magazines wom-
en had a claim to read, side by side
with men. Women were also writ-
ing stories in these magazines
and talking about their travel
experiences, ideas about liter-
ariness, and even make-up
routines. Obviously, the liter-

Proto Credit:Chateans Frear)

All this started off because of some frustration.
1 write about all these very invested women
readers, but I wasn't seeing them enough in
pnnt I asked my friends and my family to dig
in and give me pictures of women reading. [
even ransacked my house hunting foran image
of my nani reading! I finally hit upon this great
image via a friend and historian, Devyani Gup-
ta, of Meena Kumari reading. What I'm trying
to do through social media now is to create a
repository of these images. I feel like visual
makes history and
sparks several very important things for us to
think about, such as how women exercising the
right to read can be an intensely political act.

though he has said he is being defamed.

When the principal finally resigned, he
sounded more petulant than penitent. He com-
plained about the non-stop barrage of social
media vitriol against him. He was not offering
to resign because he felt the buck stopped with
him or because he felt moral culpability but be-
cause the trolling was getting too much. And
then in a spectacular gesture of tone-deafness,
the govt chose to appoint him as principal of
another medical college because they thought
he was an able administrator: Even the high
court seemed stunned by this logic.

Every rape story has been about the woman’s
character, the length of her skirt, how many
drinks she had, which lonely part of the city she
went to late at night. None of these should be
justifications anyway but all of these excuses
have fallen short here. It seemed we had finally
run out of excuses. And patience.

his woman died in a busy hospital in the

middle of her work shift, in what should have
been her safest zone.

Yet over and over again, it'sas if these horrif-
ic crimes were inconveniences getting in the way
of the busy schedule of governance. You just wait
for it to pass, assured that it ultimately will

That could make us despair but so many peo-
ple, young and old, push against the odds wheth-
er to take back the night or demand safer work-
places and a law to end victim blaming.

But the only thing one cannot legislate is em-
pathy. That must come from within.

As the protest march wound through the
streets of North Kolkata past buntings getting
ready for Independence Day, a group of men
stood watching. Bappa Ghosh shook his head
and said, “Hanging is too little for erimes like
these.” Ghosh has a stall selling rakhis, the sym-
bol for brothers protecting sisters. The protest-
ers walked past the glittering rakhis, the irony
of it all unremarked on. m

Khan and able: How Bollywood
restored our faith in secularism

SWAMINOMICS

SWAMINATHAN S ANKLESARIA AIYAR

Most of my life I believed India was

fundamentally secular. The simplest

reason was that if three Bollywood

superstars were Muslims — Shah

Rukh, Salman, and Aamir Khan —
then India could not be a nation of Muslim-hating
‘anatics. If millions of fans from different faiths
could idolise the Khans, India must be fundamen-
tally secular.

This belief was challenged by the 2019 election that
brought BJP to office a second time in a landslide. It
seemed the whole country had shifted toward Hindut-
va. That was confirmed by shifts in the attitude of the
police, civil servants and even the judiciary

In Bollyweod, which used to be the prime example
of Tndian secularism with movies galore celebrating
the brotherhood of different faiths, things began to
change as well. The Khans hit bumps, both offscreen
and on it. In 2015, Shah Rukh Khan pledged support
for a string of writers, artists and scientists who re-
turned national and state awards and spoke up on
how intolerance “will take us to the dark ages.” It
drew a strong backlash, with then BJP MP Yogi Adi

! NBOX

Merit versus quotas:
Need balancing act

Robin David's column ‘Quotas,

We need women MPs to speak

up louder on gender issues

SCRIPTING A COMEBACK: The resounding success of
*Pathaan’ showed that SRK had not lost his fan base

centred around hyper-nationalism. Many of them
stoked the ‘evil Muslim' narrative and spoke of the
need to save Hindus from ‘foreign’ invaders.

At this point, I had to wonder if 1 had been mis-
taken in my assessment that the success of the three
Khans proved that India was solidly secular. Had a
hidden Hindutva India, lurking below the surface,
come out in the open after 2019, and started carrying
all before it? Even Congress had stopped mentioning

vanath saying that Shah Rukh spoke the ] f

the word n, having that this was

terrorists. He was dubbed a ‘traitor’ by others and

threatened with film boyeotts.
Soon after, Shah Rukh’s films began flopping -

‘Fan’ in 2016, ‘Jab Harry met Sejal’ in 2017, and *Zero
in 2018, Was this just because the films were bad? Or
had the boycott calls affected his fan base? In 2021,
the police arrested his son, Aryan Khan, on a charge
of drug possession. Aryan was ultimately , but
the arrest was interpreted as a warning to Bollywood.

Salman Khan never made political statements,
but Aamir Khan has been critical of Modji, after the
2002 riots in Gujarat as well as after he became PM
in 2014. In 2015, he declared at a journalism awards
ceremony that he had discussed the communal situ-
ation with his Hindu wife, Kiran Rao, and she won-
dered if their family should leave India for safety.
The social media overflowed with Hindutva sneers
that Shah Rukh and Aamir should leave India and
make the country happier.

Aamir had a huge success with ‘Dangal’ in 2016
but his next film, “Thugs of Hindostan", was a disas-
ter, He did not appear again for four years, But then
came his much-touted film ‘Laal Singh Chaddha’
which sparked hashtags ealling for a boycott. The
film proved to be a big flop. Were these simply bad

Ims that deservedly flopped? Or was Hindu aliena-

n part of the story.

In 2022, Vivek Agnihotri’s ‘The Kashmir Files’
narrated the ordeals and killings of Kashmiri Pan-
dits. Tts success gave rise to a new genre of films that

somehow associated with being anti-Hindu. Rahul
Gandhi had started wearing a sacred thread and call-
ing himself a Shiv bhakt. Was the whole of India
turning in the Hindutva direction? Were the flopping
Khan films part of the process?

But then came the record-breaking suecess of
Shah Rukh’s ‘Pathaan’ in January 2023. This showed
that his fan base was intact, and his earlier flops were
simply bad films, not boycotted ones. He followed it
with two more big hits, ‘Jawan’ and ‘Dunki’. Mean-
while, Salman Khan had his first big hit in years in
“Tiger 3. The Khans were back, big as life.

But 2023 also had “The Kerala Story’, a film on love
jihad, and ‘Gadar 2', which had a strong nationalist
theme. The genre had not lost its audience. The two
well-made films of this sort were bighits. By contrast,
unremarkable films of the genre such as ‘Main Atal
Hoon' (about BIP PM Vajpayee), ‘Swatantrya Veer
Savarkar’, and ‘Jahangir National University’, all
flopped. Even films helmed by stars associated with
the Hindutva brigade like Akshay Kumar and Kan-
gana Ranaut found few takers,

What did this mean? It meant that audiences were
still fundamentally secular when it came to watching
films. The Khans had not lost their fans and had sim-
ply gone through a lean patch because of poor scripts.

‘This should have been an indication that the 2024
election was not going to be a BJP sweep, and that
anti-Muslim sentiment was nota big vote-getter. The
rest is history. m

and the...' (ATM, Aug 11) is very
well argued. Over-reservation
will hamper India’s progress. But
a meritocracy that promotes
only elitism, to the exclusion of
the vast majority, is counter-
productive. A country that
actively promoted meritocracy
was Singapore. However, it led to
unhappiness among citizens, and
then a course correction. In
India, reservations were needed
to correct historical injustices.
‘The question now is how much,
in which areas and for how long.
— Anjan Sen, Navi Mumbai

Apropos of “Quotas, amthe ",
(ATM, Aug 11), s a

POLITICALLY INCORRECT

SHOBHAA DE

Jaya Bachchan's demand for an apology wasn't mis-

placed. “T objected to the tone, We are not schoolchil

dren. Some of us are senior citizens,” she told the

waiting press. If she felt miffed at being mocked, she
T

India has just its 78th
Independence Day. The thundering
speeches are over and done with.
And, on the surface, all is well on
the domestic front. Or is it?

Let's start with the fact that at the stroke of the
midnight houron Thursday, women across the coun-
try hit the streets to protest against the rape and
murder of a junior doctor at the RG Kar Medical
College and Hospital in Kolkata.

Besides anger Lha: meme«nehsd not mm@d mudl
in India on fety, they al

bout her being
a'celebrity’ were inappropriate and unacceptable.

This is what women in Parliament are up against.
Seoffing and belittling women parliamentarians, us-
ing offensive. derogatory terms like ‘nuisance’ and
‘buddhiheen’ (brainless) reflects the overriding mi-
sogyny that prevails inside those hallowed halls.
Whether itis Jaya Bachchan or some other high-pro-
file female colleagues pushing for change, it is unfor-
givable for the Chair to declare, “I don’t care!™

It violates the precious parliamentary spirit of

pointment on social media at how themunufsl‘ema]e
leadership was largely silent on the issue,

‘The 18th Lok Sabha features just 74 elected women,
dov from 78 in 2019. Not surprisingly, West Bengal
sent number; with Mahua
Mmlra lmdmg the contingent of

myth that helped rapl'ainsm

flourish by removing even the
consolation of fate. In today's
world, people work i

veteran Satabdi Roy

a.md two other actors).
Moitra is good at making her-
self heard above the male din.
Tt i ily declared,

justto feel worthy.
emphasis on equal opportunity
deeply impacts our collective
psyche. However, this fails to
account for the complex realities
of cultural capital, individuality,
and luck. There can be no such
thing as ‘equal opportunity’, the
very bedrock of meritocracy.

= Bakul Dalal, Delhi

Road to Wakf reforms
Apropos of ‘Waqt for Wakf..."
(ATM, Aug 11), the proposed
reforms are the dire nead of the
hour. However, to ensure its
seamless inclusion, govt has to
rope in progressive Muslim civil
societies, constructive religious
leaders and bipartisan opposition
leaders in a structured and
participatory dialogue.

~ Sakshi Awasthy, Bhopal

Email your letters to the editor at
day.times a'ti fia.com

“We are warriors. The ruling par-
ty paid a heavy price for throt-
tling the voice of one woman.”
Moitra was expelled from the last
LS session. Talking about her
expulsion, she said, “T lost my
membership. T lost my house. T
alsolost my uterus.” She bravely
declared, “Ido not fear you.”

LETDOWN: Many were disappointed by
the usually feisty Ms Moitra's reaction
to the Kolkata incident

Jaya pointed out, “He's in
the Chair. He has to care.” Absolutely, Meanwhile,
carrying the debate forward, is it necessary for a
woman to be known by her husband’s name, like
she has no agency over her individual identity? No
‘astitva’ (identity) to call her own?

Apart from this, the obsessive
level of physical scrutiny our
women MPs are subjected to
shows a nasty, sexist gaze that is
borderline voyeuristic, Male coun-
terparts can wear ill-fitting, hope-
lessly mismatched bundi-kurta
ensembles (the most unflattering
andunimaginative, current sarka-
ri‘uniform’ that's even worse than
the old polyester safari suits)
while our ladies are impeccably
attired, mainly in gorgeous
hand-woven sarees. But it is their
]m)k' Ih’lt a|trarh; attention.

Little wonder that women had

Moits

their

the feisty when it came
to a gruesome incident in her home state.

That’s not te say that there are no articulate wom-
en attempting to raise important issues in an envi-
ronment that is eonstanily trying to put them down.
Jaya Bachchan, Samajwadi Party’s fifth-term MP,
has been a very active and involved parliamentari-
an from the time she was nominated in 2004. In fact,
she was at the forefront in raising the Nirbhaya
issue in Parliament in 2012, In the Rajya Sabha, she
had called out the hypocrisy on women's issues.
“Question hour is adjourned on political issues, not
when it comes to women’s issues,” she said.

Recently, she was heard objecting to RS chair-
man Jagdeep Dhankhar addressing her as “Mrs
Jaya Amitabh Bachchan”, She pointed out that she
has an identity of her own, much as she is proud
of being the wife of a superstar named Amitabh

with *Sunday Mailbox’ in the subject line.
Please mention your name and city

hek She added, “Jaya Bachchan is enough.”
The chairman tried to make light of it, but the
Opposition walkout that followed made it clear that

their wm linicall ,and
their faux pas widely shared. Like when third-term
BJP MP from Mathura Hema Malini totally goofed
up about the Vinesh Phogat issue and preached, “It's
a lesson for all to keep weight under check...she
should also lose weight...par medal nahi milega
abhi.” Hema's husband, Dharmendra, attempted
hasty damage control by tweeting his support to
Phogat, calling her a “daughter of the soil”.

