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EDITORIAL

T
he matter is now under a judicial inquiry, but the

resignation recently of a minister in the Kerala

government turns the spotlight once again on the

tricky journalistic terrain of the sting operation. A new

Malayalam television channel, Mangalam TV, had deb-

uted on March 26 with a splash. It broadcast an audio re-

cording allegedly of the then Transport Minister of Ker-

ala, A.K. Saseendran, purportedly seeking sexual

favours from a woman who had come to him for assist-

ance. Her end of the conversation was not put out, and

the channel reported that it had got the tape directly

from the woman. Mr. Saseendran put up a defence im-

puting that all was not what it appeared on the broad-

cast — but in the ensuing storm, resigned. Four days

later, on March 30, the CEO of the channel went on air

to render an apology, presumably for misrepresenting

matters, though we must await the inquiry report to get

a inal picture of what transpired. The CEO, signiic-

antly, admitted that a woman journalist with the chan-

nel had conducted the sting, suggesting this was in real-

ity a kind of honey trap. As things stand, the CEO and

eight other Mangalam employees have been booked un-

der sections of the Information Technology Act and the

Indian Penal Code. Mr. Saseendran, who had been the

lone minister from the Nationalist Congress Party in the

Left Democratic Front government in Kerala, must wait

out the inquiry process before making a bid to regain

his portfolio. 

The ethics of sting operations is among the most

iercely debated issues in journalism. And while difer-

ent jurisdictions and media groups around the world

have varying guidelines on the subject, some things are

generally agreed upon. Any such operation that uses

false pretences, with its necessary violation of the inter-

viewee’s trust and privacy, must serve a larger public in-

terest that far outweighs such violation. It also must be

used as a last resort, when there is no other means of ac-

quiring the information sought, and must be the out-

come of considerable editorial deliberation. Stings

were never intended to entrap or induce people into

committing wrongdoing or, as seems likely in this case,

embarrassing themselves badly. Stings are an ethical

mineield and it is imperative that publications and

broadcasters explain the vital public interest for con-

ducting them. Journalists count on the readers’ — in-

deed the public’s — goodwill to evade the establish-

ment’s potentially vindictive response to an exposé. A

sting cannot be an excuse to grab eyeballs with prurient

(and essentially private) content, or a shortcut to make

a point merely by shocking the reader or viewer. Doing

so risks eroding that goodwill and leaving journalists fa-

cing harsh charges, often deservedly so.

Sting in the tale
A Kerala minister’s exit after a ‘sting’ operation

spurs a debate on privacy vs public interest

A
week after India clinched the Test series against

Australia at Dharamsala, the memory of both the

ine victory and the bad blood that marred those

matches can be pushed to the sidelines. Such is the

nature of frenetic cricket calendars that the Indian

Premier League has already rolled in, its tenth edition

commencing with the match between the defending

champion, Sunrisers Hyderabad, and last year’s run-

ner-up, Royal Challengers Bangalore, on April 5. Spread

over 47 days and featuring 60 matches, the IPL has over

the years blended the instant gratiication of the

Twenty20 format with a sense of longevity, having

prospered since its inception in 2008. On the ield, sus-

pense and sixes, upsets and consistency, lair and acro-

batic ielding have all combined to energise the league.

The inaugural event witnessed a classic reprise of David

vs Goliath. Unheralded Rajasthan Royals stunned the

fancied Chennai Super Kings (CSK), and ironically both

teams are currently serving a two-year suspension, a

just punishment following ghastly violations that neg-

ated the spirit of the game. If S. Sreesanth, Ajit Chandila

and Ankeet Chavan’s alleged forays into spot-fixing den-

ted the Royals in 2013, further damage was caused to

the league when CSK’s Gurunath Meiyappan was

deemed guilty of betting. Even Rajasthan Royals co-

owner Raj Kundra fell in the same category, and tragic-

ally for the IPL, the thrills on the ground were marred

by the problems that shadowed its fringes.

Ironically, the IPL has actually held a mirror up to

and drawn more scrutiny into the afairs of the Board of

Control for Cricket in India (BCCI) than have the game’s

longer, more traditional formats. The cosy-club atmo-

sphere that sullied the richest cricket board, the nepot-

ism and an indiference to probity, all came into full

public view, with the Supreme Court sitting up and tak-

ing notice. The repercussions of the 2013 spot-ixing

and betting controversy are even now felt as it sowed

the seeds for the wide-ranging reforms suggested by the

Justice R.M. Lodha Panel, and now the Committee of

Administrators appointed by the court has its hands

full. A summer sporting carnival, a domestic tourna-

ment with an international lavour, as Rahul Dravid de-

scribed it, had inexplicably gone beyond its pulsating

cricket and virtually prised out the BCCI’s heart. The

IPL not only changed the way cricket was played, in-

creasing the tempo and adding big bucks to the players’

kitty, it also inadvertently ushered in a course-correc-

tion for the BCCI. Surely, the league has come a long

way since it started with a leg-bye when Kolkata Knight

Rider’s skipper Sourav Ganguly squared up to Royal

Challengers Bangalore’s Praveen Kumar in the irst

match in 2008 in Bangalore. It was the lull before the

storm unleashed by Brendon McCullum’s savage un-

beaten 158 of just 73 balls. There have been many other

storms since and as for what will happen this time

around, no one can hazard a guess.

