
Sacredspace
Shape Clay

Shape clay into a vessel; it is
the space within that makes it
useful. Cut doors and windows

for a room; it is the holes 
that make it useful. Benefit
comes from what is there; 
usefulness from what is 

not there.
Lao Tse

In a submission before the five-judge Constitution bench of the 
Supreme Court hearing the triple talaq case, the All-India Muslim
Personal Law Board (AIMPLB) has stated that a Muslim woman

could insist on specific clauses in the nikahnama (marriage contract)
to protect her interests and dignity. This may include provisions like
her right to pronounce triple talaq or oral instant divorce. Needless to
say AIMPLB is being inconsistent in making this argument. It stated in
an affidavit submitted to the apex court last year that Sharia grants
right of divorce to husbands because men have greater power of
decision-making. Given such patriarchal thinking, AIMPLB’s take on 
Muslim women too having the right to exercise triple talaq appears far 
removed from reality. 

There’s no denying the fact that triple talaq is a discriminatory 
practice that treats Muslim women as sec-
ond-class citizens. Plus, to argue that 
triple talaq is intrinsic to Islam is spe-
cious. Triple talaq is banned in more than
20 Muslim-majority countries, including
Pakistan and Bangladesh. That most pet-
itioners against triple talaq have been
Muslim women shows that AIMPLB can’t
even claim that the entire Indian Muslim
community supports this practice. 

There is, however, merit in the 
argument that religious beliefs are given

considerable currency in matters of state and society in India. As has
been argued by AIMPLB counsel Kapil Sibal, Hindu customs and prac-
tices are often protected by the law. At a time when such protections are
being expanded through provisions such as food bans in BJP-ruled
states, completely ignoring religious sentiments in the Muslim 
community will legitimately attract the charge of discrimination. 

In that context, the Centre’s proclamation that it will come up with a
new law if the apex court strikes down triple talaq as unconstitutional
doesn’t add up. This position doesn’t elaborate what the alternative to
triple talaq is. Government, in consultation with the Muslim communi-
ty, needs to propose such an alternative that is compatible with Muslim
jurisprudence. An ideal approach would be to look at best practices
among Muslim communities – the Ahle Hadees and Jafri sects consider
talaq uttered thrice in one sitting as one talaq and allow for mediation
and reconciliation between the couple – and mandate those religious
practices that are in conformity with the constitutional principle of
women’s equality.

Strike A Balance
Religion and constitutional tenets need 

to be reconciled in triple talaq case

The Aam Aadmi Party seems to have much in common with
the mango, and not only because it was seeded by a man who
sounds like ‘Keriwal’. He started off as being the favourite
fruit of Delhi wallas, but his eccentricities have made him the
King of Fruities. Most recently, his fortunes have followed
those of the Alphonso. This season in Maharashtra, its supply

has doubled leading to a fall in prices. Disastrous for growers, boon for consum-
ers. Similarly, the glut of charges levelled by his sacked minister Mishra has led
to a massive drop in Keriwal’s market value, but it’s a bonanza for his detractors 

Arvind has, characteristically, put a brave face on it, and is not grimacing like some-
one forced to swallow a bitter Kapill. But the actual aam admi are feeling like a shell 
company because it’s their money that’s been plundered. Btw, mangoes are packed in
cartons and crates; in blackmoney parlance, ‘khokha’ is a crore and ‘peti’ a lakh.

Past prime ministers came from the land of dasheri and chaunsa, but NaMore, like
the haphoos of Gujarat, is the King of Fruits. Being smooth and ripened to a golden hue
in hay made from electoral sunshine, he’s the most sought after commodity. The export

market loves him.
His strategist Amit Shah resembles the bulkier malda of

Bengal or the badami/ malgoba of the South. That’s okay 
because those are the very states he hopes to capture so that

like the haphoos, his boss will become the monarch of the pan-Indian market.
No, he’s not likely to address it via a new show called Mandi ki Baat. 

Like every Amitaben experienced in churning out family favourites, Amitbhai
is highly skilled in making ‘aam ras’ of even seasoned party leaders, and course, a
‘chhundo’ of unripe politicians. Yes, everyone else is now in a pickle. Being 
vegetarian is no impediment to these two Gujaratis finding it finger-lickin’ good.

Pulped alike by the electorate, political rivals, and erstwhile aides, the 
ambitions of Keriwal have gone ha-phooossss. Dismissing the serious corruption
charges, he has accused Kapil Mishra of merely parroting the BJP. But it’s his own 
mindless refrain that has turned the AAP boss into a lowly Totapuri.