But it’s also not unreasonable for women 10 ex-
pect their female parliamentarians to speak up on
gender issues. Remember newbie MP Kangana
Ranaut’s insensitive remark about Vinesh having
been “given the opportunity” despite protesting
against PM Narendra Modi? This riled up Phogat
supporters for whom Vinesh is a hero for taking
part in the wrestlers' protests.

course, we need more women in leadership posts
athome and around the world, from politics tocompa-
ny boards. But such incidentsarea reminder that they,
like men, are far from perfect. m
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An artist as an agent of change

Joy SENGUPTA

ET me darify at the very outset
that writing an objective review
of Anjum Katyal's expansive
analysis of the life and times of
Safdar Hashmi, his Jana Natya

Manch (JANAM) theatre troupe and its

impact on the culturl and palitical milieu

of contemporary Indian sodety is not easy
for me. I directly experienced Safdar’s ren-
aissance tutelage (the last 15 months of his
life), and became an important element in
the subsequent theatre movement, Those

15 months with Safdar created alifetime of

progressive influences and JANAM literal-

1y shaped my worldview

Still, T was captivated by the book. Katyal
has been able to bring in a wide perspective
keeping Safdar as the anchorman, yet
spreading the net of sensitive understand-
ing of a tumultuous century of colonial and
past-colonial world — the 20th century. with
its great imperialist wars, freedom strug-
gles, peoples’ revolutions, peace move-
ments, fascist takeovers and cultural
upsurge. She does this by simply linking
what influenced Safdar with his perennial
democratic idealism, his eclectic and prolif-
ic cultural expressions and communica-
tions, and how his life and its output influ-
enced histimes and generationsto come,

The author does it in a very objective and
suceulent manner by employing many well-
known voices — emotive and intellactual,
lay and participatory; cultural and political,
activists and academics, from various spec-
trums. Among them are those who knew

Safdar personally (mother, wife, colleagues,

etc}) and those who didnt (scholars,

observers, cultural practitioners). And then
she brings in her all-encompassing perspec-
tive, makingeven the polemics (political and
cultural)very simple, direct and readzble.
Safdar Hashmi dreamt of an egalitarian

and just society, where creativity reigns.
Unlikearmchair dreamers and intellectuals,
he tried to realise his dreamn by actually
working towards it. He created theatre,
music, poetry and took it directly to the
masses to raise their consdousness. He
wrotearticles and essays to communicate an
understanding of this aspiration for progres-
sive change and taught students in college.

‘SAFDAR HASHMI: TOWARDS THEATRE
OR A DEMOCRACY

by Anjum Katyal.
Oriert BlackSwan.

Pages 240.
900

Katyal's book on Safdar Hashmi is a reminder that no
form of freedom is achieved without the consistent
rigour of struggle and collective aspirations

He chose a Marxist philosophical path to
understand the socdal reality around him
and worked on the ground to fight for the
rights and needs of the working class. He
strived to forge unity of all humanists and
progressive elements in sodety. But before
he could further his ideas and creative and
political endeavours, he was brutally mur-
dered by puolitical goons while he was per-
forming a play called ‘Halla Bol’ with his
oupe at i near Del-
hi. They were opposed to the theme of the
play: minimum wage demands of the work-
ers. Post his death, a shocked creative com-
munity got galvanised across the counfry to
unite and stand up for freedom of expres-
sion. Hislegacy continues.

In a fairly short book, Katyal manages to
diseuss awhole ran ge of topies — sodal, cul-
tural and political. Together, these laid the
pround for a street theatre movement in
India, eventually breaking down the very
process of the form and content of political
street theatre, its craft and philosophy, its
reach and impact,as well as the genesis ofall
political expressions — the trigger for the
idea. Safdar’s thoughts and woice are
employed from time to time to keepit alive

creativity relgns. PHOTO COURTESY. HASHM FAMILY

The likes of Safdar Hashmi irrigated a fer-
tile progressive cultural space, taking theatre
directlyto thetoiling masses engaging them
in a lvely debate about their rights and
needs. In such a background, we are faced
with a massive dilemma and conundrum:
how to rescue the democratic cultural space
from the stranglehold of the right-wing fas-

andticki ith posit gy which epit-
omised Safdar and propelled a groundswell
of cultural movements across the country,
post hisuntimely death.

Itiscleardy avery important book at a time
when the veryidea of ajust and democratic
society seems like a pipe dream. It is a
reminder to the dormant citizenry and the
active dreamers that no form of freedom is
achieved without the consistent rigour of
struggle and collective aspirations,

Safdar was a pmduet of both the euphoria
of political independence from colonialism
and despondency of the harror of Partition.
He grew up while various socio-political
movements raged around him, some seces-
sionist and most for socio-economic justice.
He came into cultural maturity when the
draconian Emergency threw the Opposition
out of gear His most active period was the
one which witnessed the horror of the 1984
anti-Sikh pogrom and the growing of the

mnintoits funda -
talist avatar around the Ram Janmabhoomi-
Babri Masjid conflict, which had a tectonic
effectin21st century India,

The present generation is struggling to
make sense of democratic principles.

st whichwith

rate investment and official machinery has
appropriated and hijacked both the main-
stream and altemative spaces of communi-
cation, lacing these with the vidous ‘hate
and divide’ poison under the garbofa holy
revivalist nationalistic agenda.

Tt would have been very interesting to
see how Safdar would have responded to
this monstmus challenge. But, as vividly
illustrated by Katyal, Safdar's ability to
bring a wide spectrum of voices together
for a common cause of nurturing demo-
cratic fervour, and his constant efforts to
forge artistic unity for highlighting the
common man’s struggle and his consis-
tent endeavour to take art and culture
directly to the people has a big lesson for
all of us. Especially for the generation
under whose very complacent nose (while
it buries itself in its reel culture and Insta
consumption), the constitutional guaran-
tees are being diluted daily.

‘While Safdar kept the cultural flag of ‘jus-
tice for all' flying in the last quarter of the
20th century, in her passionate analysis,
Katyal bares the ideas for us to take dear
hintsand cues toraise that flag again.

A moving family saga in the shadow of Partition

HARVINDER KHETAL

N ‘Round and Round the Persian

Wheel', Maninder Singh crafts a

moving narrative set against the

tumultuous backdrop of Partition, a

period that forever altered the lives
of millions. The book delves into the pro-
found struggles of a family as they navigate
the chaos and displacement brought onby
one of the most significant events in the
subcontinent’s history.

The story centres on Kishen, who works
diligently in his elder brother T Singh's
warkshop, repairing Persian wheels—a syme
bal ofthe cyclical nature of lifi: and resilience.
Kishen's life takes a dramatic turn when his
motherin-law, Bibi, arrives with her young
children, fleeing the viclence in West Punjab
in 1047 This sudden upheaval thrusts
Kishen into the role of the family's primary
support,a responsibility he embraces despite
the overwhelming challenges.

Singh's portrayal of Kishen is both
poignant and inspiring. His wife, Daya, is
depicted with delicate sensitivity as she
struggles to cope with the disappearance of
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ROUND AND ROUND THE PERSIAN WHEEL
by Maninder Singh.
Rupa.
Pages 216.
295

Ter father, wholeft hometo protect abducted
women and was never heard from again As
she rues, “For father, being a soldier at heart,
‘honouralways toolk precedence over reason
He mounted amare and rode into the setting.
sun accompanied by a dozen-odd men.”
Daya's retreat into herself is a stark con-
trast to Kishen's determined resilience,
creating a powerful dynamic that drives
the narrative forward. The arrival of their
son, Tejpal, introduces a new ray of hape

into their lives. Singh expertly uses Tej-
pal’s birth as a symbol of renewal and the
indomitable human spirit. Kishen's tire-
less efforts and dreams for Tejpal's future

the wheel started mtating and the buckets
began 10 pour water into the tub, which,
through a pipe fdll into a drain and further
into a watercourse.”

become the heart of the story, repr g
the universal desire for a better fomorraw
amidst the ruins of the past,

Singh's writing is evocative, bringing to
life the emotional and physical land-
scapes of postPartition India. They
include references to the Punjabi Suba
Movement, which reveals the cyclical
nature of thinps, as the author peints out

‘It was Hindu-Sikhversus Muslims then,
it is Hindi versus Punjabi now.”

The other hig event of the timeis the Green
Revalution, which, dlong with mechanised
farming, heralds the decline of Kishen's
wvocation of repairing Persian wheels. Such
transactions as Kishen receiving two wide
wood planks as payment from a farmer for
hiswork onawell too, are a rarity now. Even
thethen novelty of going to “live in thetown,
ina house with electricbulbs” seems quaint.
So would this sight described in the bock be
for many of us: “As the bullodks began to
take slow rounds of the rotary mechanism,

However.ast] oftimemove, some:
things apparently never change. Like, the
time a peon made Kishen wait endlessly for
meeting Tehsildar Sanb. On his return with-
out the meetings fruition, his friend
explained: “Tknowhis type. Youshould have
taken something for him as a present.”

Singh's chamacters are richly developed,
each carrying the weight of their experi-
ences witha quiet strength. The namativeis
atestament to the resilience of the human
spirit and the power of hope in the face of
insurmountable odds

‘Round and Round the Persian Wheel'is
a compelling read. Singh's storytelling is
both heart-wrenching and uplifing, making
this book a notable contribution to literature:
on Partition and its enduring impact The
narrative not only fluminates the past, but
also offerstimeless lessons on the strengthof
the human spirit as he dedicates the second
part to Tejpal’s endeavours to bettering his
life, marked by highs and lows,

Words that conform to an Orwellian world

N George Orwell's dystopian novel
‘1984, the all-powerful Party designs
a language “to diminish the range of
thought” in the totalitarian state of
Oceania. Newspesk, the language
which replaces Oldspeak, is invented to sti-
fle all modes of thought so that undesirable
words are eliminated and words are
stripped of unorthodax meanings. For
instance, the word “free” is used in state-
ments such as “This field is free from
weeds” and not in the old sense as in politi-
cally free or intellectually free, for political
and intellectual freedom no longer exist
even as concepts, and are therefore name-
less. Besides Newspeak, the book con-
tributed other neologisms to the English
vocabulary like Big Brother, Thought Police
doublethink, vapourised, thoughterime —
dlofwhich convey thenightmareof a world
dominated by oppression, surveillance, dis-
tarted truths and fake realities,

A similar premise, eerily and decidedly
Orwellian, runs through Payal Kapadia's
fantasy adventure ‘Woebegone's Ware-
house of Words”. The title is indeed a

WOEBEGONE'S WAREHOUSE OF WORDS
by Payal Kapadia.
Hachette.
Pages 293,
399

mouthful, in stark contrast to the fictional
world ereated by Kapadia, where speech is
rationed and wonds are a scarce

sors for, well, unspeakable crimes,

“Freedom isn't for everyone, some things
are better off in cages” says the sinister
supremo Glib, who has confined the Words
to a warehouse run by his protégé Woebe-
gone: It's their home till they are ready tobe
shipped when sought by Speakers,

The Words have desi gnatedlabels: namers
like Sky or Cloud. doers like Running ar
Skipping, describers like Wondedful or
Luminous, andso on. The Words can survive
only when the Speakers utter them. But
imagine 2 world where the Word Bloc
decides what Words must be uttered and
what stories need to be told toSpeakers. And
what if some Speakers do stumble upon sto-
ries that can't be told and dare to challenge
the slogan ‘In Glib we trust'? Such rebels

are made worse, silencedand

The Speakers can pick and buy the Tiving
flesh-and-ink Words, which are then deliv-
ered inbaxes via dmnes, The more popular
ones aren't easy to own and are auctioned
away to the highest bidder Here, the
authoritarian Party of '1984" is replaced by
Word Bloc and Gunther Glib is the Big
Brother watching everyone, aided by an
amy of Chasers,whohunt down transgres-

then set free toliveamongother Speakers as
mute hpless witnesses. As one prisoner
says, “Silence s its own prison.””

Kapadia's bock, though Ekely intended
for young adults, does appeal to readers of
all ages. Fo, the stary halds a mirvor to the
times we Live in: of the perils of false nara-
tives, commodification and a blind trust in
technology. The narrative s a tad sluggish in

the early chapters but gathers pace as the
story unravels and a rollercoaster of an
adventure begins. The ones leading the
resistance are a few brave Words and two
Speakers with more than a streak of rebel-
lion in them, 153-yearclds Asha and Zeb.
When their paths and struggles align, they
Jjourney together to the original home of the.
Words: the long-forgotten Wood where once.
freedom and truth thrived. Can they bring
down the ctadel of untruths and artifidal
scarcities assiduously built by Gliband his
cohort? Orwill the Words be doomed to die
and the Speakers condemned to silence?

TInhis 1846 essay ‘Politics and the English
Language', Orwell wiote, “When the gener-
alatmosphere is had, lanpuagemust suffer”
. % =

E that dictator genderthe
dedine and decay of lainguage. A somewhat
similar strand of thought weighs on Kapa-
dia as well as she ruminates why certain
words or languages die because of disuse Tn
the Authar's Note, Kapadia writes, T began
to consider a singular word that is endan-
gered because it represents the most dan-
gerous ideaof all Truth. Forisn'teverylan-
guagean attempt to reveal or to conceal the
truths of ourworld?” It's a point to ponder:

MANGIFERA INDICA: A BIOGRAPHY
E M,

by Sopan Joshi.
Aleph.

Pages 408, 7799
Beyond the often told stories of
obsessions of nawabs and rajes with
mango and the breathless annual
debates about the best mangoes in
the world, Sopan Joshi's book
describes every aspect of India's
favourite fruit — from the orchards
where they grow to the vibrant mar-
kets redolent with their aroma, and
ultimatelyto our tables, Itdelves into
mango diplomacy, charts the co-evo-
lution of the ancestors of the mango
and humans and pieces together a
kaleidoscope of mango varieties

TEN DAYS OF THE STRIKE
by Sandipan Chattopadhyay.
Translated by Arunava Sinha.
HarperCollins.
Pages335. 7499
A staunch anti-establishment fig-
ure and a supporter of creative free-
dom, Sandipan Chattopadhyay was
one of the pioneers of modern Ben-
gali literature. His writings mir-
rored his concerns of class and pen-
der relations and the absurdity of
the human condition, while blur-
ring the distinctions between the
mainstream  and  the parallel
stream. In*Ten Days of the Strike’,
his work has been translited into
English for the first time

[ puriam”
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BUT | AM ONE OF YOU: NORTHEAST
INDIAAND THE STRUGGLE TO BELONG
Edited by Samrat Choudhury
& Preeti Gill.
HarperCollins.

