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EDITORIAL

I
n the face of extreme and unreasonable complaints

against Electronic Voting Machines by a number of

political parties, the Election Commission perhaps

had no choice but to have the working of the machines

corroborated by a paper audit trail. To have such a facil-

ity ready for all constituencies by the 2019 Lok Sabha

election is expensive (an estimated ₹3,174 crore) and

also unnecessary (paper trails are at best required in a

few constitutencies to corroborate results). Its request

to the Law Ministry to release funds for the procure-

ment of voter-veriiable paper audit trail (VVPAT) ma-

chines for the 2019 Lok Sabha election should be inter-

preted in this context. As many as 16 lakh VVPAT

machineswill be required and only an urgent release of

funds will allow the machines to be ready in time for

2019. It was possible for the EC to brush of the com-

plaints from the Bahujan Samaj Party and the Aam

Aadmi Party following their defeat inUttar Pradesh and

Punjab respectively, but it clearly became increasingly

diicult for it to ignore the clutch of parties that joined

the chorus, some demanding a return to paper ballots.

The EC has repeatedly assured voters that there are

enoughprocedural and technical safeguards to prevent

large-scale tampering or manipulation of EVMs. Since

2006, elections have witnessed the use of upgraded

EVMs — Model 2 machines, with security features such

as dynamic codingof key codes onballot units and their

transfer asmessages to the control unit in an encrypted

manner. EVMs feature encoded software that is burnt

one-time on to programmable chips, enabling them to

beusedas stand-alonemachines rather than computer-

connected units, thus preventing any hacking by re-

mote devices. Model 3 machines produced after 2013

have additional features such as tamper detection. The

EC has laid down procedural rules of locking and stor-

ing EVMs before and after polling, besides functional

checks and tests in the presence of representatives of

political parties. The addition of the VVPATmachine to

the process is to allow for cross-checking of EVMresults

through a paper audit, completing another layer of ac-

countability to the indigenously produced machines

(only the microchip is manufactured outside the coun-

try with the machine language embedded on it). Con-

trary to glib claims about tampering, studies show the

introductionofEVMshas resulted inadrastic reduction

in electoral fraud (rigging, stuing of ballot boxes, etc.)

and allowed for greater voter participation. Since re-

verting to the older paper ballot systemwill be regress-

ive, theonlyoption in the faceof theprotests is tohave a

back-up in the form of a paper trail — something that

will hopefully put a quietus to the controversy.

Lines of defence
The inclusion of paper audit trails to the EVMs

is costly but perhaps unavoidable

T
he advice of the expert committee to review the

Fiscal Responsibility and Budget Management

(FRBM) Act of 2003 requires attention, given In-

dia’s track record. This is all themore so given the born-

again political conviction that promises of random lar-

gesse to voters is just ine. Excessive and unsustainable

borrowingby thegovernment is obviouslyperverse as it

entails a cost on future generations while crowding out

private investment. In the past, iscal irresponsibility

has cost jobs, spiked inlation, put the currency in a

tailspin and even brought the country to the brink of a

default. The possibility of default may have resulted in

the liberalisation of the economy in 1991, but the key

trigger was irrational public spending on borrowed

money in the late-1980s. Less than a decade later, with

iscal discipline faltering and the deicit shooting up to

10%of GDP, the FRBM lawwas enacted to ‘limit the gov-

ernment’s borrowing authority’ under Article 268 of

the Constitution. But the target to limit the iscal deicit

to 3% of GDP (by 2009) was abandoned after the 2008

global inancial crisis as a liberal stimulus reversed the

gains in the iscal space, creating fresh macro-level in-

stability. The FRBMAct’s deicit target is nowonly likely

to bemet next year.

Such damage transmissions from the political eco-

nomy to the real economy need to be checked forth-

with. The committee’s proposal to maintain the 3% tar-

get till 2019-20 before aiming for further reduction is

pragmatic, as the ‘extraordinary and unanticipated do-

mestic development’ of demonetisationhappeneddur-

ing its tenure. Such an event, the committee has said,

could trigger an escape clause from ixed iscal targets

in its proposed rule-based framework. Instead of focus-

sing purely on the iscal and revenue deicit numbers,

which shouldbebroughtdown to2.5%and0.8%ofGDP

respectively by 2023, the panel has called for paring In-

dia’s cumulative public debt as a proportion to GDP to

60%by2023— fromaround68%atpresent. The latter, a

simpler measure for solvency purposes, should inspire

conidence among rating agencies. Though this has put

paid to the government’s hope that a iscal deicit range

could be targeted instead of absolute numbers, the Fin-

ance Minister has committed to the 3% target for the

next two years, from the 3.2% target for 2017-18. A clear

iscal policy framework in tandem with the monetary

policy frameworkalreadyadoptedcouldact as apower-

ful signal of commitment to macroeconomic stability.