***
Alec Smart said: “It’s gone from Cyberabad to Cyberaworse. Ouff, makes

you wannacry”
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Mango people’s Keriwal

Bachi Karkaria

Who’s sucking out the juice, who’s
getting into a pickle? 

Iran will have presiden-
tial elections tomorrow,
when incumbent 
Hassan Rouhani stands
for re-election. The
world would watch as

Rouhani was instrumental in the 2015
nuclear deal that lifted some economic
sanctions and he is currently seen as a
reformist invested in an economic reviv-
al. His main rival Ebrahim Raisi is a 
cleric who runs the country’s largest
charitable foundation and was part of a
tribunal that oversaw the execution of
thousands of political prisoners in 1988. 

The campaign was heated with 
Rouhani even accusing the powerful rev-
olutionary guards of trying to sabotage
the nuclear deal. Whatever the outcome,
it would be prudent to understand that
Iran is only looking for a truce beyond
which it does not really care about the US
narrative. A journey into Iran and 
access to government, the foreign office,
media and most significantly the clerics
who control the system, forces one to 
recognise that Iran believes it is the only
stable country left in the region because
it has blocked out the US. 

In the days of the Shah, the US had a
strategic relationship with the Imperial
Republic of Iran, its single largest arms
purchaser. Ever since the 1979 Islamic
revolution anti-Americanism has been
sustained by the regime that’s now been
in power for close to four decades. A well
evolved doctrine unambiguously holds
the US responsible for the wars that have
destroyed the region in pursuit of
strategic control of an oil rich area, plus
the need to destabilise nations that 
question Israel. 

The official itinerary for this visitor
did not include a visit to the US embassy
in Tehran, abandoned since January 20,
1981 when American diplomats were al-
lowed to leave the country after being
held hostage for 444 days. But it was
worth it to go off schedule for a while.
The painted signs on the walls of the em-
bassy still say in Persian “Oh Amrika,
we will crush you under the soles of our
feet.” There has apparently been no stra-

tegic decision to indulge in the niceties
of removing such slogans. 

In the badly maintained garden of
the embassy there are a few posters in
English that mock the US (“Human
rights only for Whites?” and “United
States of Saudi-Israeli America”). A
sign calls it the “Museum Garden of
Anti Arrogance”. The building itself is
called 13 Aban Museum, marking the
day on the Islamic calendar when 
students took over the embassy. Inside,
rooms and equipment have signs such as
“secret and spying section of Embassy”,
“document destroying room” and so on. 

As for the presidential elections,
there is fair voting but all the candidates
are allowed to contest after being 
cleared by a Guardian Council that
works under the Supreme Leader 
(the constitution gives a religious 
jurist the custodianship of the people). 
Ali Khamenei has been Supreme 
Leader since the death of Ayatollah Kho-
meini in 1989 and beyond the presiden-
tial debates, there is also the quiet 

realisation that eventually a 
successor to the Supreme Leader will
have to be found. 

This is done by an Assembly of
Experts, a body of religious scholars
who are voted in for eight year terms. Haj
Abul Qasim is a member of this influen-
tial body besides being head of the 
Jurisprudential Research Centre of So-
cial Systems in Qom, the centre of Shia
scholarship in the world. His views are

clear and here are some samples: There
are dangers to letting the West into Iran
as the strategy of imperialist powers is
to penetrate. They talk of freedom but
bring war to the region. The threats Of
Amrika do not trouble us much as 
Iranians get united against them. The
talk of a Shia Sunni divide is being
pushed but there are many things that
unite us and it is best to focus on the fact
that many Sunnis are also in the fight
against imperialist powers.

Finally, to a question on whether Iran
should spend its resources within its
boundaries as some Iranians argue, a
firm reply is given: The Iranian system
considers itself tasked to challenge the
borders established by imperialist 
powers. Anyone who says we should 
only look at ourselves is going against 
Islamic teachings. If a Muslim hears 
a cry for help from another human 
being and does not rise to help him, he is
not a Muslim.

Iran has indeed survived an eight
year long war with Iraq (then an ally of
the US) and economic sanctions and is
still influential enough to openly back
Hezbollah in Lebanon, the embattled
Syrian regime in Damascus and the 
Iraqi regime battling Islamic State (IS).
The Iranian foreign office suggests that
even if the president of Syria has to go,
the successor cannot be dictated by
Western powers in alliance with the 
Saudis. The state media believes the Sau-
dis and US see IS as a strategic asset in
the region and only pretend to fight it. 

