
The doctor was explicit with his
instructions: “Stay at home,
absolutely no reading or writing

till I say so, no TV, and avoid the sun.”
“Well, he didn’t say anything about rest,”
my wife pointed out to me, when I won-
dered whether I should be putting away
the family’s woollies under her coaxing.
“If you’re going to lie about at home all
day,” she insisted, “you might as well
make yourself useful.” So, I packed away
my wife’s silks and replaced them with
chiffons and cottons. I segregated my
son’s suits and coats that needed to go for
dry-cleaning from those that he hadn’t
used over Delhi’s short winter. I strug-
gled to pack my daughter’s 178 winter
dresses, 65 short crop jackets, 22 pairs of
boots, and various pieces of apparel that

apparently justified their use in the cool
season but not in spring or summer.
When it was all done, I could find no
place for my own sweaters and shawls,
and my wife complained to her friend
Sarla that I had too many clothes and she
had herself a task taking care of them.

Seeing that I could be gainfully
employed around home, my wife com-
manded me to set up appointments with
the plumber and electrician so that vari-
ous tasks that had not been attended to
over several months could be speedily
expedited. I aired quilts and blankets and
sorted unmatched crockery, adding or
getting rid of table mats and napkins. I
looked for pairs of mismatched socks,
segregated table linen and matched tow-
el sets, and disposed off wine glasses and
coffee mugs that were missing partners. 

I squared domestic accounts that had-
n’t been matched in a long while, made
Excel sheets of advances and loans taken
by the staff, filed away insurance certifi-
cates, processed applications for our
change of address four years after we’d
moved home, sequenced all EMI pay-
ments, paid my wife’s credit card bills,
paid my son’s credit card bills, paid my
daughter’s credit card bills, enhanced our
broadband connection, discovered that
our tenants hadn’t renewed their lease,
ordered my daughter’s cheque books, fol-
lowed up on my son’s reversal of credit

from his hotel that hadn’t been reversed
in five months, discovered that the elec-
tricity bill hadn’t been paid by our Man
Friday though he’d taken cash for the
purpose, applied for the renewal of my
wife’s driving licence, applied for my
son’s Schengen visa, applied for the
renewal of my daughter’s passport, paid
my son’s mobile bill, paid my wife’s
mobile bill, paid my daughter’s mobile
bill, but forget to pay my own mobile bill
and found its services, embarrassingly,
discontinued. 

My wife said she couldn’t stand the
sight of me sitting about at home when I
should have been at office, so decided to
make herself scarce, finding, in the three
weeks since my surgery, the opportunity
and occasion to attend 14 birthday par-
ties, seven marriage functions, a couple
of all girls’ lunches, two picnics, and
invite home her clients for dinner
because, she said, that way she could
“keep an eye on me”.

She told Sarla that it was an ordeal
looking after a husband who required
nursing, and she was tired from running
chores for me. “All day, it’s fetch me this,
or get me that, or cook me something
nice,” she cribbed, even though I thought
I’d been an exemplary patient. “It would
be okay,” she told Sarla, “if he made him-
self useful, but all he does is hang around
doing nothing at all.”

Whatever you do is nothing at all

Was Srinivas Kuchibhotla’s murder
India’s loss or America’s? The question
is implicit in his widow’s challenging

question, “Do we belong?” The answer remains
elusive because of the hypocrisy that cloaks atti-
tudes on both sides on a matter that touches
closely on sensitive areas like loyalty, identity,
national pride and, yes, also human greed.

Undoubtedly, many in Donald Trump’s
administration must resent the phenomenon
that the 32-year-old aviation engineer repre-
sented. The president’s chief strategist,

Stephen K Bannon, for instance, once report-
edly deplored that “two-thirds or three-quar-
ters of the CEOs in Silicon Valley are from
South Asia or from Asia”. As it happens, the
charge was untrue. Even when a dispropor-
tionate number of Asians are hired, they are
hugely under-represented in upper manage-
ment. Yet, the myth of a model minority cheat-
ing native-born white Americans of their
birthright persists with damaging effect.

It’s like the crock of gold at the end of the
rainbow tempting more and more gifted young
Indians to seek a livelihood in the US instead of
using their talents to help shape India’s future.
India trains them — especially graduates of
the Indian Institutes of Technology — in sci-
ence, technology, engineering and mathemat-
ics at immense public cost. It’s not widely
known that the IITs were the brainchild of a
visionary Bengali businessman, Nalini Ranjan
Sarkar, who enriched himself through land
development, insurance initiatives and busi-
ness ventures. He then tried to do the same
for his country by laying the foundations of an
entrepreneurial class to manage the industri-
alisation that was expected from Jawaharlal
Nehru’s five-year plans. Thanks to our slug-

gish development, it’s the US that benefits most
not only from Sarkar’s IITs but from the entire
edifice of higher education that poverty-strick-
en India set up with painstaking care and at
great expense.

Bannon’s unfair and untrue comment also
showed that Indian success is a further red rag
to the bull of American envy. He represents what
is called the “alt-right” — the new extreme right
— in American politics. As chief executive of
Breitbart News, Bannon was accused of pro-
moting racist, anti-Muslim, anti-immigrant and
white supremacist ideas. His disquiet at the
notion of Asians climbing to top positions in
Silicon Valley was evident in an interview with
Trump in November 2015. While Trump thought
foreign-born Ivy league graduates should be
allowed to stay on in the US  where they could be
“job creators”, Bannon hummed and hawed to
make his infamous comment about Asian CEOs
and argue that the US was “more than an econ-
omy”. It was “a civic society”.