The IPL at ten
In an ironic, yet vivid way, the Indian Premier

League has held up the mirror to cricket

D
ecades ago, Lon Fuller, the
famous American legal
philosopher, coined the

term “polycentric problems”. Cer-
tain social issues, according to
Fuller, involved a complex set of in-
terdependent relationships, where
changing one feature could result
in unforeseen and far-reaching
changes to other features. A poly-
centric problem was like a spider
web, where “a pull on one strand
will distribute tensions after a com-
plicated pattern throughout the
web as a whole”. Fuller argued that
the judiciary was particularly ill-
suited to resolve polycentric prob-
lems. The structure of the judicial
process was not oriented towards
taking into account the efect that a
ruling would have on the many in-
terdependent strands of a poly-
centric situation. Furthermore,
the judiciary did not have the time,
the resources, or the institutional
expertise to engage in the kind of
ine-grained, evidence-based,
compromise-requiring balancing
act that was required to prevent
the web from snapping altogether.

The Supreme Court’s order on
December 15, 2016 — which it mod-
iied and expanded on March 31,
2017 — prohibiting the sale of alco-
hol within 500 metres of national
and State highways highlights the
perils of polycentric adjudication.
While the stated reason for this or-
der is the overriding imperative of
preventing road accidents due to
drunken driving, already there are
reports about the collateral con-
sequences: lost livelihoods and a
substantial hit in tourism for States
such as Goa, to name just two. The
court’s clariication — that its initial
order applied not merely to “liquor
vends”, but also to bars, hotels,

and restaurants — has led to the
paradoxical consequence of even
members-only clubs being forced
to go dry because of their proxim-
ity to a highway.

Fuller’s argument about poly-
centric disputes is relected in the
scheme of the Indian Constitution,
which, like most other Constitu-
tions, mandates a separation of
powers between the executive, the
legislature, and the judiciary, and
places policymaking irmly in the
domain of the executive. For this
reason the Supreme Court’s order
has come under criticism in the
last few days. Apart from its poly-
centric consequences, it has been
argued that banning alcohol — and
micromanaging the distance from
the highways where alcohol can-
not be sold — is a classic example of
policymaking, and that the Su-
preme Court has indulged in “judi-
cial overreach”.

The court’s reasoning
Importantly, however, unlike
many other cases in which the Su-
preme Court has passed far-reach-
ing orders in the course of “public
interest litigation”, in this case, the
court has gone to some lengths to
defend its alcohol-banning order
against claims of judicial over-
reach. We must therefore engage
with the court’s reasoning, and ex-

amine whether it is persuasive on
its own terms.

In its December 15 order —
which it then reiterated on March
31 — the court referred to a number
of government policy documents
that drew a correlation between al-
cohol consumption and road acci-
dents. It also referred to the fact
that the Central government had is-
sued circulars “advising” State gov-
ernments not to grant any new li-
cences to liquor shops along the
highways. On this basis, the court
observed: “The issue is whether
such liquor licences should be
granted on national and state high-
ways at the cost of endangering hu-
man lives and safety. In our view,
which is based on the expert de-
termination of the Union govern-
ment, we hold that the answer
should be in the negative.”

This formulation, however,
elides two diferent questions:
what should be done about a prob-
lem, and who should do it. The
point of Fuller’s argument about
polycentric problems, and the
point of a constitutional scheme of
separation of powers, is precisely
that certain questions — in this
case, the question of whether the
government should grant liquor li-
cences in the proximity of high-
ways — should not be answered by
a court, whatever the answer may

be. For this reason, the Supreme
Court’s reference to the “expert de-
termination” of the Union govern-
ment does not help, because the
question is not whether the gov-
ernment’s determination is correct
or incorrect, but which body is au-
thorised to act upon that
determination.

That the court was itself aware of
the insuiciency of this argument
is clear from the fact that it went on
to justify its order under Article 21
of the Constitution, which guaran-
tees the right to life and personal
liberty (this argument was reiter-
ated in the March 31 order). The
court observed that it was “not
fashion[ing] its own policy but en-
forc[ing] the right to life under Art-
icle 21 of the Constitution based on
the considered view of expert bod-
ies”. 