Towards India there is goodwill as 
a country that stood by Iran in spite 
of the sanctions. Civilisational links 
are mentioned. Iran believes it has given 
India an opportunity in developing 
the Chabahar port that could be our 
gateway to Afghanistan and central
Asia. They ask why we are so slow in
moving on the ground. They point to the
commonality between the two nations.
Iran, says the head of the chamber 
of commerce, is strong today because
the economic sanctions also forced it to 
develop a “resistance economy” and
stand on its own feet. Just as Hindustan
once did, he adds. 

The writer is a journalist and author

How Iran Sees The World
Rouhani may be a reformist president, but anti-Americanism remains his country’s credo
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Towards India there is
goodwill. Iran believes it 
has given India an 
opportunity in developing 
the Chabahar port that 
could be our gateway to
Afghanistan and central Asia.
They ask why we are so
slow in moving on the ground

The spectre of inflation has always animated political debate
in India. Therefore, it is no surprise that political parties have
been able to put aside differences and work on formalising 

institutional arrangements to deal with this economic challenge. If
mandating RBI with a formal goal of targeting inflation was a land-
mark, reviving the debate on the related issue of fiscal profligacy 
is no less important. In this context, the need of the hour is to focus 
on fiscal challenges at the level of states no less than that of the 
Centre.

The Constitution has entrusted states with much development
work but offered limited avenues to raise revenue. Consequently,

they are prone to borrowing bouts which lead
to a crippling debt burden. At present, states
have once again begun to veer towards fiscal
profligacy. For instance, RBI pointed out that
states breached the prudent 3% mark of
fiscal deficit to GDP ratio in 2015-16 for the
first time in more than a decade. Even if it
was partially caused by special borrowing to

deal with a struggling power sector, the fallout in terms of
repayment obligations will squeeze future budgets.

This makes it necessary to take a holistic view of India’s fiscal 
position. Fiscal consolidation only at the Centre is inadequate when
states are in danger of undoing years of gains through measures
such as Uttar Pradesh’s farm loan waiver. In this context, it is 
important that there be an informed debate on the recent report of
FRBM review committee. India needs a more robust institutional
architecture to prevent periodic bouts of loose fiscal policies and
ballooning deficits at both Centre and states. It is the only way to 
ensure macroeconomic stability, an essential pre-requisite for 
durable economic growth.

Profligate Itch
State governments may undo a decade’s 

gains in fiscal consolidation
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A thought for today

Everything is simply a manifestation
of the singular Brahmn, the funda-
mental principle that underlies all

physical creation. There is nothing other
than Brahmn. Brahmn splits into basical-
ly two objects – the perceiver and the
perceived. It indicates the fundamental
oneness of all objects, their perceived
separateness and distinctions notwith-
standing. Brahmn is the sum total of
everything. It exists before creation and it
will exist after creation is destroyed.

What is eternal and what is trans-
itory? The body and perceptible objects
in this physical world are transitory – an
illusion – like a dream. So they will
appear and disappear – like waves on the
ocean. But there is something else that
is truly eternal though not directly
perceptible to our senses – the soul. 

Energy and matter at a fundamental
level are indestructible – they only

change their form. Likewise, the funda-
mental concept of soul that underlies
physical bodies is indestructible. This
soul manifests as different bodies and
keeps changing the visible form. But
fundamentally, it remains unchanging. 

For example, we experience many
dreams one after another in one
night, and night after night. But
our waking-state existence
remains unchanged and we
don’t think much about dreams
when we wake up. Likewise, we
should not vest any emotional
attachment in the superficial
form that is impermanent.
Whatever happens to visible
forms is immaterial because it
is unreal. That is why Krishna
tells Arjuna to go ahead and
proceed with the war because it is only
an unreal and transitory manifestation
of the eternal and hence not worth
worrying about.

them and yet it is not in them! All these
are equally valid or invalid! In other
words, the Divine and His creation
cannot be regarded as separate and
simultaneously existing.

At one place, the Bhagwad Gita says
that creation has neither beginning nor
end, but there is just this temporary
illusion in between as if it exists. What it
means is that creation itself does not
exist. So something that does not exist
cannot have any beginning or end!

A similar situation is described in
the scriptures by way of a story that
starts as follows: A woman who was not
biologically able to conceive, gave birth
to two children! The story is based on
something that is unreal, impossible in
reality because a woman who cannot
conceive cannot give birth to children!
But then, a story can be built on 
something that can have anything in it
because the whole thing is to be taken
with a bucket full of salt! 

Creation is a transitory illusion.
Brahmn, the underlying fundamental
phenomenon that manifests as different
objects in the physical world, has a
perpetual existence. The perceived
physical world with all the fascinating
variety in it, including our body, is in

fact not separate or different
from the Creator (Brahmn). It
is like seeing waves and surf on
the ocean surface. The waves
are merely a manifestation of
water only and nothing else.
Likewise, even though in-
dividual objects/persons in
physical creation seem to be
born, live for some time and
then disappear, it is merely like
a kaleidoscope pattern chang-
ing when we rotate the tube. 