TheCentremust swiftly takea call on thepanel’s recom-

mendations — including for a new debt and iscal re-

sponsibility law, and the creation of a Fiscal Council

with independent experts that could sit in judgment on

theneed for deviations from targets. It is equally critical

that States are brought on board, as the 60%debt target

includes 20% on their account. Their inances are

worsening again even as the clamour for Uttar Pradesh-

style loanwaivers grows.

Equity in debt
The expert panel’s recommendation to review

the iscal responsibility law is timely

P
icture this: China is steadily in-
creasing its geostrategic pres-
ence in South, Central and

West Asia; there is a China-Russia-
Pakistan axis on the rise in South-
ern Asia; China and Russia are rev-
elling in a new-found rapproche-
ment and aim to ill the geopolitical
vacuumbound to be created by the
U.S. withdrawal from the region;
and, a retiredPakistan armychief is
all set to take over as the irst Com-
mander-in-Chief of the Saudi-
backed Islamic Military Alliance
(IMA). Now ask yourself: Which re-
gional power has been missing
from these signiicant develop-
ments on the regional geopolitical
landscape?

NewDelhi’s foreign policy estab-
lishment and its national security
teamare either clueless aboutwhat
is happening in its broader neigh-
bourhood or seem to lack the
wherewithal to anticipate, engage
and shape geostrategic outcomes
in the region and beyond. Or are
they simply disinterested? Either
way,NewDelhi is increasingly look-
ing like a grumpy old man con-
stantly whining about age-old
fears, stubbornly unwilling to ex-
plore new opportunities and face
new challenges.

China-Russia-Pakistan axis
Alliances are natural to interna-
tional politics and friend-enemy
binaries and historical hesitations
are often cast aside when such alli-
ances take shape. While China and
Pakistan have been allies since the
1960s, China and the Soviet Union
weren’t the best of friends during
the Cold War, nor did they have a
great relationship in thepost-Soviet
days. Pakistan and the SovietUnion
were Cold War rivals, and Russia
did not, until recently, share a close
relationship with Pakistan. All that
is changing now, with them

ganging up to undoAmerican dom-
inance in the region, among other
things.

The Afghan reconciliation pro-
cess is a major focus of this new
partnership. In a December 2016
meeting in Moscow, they high-
lighted the importance of seeking a
“lexible approach” to dealing with
theAfghanTaliban. This is over and
above their ongoing individual en-
gagements with the various parties
to the Afghan conlict.

Clearly, this new axis of a resur-
gent Russia, ambitious China and
opportunistic Pakistan, in combin-
ation with other related develop-
ments, will not only diminish U.S.
power in the region but could also
potentially constrain Indian inlu-
ence. Sino-Russian relations,
through joint military exercises
and the Russian sale of advanced
weaponry to China, for instance,
could hurt India’s strategic options
globally.

Beijing has traditionally been a
reluctant dealmaker, preferring to
stick to business instead. Of late, it
has overcome this pragmatic inhib-
ition, irst by joining the Afghan
peace process and now increas-
ingly focussing on West Asia. In a
sense, its engagement in regional
conlicts is a logical extension of its
One Belt, One Road (OBOR) pro-
ject. Having committed huge sums
to the project, Beijing realises that
some of its inherent political risks
should be reduced by engaging in
regional conlict resolution pro-
cesses, a lessonwell learnt from the
playbook of great power dip-
lomacy.

BothChinaandRussiahavebeen

active in the West Asian theatre.
Having vetoed U.S.-sponsored
sanctions against Syria, they be-
lieve that it is necessary to nudge
thewarring Syrian factions to nego-
tiate. Beijinghas alsobeen reaching
out to andbalancing the various ad-
versaries in the region such as Is-
rael, Saudi Arabia and even Iran,
and increasingly talking the lan-
guage of reconciliation. Also, recall
while New Delhi buckled under
pressure from Washington to take
sides on Iran, Beijing refused to do
so.

Compared to the thornier West
Asia, engaging South Asia is easier
for China given that the smaller
countries in the region see it as an
infrastructure provider, with deep
pockets and without the usual
moral science lessons. Bangladesh,
one of India’s close allies in the re-
gion, is likely to attend the OBOR
summit in May and may even sign
up for it. Chinese interest in Afghan
reconciliation stems not only from
a security/terrorism angle but also
more signiicantly to ensure the
sustainability of OBOR given its im-
portance in providing access to
Central Asia.

Russian U-turns
Make no mistake, Russia is looking
beyond a reluctant India in South
Asia: President Vladimir Putin has
no time for diplomatic subtleties
and tales about the long history of
Indo-Russian relations. Ignoring In-
dian sensitivities,Moscowhas gone
ahead with forging strategic ties
with Islamabad: from lifting the
arms embargo, selling weaponry,
discussing the future of Afgh-

anistan, to joint military exercises.
When Russia formally joins

OBOR, itwill have indirectly takena
position on Kashmir which is not
necessarily in keeping with the In-
dian stand on the issue. If the Rus-
sian envoy’s remarks at theHeart of
Asia conference in December are
anything to go by, Moscow is also
taking a pragmatic stand on terror-
ism in South Asia.