Article 21 and weak evidence
Now, it may be argued that Article
21 is not merely a right against state
action that deprives an individual
of her life, but also against state in-
action that results in loss of life. In
other words, the argument might
be that road deaths could be pre-
vented if the state was to refuse to
grant liquor licences in the proxim-
ity of highways. The state’s failure
to do so is a breach of its obliga-
tions under Article 21, and the
court’s order merely enforced a
fundamental right by requiring the
state to act.

If this is the legal foundation of
the judgment, however, then it
misses two crucial building blocks.
First, the court ought to have
provided a test for the degree of
proximity between state (in)action
and loss of life, for a inding that
Article 21 had been breached.
There are a lot of things that the
state does, or does not do, which
ultimately afect peoples’ lives. For
instance, people would probably
live longer, and there would be
fewer deaths by heart attacks, if the
state was to ban all junk food. That,
however, would not justify the
court invoking Article 21 and dir-

ecting the state to ban all junk food,
on the ground that it was failing in
its obligations under Article 21
through its inaction.

And second, the court’s conclu-
sion ought to have rested on irmer
evidentiary foundations than it
did. The court did — as pointed out
above — refer to the Union’s circu-
lars and policy documents, which
had found a correlation between
access to liquor along highways
and road deaths, and then ob-
served that it would defer to these
indings. However, this was not a
case where the court was adjudic-
ating upon the validity of adminis-
trative action, where a simple, de-
ferential approach would be
appropriate. Here, the court was
using the Union’s policy docu-
ments to make a inding that the
States were in breach of their oblig-
ations under Article 21. This, I
would submit, required more ex-
acting scrutiny (and a legal test of
causation) than what the court en-
gaged in.

Complete justice
Lastly, the court concluded by cla-
rifying that it was passing orders
under Article 142 of the Constitu-
tion. Article 142 empowers the Su-
preme Court to do “complete
justice” in any case before it. How-
ever, this power is bounded by the
further requirement that the court
act “within its jurisdiction”. Article
142, therefore, is not a carte
blanche for the Supreme Court to
implement its vision of justice,
without regard to issues of institu-
tional competence and legitimacy.
In the liquor ban case, despite its
eforts to do so, the court has failed
to make out a compelling case for
why its orders do not encroach
upon the executive’s domain of
policymaking. Its polycentric con-
sequences — which are only now
emerging — lend further credence
to the view that the court has, in-
deed, overreached.

Gautam Bhatia is a Delhi-based lawyer

My way on the highway 
The top court’s orders banning liquor sale on highways encroach upon the executive’s domain of policymaking

gautam bhatia
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Africa’s ire
The fact that African
nationals were mercilessly
attacked in Greater Noida
recently is undeniably a blot
on India, and is a racial
crime. The collective
sentiment of the African
envoys seeking a U.N. probe
has to be duly respected
from the Indian diplomatic
angle (“African envoys seek
U.N. probe into Noida
attacks”, April 4). But when
one dispassionately looks at
the other side of the story, it
might even open a
Pandora’s box. Prudence
lies in both sides arriving at
an amicable solution. 
N. Visveswaran,

Chennai

■ One is surprised by the
decision of the African
envoys to approach the U.N.
India not only condemned
the attacks on the African
students but also gave the
assurance that the guilty

would be bought to book.
The envoys should have
been a little more patient till
the investigations were
completed. African students
have always found a home
in India for decades while
pursuing higher education.
They have hardly
encountered racial
problems. Trade ties with
Africa are on the upswing
and both sides must
endeavour to see that such
unpleasant incidents do not
overshadow overall
interests. 
K.R. Srinivasan,

Secunderabad

■ The racial attacks on
African students and the
attitude of the Indian police
expose the double
standards we have towards
racism. We scream
ourselves hoarse when
Indians are attacked abroad
but treat our African guests
with contempt. There is a

parallel here with the way
we discriminate against
Indians from the South and
the Northeast. 
The fact is that India is
losing goodwill among
African nations at a time
when we are competing
with China for business in
Africa. Such attacks will
only alienate Africa and also
shatter India’s reputation as
a place where everybody is
welcome. One hopes that
Indians in Africa do not
sufer collateral damage.
Akshay Viswanathan,

Thiruvananthapuram

EVM ‘malfunction’
The Election Commission
clariications, on the
malfunction of the Voter
Veriiable Paper Audit Trail
during trial runs in Bhind,
Madhya Pradesh, in the
run-up to the by-elections,
are not very convincing
(“EC explains VVPAT
‘malfunction’,” April 4). Has

the Election Commission
ever tested machines when
new symbols were added
without removing the old
ones? In any case, the
strange feature of multiple
printing of BJP symbols
only, especially when that
party rules the State and
Centre, gives rise to
suspicion. The EC’s
admission that its
procedure was not followed
and the District Election
Oicer concerned has been
replaced is, by itself, proof
enough that manipulation
of the machine is simple.
The EC should also
convince people that
machines ‘kept in reserve’
are tamper-proof. 
P.R.V. Raja,

