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T
he Reserve Bank of India’s decision to keep the

policy interest rate unchanged, and rea�rm its

“neutral” policy stance, clearly indicates that

policymakers at the central bank are singularly fo-

cussed on their primary remit of ensuring price stabil-

ity while supporting economic growth. That the RBI’s

Monetary Policy Committee has chosen to do so in the

face of clamour for a rate cut, and Consumer Price In-

dex data and the bank’s own survey of households’ in-

�ation expectations appearing benign, points to the

MPC’s determination to reassert the central bank’s in-

dependence, especially in the rate-setting realm. Lay-

ing out its reasoning for opting to remain “watchful”,

the RBI has raised pertinent questions relating to the

outlook for price stability, the foremost being whether

the “unusually low momentum in the reading for April

will endure”. It posits that the easing trend in in�ation,

excluding food and fuel, may be transient given its vul-

nerability to rising rural wage growth and strong con-

sumption demand. And the elephant in the room, in

the MPC’s opinion, is the real prospect of in�ationary

spillovers from the rising risk of �scal slippages caused

by farm loan waivers — Uttar Pradesh has set the stage,

and Maharashtra’s government has vowed to come up

with the State’s largest-ever. Observing that in�ation

has fallen below 4% only since November 2016, the RBI

has reiterated its commitment to keeping the headline

reading close to that �gure on a “durable basis”.

The MPC acknowledges that the latest monsoon fore-

cast augurs well for the agriculture sector, and when

viewed in conjunction with continuing robust govern-

ment spending, it ought to help undergird overall mo-

mentum in the economy. The RBI’s business expecta-

tions index based on its industrial outlook survey of

April points to upbeat prospects for the manufacturing

sector in the second quarter of the current �scal year,

spurred by rising rural and overseas demand. However,

on the growth front too the RBI’s policy panel has opted

for caution given that the Central Statistics O�ce’s GDP

and GVA (gross value added) data released last month

suggest that the e�ects of demonetisation have lingered

on. The RBI has accordingly cut its GVA growth forecast

for the year ending in March 2018 by 10 basis points to

7.3% and �agged the risks that global political uncer-

tainties, rising input costs and wage pressures and the

twin balance sheet problem (an over-leveraged corpor-

ate sector and stressed lenders) pose to a revival in

private investment demand and a more durable eco-

nomic expansion. Spelling out the priorities, the MPC

has said monetary policy can be e�ective only when

private investment has revived, the banking sector’s

health is restored and infrastructure bottlenecks are re-

moved. To do otherwise “risks disruptive policy re-

versals later and the loss of credibility” of the RBI.

Holding the rate
The RBI has rightly opined that premature

action risks ‘disruptive policy reversals later’

L
eo Varadkar, the son of an Indian immigrant, is set

to be Ireland’s Prime Minister after he won an in-

ternal contest to lead the centre-right Fine Gael,

the senior coalition partner in the Republic’s minority

government. The outspoken Mr. Varadkar, the incum-

bent Social Protection Minister, is to take over the reins

of the party and country from Enda Kenny, who is step-

ping down after heading the party for 15 years and the

country for six. Mr. Varadkar will be Ireland’s �rst-ever

openly gay Prime Minister with minority and immig-

rant roots. He is just 38 years old, and thus in a club of

young world leaders with France’s Emmanuel Macron

and Canada’s Justin Trudeau. While it is indeed remark-

able that a person of Mr. Varadkar’s background has

been elected to lead Ireland, what is even more striking

is that during the ruling party’s elections voters fo-

cussed not on his background but on his policies. This

speaks volumes for how far the country has come on its

social attitudes. Ireland is deeply religious. Catholi-

cism, the state religion, has a far-reaching in�uence on

many aspects of Irish life, including birth, death and

marriage. Abortions, except to save the mother’s life,

are illegal; divorce, legalised in the 1990s, requires a

four-year separation; and gay marriage was legalised

just recently.

As Prime Minister, Mr. Kenny steered Ireland out of

the �nancial collapse of 2008-2010 and campaigned,

successfully, for the European Union (EU) to recognise

Ireland’s unique position during the forthcoming Brexit

negotiations between Brussels and London. The Re-

public of Ireland is contiguous with Northern Ireland,

and therefore the only EU country that shares a land

border with the U.K. Mr. Kenny leaves o�ce having con-

vinced the EU to address the fallout for Ireland during

Brexit negotiations. He also leaves Mr. Varadkar a vastly

improved economy, with an unemployment rate close

to 7%, about half of what it was in 2012. Mr. Varadkar

will now have to build on his predecessor’s success and

address his failures, including a severe housing short-

age and a police service that has demonstrated an abil-

ity to collude with other public agencies to punish

whistle-blowers and cover up corruption. As regards

Brexit, Mr. Varadkar will have to ensure that the Com-

mon Travel Area, a mechanism by which British and Ir-

ish citizens can live and work in the two countries, is

maintained, and that the border between the Republic

of Ireland and Northern Ireland is not reinstated. He

will also have to manage the economic impact of Brexit

on trade and jobs in the event that the negotiations di-

minish Britain’s access to the European single market.