Pages 282.7599
Amidst sweeping political and social
changes in the Northeast and the rest
of the country, have things changed
for the ‘Northeasterner'? How do
the tribals and the old settlers find a
way to coexist in the region? Essays
in this book offer different perspec-
tives, reflecting the distinctive micro-
history of diverse groups and the
multiplicity of stories within every
state. ‘But 1T Am One of You’ sheds
light on the complex fabric of identi-

ty in Northeast India.

THE WOMEN WHO WOULD NOT DIE
by Uddipana Goswami.
Speaking Tiger.

Pages 207.3499
The 12 stories in this collection
paint a searing picture of Assam
Migrants, women, children and oth-
er vulnerable people. constantly
faced with violence, appear in most
ofthese stories which are both polit-
ical and personal. Folk narratives
are woven into some stories, reveal-
ing a sense of hope, resilience, and
restoration. The bock chronicles a
deeply fragmented society where
people live, love and lose amidst
everyday war and violence, but still

find ways to cope and heal
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What of the enemy within

TOUCHSTONES

IRA PANDE

ELDOM have I seen so much anger
and political disturbance all over
the world than at present. I cannot
think of any part of our planet
where major upheavals, riots, wars
and natural disasters have not brought
immense suffering. In our own corner, how
can we ever consider oursebves safe if virtu-
ally every country around us is teeteringon
the edge of collapse? Similarly, Europe is
being drawn into a deeper abyss as the Rus-
sia-Ukraine war spreads, offloading refugees
and asylum-seekers on neighbouring coun-
tries unable to deal with this unending
stream of unwanted guests. Central Asia,
England and the waitingto-explode US are
allinadeep mess. Africaand South America,
which the world has so often forgotten as a
part of the human community, bring us faces
of starving children, famines, trigger-happy
Erinning militia whoshoot for pleasure,

In just a few decades, the world order has
changed so rdically that we will have to find
explanations and urgent solutions, Many of
these movemnents have been spearheaded by
the young. who are fed up with the political
leaders who hold their destiny in their hands.
Of course, their anger is justified but once
these revolutions are infiltrated by others,
the course of the movement changes. Forget
Bangladesh for the time being as the context
ofthis remark and remember our own Naxal
movement, the Assam uprising that threw
up the militant ULFA, the Uttarakhand stu-
dents who started the movement for a sepa-
rate state, and last but not least, Kashmir
Remember also that the Amb Spring in

Africa was triggered by young people, but
only succeeded in replacing one form of dic-
tatorship with anot her cast of fascists

The point I'm trying to make is that the
enormous energy vital to stirup the common
polity is one thing, but the maturity thatis
needed to channel that movement towards
good gor isanotherthing ¢
Look nearer at your own family or clan where
the older generation can rule by dictating
rules and regulations only up to a point. If
parents do not try and understand the rea-
sons for the children revolting against these
inflexible boundaries, the result is misery all
around. Sitting down with such angry chil-
dren and being receptive to their voices
shows wisdom that few parents display. 1
have so many cousins and friends who say
they don't understand how their children
canbe sodifficult when the truthisthat very
often, they are the ones who are more pig-
headed than their progeny:

High-minded slokas and
mantras are a shortcut we
have adopted to replace
moral science

August 15 is ahways a good time to remem-
ber Gandhiji. As T look around the angry
world, Tcannot help recalling Einstein, who
said of him that generations later, the worlkd
will not believe that such a man walked the
earth. As children, we all sang ‘De di hamein
azadi bina khadag bina dhal, Sabarmati ke
sant tune kar diya kamaal' lustily on each
Independence Day. However, non-viclence is
now almost a forgotten lesson even in the
land Gandhi practised it. so what can one say
of others. Taking grievances to the streets is
a call every party gives to its followers and
then looks on as they wreck public property,
homesand religious places. For the time that

they are part of a mob, individual identity is
subsumed into that of a collective anger and
ared doud of rage in their eyes,

Yet. Toften wonder how soldiers whoshoot
women and children, pilotswhobomb cities,
rapists, mass murderers or assassins and
such goons sleep at night. Are they not
haunted by the images of destruction that
flash as soon as they shut their eyes?
Whether they are ever caught and punished
by law or whether theyescape into anonymi-
ty. never forget that crime and punishment
are bound by their own cyde of retribution.
Asmymother wrote once, there is no spirit so
free whose feet are not bound by the chains
of one’s own conscience. In Christianity, a
dying man is offered the choice of alast con-
fessionbefore a priest, sothat he candie with
a dear conscience after confessing and aton-
ing for any wrongs he may have committed.

Even aswe hoist the National Flag at every
home, lustily shout ‘Bharat Mata ki Jail”,
wave party flags to terrarise our neighbours
and teach the young to hate the enemy out
there, what about the enemy within? Are les-
sons of truth, ethics, civics, respect for all
forms oflife, reasonableness and helpfulness
even taught in most schools now? High-
minded slokas and man tras are a shorteut we
have adopted to replace moral sdence, Self-
ishness, greed and envy are a severe handi-
capas they dealwith the fiercely competitive
life that we pitch our young into. Helping
someone before grabbing your share, being
kind to strangers, treating the elderly and
weak with compassion — these are values
children learn by seeing their family and
peer groups in school. They have to be prac-
tised before they can be preached. Gandhiji
instilled these valuesin all the people whose
lives he touched, because he himself never
deviated from the tough standards he
expected of his followers.

‘What is unfolding in Kolkata — ironically
in a hospital in the heart of a city that wor-
ships the Devi in every corner for nine days
each year— is unacceptable. Any society that
allows such erimes is sick beyond repair

Implement welfare schemes properly

CONSUMER RIGHTS

PUSHPA GIRIMAJI

RECENT order of the apex con-
sumer court halding an insurance
company anda bank accountable
for their carelessness in imple-
menting a cropinsurance scheme
‘under the Pradhan Mantri Fasal Bima Yojana
‘highlights howlapses in theimplementation of
welfare schemes defeat their very purpose.
Pointing out the blunders committed by the
financial institutions, the National Consumer
Disputes Redressal Commission said both were
responsible for thedenial ofcropinsuranceto10
farmers, and therefbre had to fully indemnify
their losses. T wish the Commission had also
asked the institutions to identify the officials
responsible for the omissions and recover the
claimamount from them, That would have sent
a warning to all those enforcing welfare
schemes. In the Lucknow Development
Authority vs MK Gupta case, the Supreme
Court had suggested a similar course of action.
To farmers affected by crop failures on
account of unforeseen events, crop insurance
offers alifeline. Effective implementation can

not only help farmers cope with huge losses
caused on account of erop failure, but also pre-
vent farmers’ suicides,

Inthis case, the financial institutions entrust-
ed with the enforcement of the PMFBY
scheme were either hlind to the consequences
of their negligence on thelivelihood of farmers,
or were indifferent to the distress caused to
farmers by their careless attitude:

The case revalves around the denial of insur-
ance daims of 10 farmers of Khandwa district
of MP Having taken bank credit to grow soya
bean crop, the farmers were financially in a
tight cornerwhen 44 per cent of the crop failed
during the khanf season of 2017 due to
inclement weather. They were, however, con-
soled by the fact that they had crop insurance
but were hearthroken when the Agriculture
Tnsurance Company of India repudiated their
luim, saying their crops were not insuree,

Since crop insurance was mandatory for
farmers whoavailed of agriculturalloans from
financial institutions and optional for those
who did not, all these farmers who had taken
the loan had paid the policy premium, which
was 2 per cent of the sum insured or the actu-
arial rate. The rest of the premium was to be
paid as asubsidy equally by the stateand the
Centre. The bank, Bank of Baroda in this case,
had the responsibility of not only collecting the
proposalsand premiums from the frmers, but
also submitting it, along with a consolidated
proposal, to theinsurance company. Italso had
to upload the details on the National Crop

Insurance Portal (NCIP)of the Centre. The Lat-
terwas mandatory for the insurance company
to daim subsidy. Only those farmers whose
datawas uploaded on the NCTRand theirshare
of the premium paidtothe insurance company
within the prescribed time limit were digible
forinsurance cover. Even though the bank paid
the consolidated premium collected from 512
farmers, adding upto $12,12 532 to the insurer,
it did not upload within the time limit the details
on the NCIP: Nur did it send the L'uns()llduu:d
proposal wil stipt
ance company. Evenwhen it finally sent it, bar-
ring one, all other proposals were either incom-
plete or had ermoneous infarmation on even
basic facts like the culivation area village, etc.
Halding the bank liable for negligence, the
Commission pointed out that the insurance
company too was equally responsible for not

democracy

SaTvapaL SEHGAL

HANKAR PARSAI
once said, ‘T am a small
writer but a big danger”
(Main lekhak chhota par
mlcatbada hoon). He was

his 100th birth year looks a subversive
act, Parsai enriches and changes all his
readers. His hilarity and razorsharp
sentences are amusement and instrue-
tion to everyone despite different ideo-
logical backgrounds, A great part ofhis
creations forus onmythological divine
devotees. Hismas-

‘both abigwriter bigthreatto
the sodal and political establishment,
Parsai was immensely popular across
the Hindi heartland and in this regard,
e wascloser to his literary idol Preme-
’hand. Unlike him, he chose satire as his
genre, which did not have a great line-
age until he came on the scene.
Parsai's career as a writer began in
1947, as India got freedom. He was a
voriferous reader of world history and
politics during his high school days =t
Timarni in Harda district (MP). He was
charmedby the leadershipand intellec-
tual depth of Jawahadal Nehru,
although there was astrong infatuation
towards the socialism brand of Ram
Manohar Lohia and his followers. His
first writings appeared in ‘Prohar’, a
mouthpiece of socialists in Madhya
Pradesh. His firebrand stories and
essays made him a starina short time.
Thelove affair ended soon and he was
‘back to Nehru and scientific soctalism,
Before tuming into awhole-time free-
lance writer, he served as a school
teacher in private institutions for 12
vears, mainly in Jabalpur The trade
unionist inside him founded the MP
Shikshak Sangh during this period
Here, he came into contact with
Gajanan Madhav Muktibodh, perhaps
the greatest Hindi poetin Independent
TIndia From him, he leamt intellectual
integrity, truthfulness and the cpacity
to struggle hand; also, an unflinching
commitment tojustice and democracy.
Parsai was aperson full of rave sensitiv-
ity and sedous human concem. It is
obwious from his essay ‘Premchand ke
Phate Joote” and memoir ‘Muktibodh:
Ek Sansmaran. He came up with vol-
ume after volume of satirical writings,
filled with unparalieled humour andwit.
Published in 1985, ‘Rarsni Rachnawali®
is in six parts and contains around 3000
pages. All his stories, short novelettes,
mini stories, cdunms, editorial essays
and interviews are included therein,
His passion for public education
became his vocation. Regular columns
appearedinnevspapers ke Deshban-
du’, ‘Nai Duniya’ and the journal
Sarika, He spared none and particu-
Tardy hit hard religious higotry and mid-
dle-dass opportunism. His boldness as
a satirist is quite enigmatic, given the
conservativeand benign atmosphereof
Parsai forcefully caricatured word
leaders like Richard Nixon to Morarji
Deszi, from film personalities to police
officers, from avant garde poets o self-
seeking literary ions. From Akali
politicians to Haryanapoliticians. From

taking timely actionreg; g the details o get-
ting the anlk to rectify the inaccuracies. More
importantly. it had received the premium of 512
farmers in August 2017 from the bank, but it
was only in October 2021 that it retumed the
premium paid by all except one, saying those
proposals were wjected. So, both were equally
liable to indemmnify the loss suffered by the
farmers, the Commission concuded. (Bank of
Barodawvs Vishnu Prakash, RPno, 13880f 2022,
decided on July 3, 2024).

Hopefully, such orders will force the imple-
menting agencies to realise their responsibili-
ties and the government to monitor the
enforcement of these schemes better:

) g officials, From
personal hypoerisy to illogical commu-
nal beliefs. Thus, hecanbe described as
the eartographer and biographer of the
Indian State. democracy and society:
Parsai was a product andmaker of his
era. Reading him makes one wonder at
the kind of freedom and space he
enjoyed toexpress what he really want-
edto say, and as if, we are visiting a dif-
ferent age. Ithasbeen a paint of discus-
sionwhetherIndia is losing its capacity
for humour and satire, except in some
dark comers of socal media,
Remembering Harishankar Parsaiin

terpieces ‘Bhole Ram ka Jeev' and
‘Bhagat ki Gat’ can be mentioned here.
Studying such fictional pieces, one is
reminded of Premchand’s satirical sto-
ry Mote Ram Shastri’. Parsai rebelled
against his socially-dominant upper
caste background at his own cost. He
became a crusader against supersti-
tions, blind faith and saintly pretense

Hindi satirist

on his birth
centenary

He was our Renaissance man.

Social media is abways abuzz with his
quotes. They are as good as the ones
from Rasool Hanjatov in *Mem Daag-
isten’. Here are three in translation:

“When a thing of shame becomes a
matter of pride, then understand, aur
brand af democmey is working well!

‘Even if somebody is a philosopher, a
seer or @ maulana, if he makes people
Searful of the dankness, then he is trying
to sell the tarch of his company.”

* The world over, language is used for
expression. Here, it is used forriots”

His tales like ‘Inspector Matadin
Chagnd Par’ and Sadacharka Tabeez'
were turned into fulllength dramas
and staged countless times. Most of his
important works are available on Inter-
net with professional renderings, He is
a darling of the YouTubers. Heisalso a
weapon in the hands of political
activists and social reformers,

In 1957, he stated a magazine
* Vasudha' (The Earth) with friends like
Rameshwar Guru, The title symbolises
his ideological moorings. Spirituality
meantto him saving somebody ina riot,
sacrificing one's own life.