Pandalam, Kerala

Ranking institutions
Ranking among higher
educational institutions
motivates them to remain
competitive as well improve

their standards periodically
(“IISc tops national
rankings, IIT-Madras comes
second”, April 4). But
remaining competitive at
the global level and inding
a ranking among the irst
top 100 universities in the
world should be our next

quest. It will check the
exodus of our students to
pursue higher education in
the U.S and other western
countries.
R. Sridharan,

Chennai
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corrections & clarifications: 

Errors in “Data Point - A high toll” (April 3, 2017, OPED page
graphic): The igures of casualties in various States due to heat
wave got mixed up while formatting. The toll in Telangana — 584
and 300 — actually correspond respectively to years 2015 and 2016
(not 2013 and 2014). In Maharashtra, the igure 43 corresponds to
year 2016 (not 2015). In Chhattisgarh, the igure 14 corresponds to
year 2014 (not 2013). In Kerala, the igure 4 corresponds to 2016
(not 2013).

The front-page graphic titled “Countering fakes” (April 3, 2017)
erroneously referred to the Chandrayaan logo on the ₹2000 note.
It should have been Mangalyaan.

Editing error: A story (April 3, 2017) on the rape of a minor girl
inside a temple in Baripada had a wrong headline. The incident
did not take place inside the temple in Puri as the headline
suggested.
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“There can be no doubt, that if power
is granted to a body of men, called
Representatives, they like any other
men will use their power not for the
advantage of the community but for
their own advantage, if they can.” 

— James Mill

T
he ancient Athenians, under
their unique democracy,
came up with a social custom.

Each year, in the sixth or seventh
month of their 10-month calendar,
all the men were asked in their as-
sembly whether they wished to
hold an ostracism. If it was a yes, an
ostracism was held two months
later, in a reserved section of the
local agora. Here, citizens wrote
down the names of those they
wished to be ostracised on shards of
pottery, which were then deposited
in urns. Oicials counted the
shards. Whoever had the largest
pile of ostraka — the pieces of
broken pottery that were used in
voting — was banned from the city
for 10 years. 

Even though such methods
lacked due process and the course
of justice, many would-be tyrants

and individuals accused of corrup-
tion were banished this way.

The modern-day right to recall is
a direct successor of such methods.
A recall election is typically a pro-
cess by which voters seek to remove
elected oicials through a direct
vote before their term is completed.
It has been in place in Canada’s Le-
gislative Assembly of British
Columbia since 1995. Voters can pe-
tition to have their parliamentary
representatives removed from of-
ice, even if the MLA is the premier,
with a by-election ensuing soon
after. In the United States, the states
of Alaska, Georgia, Kansas, Min-
nesota, Montana, Rhode Island and
Washington allow for recall on spe-
ciic grounds such as misconduct or
malfeasance. 

Its progress in India
This is not a new concept for India.
The concept of “Rajdharma”,
wherein the lack of efective gov-
ernance was a cause for removal of
a king, has been spoken about since
the Vedic times. One of India’s lead-
ing humanists, M.N. Roy, proposed,
in 1944, a shift to a decentralised
and devolved form of governance,
allowing for representatives to be
elected and recalled. Jayaprakash
Narayan, in 1974, spoke extensively
on the subject. Section 47 of the Ch-
hattisgarh Nagar Palika Act, 1961,
provides for holding of elections to
recall elected oicials due to non-
performance. The Right to Recall

also exists at local level bodies in
Madhya Pradesh, Bihar and Chhat-
tisgarh. Nearly a decade ago, Lok
Sabha Speaker Somnath Chatterjee
sought the introduction of a system
of a “Right to Recall” of a legislator
to ensure accountability. According
to a media report of 2011, in Gujarat,
the State Election Commission had
advised amendments to introduce a
right to recall of elected members in
municipalities, districts, talukas
and village panchayats. 

In a irst-past-the-post system in a
democracy, unfortunately, not
every elected representative truly
enjoys the mandate of the people.
Logic and justice necessitate that if
the people have the power to elect
their representatives, they should
also have the power to remove these
representatives when they engage
in misdeeds or fail to fulil their du-
ties. There exists no recourse for the
electorate if they are unhappy with
their elected representative. The

Representation of the People Act,
1951, only provides for “vacation of
oice upon the commission of cer-
tain ofences and does not account
for general incompetence of the
representatives or dissatisfaction of
the electorate as a ground for vaca-
tion”. However, due care must be
taken in the introduction of legisla-
tion associated with such laws. Cali-
fornia’s gubernatorial recall elec-
tions are notorious for the inluence
of special interests, with Governor
Davis’ recall vote, in 2003, a classic
example. 