The Pakistan pivot
The ‘global outcast’, Pakistan is
today an inevitable lynchpin of
Southern Asian geopolitics. In a
world of realpolitik, norm regress
and opportunistic bandwagoning,
Pakistan is the new regional favour-
ite. Whether we like it or not, now
that Pakistan’s generals have
waited out the Americans and
NATO from Afghanistan, the out-
comes of the Afghan conlict will
largely be determined by
Rawalpindi. This its well with the
Chinese and Russian regional
grand strategies. Gone are the days
when Islamabad was currying fa-
vour with Washington; today, Mo-
scow and Beijing are actively court-
ing it. Normative considerations
apart, it is this sense of the big pic-
ture that prevents Beijing from act-
ing against Pakistan-based terror
groups; irritating India is a side be-
neit.

For sure, Pakistan has consist-
ently used terrorism as a tool of
statecraft, and yet there is a recog-
nition today that it is a pivotal state
in addressing terror. Moreover,
while the IMA is still in its infancy,
we need to look closely at its poten-
tial.Will it emerge, even though it is
at a moment an overwhelmingly
Sunni sectarian force, as a potent
regional military alliance in the
years to come? What role would
Pakistan play in this ‘Islamic
NATO’? What implications would it
have for India?

Head-in-the-sand approach
Amidst such geopolitical reshaping
of the region, New Delhi has done
precious little to counter themor to
propose a collective regional fu-
ture. The South Asian Association
for Regional Cooperation (SAARC),

which should have been the central
plank of India’s ‘neighbourhood
irst’ policy, is in doldrums today.
Having jettisoned SAARC and un-
willing to promote other regional
initiatives, institutional or issue-
based, India continues to prefer
unilateralism towards neighbours.
The shortcomings of bilateralism in
a world hungry for institutions and
structures should be evident to us.

The External Afairs Ministry’s
reactive diplomacy — its unfailing
institutional hallmark— is unable to
see thewood for the trees in its rela-
tionswithBeijing.Howdoes, for in-
stance, designating Masood Azhar
a terrorist become India’s core in-
terest vis-à-vis China? Should we al-
low a terror-monger to determine
our relationship with one of our
biggest trading partners?

While it is true that the China-
Pakistan Economic Corridor will
pass through Pakistan-controlled
territory that India has claimed, we
should ind a via media with China
on the issue rather than publicly
dismiss the initiative. Given that
OBOR is a futuristic mega-project,
its beneits as well as cross-national
and inter-continental linkages, all
of which would eventually bypass
India, will only become clearer in
the years to come. To base our ana-
lysis on current cost-beneit calcu-
lations in terms of immediate re-
turns and short-term sustainability
is missing the big picture.
Moreover, our ability to create re-
gional infrastructural arrange-
ments, excluding China and
Pakistan, remains limited. In short
then, a few decades down the line,
India could end up far more isol-
ated: the logical conclusion of an
inward-looking political class.

It’s time New Delhi focussed on
the big picture and avoided purit-
anical positions while addressing
the emerging fault lines on the
global geopolitical landscape.

Happymon Jacob is Senior Global
Challenges Fellow, Global Public Policy
Institute, Berlin, and Associate Professor
of Disarmament Studies, School of
International Studies, Jawaharlal Nehru
University

Lonely and disinterested
Excess focus on bilateralism is leaving India isolated in its larger neighbourhood

happymon jacob
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T
urkey is a fundamentally di-
vided society. The vote this
weekend over a referendum

to give the President additional
powers and a longer term, showed
theextent of Turkey’s divisions. The
“Yes” vote, a victory for President
Recep Tayyip Erdoğan, was won
with 25 million votes, while the
“No” campaign fetched almost 24
million votes. But given the nature
of electoral democracy, a fractured
verdict will nonetheless mean an
expansion of the powers of Mr. Er-
doğan and of his ruling Justice and
Development Party (AKP). The ref-
erendumamends the 1982Constitu-
tion with some signiicant provi-
sions, such as making the President
both the head of state and the head
of government, weakening Parlia-
ment, the judiciary and themilitary.
Mr. Erdoğan could remain in power
— virtually unchallenged — till 2029.
Society’s divisionswill not be relec-
ted in the political sphere.

TheAKP, and its far-right ally, the
Nationalist Movement Party (MHP),
had hoped to commandeer close to

two-thirds of the vote in order to
make these changes legitimate.
They were not able to get near this
margin. Turkey’s three largest cities
— Istanbul, Ankara and Izmir —
voted decisively against the
changes. It was rural and small-
town Turkey that delivered the
votes for the “Yes” campaign. These
areas, located in remote parts of
Anatolia, have long been neglected
by the Istanbul elite andhave for the
past two decades seen the AKP as
their champion. Personal piety is
not their only link to the agenda of
the AKP, which has pushed against
the barriers of Turkey’s oicial sec-
ularism. A great deal of pent-up re-
sentment against urban aluence is
wrapped up in the support for Mr.
Erdoğan, who speaks in the idiom
of the small town.