His enormous creative talent was
articulated infantasieslike *Roni Nag-
fani ki Kahani®. His flowing language
with shart sentences had no room for
ambiguity. He harped on logical clarity,
even if it was controversial. He con-
structed adiction style moreinnovative
and modem than his contemporaries,

Urdu poet Zaug (1790-1854) rumi-
nates: “Who wants to leave the beauti-
ful lanes of Delhi” (Kaun juye Zaug par
Dilli ki galiyan chhad kar). Sowas Har-
ishankar Parsai, who never left his
kammbhooms Jabalpur, despite many
Tuerative offers, Gyanranjan, celebrated
author. editor of Pehal’ and a younger
friend of Parsai, comments: “Like Wal-
ter Benjamnin (1892-1940), Parsai would
roam around his city on foot, with a bag
on his shoulder, encirded by friends
from all generations and professions. Tt
is how he collected his extraordinary
observations of human behaviour and
Life situations.” Parsai will be reinvent-
ed and reinterpreted in the current
national setting. He shall remain our
wvanguard in the times to come.

— Thewriter isa former Profes-
sor of Hindi al Panjab University

The curious case of brown bears in Kargil and Kashmir

INTESAR SUHAIL
W the spring of 2016, T embarked upon
a trek in the mountains of Drass to
Took for and, if possible, photograph
the dusive brown bear. As the Wildlife
Warden of Kargll distridt in Jammu
and Kashmir {now in Ladakh), I had
received reports of cattle depredation by the
‘bears around Drass and we were tasked with
compensating the losses. Although bear
appearances — often in the shape of night
raids on the feebly secured cattle sheds —
were frequent in the villages, a worthwhile
daytime sighting in the ‘wild’, which Twas
interested in, was still a big ask. My guide,
the local Ranger, well versed with the area,
was confident though.
Weighing up to 300 kg, brown bear is the
largest land carnivore in the world The
Himalayan brown bear, inhabiting the west-
ern Hlm.i].iyus finm Kargil lhmugh KAsh
mi and Utta and,
thanitscousin —the Grizzly Bear of North
Americaand Europe —and rarer tosight. A
decade back, it was so difficult to see a
Himalayan brown bear in the wild in our
part of its range, that you could count those

who had done so on your fingers!

ter; which had fo betorn open to free the poar

responsible for a high bear ‘encounter rate’

A tribute to eminent

Harishankar Parsai

We hadstarted at daybreak and aftera two-
and-a-hal Fhour trek upa hill, inarguably the
world's second coldest inhabited place, we
arrived at aplateau, which I was told was the
best location to sight the brown bear I
scanned the area with my binoculars and
could seea vasttractof green meadows inter-
spersed with patches of snow from the past
winter, but no trace of the bear. We sat down
beside a large rock toshield ourselves from
the morning chill while we had our break-
fast. Just as I rose up after finishing mine,
and planced casually over the ok, T saw
what omy a
ofcattle prazing at the farend of the meadow:

The uniform brownish colour of all the

i intheherd ol curious and
when T picked my Linocs to have a better
Took, Twas stunned to see as many as eight
brown bears, three adults and five young
ones of different age goups, grazing noncha-
lantly! T grabbed my camera to capture this
spectacle, bt the bears somehowsensedour
presenceandtook off at an astonishing pace.
I still managed to get six of them in the
frame. Back then, I could not have imagined
that the image, which through social and

:
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Abrown bearentering a humanseltlemenl

print media was flashed across the country,
would be a precursor intuming Drass intoa
favourite destination for the brown bear
seekers, asit hasbecome today.

Around the same time, brown bear sight-
ings also started to become common in the
Kashmir valley. During my joumey from
Kargil to Srinagar a few weeks later, T sawa
mother bearwith two cubs crossing the high-
way near Sonamarg, Inthe summerof 2017,
when Iwas posted in south Kashmir, my
staif reseued a cub from a lengar camp en
route to the Amamath cave. The young one
had stuck its head in a discarded ghee canis-

fellow: In the following years, while Drass
became a famed hotspot for brown bear
viewing, sightings in Kashmir, from north to
south, were reported like never before.

A camera trap installed in the Hipora
Wildlife Sanetuary in Shopian district cap-
tured a ferale with two cubsona sheep car-
cass. A friend of mine, an avid nature lover,
clicked a prime male while birding in the
forests of Budgam and another recorded a
huge ane on his cellphone cam on a garbage
dumpin Gurez, Bandipora.

Tnereased brown bear sightings across
Kargil and Kashmir over the past seven to
eight years may seem to be an encouraging
sign, but conservationists would advise you
to take it with a pinch of salt. As Tnoticed in
Drass later; the bearswere attractedto aroad-
side landfill site where a local Army camp
dumped its kitchen refiise. The animals
would take the same route to visit the site
almost every night and retum to the forest
by dawn. They were so punctual that you cer-
tainly would encounter one, if you were on
their trail about sunrise. In Sonamarg, as
alsoin Gurez, it'sthe garbage, primarily the
biowaste from hotels and restaurants, that is

As high-altitude mammals, brown bears
are highly sensitive to climate change and
the most pronounced effect on their ecology
isthe shortening of their hibernation period
As a rule, to adjust to the temperature
changes, species tend to shift to higher alti-
tudes, but brown bears — already present at
very high altitudes {up to 5000m) — hardly
have any mom to push further up

Brown bears, unlike their darker relatives,
the black bears, live in habitats remote from
human habitations, and left to themselves
are sddom encountered by humans. As
such, although livestock losses occur human
casualties due to brown bears in our part of
thewaorld have thus farremained negligible
However, anthiopogenicactivity around the
hahitats of these bears alters their behaviour
and increases the possibilities of human-
bear interface. In Kupwara district of north
Kashmir, instances of brown bears turning
up at graveyards and digging out corpses
have come tolight, alarmingus of the sever-
ity ofthe human-brownbear conflict we may
gettowitness in the coming years.

— The wrileris Wildlife Warden,

Department of Wildlife Prolection, J&K




The Sunday Tribune SPECTRUM

INDEPTH

CHANDIGARH | 18 AUGUST 2024

As publicfunded universities slip in NIRF rankings and private varsities in Punjab rise, the parameters and rationale are under scrutiny

RANKING THE RANKINGS

UNIVERSITY, CHANDIGARH,

SANJEEVSINGH BARIANA

Tis that time of year again. The NIRF
(Naticnal Institutional Ranking Frame-
wrk) rnkings of the Union Ministry of
Educationareout, and thereare few sur-
prises in Punjab. Universities funded by

the state government areeithernoton thelist

or continue on the downward slide, while pri-
vate universities maintain their high slots

The latest mnkings, hewever, have led to

chonus of eriticism centred around one basic

question — are there more effective methods
of evaluating higher education institutions
and assessing the value of a degree?

The oldest university of theregion, Panjab
University (PU)in Chandigarh, is ranked
B0th, down from 44 last year It was ranked
38 in 2021 and 41 in 2022. The university is
funded in the 60:40 per cent ratio by the Cen-
tre and the Punjab government

Establishedin 1969, Guru Nanak Dev Uni-
versity, Amritsar, does not feature on the list
at all. A university spokesperson clarifies
that it did not apply for the NIRF evaluation
since it had got a good ranking from the
National Assessment and Accreditation
Couneil (NAAC), established in 1994 as an
autonomous institution of the University
Grants Commission (UGC).

Founded in 1862, Punjabi University,
Patiala, has not featured on the NIRF list of
thetop 100 institutes for the past four years

The one bright spot, as per the NIRE is
Punjab Agricultural University, Ludhiana,
which continues to maintain its third spot
among the agricultural and allied sectors
acrossthe counfry.

It's the private institutions in the state
that featire prominently inthe list. The top
rank holder in Punjab is Chandigarh Uni-
versity Mohali. It is ranked 32nd in the over-
allevaluation. Thapar Institute of Engineer-
ing and Technology, Patiala, is placed 43rd
Lovely Professional University, Jalandhar, is
ranked 45th. Chitkara University in Mohali
isinthelistof 100-150.

State Education Minister Harjot Singh
Bains, however, gives top billing to the
government-funded universities. “Our
state universitiesare highly ranked by the
NAAC. There canbe nocomparison anthe
standard of education in private universi-
ties and state universities. Our academic
standards are very high. Just by way of
example, all the state universities have
long waiting lists for student admission
while it's a walk-in experience in the pri-
vate universities,” he says

Known for plainspeak, the former Vice-
Chancellor of Punjabi University, Prof
Arvind, says the NIRF scheme is “funda-
mentally flawed and ill-motivated”. Tt
shotld be abandoned, he feels. “With the
UGCgiving grants only to those universities
that appear in the first 100 in the NIRF rank-
ing, this scheme is flawed in two ways. On
the one hand, this is a hidden way to cut
overall grants to higher education, and on
theother, the universities with lower ranks
may need the grants more. Parameters such
as how many teaching positions are lying
vacant are a direct consequence of govern-
ment palicies and have nothing to do with
the performance of the university,” he says.

Prof Arvind adds: “Ttisimportant to come
upwith an altemative ranking scheme. The
new ranking scheme should forus on more
meaningful parameters — does the univer-
sityaddresstheeducational needs of under-
privileged sections of society, including first-
generation learners, women from remote
rural backgrounds, economically back ward
and other bacloward castes, ete? Tam sureif
this new ranking scheme is applied, the
NIRF scheme will be turned completely
upside down and the current low-ranking
universities will appear at the top.”

Rajya Sabha MP Satnam Singh Sandhu,
Chancellor of the top-ranked Chandigarh
University, daims that the “one big catch for
the consistent improvemnent in our ranking

WHERE INSTITUTIONS IN PUNJAB STAND

2024 | 2023 2022 |
CHANDIGARH UNIVERSITY, MOHALL
az |48 48

THAPAR INSTITUTE OF ENGINEERING & TECHNOLOGY PATIALA

43 |40 57

LOVELY PROFESSIONAL UNIVERSITY, JALANDHAR

45 46 58

PANJAB UNIVERSITY, CHANDIG ARH

60 |44 41

INDIAN INSTITUTE OF SCIENCE EDUCATION & RESEARCH, MOHALI

B4 | 51 47

PUNJAB AGRICULTURAL UNIVERSITY, LUDHIANA

£ | m -

GURU NANAK DEV UNIVERSITY, AMRITSAR

RANKING CATEGORIES

The National Institutional Ranking Framewark (NIRF) is
a ranking methodology approved by the Ministry of
Education on September 29, 2015. Institutions are
ranked under 11 different categories — overall, univer-
sity, colleges, engineering, management, pharmacy,
law, medical, architecture, dental and research.
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iskeeping our courses updated in syne with
the job requirements of students. Digital
technology ineducation to meet the cuwrent
wark seenariois central forus. We need tobe
updating everyhour”

Professor Emeritus Bhupinder Brar, for-
mer Dean University Instruction at PU,
insists that private and public institutions
should not be compared at all. “Ttis like com-
paring apples and oranges. All public-fund-
ed universities are resource-crunched. We
are working at one-third of the sanctioned
strength of the faculty and things just can-
not work out for the universities under the
existing fee structure” he pointsout

Prof HK Puri, a leading academic who
retired from GNDU, seconds his view:
“There is no sense in the NIRF assessment
when state, Central and private universities
areworking inabsolutely different environ-
‘ments. Most universities are working with
less thanhalfthe staff strength, There is no
fresh hiring while the student strength has
gone up three times. How is normal teach-
ing possible? The Centre and states are, in
fact, criminally neglecting the education
sector. Surprisingly, even the Opposition is
not reacting tothe Centre allocatinga mere
2 per cent of its budget to education, and
even lesser tohealth,” he says

Prof BS Ghuman, former Vice-Chancellor
of Punjabi University, says that “Central
universities, including Jawaharlal Nehru
University, Delhi University, Jamia Millia
Islamia, Banaras Hindu University and Ali-
garh Muslim University, are performing
wellbecause theydon't face acute financial
crises. Most of the funds in state universi-
ties are spent on salary, pension and retire-
ment benefits and only meagre funds are
left for research and upgradation of aca-
demicinfrastructure. Thefaculty members
are retiring but vacant positions are not

filled for want of funds”.
Prof Ghuman Jists another eri

ingwith the speedofthinking State univer-
sities have a lengthy and time-consuming
dedsion-making process to introduce new
courses and change the auricula. In con-
trast. private universities are very prompt in
making decisions with regard to their cours-
es, which are market and industry-driven,
and hence private universities have a better
placement record”,

He says private universities also have an
edge on account of the outreach and inclu-
sivity parameter of NIRF rankings, as the
percentage of students from other states
and countries is much higher.

Prof Akshaya Kumar of the Departmentof
English and Cultural Studies at PanjabUni-
wersity says, ‘Tt is difficult to beat private
players as they are very good at managing
data, Traditional universities are facing a
serious erises of faculty shortage. A sizeable
number of departments are working with a
mere 10 per cent strength. The research pro-
file of the universities has taken a serious
beating. Quantity has overtaken quality.”

He adds: “When I joined the department
in 1998, there were 22 teachers, now we are
down to six. In the French Department,
there is zero faculty, and research scholars
are managing teaching. The impact on the
ground is that the university no longer
remains the first choice of good students.
Some of them even prefer to go to colleges
because there the faculty is reasonably
good. In all such rankings, the teacher
taught ratio is very important, and we at PU
suffer badly onthiscount.”