Some safeguards
To encourage the process of the
right to recall, legislative change is
needed which seeks to introduce re-
call petitions, for elected represent-
atives in the Lok Sabha and in re-
spective Legislative Assemblies.
While it is necessary to ensure that a
recall process is not frivolous and
does not became a source of harass-
ment to elected representatives, the
process should have several built-in
safeguards such as an initial recall
petition to kick-start the process
and electronic-based voting to i-
nally decide its outcome. Further-
more, it should ensure that a repres-
entative cannot be recalled by a
small margin of voters and that the
recall procedure truly represents
the mandate of the people. To en-
sure transparency and independ-
ence, chief petition oicers from
within the Election Commission

should be designated to supervise
and execute the process.

Having such a right ofers a mech-
anism to ensure vertical accountab-
ility. Such a right would be a signiic-
ant check on corruption along with
ongoing criminalisation of politics.
Numerous studies highlight that
“elected representatives who are
not up for election behave difer-
ently to those who are” — economic
growth is typically higher and
taxes, spending and borrowing
costs are lower under re-election-
eligible incumbents than those op-
erating under ixed-term limits. 

A free and fair election is a right
of the citizens of the country. When
their elected representatives no
longer enjoy the conidence of the
people, the people must have a
right to remove them. The true idea
of democracy can only be achieved
on this ediice of accountability for
politicians. Having a process to re-
call could also limit campaign
spending, as morally skewed can-
didates weigh the risk of being re-
called. This right would help en-
gender direct democracy in our
country, broadening access and
raising inclusiveness. To deepen
democracy, the right to recall must
be given hand in hand with the right
to vote.

Feroze Varun Gandhi, a Member of
Parliament representing the Sultanpur
constituency for the BJP, has introduced a
bill in Parliament on the right to recall

The right to recall legislators
It must coexist with the right to vote in order to deepen our democratic roots

feroze varun gandhi
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DATA POINT

The Commerce Minister, Mr. Dinesh Singh, said in Parliament
to-day (April 4, New Delhi) that Government was investigating
the possibility of overcoming cotton shortage by increasing
imports. About the extra one-day closure a week now in force
in mills because of the cotton shortage, Mr. Dinesh Singh said
Government was studying various means by which availability
of cotton might be improved and closure averted. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 5, 1967 

Proposal for more cotton imports
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FROM ARCHIVES

An important discovery of bombs and seditious leaflets was
made yesterday (April 4) at Bhawanipur in the southern sub-
urbs of Calcutta. A few days ago, a Bengali suspect was arres-
ted at Bhawanipur with two revolvers and some cartridges in
his possession. This revelation and other information at the
disposal of the police led the authorities to believe in existence
of a gang of dangerous anarchists who had so far evaded in-
ternments. Yesterday the C.I.D. Police raided six houses at
Bhawanipur and arrested a young Bengali named Gopal Chun-
der Bera, a native of Midnapore District and student of South
Suburban School. His house being searched, the police found
a number of bombs and numerous seditious leaflets in a trunk.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 5, 1917

Alleged anarchism: Discovery of bombs

We were lost in Porahat
forest. Even the two CPI
(Maoist) sympathisers rid-
ing the two bikes on which
a photojournalist and I
were seated were not sure
of the direction of the vil-
lage in which the People’s
Liberation Guerrilla
Army’s squad was
camped. 

The message we re-
ceived in Ranchi, 130 km
away, was that a Maoist
commander wanted to
meet us. By November
2014, Porahat remained
one of the last strongholds
of the CPI (Maoist) in
Jharkhand, and all those
within it were high-value
targets for security forces.

Aware that winter
would end the day early,
we stopped the few
people we encountered
on the way for directions.
At one point, mostly to
make fun of them, we
asked a group of children
who were on their way
back from school if they
knew of any Maoists in the

locality. Some of them
pointed in the vague dir-
ection in which we were
already heading.

When we finally made
it to the village, Platoon
Commander Jeevan Kan-
dulna was waiting for us.
He took his time opening
up, reluctant to even part
with his name for the first
hour, but when he did, it
felt like he had been wait-
ing for someone to listen
to him. The conversation
became more personal
than tactical; instead of
troop movements, we
began talking about how
the murder of one of his
sisters by a Maoist splinter
group made him join the
CPI (Maoists) to exact re-
venge. 

At some point, a second
platoon joined us. It had a
large number of young
boys. Kandulna explained
that they had a recent re-
cruitment drive, which is
essentially a conscription
for nearby villages. A
short, dark figure walked
up and sat quietly on the
floor behind Kandulna.