There’s no denying that white Americans
have cause for envy. A century ago, Asian
Americans (mainly Japanese and Chinese)
were digging ditches, laundering clothes and
hewing minerals under the ground. Japanese
Americans were interned during World War II.
After the Chinese were massacred in Los
Angeles in 1871, Congress legislated to forbid
low-skilled Chinese immigrants. There were
only 196 Indian immigrants between 1820 and
1870 when the number rose to 586. The West
Coast attracted 6,000 labourers between 1898
and 1914, plus a number of Ghadar Party polit-

ical refugees. But nearly all Asian immigration
was banned by 1924. Hawaii’s legendary
Gobindram J Watumull, who landed in 1917,
couldn’t acquire citizenship until the Oriental
Immigration Act was revised in 1949.
Congressman Dalip Singh Saund, who flew to
Calcutta in December 1957 — his first visit to
India in 38 years — was probably the first and
most outstanding symbol of success.

From these humble beginnings, Indian
Americans have risen to out-earn everyone
since at least the 1960s. By 2014 their incomes
were 20 per cent higher than the average white
household’s. It wasn’t until 1965, however, that
explicit national discrimination was abolished
only because an economy that the Vietnam
War had galvanised desperately needed scien-
tists and engineers. Lyndon Johnson’s Great
Society wanted Third World doctors. George H
W Bush invited technology skills with non-
immigrant H1B visas. By 1999 a handful of
Indian Americans accounted for five per cent
of US wealth. Americans like to think that these
Indians landed very disadvantaged and wound
up advantaged through extraordinary invest-
ments in their children’s education. That is not
so. Unlike emigrants to Britain, those who
chose the US were usually highly educated to
start with. They were the best of Indian talent
whose migration is a sad blow for India’s future. 

Had Kuchibhotla stayed at home, he would
have earned less but his life might have been
spared to serve his country. 

Nor would there be any confusion about where
he belonged. He would have been India’s future.

Where one belongs
Had Kuchibhotla stayed in India, he would have earned less
but his life might have been spared to serve his country

The other day, an uncharacteristical-
ly bubbly Seema told me about her
plans to spend a month in her village

in Jharkhand this summer. “It feels like
such an achievement to find a date when
20 of us — my three sisters, their families
and a couple of others from the village can
travel together,” she said. “At the last
minute, one of my sisters said that her son
hadn’t got his leave approved from his
employer.” They waited until the nephew
had his leave sanctioned. After that got
sorted out, a cousin announced that she
had a wedding to attend in Delhi around
that time. Again, the 20-member party
decided to wait for her. “When we finally
found a date everyone was comfortable
with, my husband quickly bought the train
tickets to freeze the plan,” she said.

Seema’s story puzzled me. I couldn’t
understand why they were all so hell-
bent on travelling together. Wasn’t it
more practical for everyone to go when it
was convenient to them? Perhaps, there
was a certain safety in numbers when
travelling through the Maoist areas, I sur-
mised. Or perhaps the women did not
feel comfortable travelling alone or in
smaller groups. Or maybe for them, trav-
elling in such a large group was a picnic
in itself? It turned out that all my conjec-
tures were far from the truth — the group
liked to travel together because other-
wise, the village from where almost all
able-bodied adults had migrated, was a
lonely place indeed. 

“When we were children, our village
was crowded and bustling with activity,”
Seema said. “Our family and others
around us all worked in the fields,
bartered goods and were content living so
far from the city and the mainstream life.”
A succession of droughts led to a vicious
cycle of penury and debt. Soon, people
started migrating to the city in search of
better livelihoods. “My three sisters and
I were also packed off to Delhi to work as
domestic helps,” she said. Her mother
died soon after, and her father was left
alone in the family home. 

The sisters would go back to visit him
on Christmas or in the summer. “All our
cousins and friends also returned home

at that time, and there would be a carni-
val-like atmosphere all around,” said
Seema. “Perhaps some of the festivities
were also to celebrate the fact that so
many of us brought back a year’s savings
to give our families back home,” she
mused, “but whatever it was, we had a
great time.” It was only when their father
unexpectedly took ill and Seema’s elder
sister went back in what they called the
“off season” to look after him that they
realised that the reality of their home was
quite different. 

“The village was a sad, lonely place
with sad, old people,” she said. Instead of
the feasting or dancing that happened
especially around Christmas, there was a
deafening silence of the few who
remained in the village. Seema’s sister
couldn’t reconcile this village with the
place she dreamed of when she was
homesick in Delhi. “We all realised that in
the ‘off season’ the home we missed
whilst in Delhi, didn’t exist at all,” she
said. “I sometimes wonder what it must
be like for my father who continues to
live there.” From then on, they all decid-
ed to travel together so that none of them
would have to be lonely in their lonely lit-
tle village. There was something poignant
in the idea of a migrant dreaming of a
home that didn’t really exist, but Seema
seemed oblivious to it. “I’m so excited to
be going home this summer.”

Ode to a home imagined

PEOPLE LIKE THEM
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Afew days ago some-
one tweeted a 1977
Columbia lecture by

Kenneth Arrow, who died
last week, titled “A Cautious
Case for Socialism”. The
most important political
economy point made by
him in it was that capital-
ism was, or could be, incon-
sistent with democracy and
freedom, while socialism
wasn’t and couldn’t be. 

For a variety of reasons, he thought this was a superior alter-
native to American-style capitalism which, from time to time,
allowed all resources to lie idle, causing great hardship to people.
Political power also got concentrated in a very few hands.

Similar thoughts had occurred to India’s economic thinkers
about 40 years previously. They hadn’t come to this conclu-
sion via Karl Marx, though. They had done so intuitively.

The intuition was based on India’s cultural bias against
businessmen and their tendency to kowtow to the current
rulers while privately forming mutually beneficial cosy
arrangements with them — such as when the traders of
Surat helped the British grab the port and the hinterland. 