If we discard duality as unreal, then
we can say anything about beings – like
they are in the Divine, but the Divine is
not in them, or that the Divine pervades

The Fundamental Principle Of All Existence
Kishor Kulkarni
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In these times of mass
misinformation there
is a new band of heroes
on the horizon. A wave
of hoax-slayers and
fact-checkers has

emerged to fight the contagion, set the
record right.

But sadly, they don’t change much.
They only rally the already-convinced.
In a polarised environment, facts alone
do little to persuade anyone. The sides
are already taken. If people are swayed
by phony videos of cows or soldiers,
photos or fudged data about develop-
ment, they are already leaning that way.

No rumour is going to stick unless it
confirms something in one’s experi-
ence or existing bias, as social psychol-
ogists keep pointing out. Exposing log-
ical errors or fibs doesn’t change that
deeper consensus.

We see facts through our tinted 
lenses, our social scripts and personal
history. So merely busting a rumour
does nothing to uproot the tangle of 
presuppositions that made us receptive
to that rumour.

Most of us already know this, after
the first couple of times we scotch a
false story on a WhatsApp group, only
to get displeased silence or a tight “for-
warded as received”. Then those like-
minded people go back to circulating
the same kind of information.

Our core beliefs are not open to 
rational revision. We work with intui-
tions and mental shortcuts, shaped by
our upbringing and experience. For 
instance, a plantation family in the
American south was unlikely to see
slavery as unjust. They had to legiti-
mate their own behaviour, and the 
lifestyle that slavery made possible, by
holding tight to the belief that black
people were lazy or simmering with 
violence. It’s the same in India or 
anywhere else – it is difficult to see your
parents as unjust or to face your 

economic anxieties, so you need some
rationalisation.

Our instincts are remarkably stub-
born, in the face of contradicting evi-
dence. The philosopher Tamar Gendler
suggests a category called “alief ”, as op-
posed to belief – it’s what makes you
shrink from a glass walkway over a ca-
nyon even if you “know” it’s perfectly
safe. It’s the same with political judg-

ments; knowing is besides the point.
It is not just our cognitive bugs that

trap us in a flawed or partial view. An
ideological belief involves your social
identity – your feelings flow with your
group’s feelings. If your father is in the
security forces, and you’ve felt anxious
for him, it may be hard for you to see as
the stone pelters do; and vice versa. Cow
zealots are not going to be persuaded by
the humanity of the Muslim men, they
simply don’t weigh lives in the same
way you do. There are barriers to 
accessing any other way of feeling.

Right now, there is a war for the rela-
tively-open minds, and there is a deluge
of propaganda at work. WhatsApp
messages are reinforced by news televi-
sion, where anchors act like conductors
of mass emotion. It is classic priming,
where each word has a cluster of hidden
associations. Words like Naxal 
or liberal or jihadi or martyr are repeat-

ed incessantly to create a social mean-
ing, so that the bias doesn’t even have to
be stated.

Of course we shouldn’t just submit
to these terms. But it isn’t helpful to just
see their audiences as dupes or bigots
either. The only way to proceed is by 
addressing the hurts or humiliations 
behind the hard stances, even if you 
believe those feelings are unwarranted.

If you seek to persuade anyone, you
need to recognise that it takes huge ef-
fort for anyone to walk out of the mental
structures they were born and raised
in, where they find community. We all
protect our identities; to detach a belief
from a person, one needs to sever the
link between the attitude and the hold-
er’s self-image. We need to tell the story 
differently. Point-scoring does the op-
posite, it makes people descend further
into their trenches.

Of course, opinions do change. 
Maybe art or books or movies can
sneakily move you, maybe loving an un-
likely person can crack your fortifica-
tions. Social groups do sniff something
in the air and change direction. Obvi-
ously, material reality causes political
plates to shift – after a period of blood-
letting, people do value mutual toler-
ance. But in the meanwhile, fervent ar-
guments and facts are a waste of breath.

These lines by Kashmiri poet 
Ghulam Hassan ‘Ghamgeen’ capture
the muddle: “Easy to put a shoulder to a
hill and shift its location/ But very diffi-
cult to change a mind, not even one.”

Fighting words: Why facts are chaff and fact 
checking is useless, the sides are already taken
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Of course, opinions do change.
Maybe art or books or movies
can sneakily move you, maybe
loving an unlikely person can
crack your fortifications.
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