During a lull in the conver-
sation, he introduced him-
self as Platoon Com-
mander Suresh, but I had
recognised him already as
Dimba Pahan, the brother
of Jharkhand’s most fam-
ous Maoist, Kundan Pa-
han. I was not supposed to
identify Dimba Pahan; I
had seen his photographs
among a set surrepti-
tiously clicked by a source.
Curiosity about Kundan
Pahan’s whereabouts got
the better of me eventu-
ally and I mentioned him
tangentially. Dimba Pahan
did not speak again.

When the meeting
ended, the youngsters
lined up with their guns to
pose for pictures against
the setting sun, so that
they could only be cap-
tured as silhouettes. One
boy of about eight walked
up to me, lugging his .303
rifle. “Do you know the
way back?” he asked. 

“Yes, I think so. Why?” 
“It’s just that you asked

for directions to some of
us on our way back from
school,” he said.

Schoolboy during the day 
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A revealing conversation in Jharkhand’s Porahat forest 

Deepu Sebastian Edmond

After reports pointed to locations
on milestones being represented
in Hindi rather than English on NH
75 and NH 77 in Vellore, Tiruvan-
namalai and Krishnagiri districts,
there was the expected sound and
fury from various Dravidian polit-
ical parties. This happened despite
the fact that Tamil signs were more

or less intact on these highways. Strident opposition to the
move was expressed by the working president of the Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam, M.K. Stalin; Marumalarchi Dravida
Munnetra Kazhagam leader Vaiko; and Pattali Makkal Katchi
president S. Ramadoss. Protests were threatened as the polit-
ical leaders sought to blame the Bharatiya Janata Party-led gov-
ernment at the Centre for the move.

Continuum of anti-Hindi agitations 
For these parties, and many others in Tamil Nadu’s civil soci-
ety, the change from the use of English to Hindi signs on mile-
stones is not merely a matter of convenience (or inconveni-
ence) for itinerants on the road. This was a symbolic
overturning of a decades-long policy to use English on a par
with Hindi as an oicial language, which was itself a con-
sequence of the anti-Hindi agitations of 1965. The agitations
marked a milestone in Tamil Nadu politics, which paved the
way for extended Dravidian rule in the State. It is no wonder
that the parties reacted with such alacrity to the reports of sign
changes. These protests must also be seen in the continuum of
agitations that irst began in 1938 against the imposition of
Hindi.

That “culture” remains the predominant idiom for political
expression in Tamil Nadu was evident in the protests for the
conduct of the bull-taming sport, jallikattu. Linguistic asser-
tion is also a common ploy in these cultural protests and has
been used lately by parties that have not managed to taste
power at the State government level. For example, parties
such as the PMK in the last decade sought to even raise the is-
sue of hoardings being primarily in English and organised
protests.

Including Hindi road signs on national highways is an un-
derstandable idea. Tamil Nadu, as the Economic Survey for
2016-17 records, is the State that has shown the fastest rise in
in-migration, largely due to its signiicantly urbanised eco-
nomy, job prospects, and presence of numerous educational
institutions. Far more people from north India travel to the
south, and Tamil Nadu in particular, than before. But repla-
cing English — which connects the north and the south and
helps travellers within the south — seems illogical and a way of
stoking pent-up passions. The Centre would be well advised to
take onboard the concerns of the Tamil Nadu polity. There is a
perception that linguistic assertion, speciically against Hindi
being “imposed” as the national language, is issiparous in
nature. But, as the record shows, since the anti-Hindi agita-
tions in the 1960s, linguistic autonomy aforded to non-Hindi
States has only led to greater integration.

Signs of trouble 
Including Hindi on road signs on
national highways is understandable,
but not replacing English ones 

SRINIVASAN RAMANI
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Bandwagon
effect 
Psychology

The bandwagon effect in-
dicates a tendency among
people to align their be-
liefs and behaviour with
those of a group, with re-
spect to a new idea or
product, in what could be
called a herd mentality. In
this psychological phe-
nomenon, people do
something because others
do it, casting aside or over-
riding their own convic-
tions. This is commonly
noticed in politics, sports
and consumer behaviour
but could have implica-
tions in multiple fields.
Numbers are important
for the effect to take hold
and attain a critical mass.
Most often, such bandwag-
ons have a limited lifetime,
for people quickly aban-
don the cause as they see
others leaving.
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Bangladesh Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s visit this weekend
will be her first bilateral visit in seven years. The two sides are
expected to announce a slew of agreements on connectivity, en-
ergy and trade, but former High Commissioner of Bangladesh to
India Tariq Karim, who remains a key interlocutor in the sub-
continent, says the focus remains on the Teesta agreement. The
landmark water-sharing deal has remained unresolved, mainly
due to differences between the West Bengal and Central govern-
ments. Excerpts:

You were High
Commissioner when PM
Hasina last came to Delhi
for a bilateral visit in 2010.
Seven years later, how do
you assess the possible
outcomes of this visit?