Prof M Rajiviochan, amember of the State
Higher Education Council and formerly
director of the Internal Quality Assurance
Cell at Panjab University, says. “PUs

strength lay in its nature as a research uni-
versity. Most of the major science research
done after Independence came out of PU.
That was achieved despite the university
being located in a politicaly sensitive
region, being abways short of funds andwith
‘many vacandes among the faculty. Howeyv-
er, over the past few decades, the adverse
impact of these factors began to come forth,
and the research output declined.”

Prof Rajiviochan adds: “In the latest
NIRF survey, PUis seen struggling even at
thelevel of research output. Even our Phar-
macy Department has lainguished this
time. The way out is loud and clear. Tt has
been made crystal clear by many Vice-
Chancellors in the past, especially Prof
Anun Grover and Prof RC Sobti. Recruit
more faculty. It might also help if PU were
tobe delinked with Punjab. The state’s con-
tribution to PU has been adverse.”

For CU Chancellor Sandhu, the steady
forward march of private institutions isthe

RANKING METHODOLOGY

TEACHING, LEARNING & RESOURCES (0.30)

B Student strength (20)

® Faculty: student ratio (25)

® Faculty with PhD (20)

B Finanelal resources & utilisation (20)
= Online education (10)

and regional languages (5)

= Pyblications (30)

B Citations (30)

= Patents (15)

® Research projects (15)

® Pyblication & citation in SDGs (10)

® Placement & higher studies (40)
B University examinations {15)

u Median salary (25)

" PhDstudents (20)

= Regjon diversity (30)
= Women diversity (30)

® Physically challenged students (20)
PERCEPTION (0.10}

SDURCE NFF.

= Multiple entry/exit, Indian knowledge system

RESEARCH & PROFESSIONAL PRACTICE (0.30)

GRADUATION OUTCOME (0.20)

OUTREACH AND INCLUSIVITY (0.10)

= Economically and socially challenged studerts (20)

® Peer perception: Acadermic peers & employers (100)

focuses on. From research, student out-
comes, cultural activities, sports, place
ments, consultancy projects and infrastrue-
ture toensuring student diversity, LPU has
putinaconcerted effort. Many of LPUs stu-
dents have been placed intop companies”.

Pro Chancellor, Chitkara University, Dr
Madhu Chitkara, says, “Our significant rise
in the NIRF rankings across various cate-
gories over the past five years reflects our
forused stratepy and execution. We've
invested heavily in infrastructure, creating.
state-of the-art research labs and equipping
these with the latest technology. This
enzbles anenvironment where both thestu-
dents and the faculty can push the bound-
aries of knowledge and innovation.”

As the ranking issue triggers a debate,
research scholar Navkiran Natt questions
the need of NIRF when the universitiesare
NAAC-accredited. “There is an error in
judging private and public universities on
the same platform, Aiming for rankings is

result of wellthought-out . He
says, “We have been rigorously adopting
the global academic modd and since 2020,
our teaching learning process has been
strictly based onthe New Education Policy,
which is flexible, transparent and student-
centric. Chandigarh University has estab-
lished a_corporate advisory board to main-
tain a rich industry-academia interface,
through which we have been getting regu-
lar inputs to update the course cumriculum
and the teaching-learning pedagogy. Our
focus remains on developing industry-ori-
ented skills and starting courses in emerg-
ing areas such as Artifidal Intelligence,
cloud computing, big data and analyties”
Founder Chancellor of LPU Dr Ashok
Kumar Mittal, also a Rajva Sabha ME says
Lovdy Professional University has “worked
diligently on all parameters that the NIRF

a strategyof pr
only for getting more business,” he feels

If the intention of the NIRF is to create
hedthy competition among peer universi-
tiesand colleges,experts feel the parameters
need an urgent review, along with data accu-
racy. Allegations routinely surface of incor-
rect numibers being reported, and a focus on
quantify over qualityin research papers

On the GNDU campus, some faculty
members claim theuniversity did not qual-
ify for the NIRF ranking exercise this year,
and hence decided to stay out. Teachers
have submitted a representation about the
working conditions, vacancies and dilapi-
dated infrastructure to the Govemor, who
is also the Chancellor of the university. For
the students and faculty of publ
education institutions in Punjal
intervention that would bewelcomed,
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THE FACT IS, JINGO BELLS, JINGO BELLS, JINGOISM ALL THE WAY

Facts have a nasty habit of coming in the way of sheer belief that faltth“y guarantees patriotism, stock market performance, subsidy dependence, and such wonderfully reliable things

SUNDAY SAPIEN

frustrated autocrats in other large democra-
ciesgreen withenvy

Instead, it has everything to do with the
steadfast rejection of that silently dissenting
hmmulwmm fact.

aserious problem inan ageliberated
by mdn ridual interpretation, PC rendering,
social media influence, and compensative re-
wvisionism. In such asituation, fact is bound to

ATEESH TANKHA

because it stubbor
be explained, restrained, swayed, ot altored.
This is why factchecking should only be in-

Afterarecent triptothe US, I'm pleased to
announce that jingoism is alive and kickin

s has nothing to do with the 147-word vo-
cabulary-constrained logorrhoea of Donald

stion the foundation of a belief
Youcan imaginemy relief, therefore, whenT
metanIvy Leaguecollege prof, who held that
only the US had the rightto develop and man-
age social rm'dn nl'm‘crms because, unlike

DEALING ONLY WITH FACTS OF THE MATTER

a moment, wracked by doubt, before he re-
plied, Tcannot recall the exact details of that

hopeful. While I was confident that the com-
mon man would never letthe dull body of fact

ly mistaken.

Our PM had recently inaugurated the ‘re-
opening’ of Nalanda University - after 800
years, Indians had much to be proud of, and
even mare to look forward to. One eminent
academic said asmuch on a digital platform,
lauding the ancient institution’s many

Fact is bound to be unreliable - it stubbornly refuses
to be explained, restrained, swayed, or altered

have been summoned from a slumber of at
least seven centuries by a powerful necro-
‘mancer of unknown provenance.

But the scholar turned out to be a man of
many letters, butlittlefaith. He was willing
tonotonly accepthiserror, butalsotoab
henceforth, the dictates of fact, I was dee

But in hi here ly
set thefounding date tothe5th cBC.

Assuch, it was only natural for him to.con-
clude that worthi uch a oka had pa-
tronised Nalanda, addingto itsalready vener-
able reputation an odour of the mast pro-

event,

Trump. Or
Project 2025 - a political initiative published
ty the Heritage Foundation that aims o pro-

W IlalJlJl\DfLJ\‘-h that held individual pri-
vacy and liberty mh: sacrosanct. Despite

itries, it

ion, Ichose, inaLu-

confidence from the comparison,

but Taw

allow digital platforms to monitor Ameri-

e China,' he continued,

mote conservative and rightwing policies to

reshape the U nmentif the Or-
ange One wins in Nu\unbt.r which could

‘Didn't President Obama initial

totest himfurther

that it spieson itscitizens.”

1 could not help but marvel at the man’s

sense of certainty despite my reference to
i

elevate the e US at
the expense of that mnmn and make some

National Sm-unty Agency?” Hewassilent for

Onmy way back to I

information

e

n,
India, though, I felt less.

patriotism. stockmarket performance, subsi-
dy dependence, and temple construction,
harboured along-held suspicion that theedu-

found majesty This was too good an.opportu-
nity to pass up. T needed to know if this
academic measured up to his American
counterpart.

cated classes were likely tobe

ia did notexist !me centuries before

of novel

ories that challenged their .AL\sm\llv muumd
fe,

Christ,” centu-
n%aﬂm Chr hL"lbl'u.rﬂu.l challenge his bL~

theuniverseandew

lief.1 if

tturned out, 1 w:|~. delightful y

of the Vatican.
It

But just as | was about togive uphope, an-
other voice came to the rescue. “Your love
for Christ is tremendous. Thanks for look-
ing down on Indians. Youare a true soldier

ingexception toa timedifference of amere
900 years while using C!
apoint of reference. Jingoism is in no dan-
ger here. Let fact taks

ist’s birth yearas

Thewriter isfounder-CE0,
ALSOWISE Content Solutions
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Going to Lishon?
It's a Crime to Not
Eat Pastel de Nata

And who serves this Portuguese pastry
best? A tiny Chinese bakery, of course

Youlnow that thing that happens when you start
hearing about something new. At first once or

What Sorcery’s This! She's Black AND Desi?

Inashocking twist, a US presidential contender of German-Scottish ancestry finds Kamala Harris having multiple identities

PALASH KRISHNA MEHROTRA

becamea Black person.
Trump i

So, ane hi

restisbroth.

Last week, Don-bhai, in his X chat
with Elon-bhai, called Kamala-devi,
as she appears in the latest cover of
‘like the most
beautiful actress evertolive, adding,
just so that there’s no rancour at
home, ‘It was a drawing, and actually,
she looked very much like a great

Time magazine as

first lady, Melania.’

But apart from the great Djokovie

twice, and then frequently, and then it

That happened to me a few years ago when I first
heard the phrase ‘pasta-de'nada’. What was the
meaningof this Spanish pasta of nothing?

Is it pasta-de Nadal - a pasta liked by the tennis
maestro? I started reading the phrase Pastel de Na
ta'ina coupleof British food columns. Istill wasn't
paying attention, so I continued to think this PAN
was a) Spanish, b) a savoury. Then I read some de-
seriptions that identified it as’a sweedish item’, as
‘my school mess manager used to call desserts and
puddings. Finally, I understood that this ‘Swedish"
item was Portuguese.

Tast year in Oxford, I saw something called a pas-
teleria - Portuguese for bakery - had opened, and
there wasalong queue outside. Walking past it one
day, I saw the queue wasn't there so I leapt in. ‘Hi,
can1please have one of those...?"

‘Il sl:dlledpﬂ:.le}de Na'a, sir. Howmany would you

()h just the one, please.”
“Justone? Oooo-kkkay.'
He tonged a small round thing onte a plate, an ob-

ject that looked like a cheese puft from Kathleen's

in Kolkata, only made by a prvvtings ‘miniaturist
puff.chef. “That Il be £2, thank
Ibrought the thingto my mouth, ullmchg tobiteit

into half. It disappeared down my gullet before I

could stop, leaving a memory of something crisp

cracking and a warm wake of high-end custard, A

few day : I spent another two quid, and this

time, mp bitingintohalf was successful, and Tunder-
stood that itwas the mainpoint in eating one of these
tofeel the slightly blackened salty

N
TAKES YOU BACKTO THETART
pastry pull apart under your teeth and then to cap-
ture the oozeof the custardon to your tongue.
“Ah, you're going to Lisbon for the first time? The
home of P: Nata! You must try them there,’

2

31, the kamala-haired said,

known her for a long time. Indirectly.
1y, very much. And she was
always of Indian heritage, and she
was only promoting Indian heritage.
T didn't know she was Black until a
number of years ago when she hap-
pened to turn Black and now she
wants to be known as Black. So, [
s she Indian, or is she

Not dires

Hemadeitclear he wasn't being dis-
respectful. ‘I respect either one, But
she was Indian all the way. And then,

Trump is re-
ally still perplexed if Kamala Harris
is Indian or Black. In a public conver-
sation at the National Association of
Black Journalists in Chicago on July

ve

all of a sudden she made a turn and

fond of mixing diverse in-
gredients in his signature dish, soup.
s to look carefully to find
the main ingredient. The erux here
lies in two sentences: ‘A number of
years ago when she happened to turn
Black’ and ‘Allof asuddenshemadea
turnand becamea Black person.’ The

‘While Trump’s confusion is under-
he needs to understand
thatwe live inan enchanted fairytale
world where magical transforma-
tions take place all the time. Who
knows, tomorrow he might wake up

Younever know.

S |
ISSHE AWOMAN OR A DEMOCRAT?

and find that he's been turned into a
MeDonalds Happy Meal. This
complex than it sounds. He will have
tomake up his mind if he wants to be
the patty, the bun, the cola, or the toy.

God forbid, he might even wake up
with an Afroinplaceof thecurled ka-
mala tongue he has for a hair piecs

Kamalaisnot theonly Indiantosud-
denly turn Black, At the 1959 Wood-
stock concert, when Ravi Shankar
was playingsitar, he turned intoJimi
Hendrix before the exotic hippie
crowd that found the Indian instru-
ment so exotic - the sitar became a
‘Indian guitar, billowing mad feed-

Kamala's not the only Indian to turn Black. At
Woodstock, Ravi Shankar tumed into Jimi Hendrix

back from the speakers. And that was
just the soundeheck

While Trump may have just stum-
bled upon this curious phenomenon
of things and people having more
than one quality we don’t only
switch ethnicities in these sudden
transfigurations, but full-scale iden-
tities. Kamala can be not just Black
or Indian, but - wonder of wonders—
weman and Democrat, foo! Or evena
dancer to a marching band, as she
chose to be last month in a video that
wentviral,

Here’s the thing. Generally speak-
ing, Black people don’t want to turn
White. For instance, I've never seen a
Black hippie in Varanasi or Rishi-
kesh, Black folks know better than to
come to India to ‘discover’ them-
selves. Also, trust me, Trump doesn't
need to worry too much about Indi-
ans wanfing to turn Black. Kamala is
an exception.

Most Indians still want to turn
White and immigrate to the USof A.
It'strue that fairness ereams are not
ed that anymore, but the change
is only linguistic fiddling. Skin-
lightening ereams, asthey are called
now, are selling the same old product
in new tubes, and feeding the same
need - to become Whites. What
Trump really needs to worry about
is a billion Indians turning into
‘White peopleovernight, and coming
banging on Ameriean deors. That's
when he'll realise what a border
problem really is.