Private commercial interest, Indians tend to believe, often
trumps social interest. Indian culture, regardless of religion,
warns against it. It places group interests before individual ones.

We are different
Thus, unlike the Protestant ethic, which, after Adam Smith,
elevated private economic freedoms to a divinely ordained
status, Indian thinking on economic arrangements has
always been based on equity rather efficiency, cooperation
rather than competition, and a finely tuned sense of multi-
variate social balance that sought, in theory at least, to min-
imise huge disparities in the distribution of productive assets.

The one huge exception and blemish in all this was the
space assigned to people who are now called Dalits. Their
role in the economy was in direct opposition to their role in
society. There is no rational explanation for this.

This ingrained and implicit social view can be seen in the
writings of all the Indian economists from Dadabhai Naoroji
down to B R Ambedkar, V K R V Rao, Radhakamal Mukherjee
and others of the second quarter of the 20th century. But
after 1947 they all gave way to Western models with, as we
have seen, disastrous consequences.

This was in sharp contrast to China, which, from 1978 onwards,
got “socialism with Chinese characteristics” whose key feature is
group interests overriding individual interests. In India we have
adopted the opposite model because of the political beliefs of the
intellectual elites, which views the ordering of economic activity
separately from Indian social and cultural norms.

Ask any IAS officer who has run a district about how
things actually work and you will learn about the interface
of culture and economics. 

Ignored warnings
Not everyone was happy with Jawaharlal Nehru’s prefer-
ences. The Economic Weekly of the 1950s and 1960s is full of
articles by noted economists expressing their discomfort
with his approach.

I quote one of them below. Professor A K Dasgupta (1903-
92) was an impeccable economist. He was also the father of
Partha Dasgupta and father-in-law of I G Patel. 

Writing anxiously in the issue of December 5, 1959, he
wrote: “One word of caution to our ‘model-builders’... Let
them not, in their intoxication with ‘model-building’, forget
that if they are to be economic practitioners — as they may
need to be — they must know the character of the social envi-
ronment into which the models are proposed to be projected.

“Here is the occasion for the economist to take assistance
from other disciplines. I would not expect the economist to cul-
tivate these other disciplines himself... the economist, if he is
to be of use to society, must not divorce himself from what is
happening outside his own field. Do the more ‘brilliant’ among
our younger Indian economists need this warning? I wonder.”

As it turned out they did need that warning. In the end,
though, they ignored it. 

One very important thing they ignored while modelling
was Rao’s diagnosis regarding disguised unemployment.
He had written in 1938 about people who contributed noth-
ing to output — sshhh, no, not bureaucrats — but farmers
who could be removed from farms without affecting output.
So far as I know, this disguised unemployment has not been
factored into any of the investment planning since 1957. 

One early political consequence of this was the Mandalisation
of India’s economic activity. It is aimed precisely at solving the
problem of disguised unemployment — handing out govern-
ment jobs which delink output from employment.

The next article in this series will be about the man who
wrote about disguised unemployment in 1918, well before
Joan Robinson did in 1936. 

His name? Wait till next month.

(This is the third of a six-part series)

Equity over
efficiency: An
Indian preference

MARGINAL UTILITY
T C A SRINIVASA-RAGHAVAN

Our guest is a self-confessed non-foodie.
Given a choice he would eat home food
at the Goods and Services Tax Network

(GSTN) canteen on the fourth floor office at
Worldmark 1 in Aerocity complex near
Terminal 3 of the New Delhi Airport. Despite
repeated attempts to meet at a restaurant of his
choice — and there are plenty of them within
the Aerocity complex — Kumar leaves it to us
to decide on the place for our meeting. To get
more bang out of the time allotted for the mid-
week lunch meeting — roughly around 90 min-
utes — we zero in on Bella Italia at Holiday
Inn. While the user reviews of the UK-based
restaurant chain on various websites were
largely positive, what clinched the choice of
place was the fact that it was just next door to
the GSTN office — at best five minutes away. 

As we walk into Holiday Inn, Kumar con-
fesses that he has been to this hotel only once
for a meeting and this was his first visit to the
restaurant. “This shows you how much of a
foodie I am,” he chuckles. 

Though we had pre-booked a table for two,
actually there was no need. At 1 pm, the restau-
rant was largely empty. We settle down in a
corner by two large windows. Both of us decide
to order the food before starting off with our
conversation. After scanning the menu, Kumar
suggests it would be a better idea to take the
help of the restaurant staff. “I am allergic to
shrimps and want to avoid sea food,” he
instructs the person serving our table. We
decide to share the pasta and lasagne, settling
for Agnello Tagliatelle (prepared from fresh
egg tagliatelle with slow cooked lamb) and
Pollo Pancetta (fresh pasta with slices of chick-
en breast, crispy pancetta in cheese sauce and
mozzarella). 

We kick off our conversation with Kumar’s
active interest in the Right to Information (RTI)
movement. As information technology (IT)
secretary with the government of India he
worked closely with setting up the technology
backbone for the RTI system in the mid-2000s.
Earlier, in the 1990s, he was involved in
automating the sales tax department for the
Delhi government. He has co-authored three
books on RTI while in government 

He concedes that he did not know much
about RTI till he saw an opportunity to use the
IT platform to make information available to
stakeholders. “The idea was to create a Google
for government information — answer any-
thing people ask about government services,
put that out in the public domain,” he says. In
his two-decade-long stint in the government,

the 1985 batch IAS officer has observed that
“mal-administration happens when stake-
holders do not have information”. 

The IIT Kanpur alumnus strongly feels that
IT has to be used as a platform to improve the
service delivery of government departments.
“My entire work over the last 20 years has been
in this area,” he says. 