Finally, as Prime Minister, he will be expected to shep-

herd further reforms in laws relating to divorce and

abortion if he wishes to further align the Republic’s val-

ues with those of the EU and other liberal democracies.

The PM-in-waiting
Ireland’s new leader Leo Varadkar will have 

to oversee issues of Brexit and social reform 

L
ast week provided a grim re-
minder of the worsening se-
curity situation in Afgh-

anistan. A suicide attack on May 31
in the heart of Kabul, with a truck
bomb containing 1,500 kg of ex-
plosives, has left more than 150
persons dead and hundreds in-
jured. No one has claimed respons-
ibility and the Taliban issued a
statement denying any involve-
ment. Afghan intelligence have
blamed the Haqqani network
working together with the
Pakistani Inter-Services Intelli-
gence, a charge vehemently rejec-
ted by the Pakistani government. 

Two days later when over a
thousand people collected near
the site, the mood of the demon-
strators was anti-government. Ban-
ners and slogans were raised call-
ing on the government to resign. As
the demonstrators moved towards
the presidential palace, police
used water cannons and tear gas to
break up the crowd. According to
the police, some protesters were
armed and began shooting, forcing
the police to retaliate. Half a dozen
protesters were killed. Among
them was Salim Izadyar, son of Mo-
hammed Alam Izadyar, a promin-
ent Tajik and the Deputy Speaker
of the Meshrano Jirga (Upper
House). 

Fault lines exposed
The following day, on June 3, at
Izadyar’s funeral, three suicide at-
tackers blew themselves up killing
more than 20 and injuring over a
hundred mourners. Among those
present were Chief Executive Ab-
dullah Abdullah, Foreign Minister
Salahuddin Rabbani and former in-
telligence chief Amrullah Saleh,
who escaped any injuries. A fourth
attacker was nabbed and has ad-
mitted to having been recruited
and trained by the Taliban in
Quetta. 

Coming in quick succession,
these events have exposed the
weaknesses of the National Unity
Government (NUG), emboldening
the opposition. Dr. Abdullah has
appealed for calm and said that if it
helps, he is ready to step down. It is
clear that his support base has
eroded. Meanwhile, Foreign Minis-
ter Rabbani hinted at conspiracies.
Protesters have pitched a tent out-
side the hospital in the area, which
has become a focal point for
speeches by Tajik leaders, includ-
ing former Vice-President Ahmad
Zia Massoud, who hold the Pash-
tun-dominated government of
President Ashraf Ghani respons-
ible. The Tajik-led Jamiat is now
reaching out to other ethnic
groups, Uzbeks and the Hazaras.
Meanwhile, Uzbek leader and Vice
President Abdul Rashid Dostum
left for Turkey last month for ‘med-
ical treatment’ following growing
public criticism after his security
guards sexually assaulted a polit-
ical rival. 

The NUG agreement, concluded
in September 2014, with strong
backing of the U.S., was more than
just a means of resolving the elect-
oral dispute between the two can-
didates, Ashraf Ghani and Abdul-
lah Abdullah. It was a
power-sharing arrangement
between the Pashtuns who have
traditionally ruled Afghanistan
and the non-Pashtuns (Tajiks,
Uzbeks and Hazaras). The creation
of the post of the Chief Executive,
to be converted into the position of
a Prime Minister within two years,
was an attempt at moving away

from the highly centralised presid-
ential system introduced in 2003
towards a more federal arrange-
ment. In 2003 too, the Northern
Alliance had demanded the posi-
tion of a PM but had to be content
with the compromise of a Presid-
ent and two Vice-Presidents on the
tacit understanding that the two
Vice-Presidents would come from
the smaller ethnic groups. The U.S.
had strongly backed the idea of a
strong American-style presidency,
overlooking the fact that the insti-
tutional checks and balances of the
U.S. system were missing in the
war-ravaged country. 

The constitutional amendment
for converting the position of the
CEO into that of PM is still pending
as parliamentary elections which
were due in 2015 have not taken
place; these elections were to be
preceded by changes in the elec-
tion procedures which were to be
worked out by a special commis-
sion that would, in turn, be ap-
proved by a newly constituted In-
dependent Election Commission.
With this process having come to a
halt and a change of administration
in Washington, di�erences
between President Ghani and Dr.
Abdullah today can no longer be
patched up. They keep erupting,
re�ecting a governance structure
that is both under internal strain
and external attack by the Taliban.
The visible anti-government senti-
ment is a worrying sign. 

Deteriorating security
There is talk about pushing
through a parliamentary election

next year and advancing the pres-
idential election by a year (it is due
in 2019) to save costs. However, the
deteriorating situation raises ques-
tions about the feasibility of elec-
tions. Today, less than 60% of Afgh-
anistan’s territory is under
government control; the rest is
either contested by or under the
Taliban. While putting its weight
behind the NUG in 2014, the
Obama administration also backed
the idea of ‘a lasting political settle-
ment between the Afghan govern-
ment and the Taliban’. To this end,
he announced that 8,400 U.S.
troops would stay on in Afgh-
anistan (together with another
5,000 from NATO partners) in an
‘assist, advise and train’ mission.