Unleashing repression
But this support base was insui-
cient during two parliamentary
elections in 2015,whenMr.Erdoğan
hoped to push these changes
through a friendly Parliament.
Since the Peoples’ Democratic
Party (HDP) — a Kurdish and Left al-
liance —won over 10% of the vote, it
was able to stymie Mr. Erdoğan’s
plans. What followed after that de-
feat set the terms for signiicant
political repression. Mr. Erdoğan’s
government declared that the HDP
was linked to terrorism, opened up

a war against the largely Kurdish
southeast of Turkey with the dis-
placement of over 200,000 people
and imposed endless curfews on
major towns. Visitors to the Turkish
city of Diyarbakir might be tempted
to make comparisons with the
lattenedcities of Syria’sAleppoand
Iraq’s Fallujah.HDPpoliticianshave
been imprisoned, with both their
leaders, Selahattin Demirtaş and Fi-
gen Yüksekdağ, facing hundreds of
years in prison.

A failed coup on July 15, 2016
deepened the repression by the
state. It was blamed on the U.S.-
based Turkish cleric Fethullah
Gülen. Almost 100,000people have
been arrested since that coup, and
over 100,000 state employees ired
from their posts. The purges (tas-
iye) have not only denuded Turkish
society of trained and capable
people but have also chilled the at-
mosphere in the country. Gloom is
themood amongst large parts of the

urbanpopulation,whichhasnot ex-
perienced this kind of open harass-
ment since the coups d’etat of 1971
and 1980. It was as if this failed coup
had an aftermath as anti-demo-
cratic as the successful coupsofTur-
key’s past.

Curbing democratic processes
It was apparent during the cam-
paign over this referendum that Mr.
Erdoğan would prevail. Society is
not united behindhim, but the state
apparatus came into great use. Op-
position leaderswere arrested — 122
HDP leaders by their count. Cam-
paigners for the “No” vote were ac-
cused of being part of the Gülen
plot. In the largelyKurdishprovince
of Sirnak, the provincial governor
banned the HDP’s song “Say No” on
the pretext that it would incite
“public hate”. Thepopular cartoon-
ist,MusaKart, spent ahundreddays
in jail, while Turkey’s most respec-
ted constitutional law expert,
Ibrahim Kaboğlu, lost his job. With
150media outlets shut down and al-
most 200 journalists arrested, press
scrutiny of these manoeuvres was
minimal. Democracy was already
curtailed before the referendum.
Critics of Mr. Erdoğan warn that
Turkey is under “tek adam” rule —
one-man rule.

Turkey’s High Electoral Board
chief Sadi Güven announced that
the referendum had passed despite

the numerous complaints of fraud.
The Oppositionmoved the board to
reconsider the 1.5 million ballots
that raised eyebrows. Themargin of
victorywas only 1.1million. Intimid-
ation of voters was general. Even
supporters of Mr. Erdoğan who had
decided to vote “No” — such as ed-
itor, Yeni Şafak, and columnist Ali
Bayramoğlu — were beaten on
polling day. The government dom-
inated themedia and prevented the
Opposition from making its case
against the referendum.

#HayirDahaBitmedi is the new
hashtag on social media. “It is not
over yet”. There is great expecta-
tion from half of those who voted
that the President must not be al-
lowed to rule as if he has amandate.
No wonder that Mr. Erdoğan’s vic-
tory speech was uncharacteristic-
ally subdued. His Prime Minister,
Binali Yildirim, said of the result:
“We are one body. We are one na-
tion.” But it did not feel like that.
Turkey feelsmoreandmore socially
divided. Mr. Erdoğan will not gov-
ern to unify. That is not his style. His
policies — like that of other Strong
Men in the Age of Anger —will more
ferociously tear at the social fabric
of this ine country.

Vijay Prashad’s most recent book is “The
Death of the Nation and the Future of the
Arab Revolution”. He is a columnist for
the Turkish daily, BirGün

After the referendum
Turkey feels more and more socially divided, and Recep Erdoğan may not govern to unify

vijay prashad
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Bribe bid
AIADMK (Amma) deputy
general secretary and de
facto leader, T.T.V.
Dhinakaran, is in the news
again for all the wrong
reasons (“T.T.V. Dhinakaran
chargedwith bid to bribe
poll panel”, April 18). The
Tamil Nadu politician’s
alleged link to conman
Sukesh Chandrashekar, and
his alleged attempts to bribe
Election Commission
oicials over reclaiming the
party symbol are not only
shocking but have also
shown the party in a poor
light. The allegations are no
doubt serious and once
again underline the need to
rein in politicians who
resort to deviousmeans to
outwit their opponents.
N.J. Ravi Chander,