■ You will remember that
even in her last visit, Sheikh
Hasina had taken a full year
after being elected before
coming to Delhi. Even then,
when we were asked about
scheduling it, I said let’s do
the visit when we have some-
thing concrete for both sides
coming out of it. That visit re-
configured our relationship,
set our ties on a new path. It
was a game changer. The
PMs then laid out a road
map, and by the time Man-
mohan Singh returned the
visit, many of the announce-
ments had been acted upon.
It’s another matter that many
of the agreements set out by
the UPA could not be opera-
tionalised until the Modi gov-
ernment took over, because
they lost the political man-
date. But the vision was there
all along. PM Modi was able
to cash in on this, and he was
able to go ahead with it. His
visit in 2015 was a natural
culmination, and since we
had achieved the land
boundary [agreement], con-
nectivity, all that was remain-
ing was the Teesta agree-
ment, and he set the course
for the future of the ties
again.

Why has the Teesta
agreement still evaded
resolution?

■ Well, in the past there was
an institutional framework at
the highest level, where PM

[Hasina’s] Adviser [Gowher
Rizvi] would meet the NSA
[Shivshankar Menon] once a
month, and they would as-
sess what had been done,
what hadn’t. I wish they had
continued that arrangement.
Bureaucracies, left to them-
selves, have short attention
spans, and distractions come
in. Let’s also remember that
Sheikh Hasina is now in the
second half of her second
term as PM. And that’s prob-
lematic for any leader in any
government in any part of
the world. If you go to
Bangladesh, even when I
speak of the more than 100
agreements, 90-plus of them
delivered, 50 more in the
pipeline, they only ask,
“Why has Teesta not been
done?”

In a 2014 interview, you
called Teesta one of the
litmus tests of the
relationship. Why is it so?

■ It’s a legacy of our past. If
we could get past Teesta, we
can move to the larger vision
of basin management for all
the 54 rivers we share.
Sheikh Hasina would rather
not speak of “partitioning”
or sharing rivers, but their
management. You can parti-
tion land, but can you parti-
tion water or the ecology
around it? We have made
ourselves hostage to the
post-colonial neo-West-
phalian order that came up
after the Second World War.
We overzealously worry
about guarding our national-
ity, that it sometimes stops
us from doing the right thing
which transcends national
borders. Teesta is now an
emotive issue like that.

Given that, how hard will
it be for PM Hasina to go
back without it?

■ Politically, it will be very
difficult, very difficult. Teesta
is the one thing the opposi-
tion uses to hit her with.
They ask if PM Hasina is such
a good friend of India, has a
good relationship with West
Bengal Chief Minister
Mamata Banerjee, why can’t
she get this agreement done?
So if she has come after
seven years, there must be
something she can take back.
Look, if Teesta is taken out of
the equation as a problem,
then India and Bangladesh
have no quarrels left. Teesta
could have been done in
2011, as we had the agree-
ment: a road map on how to
ensure the river doesn’t die.
Both sides agreed then that
we must let the river flow,
maintain a minimum level
and share whatever is above
it half and half. This was ini-
tialled, and all that was left
was the signing.

Why couldn’t it be done
between New Delhi and
Dhaka then?

■ Well, this is where India’s
principle of ‘cooperative fed-
eralism’ comes in, that you
can’t do this by an executive
order without the concur-
rence of the State of West
Bengal. My question is if the
larger national interest can
be trumped by this mantra of
cooperative federalism, then
why can’t the principle of
collaborative sub-regional-
ism trump cooperative feder-
alism? Expand your hori-
zons, because the dividends
are so huge they will eclipse
all your concerns.

Given that the issues
between the West Bengal
CM and the Centre seem
unresolved, what are
some of the other options
for the governments to go
forward?

■ One way of managing this
visit is to look at what else
Sheikh Hasina can take back.
Bangladesh wants two
things: water security and
energy security. If, for ex-
ample, on the Ganges bar-
rage, India says it will help
Bangladesh, then that is
something. The Ganges bar-

rage has always been held up
because we didn’t have the
money, and the donors
would not fund it until India
and Bangladesh have a treaty
that can assure a certain
amount of water will flow in.
The political coalitions of the
time ensured that couldn’t
happen. If [the Ganges bar-
rage] can be done during this
visit, Sheikh Hasina can go
back to Dhaka and say this
was her father’s [Sheikh
Mujibur Rahman] dream. He
inherited the Farakka bar-
rage, but always wanted to
build the Ganges barrage. So
if she can say this is done,
and we move to the basin
management treaty, the nar-
rative will divert to more pro-
ductive engagements.

You mentioned many
alternatives. Ms. Hasina’s
adviser even suggested
bringing China, as an
upper riparian state, into
the discussions. Isn’t that
a red flag?