The Trump administration has
yet to announce its policy though
indications are it might authorise
an increase of 3,000-5,000 in U.S.
troop levels. This is the �gure men-
tioned by General John Nicholson
in his testimony to the U.S. Con-
gress in February and has been
supported by both Defence Secret-
ary Jim Mattis and National Secur-
ity Adviser H.R. McMaster. Gen.
Nicholson described the current
situation as a ‘stalemate’ which
needed to be tilted in favour of the
Afghan security forces. Like his
predecessors, he too held Pakistan
responsible for the Taliban’s suc-
cesses, pointing out that eliminat-
ing external sanctuary and support
is essential to the success of the
mission. Yet, other than calling for
a ‘holistic response’, he failed to
specify what this would entail. 

Since the U.S. has been unable to
change Pakistan’s behaviour des-
pite having provided nearly $34 bil-
lion in economic and military as-
sistance since 2002 accompanied
by occasional threats to suspend or
withhold the funds, enhancing
capability of the Afghan security
forces remains the only option.
This means strengthening the Spe-
cial Forces in both the Army and
the Police as these are most e�ect-
ive in �ghting the insurgency and
providing air power and artillery.
The U.S. provides $3.4 billion out of
the NATO’s annual support of $4
billion for the Afghan National Se-
curity Forces. In addition, it

spends nearly $18 billion on main-
taining its troop presence (it costs
slightly more than $2 million a year
to deploy a U.S. soldier in Afgh-
anistan). In comparison, raising
and equipping a brigade of Special
Forces would cost a billion dollars
a year. Therefore Gen. Nicholson’s
idea of a slight increase in interna-
tional troop presence can only
work only if it is coupled with prac-
tical ways of enhancing Afghan
capabilities.

Mirage of reconciliation
In recent years, numerous initiat-
ives to bring the Taliban to the ne-
gotiating table have been attemp-
ted. A Taliban o�ce in Doha was
intended to get the Taliban negoti-
ators away from the ISI’s control
but turned out to be a non-starter.
The four-country quadrilateral
group involving China along with
Pakistan, the U.S. and Afghanistan
came to an abrupt end when it was
revealed that Mullah Omar was no
longer alive and had died, possibly
two years earlier. Russia is now
promoting the idea of talks by play-
ing up the idea of the larger threat
of the Islamic State that has
emerged in eastern Afghanistan in
Nangarhar province though this
has failed to carry much traction
with the Afghan authorities. Pres-
ident Ghani is putting his faith in a
new regional initiative, similar in
composition to the Heart of Asia
process. If the past is any guide,
none of these will yield any con-
crete bene�ts because unless the
ground situation is materially
altered, any talk of reconciliation
with the Taliban remains prema-
ture and ends up conveying mixed
signals, to the Afghans, the Taliban
and Pakistan.

If the gains of the last �fteen
years are to be preserved, the only
option is to enhance legitimacy of
the Afghan institutions: the NUG,
the election process and the
Afghan National Security Forces.

Rakesh Sood is a former Ambassador to
Afghanistan and currently Distinguished
Fellow at the Observer Research
Foundation. E-mail:
rakeshsood2001@yahoo.com

Retrieving ground in Afghanistan
The legitimacy of its institutions, including the unity government and the security forces, must be enhanced

rakesh sood
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I
ndia’s wait to join the elite club
of countries undertaking neut-
rino research su�ered a proced-

ural delay in March this year when
the National Green Tribunal (NGT)
suspended the environmental
clearance (EC) granted to the India-
based Neutrino Observatory (INO),
and ordered it to �le a fresh applic-
ation for clearance. 

The proposed INO project
primarily aims to study atmo-
spheric neutrinos in a 1,300-m
deep cavern in the Bodi West Hills
in Theni district, Tamil Nadu. If
completed, the INO would house
the largest magnet in the world,
four times more massive than the
European Organization for Nuc-
lear Research, CERN’s Compact
Muon Solenoid (CMS) detector’s
magnet. Neutrinos are tiny
particles, almost massless, that
travel at near light speeds. Born
from violent astrophysical events
such as exploding stars and gamma
ray bursts, they are abundant in
the universe, and can move as eas-
ily through matter as we move

through air. They are notoriously
di�cult to track down. If you hold
your hand towards the sunlight for
one second, about a billion neutri-
nos from the sun will pass through
it; this is because they are the by-
products of nuclear fusion in the
sun. These little wisps hold the
blueprint of nature, which the INO
project aims to use to understand
some of the unsolved mysteries of
the universe.

While the suspension of INO’s
environmental clearance is a set-
back, the scienti�c community
hopes these procedural lapses will
be addressed in an earnest and
time-bound manner. The NGT’s
March 2017 order further delays
the start of the project. Now the
earliest conceivable completion
date is projected as 2022. The INO
will fall further behind other facilit-
ies including China’s Jiangmen Un-
derground Neutrino Observatory
( JUNO), expected to open in 2019.