Bengaluru

Jayalalithaa case
While B.V. Acharyamay be
right if a narrow technical

view is taken of the
provisions of law, it has to be
borne inmind that the ends
of justice are higher than the
ends of mere law (“Why the
Jayalalithaa casematters”,
April 18). There is no point
in imposing or recovering a
ine from a personwho died
before the judgment was
pronounced.
Naresh Gupta,

Chennai

On triple talaq
The BJP is raking up
contentious issues such as
triple talaq to keep the
communal cauldron boiling.
While we are appreciative of
PrimeMinister Narendra
Modi’s resolve “to save
Muslim sisters from
injustice”, wewant him to
match it with his resolve to
saveMuslim brothers from
attacks by right-wing
Hindutva zealots. Practising
a religion of one’s choice is a
fundamental right. The

practice of triple talaq is a
part of Shariat. Both these
facts combine to rule out the
state’s interference in the
personal law of Muslims.
Islam cannot be singled out
as a religion biased against
women. Gender
discrimination and gender
inequality are embedded in
all religions. The BJP did not
consider even oneMuslim
woman it to be ielded as a
candidate in the Uttar
Pradesh election. Needless
to say, its concern for
Muslimwomen in distress
smacks of hypocrisy.
Reform has to happen
organically fromwithin a
religious community
(“Muslim sisters should get
justice: PM”, April 18).
G. DavidMilton,

Maruthancode, Tamil Nadu

Unrest in Kashmir
The PDP-BJP government
which was formedwith
great fanfare seems to have

failedmiserably in Jammu
and Kashmir. The BJP
government at the Centre
appears to be so focussed in
its aim of achieving a
Congress-free India that it
has left Kashmir to burn.
Though it may sound odd,
perhaps the PrimeMinister
should try to form an all-
party government in
Kashmir. It would at least
stop various parties from
indulging in a blame game
and help in conidence-
buildingmeasures with the
people of the Kashmir
Valley. Such an exercise will
also send out a signal to
Pakistan that India is united
as far as Kashmir is
concerned.
N. Nagarajan,

Secunderabad

■ Tying aman to the bonnet
of a vehicle and driving him
around the city is an
inhuman act. What is worse
is that he was used as a

human shield. Is not the
Indian Army destroying
human values? Is it not
tarnishing the image of the
Army as an institution and
also giving anti-national
elements intent on creating
more trouble in Kashmir a
stick with which to beat
India? Theremust be a quick
investigation and swift
punishment awarded.
Amanatullah,

Sitamarhi, Bihar

■ Before talking about the
Geneva Convention we need
to look at both sides of the
picture. If the Indian Army
has been accused of and
criticised for usingMr. Dar
as a “human shield” what
are the stone pelters doing
there everyday? Aren’t they
violating the Geneva
Convention by using women
and children as human
shields?
DevanshMohan Dwivedi,

Allahabad

Man versus animal
The rise inman-animal
conlicts can be linked to
extreme conditions that
cause drought and in turn a
loss of vegetation,
deforestation and also crop
loss. Humans are also
increasingly encroaching
into forest areas
(“Understanding crowd
dynamics”, April 18). The
government should
undertake steps such as
fencing of forest areas and
increasingmanpower in our
forest departments.
Communities near forests
should also approach forest
oicials when there are
signs of man-animal conlict.
Joint eforts in reducing
conlict must include village
communities, the forest
department, the police and
wildlife experts.
Vajji Hema Sundar,

Bobbili, Andhra Pradesh
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DATA POINT

China has become involved in the 14-year-old conflict between
the Nagas and the Indian Government, says a news story in the
Observer, London. This development, long feared by India
and friends of the Naga cause, has been confirmed in New
Delhi and Peking. A Peking broadcast has announced that the
“Naga people in the eastern part of India have strengthened
their armed struggle against the reactionary Indian Govern-
ment.” It then gave a series of detailed reports of Naga opera-
tions against the Manipur Rifles in Jiribam and against a ‘loyal-
ist’ Village Volunteer Force in Tamenglong. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO APRIL 19, 1967

China’s interest in Nagaland problem
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FROM ARCHIVES

News has been received here from Motihari, the headquarters
of the district of Champaran, in North Behar that Mr. M.K.
Gandhi, who has gone there on a mission to investigate into
the relations between the planters and their tenants, has been
served with a notice under Section 141 of the C.P. Code by the
District Magistrate to leave the district and that Mr. Gandhi has
refused to obey these orders until last night. There was no
summons issued against him until this morning. Mr. H.S.L. Po-
lak came here last night on being informed by Mr. Gandhi of
what was happening and after consultation with Mr. Hasan
Imam with whom he stayed, he left for Motihari with the Hon-
’ble Mr. M. Haque and others.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO APRIL 19, 1917

Mr. Gandhi’s mission 

The education ‘beat’,
which I cover, invariably
yields stories about aca-
demic performances, ad-
missions and Board exam-
inations — all the rungs in
a ladder that children
have to climb to achieve
some measure of “suc-
cess”. But Suchitra K.P.’s
story was an exception, of
how a young girl went bey-
ond the classroom to
make a difference. 