Thetwriter is author of The Butterfly

Generation: A Personal Journeyinto

the Passionsand Folliesof India’s
Technicolor Youth

s more

hat is*very demure’ frand!
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Sorry to Spoil Your Sunday,

But Push’s Come to Shove

When a ghastly crime becomes fodder for ‘Khela habey' politics, it's changing time

RED HERRING

INDRAJIT HAZRA
ey

You'd think that nothing could
be more gruesome than a 31-yr-
Dld j\miu] doctor - let’s call her
" the Bengali suffix for didi
icldcl sister) — being raped and
murdered inside the hospital
where she worked. You'd think
wrong. What is more gruesome
is the way the West Bengal ad-
hasproceeded with

saidafriend. ik myself as

in these matters. So, I read up on where you could
get the best PdNs. Then, another friend sent me a
photo of what looked like a hole in a very old pink-
coloured wall going up a steep cobblestone lane.
Above theopening wasanamecarved intoa marble
plaque. ‘Just gotothis pasteleria. Ignoreall others."
Tstored thisaway in the dossier:

My friends, expats who had recently arrived in
Portugal, met me at the metro station, their two
small daughters jumping upand down in greeting.
‘We went to a park that had a café. The husband
host, a Punjabi, asked me, “Yeh unka pastel de voh
khaya hai kabhi? The wife-host, American but flu
entinNorth Delhiese, said, ‘Mainey orderkiya hai.
Youcantry, bu bitsweet.’

The coffee arrived, with two proper-sized PANs, T
took a bite. It was quite nice, pasiry flaky and all,
but sweet. I puta half down on the plateand looked
atsomething in the park. In the corner of my eye, [
could see the younger of my host-daughters reac
hing for the half. The next day, I tried another com-

v 0 had a bite. ‘Iska

Acoupleof days later,host-hand Ifoundourselves
competing touse Google Maps inthelanesof thear-
eacalled Allfama. We were trying to locate the hole
inawall my other friend recommended. Finally, af-
ter much steep climbing and showing self-control
infrontof little barsandeateries, we found it.

A cool-looking older Chinese guy was ‘nmng ona
stool outside, cigarette, led when
we asked him about the Pastel de Nata in the shop.
“He's the one who makes them!" laughed his daugh-
ter. ‘He'sjust finished a batch!"

She served us two beautiful-looking tarts. They
were superb; the custard had depth without being
toosweet. The pastry wasas flaky asdesirable. And
the erust and toppings were burnt just the right
amount. Peak Pastel had been reached.

the horrific case

P Last Friday when DI's body
iscovered, authorities of Kol-
kata’s RG Kar Medical College &
Hospital tried to pass off the mur-
der assuicide to the victim's fam-
ily The police initially did the
same. After all, why on Earth
would a stateaffiliated institu-
tion's authorities lie?

‘Tryingtopass off homicideassu-
icideis SOPif youwant toputalid
Ulnhlllp Selfsexual assault - self

is, however, far more diffi-
in. So.a case of rapemur-
der ithas officially become.

» RG Kar principal Sandip
Ghosh resigned three dayslater '
can't take this insult anymore’
from postand governmentservice,
But a conscience can be like ill-
tended bougainvi it b
and then suddenly dies. Within
hours of his resignation, the gov-
ernment transferred him to Cal-
cutta National Medical College
and Hospital. That's like pus
shinga hotel manager for bad ser-
vice by shifting him from Taj
Lam'kP nd tn‘f'sj Santacruz.

» His misdemeanour? Allowing
Sanjoy Roy, a member of Civic Po-
lice Volunteer Force - currently a
1,19.916-strong informal system of
policing introduced by the TMC
government in 2012, largely to fa-
cilitate party cadres — to have un-
limited access to the hospital. Roy
had a reputation of collecting haf:

ta, prevalent in mast state hospt-
tals here. But he was a ‘party chap’
Muchliketheprincipal.

day (Aug12)tofind the perpetrator
(s) by Sunday (Aug 18) or else she

Roy evenasit's
suspected that he wasn't a lone
walf, if oneof the ‘wolves'atall. Ru-
mours of a racket of ‘hospital sup-
plies’ involving RG Kar insiders
that Di may have become too vocal
about isalsodeing the rounds.

P But what takes the breath away
in terms of chutzpah is the speed
w'ALll which evidence near the

wotld have the case transferred to
CBI !

up evidence. But with Calcutta
High Court forcing her hand by
transferring thecase o CBlon Aug
14, she upped the stake by demanc-
ing the central investigators com-
plete their probe by this Sunday
(t:xla\-) and ensure the guilty are
', Sundays seem to be Di-

Coteh em o you mn chal

PWD ‘renovation’ work near the
seminar room where Di was mur-
dered had started on Saturday - a
day after the crime came to light.
“The renovation. .. is for creating
more amenities for PGTs and ju-
nior de them.

m\se day the CBI
stopped the ‘renovation’ work on
‘Tuesday night.

» On August 14 night, thugs infil
trated protesters at RG Kar and
wentona trashing spree for more
than half an hour  strangely tar-

s in particula

‘This should not be seen as an at-
tempt to tamper with evidence.
‘The seminar hall where the crime
took place is sealed, "saida hospital
administrator: So much for all
those Netflix episodes of CSI. Let
the expected DNA test results not
alsoget PWDed intotheblue.

P Inthiscontext, Mamata Baner-
jee's ‘order” to the police on Mon-

What is more
gruesome is
the way the
administration
has proceeded
with the case

SOMUCHFOR
CULTURAL CAPITAL

One wonders who they were and
whatthey were ventingagainst.

Meanwhile, red herrings are
being strewn from various cor-
s, sections of a ‘cynical’ pub-
cluded:

» What was the reai purpose of
the ‘Women, Reclaim the Night'
protest marches in which lakhs
participated on August 1415 night,

«ch? Wouldn't it have been better if
there were silent candle-light vigi
Is instead of angry sloganeering?
Would it have been more effective
if only women, and not also men,
‘had come out that night?

» Didi, and her nephew, TMC
MPand ‘Dada’ Abhishek Baner-
jee, have already found a ‘con
spiracy’, linking the citizenry’s
anger and anguish with CPKM)
and BJP attempts to trigeer a
‘Bangladeshlike mass move
ment tocapture power’. Yes, per
haps people would have stayed
home singing ‘Ekla cholo re’ on
their own if they weren't egged
onby political plotters.

Inall fogof deception, appro-
priation, whataboutery, protest
aesthetics, two things mustn't be
lostsightof:the need to build
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‘Demure’on
TikTok

What's all the buzz about ‘demure’
on TikTok?

The term ‘demure’ has recently
surged in popularity on TikTok,
Jargely due to creator Jools Lebron.
Her viral videos provide humorous
and exaggerated takes on what be-
ingdemuremeans, applying it toev-
erythingfromdailyroutines tofash-
ion choices. The trend has been so
that it topped Google's ‘Why
is' searches with people asking,
\Vh) iseveryone saying demure?

lamstillcon-
fused.

In one vid-
eo, Jools Le-
bron play-
fully  ex-
plains how
to be de
mure  at
work, dis-
cussing

style choic-
es. This
lighthearted approach hasled Tik-
Tok userstoapply theterminv
ous unexpected contexts, such as
their coffee orders or even a walk
of shame. For instance, your
morning coffee with a splash of
half-and-half? Demure. Graceful-
ly sitting on the subway? Very de-
mure. What was once a term re-
served for describing reserved
women has become a semi-ironic
social media staple.

Why is everyone sointo it?

The trend has caught on because it
takes a traditionally reserved term
andredefinesitinafunandcreative
way. This shift reflects how social
media can transformand adapt lan-
guage, turning an old concept into
something relevant and engaging
for a new audience, By using ‘de-
mure’ indiverse ways, users are ex-
ploring and expressing new dimen-
sionsof identity and femininity.

Are there other similar trends that
involvereint old terms?

Yes, trends like ‘coquette’, "brat’ and
‘wholesome’ havealso redefined tra-
ditional concepts on social media.
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New Zealand's Lydia Ko enters the Ladies Professional Golf Association
Hall of Fame

Golf the big winner

2

With a gold at the recently-concluded
Olympics, Lydia Ko has had a dream run

OVERTHE

TOP

Meraj Shah

“1 GET TO write my own ending..”
says Simone Biles. In a remarkable
moment captured on film in Rising—
a documentary on the American
gymnast—Biles opens up about the
mental and physical challenges she
faced after her stunning withdrawal
from the 2020 Tokyo Olympics.
Watching the documentary in the
weeks leading up to the 2024
Olympics in Paris, Lydia Ko pauses
and then writes that line down in her
yardage book. Ko—a two-time
medallist at The Games—is already
the most decorated golf Olympian,
and the public pressure to win gold
has driven the Kiwi to go off social
media entirely. Expectations aren’t
new for Kowho became the youngest
golfer in history (man or woman) to
beranked number one when she was
just over 17 years old. Winning gold
in Paris would give Ko the points
needed to enter the LPGA Hall of
Fame—a career goal for the Kiwi.

A few weeks later, Ko found her-
self going into the final round witha
two-shot lead. “The next 18 holes
were going to be some of the most
important 18 holes of mylife...this s
my last Olympics...I knew that being
in this kind of position, itwas a once-
in-a-lifetime opportunity,” she
would say later. As it turns out, Ko
made the most of that chance and
kept her two-stroke advantage till
the end and finished at 10-under
278. Germany’s Esther Henseleit
won thesilverwith a total of 8-under
280 while the People’s Republic of
China’s Xiyu Lin won bronze with 7-
under 281. Lydia Ko is now a three-
time Olympic Medalist after earning
the gold in 2024; the silver in 2016
and the bronze in 2020. A 20-time
LPGATourwinner,sheis nowa mem-
ber of the LPGA Hall of Fame.

Of the Indian squad Aditi Ashok
did well to climb 11 places with a
final round four-under after a way-
ward third round scuppered her
chances.“I think today was probably
the best day for me.I feel like I was
hittingapproach shotsand Iwas hol-
ing putts, both were working, so I
think that’s where the seven birdies
came from,”said Ashok. Dagar had to
endure some tough conditions at Le
Golf National,and couldn’t quite get
her game going. Ashok finished tied
29th while Dagar was 49th in the
field. Ashok’s near fairy-tale finish at
the 2020 Tokyo Games brought

ODD & EVEN

[LL BE BACK
FROM THE JAIL

Indian golf from the fringes of public
perception into the mainstream. The
fact that so many people in India
watched the golf on telly, and know
who these two athletes are is a sign
of how far things have come.

The big winner at the Olympics
was the game of golf. The huge gal-
leries, the scores of French fans fol-
lowing their players and breaking
into the French national anthem

ACROSSTHE

AISLE

P Chidambaram

The issue is not whether
there was wrongdoing or
actual conflict of interest
on the part of Ms Buch.
The issue is not whether
the government is
shielding Ms Buch in
order to shield the
business group. Rather,
the issue is a simple and
straightforward one: Did
Ms Buch disclose her past
connections and actions
—and the potential
conflict of interest—to
SEBI, to the government,
to the Justice Sapre
Committee, and to the
Supreme Court?

THE UNFOLDING SAGA of the Securities

the golfers emb
the Olympics experience and living
at the Games village, among other
distinct experiences differentiated
the Games from any other golf event
on the planet. And the players
seemed torealise it; Scottie Scheffler
was in tears as he was awarded the
gold medal, as was Lydia Ko. Both
understood that to take first place at
the Olympics is of a different order
of merit than winning even a major
championship.

The only fairy tale ending though
was reserved for Ko. “Cinderella's
glass slippers are see-through and
my podium shoes are also see-
through... For it to have happened
hereat the Olympics, unreal.I do feel
like ’'m a mythical character in a
story tale. It really couldn't have got-
ten any better than I could have
imagined,and I've had so many
grateful things that happened in my
Career so far, and this really tops it. |
couldn't have asked for anything
more tobe honest,”she gushed at the
post-event presser.

As the Games drew to a close,
Simone Biles emerged as one of the
superstars of the 2024 Olympics. The
gymnast scripted one of greatest
comebacks in Olympics history: her
four medals included the individual
all-round Gold that she had won
eight years back.“I've accomplished
way more than in my wildest
dreams,” Biles told a packed press
conference room. “Not just at this
Olympics, but in the sport.”

Five days later, after the conclu-
sion of the ladies golf event the
champion spoke to the press about
drawing inspiration from Biles. “..I
get to write my own ending... I kept
telling myself that,and I wanted to
be the one that was going to control
my fate and the ending to this week.
To have ended this way, it's honestly
adream come true,” said Lydia Ko.

In the past, Ko has spoken about
retiring at the age of 30.As occasions
go, there couldn’t be a better time for
the newly-minted LPGA Hall-of-
Famer and Olympic Champion to
hang up her boots. But she’s just 27
years old,and Lydia Ko hasn’t written
herexit lines yet.

Agolfer, Meraj Shah also
writes about the game

ROHNIT PHORE

BY THE TIME
FinsH
CUPOF TEA,

and Board of India (SEBI) has
gripped the attention of the business
and financial world. Sherlock Holmes
said,“Ifyour ition, melo-

Hindenburg Research has made allegations against Sebi chairperson Madhabi Puri Buch and her husband Dhaval Buch that
they had economic interests in entities investigated by the regulatory body

FLEPHOTO

Things are not what
they seem to be

tant. The Committee found that there
were 13 overseas investors includi

lying the regulations governing rlated
s

12 foreign portfolio investors (FPI). The
“beneficial owner’ of each FPI had been
disclosed but the ultimate beneficial

drama and chaos, all you're left with is
cold facts” The superstition in the saga
is that a government always speaks and
acts in the interest of the people. The
melodrama is that the story pits Big
Business against the Small Investorand
at the end of the day we must avoid
blood and gore. The chaos is because too
many people speak in too many voices
and the result is only noise.