What it involves
The INO project also has its critics.
Many argue, among other things,
that the explosives used in con-
struction are a threat to the highly
sensitive ecology of the Western
Ghats, and that the relevant radi-
ation safety studies for carrying
out the long baseline neutrino ex-
periment in the second phase of
INO have not been done. The pro-

posed excavation is planned to be
carried out by a controlled blast,
limiting the impact of vibrations
with the help of computer simula-
tions. Additionally, building the
INO involves constructing an un-
derground lab accessed by a 2 km-
long horizontal access tunnel, re-
sembling a road tunnel. Such tun-
nels have been built extensively in
India and the relevant studies
show that the environmental im-
pact (mainly dust and noise in the
initial phase) have been managed.
In the second phase, the INO pro-
ject initially had planned to be set
up as a far detector for the Neut-
rino Factory, which is a proposed
particle accelerator. This may not
be necessary because of the discov-
eries already being made in the
�eld. Even if you build it, the radi-
ation from the neutrino beam
alone on an average would be one

in 100 millionth of the natural radi-
ation, which is negligible.

The procedural lapses and as-
sumptions about the project’s
agenda have made a project of this
scale hard to bear fruit in India.
Further, allegations such as neutri-
nos being radioactive particles and
that the INO will double up the
storage of nuclear waste have dam-
aged the collaboration’s many
years of outreach e�orts. Any fur-
ther delays could defeat the pur-
pose of the project because similar
projects elsewhere could under-
mine India’s e�orts. For those who
argue that ₹1,500 crore is a waste of
money, it might be instructive to
look back at the enormous achieve-
ments 20th century has brought in
on the pillars of relativity and
quantum mechanics.

Long history of research
Neutrino research has a long his-
tory in India. In the 1960s and
1970s, a group of scientists led by
the Tata Institute of Fundamental
Research detected some unusual
experimental observations, the so-
called Kolar events in the Kolar
Gold Fields (KGF) in Karnataka.
Half a century later, however, these
events remain as science �ction,
yet to be explained and unravelled.
From the 1980s, neutrino enthusi-
asts discussed the possibility of a
neutrino observatory located in In-

dia. In 2002, a document was
presented to the Department of
Atomic Energy which laid out an
ambitious plan to establish the
INO. Since then, fast-paced devel-
opments have taken place in neut-
rino physics. Consider this: more
than half the Nobel Prizes in phys-
ics in the past 50 years have been
awarded to basic research in
particle physics; this includes the
2015 Prize for the discovery of
neutrino oscillations. On January
5, 2015, the Union cabinet gave its
approval to establish the INO at an
estimated cost of ₹1,500 crore, the
most expensive basic science pro-
ject in India. 

While public apprehensions in
such projects are understandable,
they also demonstrate that com-
munication between the scienti�c
community and the public needs
to be more basic and democratic.
For a country of young minds, we
should generate su�cient public
support for such high technology
and science projects.

Jaiby Joseph, Assistant Professor,
Department of Physics, K.E. College,
Mannanam, Kerala, is a 
collaborator of the INO project. E-mail:
jjoseph4@kent.edu. M.P. Ram Mohan, an
Associate Professor at the Indian Institute
of Management, Ahmedabad, works on
nuclear risk regulation and governance.
E-mail: mprmohan@iima.ac.in

The neutrino opportunity
Setbacks to the Neutrino Observatory show the need to garner public support for scienti�c research 

jaiby joseph & m.p. ram mohan
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The farmer in distress
Agriculture is the backbone
of the Indian economy but
the sad part is that it is still
in a rudimentary stage,
which ultimately a�ects the
overall economy. The most
egregious and
heartbreaking instance of
the agricultural crisis is the
ongoing strike by farmers in
Maharashtra since June 1.
Their basic demands, which
range from a full waiver of
farm loans, hikes in the
minimum support price for
agricultural produce to
writing-o� pending
electricity bills, underscore
their desolate condition. At
the heart of the crisis is the
unjusti�ed fall in the prices
of agricultural goods despite
a bumper crop ascribed to a
good monsoon this year,
which has made farmers
disillusioned. There have to
be steps to reform the
agricultural produce market
committee system such as

ascribing each crop with
genuine price signals,
increasing crop insurance
and introducing a model
contract farming law. These
will go a long way in freeing
farmers from MSP-driven
crop planning.
Anisha,

Rohtak, Haryana

■ In his 32-minute-long
speech delivered extempore
in the Central Hall of
Parliament in May 2014,
Narendra Modi said that his
“government is one which
thinks about the poor,
listens to the poor and
which exists for the poor....
This government is for the
villagers, farmers, Dalits
and the oppressed....” Now
after reports of �ring at and
killing of farmers, is this
what Mr. Modi meant when
he said that “this
government is for their
aspirations”? Nothing can
justify police �ring on

agitating farmers and the
government should have
given utmost priority to
redress their genuine
grievances (“5 killed as
police �re on M.P. farmers”,
June 7). The nation lives not
because of its bureaucrats,
politicians, rulers,
engineers, doctors and the
corporate world but
because of our farmers.
When they protest, this is
not the way to counter
them. 
Sukumaran C.V.,