I met Suchitra, an 11-
year-old girl from a re-
mote village in Kamara-
halli, Chamarajanagar,
one of the most backward
districts in Karnataka,
who was the face of the
district administration’s
campaign after she urged
families to build toilets in
their homes so that her
classmates could go to the
bathroom with dignity. 

The story I wrote about
Suchitra’s contribution to
the initiative was pub-
lished three days before
International Women’s
Day. While scores of read-

ers and officials reached
out to me to learn more
about her, Suchitra herself
was unaware that the
story had been published
that day. She got no phone
calls or messages, which
made me wonder whether
I had added any value to
her life by writing about
her. 

Then the Delhi Com-
mission for Women took
note of the story and de-
cided to felicitate her on
Women’s Day amidst stars
like wrestler Sakshi Malik.
When her mentor Hephs-
iba R. Korlapati, who was
earlier the CEO of Chama-
rajanagar, called me and
told me this, I was de-
lighted. “Will she go?” I
asked. “Will her parents
allow her to travel alone?
What will she talk about at
the function?” 

To say that Suchitra was
thrilled is an understate-
ment. She called me later
— not to talk about the
award but about what she
was going to experience.
“Thumba khushi aagide
akka. Vimana nalli ho-

gthini Delhi ge (I am very
happy, sister. I am going to
travel by flight to Delhi),”
she said. It was going to be
her first time on an air-
plane. 

She told me what
clothes she had packed
and the transport arrange-
ments for her first trip
outside Karnataka. In
Delhi she visited India
Gate, a monument she
had only seen in text-
books. She also told Ms.
Korlapati that she had
read the story of Neerja
Bhanot, the brave air host-
ess, and how she wanted
to become one. 

Suchitra continues to
receive calls from organ-
isations and individuals
across the country and
has a packed schedule. On
April 17, for instance, sev-
eral delegates from an
NGO visited her village to
study her success story. 

And when I find myself
crumbling under the
weight of deadlines or
questioning why I do what
I do, I think of Suchitra’s
story.

Beyond the classroom 
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An 11-year-old’s contribution to an initiative to build toilets 

Tanu Kulkarni 

Last year, a layered displacement
story, told by a man in “two minds”
and of two countries, Vietnam and
the U.S., won the Pulitzer Prize for
iction. In Viet Thanh Nguyen’s The
Sympathiser, the unnamed nar-
rator and protagonist begins by
saying he is simply able to see “any
issue from both sides”, This year,
the top non-iction prize has gone
to another story of displacement,

this one America-grown. Harvard sociologist Matthew Des-
mond’s seminal work on displacement, Evicted: Poverty and
Proit in the American City, won for being a “deeply researched
exposé that showed how mass evictions after the 2008 eco-
nomic crash were less a consequence than a cause of poverty.”

Like Katherine Boo who moved into Annawadi slum for
three years for her book on Dharavi, Behind the Beautiful
Forevers: Life, Death and Hope in a Mumbai Undercity, which
was a Pulitzer non-iction nominee in 2013, Desmond lived in a
trailer park in 2007-08 in one of the poorest Milwaukee neigh-
bourhoods to take notes of life in that part of the country.

What he heard were stories of heartbreak and utter despair,
with people paying most of what they had on rent, and gener-
ally falling behind on everything else. Most were at the mercy
of two landlords, like the single mother Arleen and her two
boys, who tried to make do with a $628-a-month welfare
cheque. The problem was that $550 of that amount went in
rent — and there was perpetual fear of eviction. Desmond fol-
lowed eight families and brought out their desperate stories.

Inequality in the U.S. 
In the run-up to the U.S. presidential elections, when elite

America and the world were wondering why Donald Trump
appealed to so many Americans, another book tried to shed
light on America’s poor. J.D. Vance, who grew up in the rust
belt, in an “Ohio steel town that has been haemorrhaging jobs
and hope as long as I can remember”, recorded it in Hillbilly
Elegy: A Memoir of a Family and Culture in Crisis. It tried to ex-
plain why poor working class White America was so disen-
chanted with Washington.

Desmond’s book provides another view of one of the most
urgent issues facing America, that of vast inequality, and what
it is to feel powerless in the most powerful country in the
world. This year’s Pulitzers seem to have made it a point to
honour journalists and organisations which wrote about the
marginalised and dispossessed.

For example, the Pulitzer prize for investigative reporting
went to Eric Eyre of Charleston Gazette-Mail, for exposing “the
lood of opioids lowing into depressed West Virginia counties
with the highest overdose death rates in the country” in the
face of “powerful opposition”, not least from pharmaceutical
companies. Then again, the drama prize went to Lynn Not-
tage’s Sweat, set in a Pennsylvania factory town which had
seen vast job cuts. This is her second Pulitzer, having won in
2009 for her play ‘Ruined’.