So, when the offer came up to join GSTN he
did not hesitate to take a salary cut to be part of
— as he puts it — “one of the biggest tax
reforms the country has seen”. Kumar had left
government in 2008 to join the corporate sec-
tor and had stints with technology giants Cisco
and Microsoft. Just like the Unique
Identification project created a platform, GSTN
— the technology backbone for GST — will be
a platform for the indirect tax system.

“We are also creating a platform on which
many other things can be done apart from GST
compliance,” he says. Services that the GSTN
backbone can offer include verifying whether
one is registered with the tax department or
have a rating service on the lines of credit rat-
ing. The network has already been integrated
for PAN verification, with the Ministry of
Corporate Affairs for DIN verification, and with
UID for Aadhaar verification.

Ten minutes into our conversation the food
is served — the quickness of the service take
both of us by surprise. As we dig into the pasta
and lasagne, Kumar appears pleased with the
choice. “This is good. I should come here more
often,” he says.

Going back to our conversation we decide to
talk about some recent controversies sur-
rounding the project. This includes issues
around its ownership, the role of the private
sector, data protection among others. “There is
no controversy around GSTN, just lack of infor-
mation,” says Kumar. So, following his lessons
from the RTI project, Kumar decided one day
to put all information relating to the organisa-
tion into the public domain through FAQs on
the GSTN website. “I just wrote all the answers
on the website and put it out,” he says. 

It worked. Over the last couple of months
there are fewer questions around the GSTN
project, he says. 

The government created GSTN as a private
not-for-profit company, but with complete
strategic control with the government. Forty
nine per cent of the shares are held by govern-
ment, equally between the Centre and the state
governments, and the remaining 51 per cent is
with private financial institutions. The Centre
and the states have six directors on the board

while private financial institutions have — even
with 51 per cent ownership — three directors. 

The two independent directors on the board
are a former IT secretary of the government of
India and a retired deputy governor of the
Reserve Bank of India. “The structure was cre-
ated to give flexibility to recruit people from the
technology sector at market rate salaries. The

second reason was to give agility to the organ-
isation to take quick decisions,” says Kumar. 

On the issue of auditing of the project,
Kumar clarifies that GSTN was audited by the
Comptroller and Auditor General (CAG) for the
first three years. “Apart from that there is a
statutory auditor and an internal auditor cho-
sen from a CAG-approved panel,” he says.

On recent charges of service tax evasion
Kumar seems a bit circumspect. “This was due
to some misunderstanding or lack of under-
standing about something,” he says. The tax
department has asked for details of book of
accounts and the grant provided by govern-
ment. “We have provided them all the details,”
he says. He is quick to add that one learns to
handle uncomfortable questions around proj-
ects after being in the government for 23 years.
“You should take pinpricks in good stride, why
bother,” he says.

The pushback of GST roll-out by three
months to July 1 has come as a big breather for
the project, concedes Kumar. “Our only request
to the government has been to give the final
rules quickly,” he says. With the biggest road-
block of dual control cleared, the rest will fall in
place in due course, says Kumar.

The plan is to unveil the GSTN software in
April for tax officers to work and play around
with. “They can give suggestions for further
improvements,” he says. Around 2,000 tax offi-
cers have been trained as master trainers in
the use of the software. From the middle of
May, the system would be opened up for some
taxpayers as decided by the tax authorities.
“Depending on the feedback we will clean up
the system, sanitise it and be ready by the last
week of June for the July roll-out,” says Kumar.

We finish our main course in barely 30 min-
utes but Kumar is reluctant to have dessert. “I
am not a diabetic but have been advised to
avoid sweets. I am a borderline case,” he says
defensively. We finally agree to have a cook-
ie dough lava cake, served with molten
choco and warm caramel sauce and vanil-
la gelato. As he digs into the cake, there is
a sense of familiarity in his facial expres-
sion. “My wife tries something similar at
home once in a while,” he says, perhaps
reading my thoughts.

In the last lap of our conversation — for
around an hour — Kumar delves into what

will keep him awake if GST rolls out on July 1.
A lot of things, he says. Primary among

them would be sheer availability of the system
and its response time. Then one has to watch
out for break-in. “There could be break-in
attempts by hackers” he says candidly. In fact,
there was a massive hacker attack on the sys-
tem on November 8 last year when the GSTN
opened for registration, Kumar says matter-
of-factly. “But the team was able to ward it off
— thereafter access to the portal from outside
the country has been disabled,” he says. “We do
anticipate huge attempts to break the system
when we roll out.”

On that note Kumar looks at his watch and
realises that we are well past his 2 pm deadline
to wrap up the meeting. 

The IIT Kanpur alumnus tells SSuuddiippttoo  DDeeyy how information technology can be used as a tool
to improve service delivery of government departments
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T
he quarterly numbers on gross domestic product (GDP) have added fuel
and revived the debate on notebandi. The results of the state elec-
tions, due next Saturday, will doubtless provide fuel of another kind.
For the moment, critics and others have been befuddled by the flat-

tering numbers on economic growth (no apparent change from the pre-notebandi
assessment for the October-December quarter), while the government under-
standably has used them to stick it into its critics’ eyes. That’s fair enough, giv-
en that the charge of “organised loot and legalised plunder” was always over the
top. Still, it is not yet time for a final assessment of notebandi.

The reasons should be obvious: We do not as yet have some of the key num-
bers. On the numbers that we do have, there is room for puzzlement:
Consumption is supposed to have grown smartly last quarter while companies
like Godrej and Dabur were reporting a slump in sales. On the other hand, while
the headline growth number for the year may be unchanged, the detailed num-
bers do show some real cost. Net of agriculture (which is on the rebound) and the
government sector (which is proving to be anything but “minimum”), econom-
ic growth has actually dropped in the third quarter to as low as 5.8 per cent and
is forecast for the fourth quarter to be only 6 per cent. That is a clear step down
from 6.9 per cent in the first half of the financial year. To this cost must be added
the human consequences of the operational failures: General inconvenience, 
dislocation and worse in the initial weeks.