Palakkad, Kerala

Catching the rain
The IMD’s prediction that
the country is likely to
receive more rains this
monsoon than estimated is
encouraging but the
question is how far we are
prepared to conserve all this
rainwater (“IMD predicts
more rain this monsoon”,
June 7). Storing rainwater
during the monsoon season

is all the more important
than saving it during
summer and it is our
collective responsibility to
ensure that not a single
drop is wasted. While
governments should ensure
desilting of tanks and other
waterbodies periodically,
households and individuals
should practise water
harvesting in their little
ways which will vastly
improve the water table. 
Kshirasagara Balaji Rao,

Hyderabad

A hasty rollout?
As July 1, the day of
reckoning, is fast
approaching, news that the
GST interface is not fully
geared to make the
implementation process
simple and easier is
shocking ( June 7). It is
unbelievable that a country
which is home to some of
the best software
professionals is lagging

behind in building a
foolproof system for its own
needs. Rolling out the GST
without getting the basics
right will spell disaster for
the economy in general and
the common man in
particular. The common
man has yet to understand
fully the implications and
the extent of the GST. The
attitude of the government
seems to be that of crossing
the bridge when it gets to it.
Instead of taking everyone
by surprise, the endeavour
of the government should
be to make the GST
discernible. A panel
comprising economists,
bureaucrats, lawmakers and
representatives from the
chambers of commerce
must iron out all issues.
Perhaps the GST can be
deferred by a few months,
say to January 1, and aligned
with the new �nancial year. 
Subramanian Venkatraman,

Chennai

Tall leader
In the demise of Era
Sezhiyan, the nation has lost
an a�able, unassuming and
knowledgeable
parliamentarian who stood
tall among political leaders
and was loved by all
irrespective of party
a�liation (“Veteran
parliamentarian Era
Sezhiyan breathes his last at
95”, June 7). On more than
one occasion he refused to
accept positions of power.
He was an authority on
parliamentary procedures
and Speakers often looked
up to him for clari�cations
and advice from time to
time in exigencies. Leaders
like Sezhiyan who
maintained unquestionable
probity in public life are
di�cult to come by in the
present political scenario. 
S. Vaithianathan,

Madurai
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DATA POINT

The United Arab Republic and Iraq to-day [ June 7] rejected the
United Nations Security Council’s call for an immediate cease-
fire in West Asia. Arab countries are determined to continue
the war Cairo Radio said and blared anew the call for all-out
war. Israel late last night [ June 6] told the U.N. Council that it
would abide by the U.N. cease-fire call if the “Arabs did like
wise.” The U.N. Security Council last night [ June 6] unanim-
ously adopted a resolution calling for an immediate cease-fire
and a cessation of all further military activities in West Asia.
The text of the resolution, over the wording of which the 15
members of the Council had wrestled for over 36 hours, was
immediately transmitted to Tel Aviv and the various Arab cap-
itals. In Washington President Johnson welcomed the cease-
fire call. 

FIFTY YEARS AGO JUNE 8, 1967

U.A.R., Iraq reject U.N. appeal for cease-�re
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FROM ARCHIVES

In the [French] Senate yesterday, M. Regimanset introduced
an interpellation inviting M. Ribot to define the general policy
of France. He said that the Senate was unanimously indignant
when seven Frenchmen proposed to go to Stockholm to con-
fer with Germans, and it wished to share Government’s re-
sponsibilities, being unable to admit that Frenchmen could
show the least sign of halting when the country was still
invaded.

M. Ribot replying said, that the German Socialists from the
first were conscious accomplices in the crimes against human-
ity and even now approved atrocities by culpable silence. It
was morally impossible for Frenchmen in the middle of the
war and when France was still invaded to confer with such
enemies.

A HUNDRED YEARS AGO JUNE 8, 1917

Socialist conference— Premier’s speech

When Ananya Vinay took the
victory podium at the recently
held 2017 U.S. Scripps National
Spelling Bee, it was a brain sport
grand slam for the Indian-Amer-
ican community. On May 17,
Pranay Varada of Texas won the

U.S. National Geographic Bee. Indian children also dominate
the leader board at the Regeneron Science Talent Search, the
U.S.’s most prestigious pre-college science competition.

So what explains this stunning performance (for Indians, at
1% of the U.S. population, this victory parade is a statistical
freak, all else being equal). The reasons given for Indian suc-
cess are the ones usually tagged to Asian immigrants — work
ethic, rote learning, high value placed on education in the fam-
ilies of these children (the parents themselves being highly
educated), high household incomes, community support, etc.
None of these statements are untrue about Indians, and it
would indeed appear that a perfect storm of coincidences is
powering these children to their enviable success.

The only problem with this rationalisation is the fact that
other Asian groups in the U.S., particularly the Chinese, share
these attributes in equal (or greater) measure. And yet, Chinese
children are not represented among the �nalists in these com-
petitions in proportions that come close to the dominance by
Indians. It is true that Indian parents are �uent in English — and
that may play a role. But there is no reason to believe that their
Chinese counterparts fare any worse in English, given that the
out-of-home environment, where English is learnt and prac-
tised, is the same for both. 

A factor?
Is it possible that bilingualism explains this success? Bilingual-
ism promotes cognitive function and capacity. The brain ad-
apts to environmental challenges and the cognitive enhance-
ment seen in bilinguals may be spillovers from brain
adaptations required for the complex task of learning and man-
aging two di�erent languages at the same time. 