Impoverished tales
What is it like to be powerless in a
powerful country? The Pulitzer Prize
honours books about the poor

SUDIPTADATTA
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Theory of Mind
Psychology

To have a theory of mind
(ToM) is to realise that oth-
ers have minds like yours.
Elementary as that
sounds, it’s a question that
has engaged philosophers,
evolutionary psycholo-
gists, and researchers of
schizophrenia and autism.
Experts assumed that hu-
mans were the only spe-
cies to have a ToM, but it
has emerged that not only
primates, but parrots,
crows and even rats have
recently shown the ability
to grasp the ‘I know that
you know that I know’
loop that underlies social
relationships. A broken
ToM can result from dam-
age to specific brain re-
gions and also informs re-
search into the neurology
of empathy.
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Kingfisher Airlines
crisis: Timeline
http://bit.ly/kingfishertimeline
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Delhi Chief Minister and Aam Aadmi Party (AAP) convenor
Arvind Kejriwal has sparked a debate on electronic voting ma-
chines by alleging that the recent elections to the Punjab, Uttar
Pradesh and Uttarakhand Assemblies were rigged. He also con-
tests the argument that AAP has become unpopular in Delhi and
points to all the work his government has done in the city. Ex-
cerpts from an interview at the Chief Minister’s residence on 6,
Flag Staff Road:

A lot of people are asking
this question: how come
EVMs were okay in 2015
when AAP won 67 of 70
Delhi Assembly seats, and
now have a flaw?

■ A lot of new evidence
[about EVMs] has come in
during the last four months.
When you say that we did
not question EVMs when we
got 67 seats, we did not ques-
tion the victory of the BJP in
several States at that time.
They [the BJP] won the Lok
Sabha elections; we didn’t
question that because no
evidence was available. 

In the last four months,
there have been many re-
ports in States that had gone
to the polls about so-called
EVM malfunctioning. I see it
as tampering. If the Election
Commission had inquired
into these incidents and
given a credible report,
people’s confidence would
have been restored.

In Pune, an independent
candidate says that he did
not get a single vote. Where
did his vote go? Where did
his family’s vote go? The
votes of his friends, where
did those go? He should have
got 30, 40 or 50 votes at
least. 

If Voter-Verifiable Paper
Audit Trail (VVPAT)
machines were attached
with all EVMs, would you
be satisfied?

■ My suggestion is that
VVPAT should be made com-
pulsory. Suppose there are
100 Assembly constituen-
cies, 15-20% of constituencies
should be randomly picked
at the time of counting and
[EVM results be] compared
with [counting of ] VVPAT

[slips]. Then you can say the
results are okay.

Does the defeat in the
Rajouri Garden Assembly
seat show that the AAP is
losing its popularity?

■ The feedback that I got
from Rajouri Garden is that
our former MLA, Jarnail
Singh, had done a lot for the
Sikh community. He wanted
to contest the elections in
Punjab and the party also de-
cided that he should fight.
People got very angry with
this [decision] and it did not
go down well with the voters
there. 

It was local. It has nothing
to do with popularity and
will have no impact on the
MCD [Municipal Corporation
of Delhi] elections. There is a
lot of positivity about the
work done by the AAP
government.

Then what is the reason
for negativity? 

■ There is no negativity
about the AAP in Delhi. On
the contrary, the BJP has
sucked the MCD dry in the
last 10 years. Garbage and
mosquitoes are everywhere
in the city. There is negativity
for the BJP; they are the ones
facing anti-incumbency after
holding power in the MCD
for the last 10 years.

I want to tell your readers
that if you vote for the BJP,
then you can be sure that the
garbage will remain as it is.
You will not be able to get rid
of mosquitoes, dengue and
chikungunya.

Basically, the AAP govern-
ment controls four depart-
ments: electricity, water,
education and health. We
have done lots in these four

areas. Everyone says we have
done more than we prom-
ised. Government schools
have been improved; we
have not allowed any in-
crease in fees in private
schools. Government hospit-
als have been fixed. Mohalla
clinics are being praised
globally. All medicines are
free in government hospitals.
Electricity rates have been
halved. Water is being
provided to 309 colonies
where there was no water for
20 years. Water is also free.
People are very happy with
the work of the Delhi govern-
ment. People are very angry
with the BJP and the MCD.

There is a perception that
you are using the Delhi

government as a
springboard for national
politics.

■ In Delhi, 400 units of elec-
tricity cost ₹1,370; in Gujarat
where the BJP is power, it
costs ₹2,700. In Bombay,
where the BJP is in power [it
costs] ₹4,000. So, the point is
that people are looking to-
wards Delhi and how it’s be-
ing governed. Either these
parties should reform them-
selves or people will say let
AAP come to power.

Recently, the CBI has
begun a preliminary
enquiry against one of
your Ministers, Satyendar
Jain. One of your
Ministers was also
charged with possessing a
‘forged’ degree. Are you
satisfied with your choice
of people?