■ Well, India would not ac-
cept it. Frankly, China may
not listen to us either. But re-
gardless of what it does,
what it builds on its part of
the rivers, 70% still flows into
India and Bangladesh. So we
must consider how to optim-

ise that between us, as even
at present 60% of our flows
just goes right into the sea.
We should do what we can,
and wait for the obstacles to
be ironed out. After all, we
did this with SAARC, where
we agreed to go ahead with
the BBIN (Bangladesh,
Bhutan, India Nepal) sub-
grouping on connectivity.

Connectivity is the area of
greatest focus during the
visit. India is expected to
extend a large line of
credit, and both sides will
announce a list of
railways, roadways to be
developed. Yet, in
Bangladesh there is a
comparison with what
China has already
promised, which is larger
in money terms, and is
part of its Belt and Road
initiative. Should India
worry about the Chinese
influence in Bangladesh?

■ Well, why does India want
connectivity? So it can travel
to parts of Bangladesh. The
roads that Bangladesh has
are not of international
standard. The British had
built a series of river chan-
nels, but we have lost that.
And they built railways, but
they couldn’t cross the big
rivers. Now, because of in-
vestment and modern tech-
nology we have the Jamuna
bridge [built in 1998 by a
Korean company with Japan-
ese funding], and we are go-
ing to have the Padma bridge
[being built by a Chinese
company]. To build all these,
we need investment. India
has lofty ideals and goals, but
doesn’t always have the
money to match them.
Bangladesh wants to soar in
GDP terms, PM Hasina wants
to build seven SEZs. We can’t
have those without roads
and power. During this visit,
you may also see Bhutan and
India cooperating with
Bangladesh on providing
power. We could also work
on rebuilding inland water-
ways sub-regionally. If China
is coming to invest in infra-

structure in Bangladesh,
then our friends in India can
use those same roads to
travel east too. China too
needs Indian roads [through
the Northeast] to come into
Bangladesh. So, I don’t think
these concerns are justified.

Just as India may overplay
the China threat, doesn’t
Bangladesh overplay the
India threat? Ahead of the
visit, India has been keen
to negotiate a defence
pact, but opposition to it
in Bangladesh means it
will be an MoU for the
moment, say officials.
Why the hesitation?

■ Mindsets are difficult to
shatter. It’s easier for people
to tear down the Bastille
walls, but very difficult to
tear down the Bastilles in our
minds. We have to overcome
this legacy. In 1978, Gen Zia-
ur Rahman signed agree-
ments with China for cooper-
ation, and that allowed China
to become the dominant
partner in the military
sphere. Sheikh Hasina also
realises that she has to tread
this particular water care-
fully. Right now [India-
Bangladesh defence coopera-
tion] is not institutionalised,
but we have many ex-
changes. We also have insti-
tutionalised the Home Minis-
ters’ meeting, so that we can
manage our borders better. I
hope we can move on de-
fence as well, maybe an MoU
to start with. If you rush too
much, there will be a back-
lash. You have to shape the
political opinion, and enable
Sheikh Hasina to wean away
from the overdependence on
China, and diversify
Bangladesh’s options. But we
should not make the defence

cooperation the focus of this
visit.

But why is this the
mindset at all? In March,
for example, PM Hasina
spoke on a radio show,
blaming Indian
intelligence agencies for
interfering in Bangladeshi
politics, in the 2001
elections which she lost.
Why does this impression
persist?

■ It’s politics, very simply.
And political survival. Sheikh
Hasina is telling the opposi-
tion [Bangladesh Nationalist
Party] that she is not a stooge
of India, that she is able to
stand up and tell India what
it did (in 2001) was wrong. In
our part of the world, mach-
ismo still counts in
leadership.

But New Delhi has backed
the Hasina government
100%, whether it was on
the 2014 elections, the
war crimes tribunal and
hanging of those
convicted, that other
countries haven’t. Today
the government is willing
to support Bangladesh’s
demand for a World
Genocide Day on March
25. Why does it still face
this anti-India feeling?

■ Well there have been ques-
tions about the 2001 election
in Bangladesh. I think we
have to face that. And there
is also the political rivalry
between the Awami League
and the BNP, sometimes
called the “Battle of the Be-
gums”, that fuels this percep-
tion on India. But the truth
is, it is changing. In recent
years, we have seen so many
delegations from the opposi-
tion BNP also coming to In-
dia, meeting people and
meeting with Indian leaders
and officials. So I think the
perceptions on India are
changing, there is more bi-
partisan consensus on India,
but the process is ongoing
and may take some more
time.

‘Teesta remains a litmus test for India, Bangladesh’ 
The former Bangladesh High Commissioner to India on Prime Minister Sheikh Hasina’s irst bilateral visit to Delhi in seven years this weekend
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