Bilingualism is a necessity for survival in India. Whether you
are in the north or the south, you need a second language to
communicate with those from outside your home State. Indian
children born in the U.S. are exposed by bilingual parents to
two languages from birth — the language of their mother
tongue, as well as English. Educated Indian parents seamlessly
switch between English and the vernacular — this is in contrast
to Chinese immigrants. Given these observations, it is reason-
able to hypothesise that �uent bilingualism plays a role in the
intellectual achievements of Indian children. That the phe-
nomenon may not be unique to the U.S. is supported by similar
dominance by Indian children in the RHB-The Straits Times Na-
tional Spelling Championship in Singapore.

While celebrating these achievements, we must ponder over
the implications for language education in India. Is bilingual-
ism important? If so, how do we preserve it against the global
monoculture that swamps our lives through social media?
Urban Indians experience an increasing erosion of bilingual
capability. The loss of a rich and diverse culture is one reason
this is tragic. The cognitive disadvantage of being monolingual
may be another.

Swaminathan Subramaniam is Founder-CEO at Nutrea, Bengaluru

Spelling out their success
Bilingualism may explain why Indians
do so well in global spelling contests 
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Ever since the Attorney General told
the Supreme Court that the govern-
ment will bring in a comprehensive
divorce law for Muslims if the court
outlaws triple talaq, some comment-
ators have been arguing that the
wider and more liberal right of di-
vorce of Muslim women should not
be taken away for the sake of judicial
oversight of divorces. 

Some of the options
Before we go into the necessity for ju-
dicial oversight of divorces, the ques-
tion that needs to be answered is: Do
Muslim women really have equal
right to divorce in India? Let’s exam-
ine some of the options that are
spoken of as liberal rights of Muslim
women.

Faskh: This is not the equivalent of
talaq-e-bid’a (instant triple divorce)
where women can unilaterally di-
vorce their husbands in one go
without judicial intervention. In
faskh, the woman approaches the
Qazi and it is he who annuls the mar-
riage on her behalf provided he finds
merit in her petition. Therefore, un-
less the husband’s unadjudicated uni-
lateral right to talaq-e-bid’a is with-
drawn, faskh cannot cannot be
counted as an equal or reasonable
option for Muslim women to dissolve
their marriage. 

Talaq-e-tafweez: Under the prevail-
ing Muslim law in India, a husband
can either pronounce talaq himself
or give this power to an agent. If the
agent happens to be his wife, the del-
egated right is called talaq-e-tafweez.
It is obvious here that insofar as the
wife is concerned, this right is not her
own. It flows from her husband. If he
refuses to devolve it to her, she will
not be able to divorce him. Moreover,
even after granting talaq-e-tafweez
the husband retains the right to talaq-
e-bid’a which hangs over the wife’s
head like the proverbial sword of
Damocles. 

In the Koran-based Islamic law the
question of the husband delegating to
his wife the power to divorce does
not arise. She enjoys rights on a par
with her husband under the dictum
wala hunna mislul lazi alai hinna bil
ma’aroof (Koran 2:228). In other
words, asking women to secure their
right to divorce through tafweez

would amount to forcing them to
concede the legal superiority of their
husbands as males, and their own in-
feriority as females. Talaq-e-tafweez
finds no mention in the Koran or any
Prophetic hadees. 

Khula and mubarah: Under the
present Muslim law, divorce at the in-
stance of the wife is called khula. It
cannot be described as an uncondi-
tional or absolute right of the wife be-
cause it violates the legal parity given
to Muslim women in the Koran by lay-
ing down the conditions that for the
offer of khula to be valid, a) it must be
accompanied by a consideration
(usually monetary) known as evaz,
and b) the offer must be accepted by
the husband.

This interpretation is supported by
the Compendium of Islamic Laws
(CIL) published by the All India
Muslim Personal Law Board (AIM-
PLB) in 2001. It states: “Termination
of marital relation by the husband in
consideration for a return agreed
upon by the parties is khula, whether
it is through the word khula’, or by
mubara’at, or by the word talaq or
any other of its synonyms.” (p.93) 

It may be pointed out here that
mubarah is the only form of divorce
in which the wife enjoys legal equal-
ity with her husband. But the AIM-
PLB, by equating it with khula and
talaq, has made even mubarah con-
tingent on the husband’s consent. 

Lian: As per the Koranic definition
(in 24:6-9) lian is not a form of di-

vorce. It is a kind of mutual swearing
that averts punishment for adultery.
According to the Koran, a husband
who does not have any witnesses, ex-
cept himself, to prove his wife’s adul-
tery must swear by God four times
that he is speaking the truth, and
again for a fifth time invoking the
curse of God on himself if his accusa-
tion is proved to be a lie. However, if
the accused wife too goes through the
same process of swearing to counter
her husband, the punishment for
adultery shall not be imposed on her. 

The Koran does not elaborate on
the effect of lian on the marriage. But
the CIL states that after the mutual
swearing, “the qazi will effect separa-
tion between the parties, and it will
amount to an irrevocable divorce”.
(p. 88). 