If you cut out the superstition,
melodramaand the chaos,youwill find
the truth. The central question was,
what was the source of investment ina
business group? The group denied any
wrongdoing and claimed that the
money was legitimate. The doubters
alleged that the money was through
over-invoicing and round-tripping,and
was illegitimate. SEBI investigated the
matter and reported that it had found,
prima facie, nothing wrong, but the
doubters were not satisfied. Ultimately,
the Supreme Court asked a five-mem-
ber Committee under Justice Sapre to
investigate and report.

What committee
found

What the Justice Sapre Committee
found—and could not find—are impor-

FIFTH

COLUMN

TAVLEEN SINGH

Musings on
India today

'AS SOMEONE BORN three years after
India awoke to ‘life and freedom’ on
that magical midnight, 1 had the mis-
fortune to spend my growing years in
those socialist decades when every-
thing was shabby, second rate and in
short supply. So forme, personally, the
liberalisation that a Congress prime
minister was forced to bring remains
among the best things that have hap-
pened in our journey as a modern
nation. The truth is that we got polit-
ical freedom on August 15,1947, but
along with it came an economic dic-
tatorship through central planning. It
was the liberalisation brought by PV
Narasimha Rao that gradually dis-
mantled the licence raj. It is sad that
this Congress prime minister has been
so disrespected by his own party. He
deserves ourreverenceand gratitude.

This was the first thought that
crossed my mind while listening to
the Prime Minister’s long speech
from the Red Fort last week. But I paid
attention to how Narendra Modi
praised his own ‘reforms’and won-
dered if he knew that there has been

owner—the last natural person in the
chain—had not been disclosed. Why?
Because the requirement to disclose
the last natural person had been done
away with in 2018! Nevertheless, SEBI
claimed that it had investigated
the ownership of the 13 overseas enti-
ties since October 2020 but had drawn
a blank. The Committee’s comment
was scathing:

“Without such information SEBI is
unable to satisfy itself that its suspicion
that has been aroused can be put to rest.
The securities market regulator suspects
wrongdoing but also finds compliance
with various stipulations in attendant
regulations. Therefore, the record reveals
achicken-and-egg situation.”

On the connected question if the
investors or their beneficial owners
were ‘related parties’ to the investee
companies, the Committee found that
the terms ‘related party’ and ‘related
party transaction’ had been amended
substantially in November 2021 but
with prospective effect,some from April
1,2022 and some from April 1,2023!
The Committee’s comment on this
aspect was equally scathing:

“Having adopted the path of making
explicit stipulations prospectively, the

testing the princip

onlya limited amount of real reform
in the past decade. Roads, airports,
trains stations and ports are being
built faster, which is good. The wel-
fare state is more efficient, which is
also good.And history will record that
one of Modi’s real achievements was
the dramatic change in rural sanita-
tion brought by the Swachh Bharat
campaign that he announced in a
more memorable speech from the
Red Fort.Ifound it hard to agree with
him when he asserted that he had
transformed governance.

This is not true. The reason why
none of the new denizens of that priv-
ileged enclave known as Lutyens”
Delhi has discovered this is because
thereisan iron dome above this piece
of expensive real estate that prevents
all real information from breaking
through. Modi’s ministers are more
inaccessible than Congress ministers
ever were. This could be because he
never had the courage to kick them
out of their palatial bungalows and
order them to live as more humble
Indians do. This has led to serious fail-
ures in governance.

Arecent, scary example is the way
his education minister began by
denying that there had been paper

arty

Thef‘nalconc]usnonoftheCummlt—
tee was that “..it appears that the leg-
islative policy of SEBI on the ownership
structure of FPIs has moved in one
direction while the enforcement by SEBI
is moving in the opposite direction.”

Sebi carries on

Nevertheless, SEBI continued with
its investigations into 24 specific cases.
‘When the Committee’s report was sub-
mitted to the Supreme Court, the Court
heard arguments and by an order dated
January 3, 2024 upheld SEBI’s actions.
The Court also directed SEBI to com-
pleteits investigations in three months.
Seven months have elapsed.

Conflict of interest

Everyone thought that the allega-
tions of the short-seller, Hindenburg
Research, had been given a quiet burial
inJanuary 2024, but the short-seller hit
the headlines again in August 2024
when it made allegations against Ms
Madhabi Puri Buch, Chairperson of
SEBI, and her husband, Mr Dhaval
Buch. Ms Buch was appointed whole
time member of SEBI in April 2017.
After she completed her tenure,and a
gap, shewas appointed Chairperson on
March 1,2022. When the crucial deci-
sionswere takenin 2018 and 2021-24,
Ms Buchwas in a decision making posi-
tion in SEBI.

reforms that should have been made
in the past ten years is in the sphere
of education. Millions of Indian chil-
dren are forced to turn to govern-
ment schools and colleges, because
they are all they can afford, and they
remain as lousy as they were before.
Modi’s chief ministers have governed
some of our most backward states in
the past decade,and they did nothing
to improve the rotten school system
they inherited. The prime minister
spoke of how he wanted to see a time
when Indian students would not
need to go abroad for higher educa-
tion, but does he know that this
remains a distant dream because of
his government’s neglect of real
reform. It is silly to boast of how many
new colleges have been built if they
continue to offer nothing that can be
called an education. Quality is the
problem. Not quantity.

My mind continued to wander
during the speech, so I started calcu-
lating the things that India has
achieved and the things that we have
failed to achieve. Achievements make
a shorter list. It is to the credit of
Narasimha Rao and Narendra Modi
that India at least looks better than it
did i in the years before the economy

leaks in the NEET ions or
that the National Testing Agency
(NTA) was seriously flawed. It was
onlybecause desperate students took
tothe streetsand news channels took
up their cause that this minister was
forced tolisten.

One of the most important

was|! d.Pri ‘prise has
bloomed and flourished and today we
have world-class companies, hospi-
tals, colleges, schools, hotels and
restaurants. They would be much bet-
ter if governance had improved
enough to get officials out of the way.
This has not happened so what has

Allegations of conflict of interest
have been made against Ms Buch. It
appears that she and her husband had
economic interests in entities that were
investigated by SEBI and reviewed by
the Justice Sapre Committee. Ms Buch
admitted her investments but offered
explanations: theywere made when she
and her husband were private citizens;
that they had redeemed the invest-
ments upon her appointment in SEBI;
and that the companies concerned had
become dormant soon after.

The issue is not whether there was
wrongdoing oractual conflict of interest
on the part of Ms Buch. The issue is not
whetherthe government is shielding Ms
Buch in order to shield the business
group. Rather, the issue is a simple and
straightforward one: Did Ms Buch dis-
close her past connections and actions—
and the potential conflict of interest—to
SEBI to the government, to the Justice
Sapre Committee, and to the Supreme
Court? Apparently not. Nor did Ms Buch
recuse herself from the investigations.

Assuming all the facts in Ms Buch’s
favour, at the least she committed a
grave and culpable error. She ought to
have made a disclosure and recused
herself from the case. Her participation
has tainted the investigations. She
must resign and the allegations inves-
tigated de novo.

o Website: pchidambaram.in
Twitter: @Pchidambaram_IN

bloomed alongside is corruption as a
mega industry.

If colonial governance had not
continued to be practised by the men
living under that iron dome much
more could have been achieved.
Instead of tinkering with this and
that, the law minister should have
discovered by now that the justice
system does not work. It is too cum-
bersome, too expensive and too stuck
inadministrative methods that died
indeveloped countries a centuryago.
The minister for urban affairs would
have noticed that our cities and
towns look like vast slums with oases
of cleanliness and prosperity dotted
hereand there. Has the prime minis-
ter noticed yet that there are no
smart cities?

‘When Modi became prime minis-
teradecade ago, he seemed tomean it
when he promised economic liberali-
sation, but this has turned out to be a
false promise. When was the last time
you heard of a government company
being privatised? When was the last
time you heard an official mention
the word? It must be sadly said that
Modi has spent ten years walking
along the same path that Congress
prime ministers walked and it is a
path that leads to that decrepit social-
ist India inwhich midnight’s children
and some who came a few years later
spent their childhood and youth. If
Modi’s speech this yearwas uninspir-
ing, it is because he has few new
achievements to list. We must hope
that real change happens now.
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{ THE BIG PICTURE }

Why health care needs
safe-systems approach

The culture of most

hospitals makes cover-ups,
workarounds, and quick fixes
the predominant response to
failures rather than root-cause
analysis and systematic
problem-solving

ospitals should not be in the

news except for celebratory

reasons. However, in India,

‘Thospitals are in the news for all

the wrong reasons, Either itis

for violenceagainst health care
‘workers (HCWs) or a mishap where patients
areat the receiving end of the health system,
Both indicate a failure of the system and not
individuals.

‘While the Kolkata rape incident is a one-
off case, violence against HCW's is a cause for
serious concern. I strongly feel that viclence
against HCWs is inherently linked to patient-
care systems. A system that does not care for
its workers will also not care for its patients
and vice versa. Ultimately, these reflect how
‘humane our health system is. HCW's face
attacks from both sides — patients and rela-
tives and from the administration.

For example, in any case of health service
failure —be it the non-admission of a patient
oran avoidable death of a patient, one of the
first actions of people in power to counter
public outrage is to suspend the doctor(s)
concerned and order an enquiry. This knee-
jerk reaction to the suspension of doctors,
‘sends the message that justice has prevailed,
and the inquiry is forgotten. Except, of
course, for the fall guy doctor(s). Even hospi-

tals are happy with this, as it deflects respon-

sibility from them While peo-
ple are right to be outraged, preventing such
occurrences requiresa systemic response. I
any patient is referred to another hospital
because of the lack of an appropriate special-
ist or equipment or service, individual doc-
tor(s) should not be held responsible.

So, how do we make our hospitals
humaneand safe for both health care work-
ers and patients? We can learn from the
“safe-systems” approach, which underpins
an effective road safety manage-
ment system and is built on the
premise that humans will make
mistakes, but no one should be
seriously injured on the roads. This
shifts the blame from the driver to
the transport system, Neither the

L=

E

gamd as a system failure mmu than as an
dividual crime. logic also applics
to health systems.

Human errors occur simply because of
being human, and factors such as anxiety,
siress, and fatigue (doing a 24-36 hours duty)
increase the risk of errors. Systemic errors
occur when something in the environment/
system contributes to the occurrence of
errors, such as crowded hospitals, inade-

or non-functional
No one chooses to make errors; rather,
human error is inevitable, unpre-
dictable, and unintentional. Being
human, a doctor can miss a diagno-
sis, or a surgeon can operate
wrongly. Rather than blaming them
for carelessness, we should find out
why necessary steps of prevention

driver nor the pedestrian should Anand were not taken, and ance the inci-
suffer, The safety of bothis thepri- ~ Krishnan  dent happened. why the steps for
ority. Similarly, keeping the safety itigation and future i

of both HCWs and patients should were not taken. A system-centred
be the ibility of the health approach that any such incident

In the safe-systems approach for traffic
injuries, we treat traffic injuries as not onlya
behavioural problem but alsoan engineering
problem. The “engineering” elements of the
system — vehicles and roads — should be
designed to be compatible with the human
element to minimise harm, particularly by
making roads forgiving of human error. The
five elements of a safe transportation system
are — safe roads, safe road users, safe vehi-
cles, safe speeds, and post-crash care, A safe
system ensures that all work in

is a symptom of a deeper systemic problem.
Akin to road crashes, health service fail-
ures are a.continuum of an infinite number
of mistakes of different degrees, ranging
from catastrophes (which make newspaper
headlines) to minor slipups (which patients
never come to know about). Health service
failures include both clinical errors (inade-
quate or inappropriate treatment or diagno-
sis) and system errors like delay in treat-
ment, poor attitude of care providers, or
T Most of these occur at

synergy and thatan error or weakness in one
element is compensated for within other
areas. It also emphasises that responsibility
is shared, safety is proactive, and redundancy
is crucial. Road crashes should be investi-

highly crowded places like emergencies or
hig i

or intensive care units (ICUs),
the need exceeding the capacity o provide
safe care.

hile the Kolk

(One of the main reasons that hospitals and
health systems in lndla dun ‘tlearn from fail-

health

lists to ensure that these are followed and
documented is also critical.

ureis inhibits
speaking up or. qmsuonmg, fears of retribu-
tion due to a clear hierarchy, and lack of
effective teamwork. Secondly, the culture of
most hospitals makes cover-ups, worka-
rounds, and quick fixes the predominant
response to failures rather than roo[-:au:c

g. To

Safe ies: The
‘health system must procure safer and better
quality medicines. All health eare technolo-
gies should be well maintained, and have
fail-safe and early warning systems which
get deployed if something goes wrong (like
airbags). Ensuring the availability of medici-
nes, te and human resources at

address these, we need to adopt a safer
health-systems’ approach, which should
include the five elements:

Safe patients: Since they know them-
selves best, patients need to be more proact-
ively engaged in their management. For this,
they need to be educated and empowered,
and our health system must be willing to
engage them more.

Safe health care teams and

the correct time and place iscritical.