■ There cannot be any com-
pany or organisation where
100% of the people are

sadhus or mahatmas. Our
party is growing; people are
joining. But our party is dif-
ferent from others in that if
any evidence is available, we
take action against the indi-
vidual concerned. 

But they spread lies — four
FIRs have been registered
against Manish [Sisodia,
Deputy Chief Minister], and
you will laugh when you hear
of their contents. One FIR
says that we gave an ad to
Facebook without issuing a
tender. Are there four Face-
books in the world, how can
you issue a tender? 

Such types of false cases
have been filed against us. 

AAP came to power and
prominence through the
anti-corruption agitation.
Years down the line we
still don’t have a Lokpal.

■ The Delhi Assembly passed
the Jan Lokpal Bill, for which
we had fought, as soon as it
was prepared. The Centre is

not passing it; it is sitting on
it.

Do you think the anti-
corruption movement
that was there has now
retreated into the
background?

■ I say that the issue is im-
portant. Even today people
are tired of corruption. In
Delhi, when our 49-day gov-
ernment was formed, we had
cracked down on corruption,
which people remember till
today. Again our government
was formed and in the first
three months we cracked
down (on corruption)
through the Anti Corruption
Branch (ACB) but the Central
government snatched away
our ACB. The Central govern-
ment’s message is this: either
vote for BJP or if you give
your vote to any other party,
we will not let their govern-
ment run.

This is not right for the
country, democracy and the
people. Despite ACB being
snatched away, we brought
in so many reforms in our
system through computerisa-
tion that the latest report of
CVC says that in the Central
government, corruption has
gone up by 67% but in the
Delhi government, 81% cor-
ruption has been reduced.

Are personalities more
important than policies in
our country?

■ Individuals do matter and
personalities matter in polit-
ics. But if issues are
sidestepped due to personal-
ities, that is very dangerous.

Is the personality of
Arvind Kejriwal today
more important than
AAP?

■ That is not true. In AAP, we
take all decisions collectively.

What lessons have you
learnt from the Punjab
and Goa elections? 

■ The lesson that we have
learnt is that something has

to be done about EVMs… We
couldn’t have lost the elec-
tions in Punjab.

So you are saying it was a
rigged election?

■ It was a completely rigged
election. Three States, U.P.,
Uttarakhand and Punjab, all
three have been very badly
rigged.

Do you have any
evidence?

■ All the things that are com-
ing out now. There are some
villages in Punjab [where] 15
[AAP] volunteers each have
been working for the past six
months and where we have
got just two votes. Those 15
volunteers are saying where
have our votes gone, where
have our family’s votes gone?

Will you be contesting
elections in Gujarat,
Rajasthan and Madhya
Pradesh?

■ At this point it is too early
to say. At present all our en-
ergy is devoted towards the
municipal elections.

You have had contacts
with Nitish Kumar,
Mamata Banerjee and
other national leaders.
Will there be a grand
opposition alliance ahead
of the 2019 elections?

■ Saying anything about
2019 at present is difficult be-
cause we live by the day. Let
us see what happens in the
coming days.

There have been a lot of
differences with the
Central government and
you have demanded full
statehood. In the current

scenario, is the city of
Delhi a workable
proposition?

■ In the present state, who is
suffering? Delhi is suffering,
its people are suffering. I will
give you one example. In last
year’s Budget we had alloc-
ated around ₹250 crore for
putting up lights at all dark
spots in the city that are very
unsafe for women. The MCD,
run by the BJP, passed a res-
olution that they would not
allow poles to be put up on
MCD roads with Delhi gov-
ernment’s money… We had
passed ₹1,500 crore so that
all houses in Delhi get tap
water, and water tankers
should be done away with…
They [BJP corporators]
passed a resolution that they
would not allow pipelines to
be laid on MCD roads. They
also passed a resolution that
no MCD work would be done
through the MLA fund. This
is dirty politics.

There is no democratic
control over [Delhi] Police
and Delhi Development Au-
thority. The L-G has all the
powers and the L-G is not ac-
countable to anyone. This is
dictatorship. Elected govern-
ment has no powers. Have
you ever heard that an elec-
ted government has no
powers?

I challenge the BJP to tell
us if they have done one
good thing in MCD in the last
10 years… Why is it import-
ant that AAP should win
MCD? Not because we want
to win any election but we
want to clean Delhi. Cleaning
a city is not rocket science…
Float an international global
tender and many companies
will come for cleaning the
city. Solid waste manage-
ment is something from
which you can earn money
and on the contrary they are
spending money on it. I’m
confident that within one
year of coming into power in
MCD we will spruce up Delhi.
So people should vote for
AAP to clean up Delhi.

For the full interview please see
http://bit.ly/kejriwaIintrw

‘There is no negativity about AAP’
The Delhi Chief Minister on the Aam Aadmi Party’s reverses in recent State elections, EVMs, and the upcoming Delhi municipal polls
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