As for the benefits of demonetisation, little is known. No numbers have been
disclosed on how much of the demonetised currency notes have come back to
the Reserve Bank. Bear in mind that the government’s assessment, conveyed to
the Supreme Court, was that between a quarter and a third of the demonetised
currency notes would not surface. That assessment was almost certainly wrong.
The explanation for silence on the actual numbers is that counting is still going
on; more than two months after the last day for handing in old notes, this is hard
to swallow. Nevertheless, one positive outcome is already clear: Only about 60
per cent of the demonetised notes have been replaced, yet there is no currency
shortage being experienced any more. In other words, the system is making do
with much less cash than previously, and the cash-to-GDP ratio (which had been
climbing quite rapidly) has seen a significant drop. If this means that the role of
cash in the system has reduced, that must count as a benefit.

Second, we do not know how much black money has been unearthed, how
much counterfeit currency (remember that one of the stated goals was to disrupt
funding of terrorists with bogus notes shipped from across the border), and how
much the quick conversion of a demonetisation scheme into a voluntary disclosure
scheme will yield as additional tax revenue. We do know that roughly two-thirds of
the 1.8 million people/entities who handed in cash of at least ~5 lakh each have not
responded to tax enquiries, but it will be a while yet before even a preliminary assess-
ment can be made about the tax intake flowing from notebandi. If, say, ~1,50,000
crore of previously undisclosed income is eventually paid as tax, and the cash-to-
GDP ratio drops by 20-30 per cent, I would say that demonetisation has delivered.

That said, the numbers as they emerge do make one thing obvious: Beware
of simplistic conclusions about the economy, because the data are so often con-
tradictory. If there was a slowdown, why were tax revenues up? If many people
in the unorganised sector had lost their jobs and gone home to villages, why did
the survey numbers put together by the Centre for Monitoring Indian Economy
report contrary numbers on unemployment? The old Joan Robinson wisecrack
comes to mind: Whatever you may say of India, the opposite is also true.

WEEKEND RUMINATIONS
T N NINAN

‘The opposite is also true’ 

EYE CULTURE
SHUMA RAHA

Misogyny is so embedded in our
society that a fresh manifesta-
tion of it ought not to surprise

anybody. But when a 20-year-old college
student receives an avalanche of hate
simply because she voiced an opinion
or two, one has to marvel at the viru-
lence of the reaction. And shudder at the
gleeful alacrity with which everyone —
from politicians to celebrities to anony-
mous online trolls — jumped into the
fray to land a punch on the girl. 

The girl in question is Gurmehar
Kaur, a first-year student at Delhi’s Lady
Shri Ram College, and the daughter of a
soldier who died fighting for the country
in the Kargil war. Last week she started a
social media campaign against the vio-
lence unleashed at Ramjas College,
allegedly by activists of the Akhil
Bharatiya Vidyarthi Parishad (ABVP),
the youth wing of RSS. “I am a student
from Delhi University. I am not afraid of
ABVP,” she said, and was immediately
targeted by online trolls, who tumble out
of their caves at the slightest hint of crit-
icism against the government, or groups
close to it. 

They dug up a Facebook post by her
from last year where she had said:
“Pakistan did not kill my Dad. War killed
him.” It was a message of peace, but it
quickly became the excuse to go to war
against a 20-year-old. She was slammed
as an anti-national and pounded with
vicious online abuse, rape threats, mock-
ery and patronisation. “Who’s polluting
this young girl’s mind,” tweeted Minister
of State for Home Kiren Rijiju — no
doubt because he believes that a young
woman is incapable of any agency or
opinion of her own. 

A high-pitched debate over nation-
alism is of course the bread and butter
of right wing groups, which project
themselves as keepers of the national-
ist flame. What fuelled it in the case of
Ms Kaur, however, was the simple fact
that she was a woman. A woman who
had had the temerity to exercise her
freedom of expression and take a stand
not just on violence on campus, but
also on war.

It was enough to get patriarchy’s
knickers in a twist. Those who did not
patronise her (as Mr Rijiju or actor
Randeep Hooda did) mocked her cruel-
ly (as cricketing icon Virender Sehwag
did). Others demonised her. BJP MP
Prathap Simha compared her to Dawood
Ibrahim; wrestler Yogeshwar Dutt
likened her to Hitler and Osama Bin
Laden. Coupled with the rape and death
threats — the stock-in-trade of online
misogyny — it’s finally driven Ms Kaur
off her campaign.

In recent weeks, the Central Board of
Film Certification, led by the redoubtable
sanskaari Pahlaj Nihalani, has also done
its bit to show women their place.
Lipstick Under My Burkha, a film that
has won several international awards,
was denied a release in India because
the Censor Board found it “lady-orient-
ed, their fantasy above life”.

The hilarious lingo delivers a deeply
unfunny message — CBFC blocked the
film because it is women-centric and
depicts their sexual fantasies. Evidently,
in the medieval, anti-women worldview
of Mr Nihalani and his flock, few things
are more outrageous than the idea of a
woman as a sexual being, one who
enacts sexual fantasies of her own
instead of serving as the object of such
fantasies for men.

Mr Nihalani got his share of social
media ridicule for his nyet to Lipstick
Under My Burkha. But why blame him
alone? Or, for that matter, the muck that
came Ms Kaur’s way? All our institu-
tions — from family to academia, from
religion to the police to the courts — are
complicit in the effort to keep women
cowed and afraid. We are constantly
instructed in the dangers of stepping
out of line, of not dressing, talking,
behaving or loving in a certain way. If we
are raped, someone (usually a nean-
derthal masquerading as a politician)
will pipe up and say it was our fault.
Slut-shaming is often the reward for
exercising our freedom of choice, a tor-
rent of abuse often the blowback for our
stab at free speech.