This clearly shows that lian is not a
divorce at the instance of wife. Even if
it is considered so, it not unilateral or
instant like talaq-e-bid’a and is limited
to cases involving accusations of adul-
tery. 

Khiyar al buloogh: This anachron-
istic doctrine is actually a tacit justi-
fication of child marriage and hence
cannot be accepted as an option
available to an adult Muslim woman
to dissolve her marriage.

According to the Hanafi law treat-
ise Fataawa al-Hindiya, the marriage
contracted on behalf of a minor by
any guardian other than the father
and paternal grandfather can be re-
voked by the minor on attaining the

age of puberty through khiyar al-bu-
loogh or, the Option of Puberty.

It is sad to see Muslim theologians
trumpeting khiyar-al-buloogh as a
progressive provision in Islamic
shariah even while justifying the mar-
riage of minors and declaring that a
minor girl’s marriage subsists till she
invalidates it.They conveniently ig-
nore the fact that marriage being a
contract in Islam, a contract signed
by a minor girl is legally invalid and
hence not binding on her.

Strangely, the concept of Option of
Puberty continues to find a place in
The Dissolution of Muslim Marriages
Act, 1939. Section 2 (vii) of this Act
states that “a woman married under
Muslim law shall be entitled to obtain
a decree for dissolution of her mar-
riage” on the ground “that, she hav-
ing been given in marriage by her
father or other guardian before she
attained the age of fifteen years, repu-
diated the marriage before attaining
the age of eighteen years, provided
that the marriage has not been con-
summated.” It would be interesting to
examine the reconcilability of Sec-
tion 2 (vii) with The Prohibition of
Child Marriage Act, 2006. 

Restoring legal equality
It is unbelievable that doctrines that
deny equality to Muslim women and
seek to perpetuate their legal inferi-
ority are being presented as liberal
out-of-court divorce provisions. Cer-
tainly, our courts should not be fur-
ther burdened with the additional
load of Muslim divorces. But what
gets adjudicated in Alternative Dis-
pute Resolution centres too cannot
be based on gender-discriminatory
provisions of the AIMPLB-endorsed
law. Any law that violates the egalit-
arian principles of the Koran or the
humane teachings of the Prophet
cannot be termed “Muslim” law. 

Therefore, the only way to restore
the legal equality of Muslim women
and pre-empt the state’s legislative in-
terference in the Muslim Personal
Law is for the AIMPLB to declare in-
stant triple talaq invalid with immedi-
ate effect, and make the Koranic pro-
cedure of talaq gender-neutral. Social
boycotts and no-triple-talaq condi-
tions in nikahnamas (prenuptial con-
tracts) will not remedy the legal in-
feriority of women under the
prevailing Muslim law.

A. Faizur Rahman is an independent
researcher and secretary general of the
Chennai-based Islamic Forum for the
Promotion of Moderate Thought. E-mail:
a.faizur.rahman@gmail.com

Social boycotts and no-triple-talaq conditions in prenuptial contracts will not bring gender justice

Declare instant triple talaq invalid 

a. faizur rahman
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When Cressida Dick (56), the first lady officer
to preside over the 188-year-old Metropolitan
Police (Met), assumed office on April 10 this
year, she should certainly have known that
she was taking up one of the toughest police
jobs anywhere in the world. A city of over
eight million with a hugely diverse popula-
tion, London, by any standards, is complex
to police. Crime is on the rise, if not statistic-
ally, at least in public perception. The phe-
nomenon of ‘knife crime’, mainly by white
youth, has assumed dangerous proportions,
with the Met having to form special task
forces to handle it sternly. The situation is
compounded by a tinge of politics, caused es-
pecially by differences between an incum-
bent government belonging to one party and
the Mayor to a different party.

Although she is a Home Office appointee,
the Commissioner reports to the Mayor. Not
long ago a Conservative Mayor, Boris John-
son, gave hell to Ian Blair, appointed by the
Labour government in 2005. Mr. Blair had to
finally call it a day. This is the political back-
drop against which Ms. Dick has to operate.
She does not owe her job to
either political party, and is
generally known to be
apolitical and a thorough
professional. But she has
had a torrid early tenure:
first, the strain of coping
with the aftermath of the
March 22 attack near Parlia-
ment, and now last week’s
attacks at London Bridge
and Borough Market, both
in central London.

Fortunately, the light-
ning-like response of the police to the first of
the two attacks of last week has won whole-
some praise from everyone. Ms. Dick can
therefore rest assured that her force will not
be lacking in speed if the capital is again sub-
jected to violence. However, the question
many Londoners are asking is, how can the
police foil a future assault? Do they have
enough resources, manpower and legal au-
thority? It is difficult to answer in the
affirmative.

The need for numbers
Terrorist violence since 9/11 has repeatedly
proved that despite all technological assist-

ance that the police have been given, the lat-
ter need more hands. There is nothing as re-
assuring to the public as seeing an armed
policeman in uniform on the street. The Met
and the rest of U.K. police have no doubt a lit-
any of complaints against successive Conser-
vative governments, chief of them being an
unimaginatively drastic reduction in police
strength. A rough estimate is of a loss of
about 12,000 jobs in the past seven years.
This comes at a time when the police have on
their radar about 3,500 terror suspects, and
28,000 “persons of interest”. While the Met
has about 30,000 men and women, the rest
of the country has only about 90,000. There
is a clear mismatch here between resources
and workload.