Safe hospital culture/management: A
culture which rewards people for reporting
errors rather than punishing them ensures
that every error is reported and investigated.
Ensuring the safety of HCWs is a part of this
aspect. Most public hospitals do not have
clean, safe spaces for sleeping and toilets for
Jjunior doctors, espmally for women. That
we basic ser-

Health service delivery is ateamwork of doc-
tors, nurses, and others who attend todiffer-
ent aspects of care. Avoiding errors requires
good communication between them and
acceptance of coll responsibility. The
use of updated disease management guide-
lines, standard processes, and use of check-

vicesand yet expecl :.ham to deliver quality
care shows our utter disregard for them.
Post-incident

sisacause

REUTERS

viding alternative solutions. For example, if
a patient is to be referred, advance informa-
tion can be provided to the referred facility,
and transport arrangements can be made.
‘This needs a round-the-clock team of social
‘workers and hospital administrators. Doc-
torsand nurses are frontline care providers
and should not be given this task_ This ring-
fencing of HCWs is most important. The
media should also frame such stories as sys-
tem failures rather than individual errors.

‘While these may not prevent all adverse
incidents, these would go a long way in
addressing the day-to-day grievances of both
patients and health care workers and create
aamore conducive and pleasant hospital envi-
ronment. However, the implementation of
this approach requires a strong politico-ad-
ministrative commitment and a rethinking
among the hospital administrators and
health care providers. May tainci-
dent spark the first step in this regard.

response: Timeliness of response toa fauum
is critical to ensure that it does not spiral out
of control. The response includes calming
the situation, correcting the wrong, or pro-

Anand Krishnan s a professor at the Centre for
Conmunity Medicine at AN India Institutes of
Medica Sciences New Delhi.

‘The views expressed are personal
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Neeraj-Arshad warmth
echoes shared culture

ave you ever thought about how
Punjabis view Pakistan? It's dis-
tinetly different to the rest of the
country. In fact, Iwould imagine
the closest parallel is how Bengalis view
Bangladesh. Both states were divided at
Partition, and nostalgia and affection for
the lost half has not dimmed. If anything,
it seems to pass down the generations.
Perhaps this is why the Neeraj Chopra-
Arshad Nadeem story was headline news
for the rest of the country but an unexcep-
tional outcome for Punjabis. And, before
1go further, let me remind you that Hary-
ana, until 1966, was for centuries a signifi-
cant part of the undivided Punjab.
Ambala and Rohtak were as Punjabi as
Lahore and Ludhiana.
So, it is not surprising Neeraj and
Arshad would gravitate towards each

other. Not just their sport but their cul-
ture determined it. They have more in
common with each other than either do
with their Grenadian, European or Amer-
ican fellow athletes, That they would
embrace and laugh, speak warmly of the
otherand, even, share a bond —which is
50 obvious — is not unusual. The opposite
would be.

That's also true of their mothers. The
reason they don't view their son's rival as
an opponent is because they sense the

njabi” connect. No doubt, this explains
the smkmg similarity in the way they
spoke. “I also pray for Neeraj”, said
Arshad’s molllcr Razlah Parveen, “he is
alsolike our son.”

Saroj Devi, Neeraf's mother, said virtu-
ally the same thing. “The one who got
gold is also our child and the one who got

silver is also our child.”

1 first became aware of what I'm calling
the Punjabi connection in 1980. I was
visiting Lahore. It was my firsttrip across
the border, and until I got there, | looked
upon Pakistan as a foreign country. Of
course, it was, but the people definitely
were not. Nor was | strange and alien to
them.

One evening at Salloos, in the old
WAPDA building, I found [ was the only
guest in the restaurant. I prepared myself
for a lonely dinner and a quick exit. How
wrong [ was. Within minutes of discover-
ing Twas a Punjabi from India, the restau-
rant staff walked up and asked if they
could chat. When I agreed, they took
charge. They ordered the choicest food,
recommended the sights I must see in
Lahore, insisted on replacing the warm
rotis with fresh ones that were piping hot
and kept topping up my plate till it resem-
bled a wedding cake.

But it was their questions I'll never for-
get. "Have you been to galino x in Jullun-
der? My parents lived there”, I was asked.
“Have you ever met Amitabh Bachchan
and Rekha? I'm so keen to meet them”,
was another question, “Tell me about
Indira Gandhi. [ want to know thing
about her,” was perhaps the most surpris-

ing.
They were living their parents’ lives

with a zest and enthusiasm as if it were
their own. For them, India may have been
another country, but the place where
their parents were born was still home. [
was, therefore, from a world that had
been lost but far from forgotten. Sitting in
Salloos, [ was their new-found connect
with it.

Now, 1980 was a good 44 years ago. A
lot has happened since. The pre-Partition
generation has died, politics divides and
doesn't fascinate us, and Bollywood films
are no longer the same. And, yet, we still
look alike, speak the same language, eat
similar food and, even, curse with the
same lingo! The only separation is reli-
gion and a line on a British-drawn map.
The Punjabi connection is strong enough
to overcome that.

This iswhat drew Neeraj and Arshad to
each other. It's also the reason why Indi-
ans and Pakistanis —whether Punjabi or
not — gravitate to each other abroad.
They feel comfortable in each other's
company. They don't need to explain
themselves. They know they’ll be under-
stood. A shared culture is stronger than
divisive politics. 1f only our politicians
understood that.

Social audits can help
decolonise policing

deaths in cusmdy‘ police atrocity,
excess use of force, abuse of office,
extortion, bias, and lack of response.

ay after day, we read about police
Dmlsbeh.avn : Police illegality,

the requirement of more boots on the
ground has to be tempered with the notion
of better personnel. Recruitment cycles that
take anywhere between one to three years
—and often had to be revoked because of

Without visible or correct-
ive measures to make sure the same doesn't
happen again, the inevitability of malfea-
sance has beaten the public into accept-
ance. Everything peints to the need for
more effective police. Crime is becoming
more sophisticated. Ever more stringent
laws that nibble away at constitutional pro-
tections have done nothing to
make policing more effective.

It is not as if the pathways to
better policing are not known.
Recommendations on every
aspect lie unattended. They

‘malpracti 10 become regular, pro-
tected from taint, and most importantly,
‘have tomove from merely weedingout the
most unsuitable to carefully selecting those
best suited to law-abiding policing,

Training offers another simple building
block. The Comptroller and Auditor Gen-
eral have documented the crumbling state
of training institutes.

Much of police behaviour is
defined by the relationship
between the political executive
and the police establishment.
‘What accountability there is, faces

include the 1903 British-appointed . inward and upward within the
Fraser Committec on torture, the Maja hicrarchy or toward the burcau-
ightvolumesof ~ Daruwala  cratand the legislator. The layers

Karan Thapar fs the author of Devil's
Advocate: The Untold Story.

lhe National Police Commission in
1981, two Administrative Reforms

The p

Unpaid bills, not pre-paid
cards, are ungentlemanly

n August 4, a member of our
club, Karan Thapar, penned an
article titled “The Gymkhana
Club’s ungentlemanly move".
‘While his concerns about the recent deci-
sion by the Delhi Gymkhana Club (Gym-
khana Club) to introduce pre-paid smart
cards for its members are noted, the por-
trayal of this measure as “bizarre”,
“insulting” and “ungentlemanly” reflects
the lack of understanding of the rationale
behind the decision.
to have members use the
through pre-paid cards is
neither innovative nor unknown, In fact,
it is pertinent to highlight that the Gym-
khana Club is perhaps among the last of
several well-known clubs in
Delhi to implement the system
of pre-paid cards for usage of
club facilities, primarily for
enjoying food and beverage.
Some institutions that have
been following this system
ralhnr successfully for some
ithout attracting
m, include the

Mal}ay
Kumar Sinha

members is both misplaced and unneces-
sary.
‘We completely endorse the thought
when Thapar states that “An unwritten
but well-knewn code of conduct prevails.
Atits core is the assumption that mem-
bers will always behave honourably. They
can be relied upon to do the decent thing™
However, Thapar's assumption that the
“..incorrigible defaulters are unlikely to
be more than 100" is way off the mark.
Theintroduction of the smart pre-paid
card system was not designed to under-
mine the spirit of camaraderie or the tra-
ditional ethos of the club. Rather, itisa

practical response faced by
the club, including the need to address
issucs of routine non-payment
of dues that conscqucmly
mqmre i penalties

intended i

porate the p 3
HTARCHIVE

answer io the question: What is more

and, in the past, even (Errmna-
tion of membership. The man-
agement’s decision is simply
driven by the need to improve
operational efficiency and elim-
inating the need to impose fines
and issue commu-

India International Centre, the

Civil Services Officers’ Institute, the
Defence Services Officers’ Institute, and
the Air Force Sports Complex, among oth-
ers, A large number of prominent clubs
outside Delhi also follow similar systems.
The eminent citizens who have imple-
mented this system in these clubs cer-
tainly don't qualify as being “ungentle-
manly” for implementing a rather routine
decision.

On behalf of the club’s management, it
has now become expedient to try and
explain why any assertion that the Gym-
khana Club's actions are an affront to its

nications, Had Thapar cared to
have checked, we would have easily
informed him that, since 2022, there have
been 2,933 members who have preferred
to defaulton payments leading to a rather
handsome sum of ¥3,09,59,371 as out-
standing dues. It took tens of hours of fol-
low-up and several communications to
bring down these outstanding dues, How-
ever, despite all this, even today
1,21,75,389 continues to remain out-
standing against the names of 1,071 mem-
bers, out of which finally 557 member-
ships have been terminated by the Gym-
khana Club over time. This begs an

", owing the club money
or the management taking steps to pre-
vent a repeat of such a situation?
The decision of the Gymkhana Club's
management to incorporate the pre-pai
card system is intended to streamli
transactions, reduce instances of unpaid
bills, and thereby mitigate the need for
punitive measures against defaulters. Far
from signalling a distrust of the member-
ship, this initiative is aimed at pre&mng
the Club's | integ-

provide a more personalised and mem-
ber-focused experience, which includes
upholding a certain level of mutual trust
and respect. The pre-paid card system isa
modern adaptation intended to align with
this ethos while safeguarding against the
financial risks associated with unpaid
bills.

To conclude, Thapar’s critique has
overlooked the practical benefits of the
new system and the broader context
within which it was introduced. This

I bescenasa

rity and ensuring thal all members con-
tinue to enjoy its facilities without the dis-
ruptions caused by payment disputes. Nor
should those members who clear dues on
time ever be equated with those whe pre-
ferto use the facilities and shy away from
clearing accumulated dues.
Furthermore, comparing the Gym-
khana Club’s practices to commercial
establishments is a false equivalence.
Unlike restaurants, clubs are intended to

progressive step, rather than a betraya] oI
the Gymkhana Club’s values. The club
would welcome, even encourage, any ini-
tiative from Thapar in assisting it to coax
members with pending dues to adhere to
good gentlemanly values and clear their
dues at the earliest.

Malay Kumar Sinha, a retired IPS officer, is
chairman, Dethi Gymkhana Club.
The views expressed are personal

the seven Supreme Court
directions in the Prakash Singh casein 2006
and the Verma Committee’s recommenda-
tions of 2013 that wrote a chapter on police
reform after the Delhi gang rape.
Different interest groups give different
reasons for stagnation. The leadership will
point out that extraneous forces cut into
internal decision-making, and internal lines
of supervision and authority stand weak-
ened to the will of outsiders. The constabu-
lary will point to unfair working environ-
ments that see them working over long
hours, seven days a week, in rough condi-
tions, and perpetual equipment and person-
nel shortages where they are needed the
most. Some of this is justified.
At103.47 personnel per 100,000 pecple,
India's police-population ratio is amongst
the lowest in the world. Since salaries eat
upthe lion's share of budgets, little is left for

After theinitial stint at induction, less than
5% receive any in-service training. Nation-
ally, the cumulative spend on training sticks
at around I% of the overall police budget.,
So how do we move ahead? One building
block is certainly enhanced capacity. But

of external oversight like the

human rights commissions and
police complaints authorities that have
been set up at taxpayer expense are yet to
show they are the cause of any discernible
improvernent in policing culture. The pub-
lic has litle role toplay.
ies are the main beneficia-
ries of good policing and the main victims
of bad. ?ubli{' participation in setting the
safety agenda for a locality and periodically
evaluating police performance through
‘open forum social audits is seen as essential
to effective and accountable policing. Social
audits, involving all a:gmems ufd local
population, set a gauge for satisfaction and
future fine-tuning. They provide a rare
moment for the community at large to
mediate grievances in a safe space. The
jointexercise of police people and political
representatives also builds a better under-
standing of the challenges the police face.
Done acrossa state, it sets up healthy com-
petition between districts. This would bea
true measure of decolonised policing.

Maja Daruwala i chief editor, India Justice
Report, and senior advisor, Commonvwealth
‘Human Righis Iniviative.

The views expressed are personal
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On parallelsin Maintain vigil against scammers

politics and film This is with reference to “Heed those WhatsApp warnings
o on fraudsters” by Karan Thapar (Aug 11). The actions by

T};‘i ‘E:.'iNt‘t:h ""“’:‘F £1 | theauthor'srelative weretimely, tactical and showed a
H‘" IE“"':‘;::;FF keen presence of mind. Her actions are lessons for

INAREG] SEUNE s others who might face similar scenarios.

by Suhel Seth (Aug 11)
Rahul Gandhi's image

PV Prakash

makeover parallels that
of Salman Khan. Both
endured harsh media
criticism. However,
through reinvention, both
of them reconnected with
their audiences

Naweed Rahman

Utilise technology to empower women

This is with reference to “A blockchain boon for women's
health” by Lalita Panicker (Aug11). Women are the
backbone of our country. There should be more tech-
powered initiatives to bolster women empowerment.

Atul Taneja

‘Write to us at: letters@hindustantimes.com
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