Of course, misogyny is hardly the pre-
rogative of Indian patriarchy. It’s a glob-
al scourge, and ironically, it is the inter-
net, and the anonymity and freedom of
expression it affords, that’s led the latest
charge of anti-women vitriol. Worldwide,
online hate is mostly directed at women.
Mostly, it’s men who direct it. 

Leslie Jones, a black actress who
starred in last year’s all-women remake
of the 80s comedy Ghostbusters, was
forced to go off Twitter after suffering a
horrendous onslaught of sexist and racist
abuse. Ashley Judd, another Hollywood
actress who routinely faces rape threats
on social media, said in a TED talk
recently, “Online misogyny is a global
gender rights tragedy and it is imperative
that it ends.”

This week a few of Ms Kaur’s online
critics such as Mr Sehwag seemed to
want to end it, saying that she had a right
to her views. But the pivot came after
she fell silent and left Delhi fearing for
her safety. Clearly, the bullies have won
the day for now. 

But there’s hope yet. With each tussle
women push ahead a little more. The
fight to wrest women’s rightful space in
society — a space of respect and inalien-
able freedoms — carries on apace.
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The east Kolkata wetlands,
the biggest ecological asset
of the city and a Ramsar

Site, are on their deathbed. A polit-
ical heavyweight has been
appointed as de facto undertaker
to do the last rites, so to speak. 

A Ramsar Site is a wetland
(shallow waters) which is desig-
nated to be of international impor-
tance under the Convention on
Wetlands, an intergovernmental
environmental treaty established
nearly 50 years ago (1971) by
Unesco. (It came into force in 1975
and takes its name from Ramsar,
the Iranian city where the conven-
tion was adopted.) A city should
consider itself lucky to have such a
natural asset next to itself. 

The east Kolkata wetlands are
a fascinating natural resource to
which tremendous value has been
added by traditional knowledge.
The wetlands have been histori-
cally  created by a natural shift of
the Bidyadhari, a tributary of the
Ganga. As the land on which
Kolkata is built slopes to the east,
the British who built the city cre-
ated canals to take out the city’s
waste water, which ends up in the
wetlands. 

What happens to this waste
water is where traditional knowl-
edge comes in. For around a cen-
tury, raw sewage has been first
fed into settling ponds where
biodegradation of organic com-
ponents takes place. Then the
nutrient-rich sewage is trans-
ferred into a fish pond where, in
sunlight, there is formation of
algal bloom and reduction in bio-
chemical oxygen demand (BOD),
indicating improvement in the
organic quality of the water. Fish
is grown in this pond and the used
water is transferred to fields to
irrigate crop. 

The wetlands are not all wet. In
the currently designated 12,500
hectares of wetlands, water bodies
account for almost half (46 per
cent), agricultural land takes up

39 per cent, garbage landfills near-
ly 5 per cent and urban and rural
settlements over 10 per cent. The
wetlands grow 10,500 tonnes of
fish per year and 150 tonnes of veg-
etables per day, providing liveli-
hood for over 50,000 people. The
solid waste brought to the land-
fills is composted in pits in the
usual manner and used for grow-
ing paddy and vegetables. Around
680 million litres of sewage is
“treated” at the wetlands, not just
saving ~500 crore annually in
treatment costs, but also helping
grow fish and vegetables. 

The “undertaker” mentioned
above is Sovan Chatterjee (ironi-
cally the state’s environment min-
ister and the city’s mayor to boot)
who was last month made chair-
man of the East Kolkata Wetlands
Management Authority, replacing
the state’s chief secretary. The
state government obviously has
designs on the wetlands as
Chatterjee wants “proper utilisa-
tion” of the land currently lying
barren there, say news reports.
Bare land along the EM Bypass, a
key arterial road and growth cor-
ridor of the city, should be proper-
ly utilised “without losing crucial
balance in ecology”. He has fur-
ther assured that he “will not allow

anyone to fill up a single pond or
water body”. 

What will he do with his new
responsibility? Hundreds of ille-
gal construction has taken place
for which ownership title could
not be recorded and property tax-
es collected. Other than raising
taxes what else will he do? Build a
park that will combine Singapore’s
Jurong Bird Park and Bangkok’s
Safari World. 

The reality is that the wetlands
are slowly and steadily disappear-
ing and if past trend is anything to
go by, there will not be much left of
them in time. How bad is the van-
ishing act? According to one study,
satellite imagery indicates that in
one mouza (administrative area),
Bhagabanpur, a part of the wet-
lands, water bodies have shrunk
from 77 per cent to 14 per cent of
the area since 2002. This is cor-
roborated by census data which
say that during the 2001-11 decade,
there was a fourfold rise in the
number of houses and population
density in the area. Another study
says that during 1996-2016, the
number of large bheris (water bod-
ies devoted to growing fish) in the
area went down from 47 to 10.
There is no dispute that encroach-
ments in the wetlands began dur-

ing the Left Front rule but have
been picking up speed over time. 

Land sharks with links to the
local politically powerful and
administration explain the disap-
pearing wetlands but that is not
the sole danger. The nature of the
liquid waste coming to the wet-
lands from the city is changing.
The presence of non-biodegrad-
able chemicals is increasing as
income and lifestyle in the city
change. The chemicals to watch
out for are lead and mercury used
for the manufacture of batteries,
paint and glass. Hence, measuring
the presence of these in the water
and the fish regularly is vital. 

This will ring a timely warning
bell but eventually the kind of
waste water that has been good
for fish cultivation for most of the
last century will not be there. So
the city will have to forget about
relishing the fish and vegetables
that come out of the wetlands. 