The next major issue that confronts the
police leadership is: Can the Met and the rest
of the U.K. police do more to prevent terror-
ist attacks? Yes, they can, provided there is a
blanket assurance that no policeman will be
hauled up for any bona fide action against a
terrorist suspect. The task requires constant
updating of police dossiers. This calls for sus-
tained fieldwork to collect basic data.
Whether the existing police strength — with
the assistance of MI5, the domestic intelli-
gence outfit — is sufficient to do this is a moot
question.

Keeping tabs on radicals
There are known hotspots in London, Birm-
ingham and a host of other places where

frustrated Muslim youth are sus-
ceptible to recruitment to the
militant ideology. Physical and
electronic surveillance by the
police of suspects is in place. An
eye is being kept also on certain
mosques for disseminating ob-
jectionable propaganda mater-
ial. The problem, however, is
that the arm of the law doesn’t
extend to indoctrinated, radical-
ised youth until they commit a
crime — this explains the phe-
nomenon of persons let off after

questioning going on to indulge in violence.
Ultimately the effectiveness of action in

such situations rests heavily on the trust that
exists between the police and the com-
munity. To be specific, there is a need for
ceaseless communication channels that
would help identify indoctrinated/radicalised
youth; where there is a hiatus, little can be
achieved. Despite all the confidence in the
overall ability of the police to keep the aver-
age citizen safe, what is of concern is the
growing feeling that terrorism can never be
rooted out completely.

R.K. Raghavan is a former CBI Director

Terror and the
Metropolitan Police
Preventing future terror attacks in London rests heavily on
the trust that exists between the police and the community

r.k. raghavan
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Lollapalooza
effect
Psychology

A phenomenon where
multiple human biases,
acting in a concerted man-
ner, produce a large, ex-
treme outcome. It was
coined in 1995 by Amer-
ican billionaire investor
Charlie Munger, who is
also a partner of investor
Warren Buffett. Mr. Mun-
ger cited Coca-Cola’s dom-
inance of the soft drinks
market around the world
as an example of the Lol-
lapalooza effect. Coke’s
easy availability at most
stores, strong brand value
of happiness, social influ-
ence, and other favourable
biases towards the drink
have created a huge mar-
ket for it. All of these bi-
ases combine to create a
compounded effect that
creates a competitive ad-
vantage for Coke.
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Is ‘plastic rice’ for real?
bit.ly/Plasticrice
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What was the Ruby Rai
controversy? A year after a
picture of people climbing
the high walls of an exam-
ination centre in Vaishali
district to pass on chits to
examinees shocked the na-
tion, the 2016 intermedi-
ate exam topper in hu-
manities, Ruby Rai, hit the
headlines with her inabil-
ity to answer basic ques-
tions posed by reporters
on her subjects. One of the
answers stood out:
“Prodikal (Political) Sci-
ence teaches cooking”. As
many as 21 people, includ-
ing the Bihar School Exam-
ination Board (BSEB)
chairman, his wife, and
Ruby Rai were sent to jail,
hundreds of BSEB officials
transferred from the
headquarters, registration
of over 200 schools can-
celled. Patna Commis-
sioner Anand Kishor was
put in charge of the board.

What preventive measures
did the Board take? Mr.
Kishor took several strin-
gent steps, from introdu-

cing bar code on answer
sheets to concealing stu-
dents’ identity to installing
CCTV cameras, imposing
Section 144 on the days of
the exams, deploying
heavy police personnel to
regular visits of ‘flying
squads’ at the exam
centres. In results an-
nounced on May 31, 64%
students failed to pass the
Class XII exam. As many as
654 schools failed to pro-
duce even a single success-
ful candidate. Authorities
claimed all this was proof
that only deserving stu-
dents passed this year.

Then what went wrong this
year? Two days after the
results, humanities topper
Ganesh Kumar from
Samastipur inflicted a
Ruby Rai rerun on people.
On camera, he failed to hit
even the basic notes of
music in a subject in which
he had got 83% marks;
this, amidst claims by
some students of having
cracked the all-India IIT-
JEE tests and yet failing in
their BSEB intermediate

exams, and of others that
they had received marks in
subjects they hadn’t even
appeared in. The topper
was also found to have
fudged his age. Ganesh
and three others have
been arrested and sent to
jail.

Is there a systemic issue at
fault? Experts say that
apart from rampant cor-
ruption in the BSEB, the
State’s education system is
in a mess, with teacher ab-
senteeism in higher sec-
ondary schools as high as
29%. 

The Nitish Kumar gov-
ernment’s decision to ap-
point teachers on contract
while abolishing the post
of Assistant Teachers is of-
ten faulted for marring the
quality of education.
Against around 27.5 mil-
lion students, there are
only 5,00,000 teachers, of
whom 4,00,000 are on
contract. Even basic infra-
structure is woefully inad-
equate: the State needs at
least 60,000 more
classrooms.

What ails education in Bihar?
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On what lies behind the saga of the Class XII ‘toppers’
amarnath tewary
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