But even after the waste water
is no longer what it used to be, one
key use of the wetlands will
remain — be a home for migrato-
ry birds. For this you don’t need to
build amusement parks using a
lot of bricks and mortar but simply
let the wetlands be what they are,
the less untouched by human
hands the better.  

subirkroy@gmail.com 

Kolkata wetlands an endangered species

The industrial revolution has been
work in progress ever since the latter
half of the 18th century. First, it was

mechanised agricultural tools and textile
machinery. Then it was mechanised trans-
port. Each innovation brought vast eco-
nomic changes and massive labour churn.
Certain skills disappeared or became quaint
anachronisms, while new ones became
highly prized. For example, very few people
can operate a handloom anymore. There
are 150 qualified drivers for every person
who has ever sat on a horse. 

Anybody who has ever handled a horse
and a car (or a cow and a motorcycle)

would testify that horse management is
more difficult. It takes a year to produce a
new horse and four years for the animal to
reach maturity. It takes two more years to
train that animal. 

Auto manufacturers churn out 10,000
vehicles a day. When it comes to repair and
maintenance, vets also require far more
time to train than mechanics. Most new
cars are plug-and-play — the vehicle can
diagnose and predict emerging problems. 

These changes happened relatively
slowly. Labour could shift focus and re-skill
as required. The pace of change intensified
with the personal computer (PC). Allied to
the communication revolution, the PC
altered the services workplace. Side by side,
advances in industrial robotics changed
manufacturing. 

The smartphone put inexpensive, light-
weight computing power into every pocket
and let that be shared and pooled via fast
mobile networks. Search engines got
smarter and pools of digital information
got larger. 

More skills are becoming obsolete at an
increasing pace. Industrial tasks like cut-
ting, welding, soldering, etc., are much
more efficiently accomplished by
machines. Power grids are managed by
smart programs. Financial trading is done

by algorithms.
The common householder doesn’t need

to know how to repair and maintain an air
conditioner, defrost a fridge, set up a home
theatre system, change tyres, or engine oil,
or hook up an inverter. You could look up
any of these processes and watch a five-
minute video for instant expertise. 

The pace of change is accelerating as I
write. Location based on GPS is common-
place and apps built on that are proliferat-
ing. The Internet of Things is embedded
into every sort of new artefact, from houses
to kids’ toys. Soon, the smart house will
repair itself and maintain the AC, home
theatre, pay the bills, etc. 

Machine Learning, Artificial
Intelligence, and Big Data are also cutting
into high-end white-collar work.
Machines sort spending patterns and pre-
dict what you will buy next. Health care is
now delivered by smart machines rather
than traditional paramedics. Insurance is
calculated online by robots. Super com-
puters are better at cancer diagnosis than
human oncologists. Computers are better
paralegals than law school graduates.
Robots edit and translate most content
better than traditional journalists. 

Smart driverless cars are already on the
roads. Supertankers carrying two million
barrels of crude oil have six-person crews,
largely on board just to satisfy statutory
insurer requirement. Smart drones and

“big-dog” style robots wage war effectively
by remote control. 

Professional drivers will experience
obsolescence as smart cars take over. So
will a vast number of mid-level white-col-
lar workers with many different skill sets.
Ditto for a large number of semi-skilled
blue-collar workers. Some people will be
reskilled to handle new machines. Some
smart people will learn how to design even
smarter machines and invent systems to
control those. 

The social impact of a huge chunk of
the global workforce being rendered redun-
dant over the next decade is impossible to
calculate. There have been periods of high
unemployment before and there have been
periods of churn. 

But, it has never happened in such a
compressed time period and there has nev-
er been a time where such a large proportion
of workforce became unemployable practi-
cally overnight. How does someone feel
when he or she realises that a machine can
do everything better? 

Will society suffer mass depression and
psychological collapse as this truth sinks
in? Coping with the social impact will be one
of the biggest challenges of the next decade.
In fact, coping with the social impact might
itself be a source of employment. Unless, of
course, the robot psychiatrists do it better!  

Twitter: @devangshudatta
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Badlands is one of those familiar Americanisms,
like ballpark, Wild West and gentrification that
feature in our usage more as malapropisms. In

Uttar Pradesh (UP), many zones vie for that description.
Barren, eroded valleys along the
Yamuna and Chambal in Bundelkhand
and Etawah would match it literally
and also in the more popularly under-
stood sense of lawless zones.

Further east, landscape is more
lush, fed by more orderly and normal
water-courses, with fertile banks. But
rule of law can decline as fast as quali-
ty of life. Open, overflowing drains, sew-
ers, lose wires overhead, permanent
stink in the air, potholes, encroach-
ments, stunted children, sunken-
cheeked adults, hundreds killed each
year by some scourge labelled Japanese
Encephalitis. Whatever goes for sidewalks
paved comprehensively with garbage, given a kind of
durability because of the amount of plastic waste mixed
in it, bottles, plates, bags, wrappers. Except late night,
when — at least in and around the more “posh” parts of
Gorakhpur, where the new shopping malls, restaurants
and the odd spa are to be found — it is swept and piled,
neatly, in the middle of the road.

Gorakhpur is pretty much the capital of eastern
and most hopeless zone of UP. There’s the open border
with Nepal on the north, rougher eastern districts
(including Kushinagar, among the most important
Buddhist sites) bordering western Bihar, and even
more messed up districts of Deoria, Azamgarh, Ballia,
Jaunpur, etc, in the south. We have long accepted that
the Northeast is India’s forgotten zone, out of sight, out
of mind. You can also come to Eastern Uttar Pradesh,
especially Gorakhpur for that experience.

You can have two views of Gorakhpur, depending on
where you look, downwards or up. If under your feet
there’s just muck, up there, left, right and front at road-
junctions, is wherewithal to get away from it all. Writings
On The Wall have taken note of the boom in private sec-
tor higher education, English-medium schools and
coaching centres in the heartland for 15 years now.
Education emerged as the most popular consumer prod-

uct in small-town India, post-1991 reform. In Eastern
UP or Purvanchal it has gone to a completely different,
unreal level. Hoardings, some the size of Tollywood cin-
ema in Hyderabad, stand wall-to-wall, offering a ticket to

a job far away from here. 
On a late night walk in and around

Civil Lines area, I counted 200 hoard-
ings of all kinds. A little over 170 of these
were about education, training, coach-
ing for competitive examinations, spo-
ken English classes. One mocks you in
bold Hindi letters: Kya aap samajhte
hain aapko angrezi ki zaroorat nahin
hai (do you really think you don’t need
English skills?). Another presents to
you Dr Rahul Roy, whose PMT coach-
ing has “already produced 1,012 doc-
tors from Purvanchal in 18 years”, a
kind of medical equivalent of Patna’s

famed engineering Super 30. There is
nothing the young Purvanchali wants more desperate-
ly than to escape to a place with less hopelessness, and
some opportunity. A few may crack a coveted competi-
tion, rest fill up our rotting Metro suburbs and slums,
pulling rickshaws, providing labour at construction sites,
selling fruit and vegetables on hand-carts, running tiny
chai-shops. No film-maker would even bother to flatter
this forgotten zone of more than 60 million Indians with
something like “Udta Purvanchal” although its young
people mostly have one aspiration: To fly away.

To call Prime Minister Narendra Modi a brilliant ora-
tor does no justice to his phenomenal talent at engag-

ing with his audience. He knows what they want to hear,
when, and in what tone. Add to this his gift of timing,
pauses, body language with arms waving in a wide arc, a
reversed palm slapping the other when he thinks he has
made a good point. You are surprised, therefore, to make
that rare discovery: Of a false note in his near-perfect cam-
paign script in Deoria, about 60 km away.

More ironically, it is an error of understanding we
have noted Rahul Gandhi making in past campaigns.
Like him in the 2012 state election, Modi also spoke of
economic migration as the region’s curse. “Don’t all of
you young people want jobs within your own janpad

(taluka) so you don’t have to go far away? Which young
person doesn’t want to live close to his old parents?” He
asked these questions, looking for response. If he was
surprised by how muted it was, he also doesn’t under-
stand the flight-not-fight desperation of Purvanchalis.

The issue here isn’t just education or jobs, but the
suboptimal quality of life you are condemned to, way
below your means, however modest. Open drains
become canals in the monsoon, you endlessly swallow
an air laden with dust and so many mosquitoes that you
might swallow a few if you talk on the phone while
walking. The PM also read out a passage from UP gov-
ernment’s own website admitting that parts of the state
had below sub-Saharan social indicators. It could have
been talking about Purvanchal.

Some of the region’s curse lies in its geography.
Gorakhpur is too far from just about anywhere, and
doesn’t fall on any of the trunk rail or highway grids in
the country. Until not too long ago, it was still in the
metre-gauge zone. Its people were always talented,
hardy and rebellious. The midway stop between
Gorakhpur and Deoria is Chauri Chaura, where a mob
burnt the police station killing 23 policemen in February
1922 and jolted Mahatma Gandhi into calling off his
first non-cooperation movement and go on a fast in
penance. The British declared martial law, and let loose
a reign of reprisals and terror. Nehru came to protest, was
arrested here, and you wonder how he would have
made it to a place so distant now, 94 years later. In
Gorakhpur jail, famous revolutionary Ram Prasad
Bismil was hanged. But the region was still too far.

Revolutionaries have now been succeeded by mafiosi.
Harishankar Tiwari and Virendra Pratap Shahi,

who ran storied, brutal and blood-feuding Brahmin and
Rajput mafias are no more. But there are any number of
smaller gangs and any time a supari killing takes place
in far cities you’d find some usual suspects from here-
abouts. Vishal Bhardwaj’s Ishqiya captured this in an
unforgettable dialogue between Naseeruddin Shah and
Arshad Warsi, who play a felonious uncle-nephew duo
on the run, hiding around Gorakhpur. “Let’s get our
backsides out of here, maamu(uncle),” says Mr Warsi. “In
our Bhopal, only Shias and Sunnis fight. Here Brahmins,
Thakurs, Yadavs, Jats all have senas (private armies).”
This is how Purvanchal also passes the test of the 
popular meaning of the epithet badlands.

The reigning sovereign of Gorakhpur isn’t a feudal or
conventional mafioso. It’s a well-muscled, articulate,
saffron-clad baba, Yogi Adityanath, hereditary chief of
the powerful Gorakhnath mutt(which gives Gorakhpur
its name). He’s been elected from here five times and is
expected to deliver BJP bulk of the district’s seats. His
temple and muttis the most prominent landmark of the
region, and also the cleanest. He gives us an audience in
a hall lined with portraits of his ancestors with descrip-
tion of which deity or godly trait each one personified.
Why has BJP not fielded any Muslims in this election?
Winability counts, he says, and so what if there are no
Muslims in BJP list, because there are never any com-
munal riots here. Why so, we ask. “Because of our fair gov-
ernance and fear (bhay),” he says. Why fear, and whose
fear, we ask. The question is ignored.

His eyes light up when the idea of splitting UP into
smaller states comes up. One of these would be
Purvanchal. This election isn’t the time for this, he
says, but makes it evident he looks forward to it later
and sees himself as its natural chief minister. With
such prospects written on the wall, who wouldn’t listen
to Mr Warsi’s advice. And get his backside out of here.

Twitter: @ShekharGupta
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